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  For Emo


  You opened my eyes


  


  Chapter One


  Nine-tenths of a second is just long enough for someone to make an irrevocable, unforgivable mistake. The moment before and the moment after might seem to belong to divergent realities. Nine-tenths of a second can change the world.


  Leonard Tramer understood this only too well. Nine-tenths of a second haunted him, possessing every thought. He did not dispute the fact that his momentary lapse in concentration deserved to be deemed unforgivable. What the aging inventor could not accept was the notion that his error was irrevocable. For decades, Leonard tinkered and toiled in an effort to rectify the horrible mistake he had made on May 9th — thirty-one years, four months, and two days ago. He intended to pursue his quest for the duration of his life, if necessary.


  Hunched over a desk, Leonard cursed under his breath while delicately manipulating a fine-tipped solder iron. The desk, littered with wires and electronic parts, had endured decades of blasphemy, burns, and solder stains. An ancient computer stood in the center, its fan clattering in protest, while a relatively new laptop rested in the corner, as far removed from the chaos as possible.


  “Damn.”


  Leonard placed the soldering iron on its cradle, pushed his chair away from the desk, and ran one hand through his thinning hair. Mostly gray, with a hint of brown, his short, loose curls scattered as his fingers passed. He had not showered in at least two days, and he could only imagine the state of his ever-decaying appearance. A two-day-old beard and a smattering of freckles accentuated fifty-one years of well-earned creases. A loose white t-shirt, half tucked into faded jeans, nearly blended with his pallid skin. Still, his medium build and square jaw preserved an essence of dignity. A shave and a smile would likely transform him, but grooming and pleasantries were not on his agenda that afternoon.


  He noticed Michelle out of the corner of his eye and swiveled to face her. She stood in the doorway glaring at him, a small red suitcase at her feet. Her cropped, black hair did little to soften her long, thin features.


  “I’m leaving, Leo.”


  With a weary, defeated expression, Leonard stared at the young woman. “Okay. Do you have everything?”


  “Okay? Is that all you’re going to say? Okay?”


  He shrugged.


  “I wasted nearly a year of my life trying to rescue you from this mess.” She gestured around the room. A disorderly array of boxes, disassembled electronic devices, and dog-eared books spoke volumes. A well-worn armchair in one corner betrayed the fact that Leonard rarely left the room, resting briefly in-between periods of manic productivity that paid the bills, and stretches of creativity that fueled his obsession.


  “I didn’t ask for a rescue.”


  “You’re wasting away in here, pursuing this MacGyver-meets-Flash-Gordon nonsense. You had so much potential.”


  “MacGyver meets the Time Traveler.”


  “What?”


  “MacGyver meets the Time Traveler from H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine. That would be a better analogy—”


  “Whatever.”


  “I’m just saying—”


  “The boy is dead, Leo. You’re never going to bring him back with this insane delusion. He. Is. Dead.”


  Leonard jumped to his feet and swiftly crossed the room, stopping inches from her face. She grimaced and took a step back.


  “Tommy Richardson,” he shouted. “He is not the boy. His name is Tommy Richardson. And I will save him if it consumes my entire life.”


  Michelle folded her arms, tears forming at the edges of her eyes. “It has consumed your life, Leo. Can’t you see that? Can’t you imagine all the things you could have done if you hadn’t embraced this crazy notion that you can change the past?” She pointed at the open door on the far wall. “This ridiculous conviction that you can build a time machine in your closet?”


  Leonard looked at his feet. “Leave.”


  “Leo, I—”


  “Leave,” he said, his voice deep and menacing. When he glanced up, she was gone.


  Michelle, Lisa, Brenda, and a series of other women who came and went meant little to Leonard. In fact, they proved to be a distraction. Online dating chat rooms. Late night blind dates in bars. Florence Nightingales hell-bent on delivering him from evil. What did these women want from him, really? He vowed for the sixteenth time since he traded the love of his life for his obsession that he would swear off women.


  He returned to his desk and resumed the task at hand.


  ***


  At 2:09 a.m., Leonard awoke from another nightmare. Three to five times a week for over thirty-one years the recurring nightmare taunted Leonard, spurring him on. The images, far more elaborate than they had been in the beginning, etched themselves on Leonard’s brain, details he could not possibly have witnessed at the time — eleven-year-old Tommy Richardson pushing his hands against the back of the passenger seat in an effort to minimize the impact; the horrifying sound of a boy screaming as the car frame buckled and crushed his little body; blood rushing down his face; eyes frozen in terror, devoid of life.


  Leonard sat up, rubbing his temples. His tear ducts, long since dried up from overuse, merely twitched in irritation. He sighed, stumbled over to the closet, and examined the useless contraption born out of decades of research and experimentation.


  A small chair stood in the middle of the four-by-four space. Hard, plastic gloves, suspended mid-air, gripped a steering wheel which was bolted to the wall. A numeric keypad and a small screen glowed at eye level. Boots attached to pedals on the floor gave the eerie impression of a bodiless driver navigating a ghostly vehicle. Next to the boots a small fire extinguisher lay on its side. Wires and circuit boards clung to the walls and ceiling at what appeared to be random intervals. Several computers, stacked in one corner, languished in a tangle of cables. On the ceiling, a dark visor attached to a helmet hung from a retractable cord. To the left of the chair an enormous circuit breaker, positioned upright, seemed to be waiting for the incorporeal motorist to awaken and flip the switch.


  An inoperative virtual reality game, the sum of a man’s life.


  Leonard retrieved a circuit board he had finished soldering earlier in the evening before he had fallen into the armchair, exhausted. He stood on the closet chair, unhooked several wires, and proceeded to add the board to a convoluted circuit on the ceiling.


  His freshly soldered wire was an inch too short.


  “Shit.”


  He began to untwist the wires on the left, but he stopped short, gaping at the configuration on the ceiling as if noticing something amiss. He counted the circuit boards and followed the wires with his fingers to see where they led.


  Leonard jumped from the chair, ran to his desk, and yanked open a large drawer on the right. Inside were dozens of composition books with notes and diagrams. He fumbled through the books until he found what he was looking for — book six, which he had completed and tossed aside twenty years ago. He flipped through the book, finally stopping in the middle, and inspected the diagrams sketched on the page. He shook his head and laughed.


  You idiot.


  Two hours later, after carefully disconnecting and reconnecting the circuit boards, Leonard stood back several feet from the open closet and stared in awe. This isn’t the first time you thought you finally had it, Leonard, he cautioned himself. Still, after years of fruitless endeavors that took him nowhere near the past, it was just one more jump into the sea of possibility. I only need two minutes, three tops. Just enough time to get my bearings, size up the situation, and hit the brakes.


  Having attached one boot to the brake and the other to the gas, Leonard had already presumed his reflexes might be compromised. He practiced driving with both feet so many times, he nearly caused another accident in the real world. At some point in the last five years, he stopped driving altogether, ordering take-out food and shopping via the Internet, in addition to using his various girlfriends as chauffeurs. By now well acquainted with the way the time machine’s pedals worked, he was not going to make a mistake. He was ready.


  He stepped into the closet, closed the door, and sat down. The small screen glowed with a series of numbers that represented the date, time, location, and duration of the visit. Leonard checked the numbers previously entered. After spending three minutes in the past, rectifying his fatal error and righting the unsettled universe, Leonard Tramer would embrace the present. Once his mission was complete, he planned to lock the closet and return to the real world in search of the life he had put on hold for over thirty-one years.


  Leonard’s feet slid automatically into the boots as they had done countless times. He pulled the helmet over his head and flipped the visor down before slipping his hands into the gloves. He stared at the image in the virtual visor — the dusty, smudged dashboard of his red Ford truck, the one he drove years ago when he attended college in Colorado. The vehicle’s window looked out on a wall of gray, as if the car sat facing a cement barricade. If the time machine was properly calibrated, the cement wall should dissolve and Leonard would return to May 9th on that crucial day, heading north on Interstate 225 at 7:46 p.m. — the sun low in the sky, bouncing off the side mirrors. Every other time he attempted to return to the past, the cement wall had refused to vanish. This time he knew it would be different. This time, he prayed he would succeed. He removed his left hand from the glove briefly, flipped the circuit breaker, and held his breath.


  The cement wall dissolved.


  Leonard felt the steering wheel jolt, and he tightened his grip. Tapping the gas, he accelerated slightly to match the speed of the surrounding vehicles. The sun caught the truck’s left side mirror, and a flash of light nearly blinded Leonard. Shielding the side of his face, he looked in his rearview mirror, searching for the blue sedan, the Richardsons’ Chrysler.


  There.


  Leonard saw it approaching, passing on the left. In a moment the Chrysler would surpass the Ford, leaving the truck just behind the sedan’s blind spot. Leonard would lean over and attempt to reach a candy bar lying on the floor, nudge his foot against the gas pedal, and look up just in time to see Mrs. Richardson merging. The sedan would clip the front of Leonard’s car, do a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree turn and careen over a damaged guardrail, landing upside down in a small greenway, taking one of its occupants to his death. Leonard would brake hard and come to a rest on the shoulder.


  He glanced in the virtual rearview mirror. Mrs. Richardson was peeking over her shoulder, talking to her son. She wasn’t paying attention. The shame of three decades diminished just a hair. All you have to do now is brake.


  Leonard braked slowly, mildly annoying the driver behind him, but creating distance between the Ford and the blue sedan on his left. A beautiful, spacious distance, enough room for two Chryslers to merge with no collision.


  Unfortunately, at the precise moment Mrs. Richardson’s tire touched the white line, the driver of a yellow sports car in the far left lane noticed the spacious gap created by Leonard’s skillful braking maneuver, and the sports car driver changed two lanes at once. The yellow car clipped the rear of the blue sedan and — as the Richardsons’ vehicle had done thirty-one years, four months, and three days ago — it began to spin.


  Leonard gasped as the images faded and the cement wall re-formed before his eyes.


  “No,” he screamed, unable to believe what he had witnessed. “No!”


  He turned the steering wheel back in forth in vain, willing the traffic to reappear. A circuit board on the ceiling caught fire and a tendril of smoke slithered into the small room. Leonard yanked off the helmet, pulled his hands from the gloves and pounded the steering wheel.


  “No, no, no.”


  A cinder dropped from the burning circuit board and fell on his hand. It sizzled, and the aroma of burnt flesh and hair mingled with the smell of smoldering electronics. Leonard did not move. His eyes fixated on something far beyond the little room, he gazed listlessly. For the first time in a decade, tears streamed down his face.


  Nine-tenths of a second changed nothing. Nine-tenths of a second were pawns in a cosmic twist of fate. Leonard Tramer had sacrificed his life in pursuit of nine-tenths of a second that made no difference at all.


  


  Chapter Two


  Eventually, the toxic air drove Leonard from his prison. He grabbed the fire extinguisher and discharged it into the closet as if unloading a machine gun into a loathsome predator. Leonard slammed the door shut and gave it a good kick. Unfortunately, the solid door did not yield and he yelped in pain. A sturdy home, constructed out of wood and bricks, it had served the Tramer family throughout Leonard’s childhood and young adult life. When his parents moved to a retirement home in Florida, he inherited the house. Nothing could have satisfied him more. Staying put allowed him to build and rebuild the time machine in his bedroom closet. He could never move, at least not before his devastatingly disappointing visit to the past. What will I do now? In a moment of overwhelming grief, Leonard realized that he had no dreams outside the time machine. As his pointless obsession slipped into irrelevance, the void left in its wake suffocated him.


  He glanced up and stepped back in shock. His office looked nothing like it had when he entered the closet. Tidy and charming, it appeared to be someone else’s home. No solder-covered desk sat in the corner. A neatly made queen-sized bed adorned with a floral bedspread stood in the center of one wall, flanked by two oak bedside tables. Leonard laid the fire extinguisher against the wall and cautiously opened the closet door. No longer smoking, it now contained dozens of shirts, pressed pants, and dresses. Dresses? He slammed the door and retreated several steps. Then he tentatively surveyed the walls. A Renoir print claimed the space that previously held a pair of Avalanche hockey sticks. Oddly, the impressionist painting hung above Leonard’s childhood dresser. It didn’t make sense. The nightstand clock read 5:13 p.m. Impossible. This must be a dream.


  A dream. Leonard so deserved a peaceful dream after years of unforgiving nightmares. He opened the door and stepped into the hallway. Similar unfamiliar decorations greeted him. He headed for the stairs, nearly slipping on the polished wooden floor. He heard voices coming from the dining room. Pleasant voices. Tears formed in the corners of Leonard’s eyes. A happy dream.


  “There you are,” a kind, female voice called. “Come. Before the food gets cold.”


  Leonard’s heart leapt as he approached the table and the woman’s features came into focus. Her deep brown eyes stared into his astonished face.


  “Alina?” he whispered.


  The lovely woman cocked her head. “Don’t you look rugged tonight?”


  Leonard glanced down at his disheveled clothing. He felt the stubble on his chin. Why, at this moment, did he have to look so unkempt?


  The only woman he ever truly loved, Alina Marsh, sat at his dinning room table. Her long, dark hair as lustrous as he remembered and her smile as radiant. Soft crinkles around her eyes and a few creases here and there betrayed the passage of time, but she appeared not nearly as worn or broken as Leonard himself. He reached the table, gripped the back of the chair at the far end, and stared at his long-lost lover.


  “Are you okay, Dad?” a young voice on Leonard’s left piped up.


  He jolted and turned toward the voice. A girl, modestly touched by the signs of puberty, stared at him. She sat upright with a fork in one hand. Leonard smiled at the pretty young girl who looked so much like Alina — dark hair, caramel skin, and a delicate nose. Did she say Dad? Leonard choked back the tears. It was such a beautiful dream. The imaginary daughter had Leonard’s gray-blue eyes, eyes designed to guard secrets. She appeared to be eleven or twelve, and she wore a navy-blue hoodie with “DEPS 007934” written in bright white letters across the chest.


  “I am absolutely wonderful…uh…” He did not know her name. “…darling.”


  “Darling? Sit down and eat, Dad. You’re gaga.”


  He took his seat and fumbled with his napkin. The meal consisted of a small meatloaf, canned peas, a weak broth that served as gravy, and a huge bowl of mashed potatoes. Nevertheless, it was a feast in Leonard’s eyes, for he rarely ate anything that did not emerge from a box and pass briefly through the microwave.


  “Natalia, would you please pass the potatoes to your father?”


  “Natalia. What a beautiful name,” Leonard said merrily.


  Natalia froze, holding the bowl of potatoes mid-air. Two pairs of eyes gazed at Leonard, mildly concerned, shaking him from his musings and drawing his attention to how stupid he must sound. He wanted to enjoy the dream, relish the alternate reality it presented, so he needed to suspend logic and act like a credible father.


  He cleared his throat. “Why don’t you tell me about your day, Nuh, Natalia. What were the highlights?” Leonard felt content, gazing at his daughter while sitting across from his only true love. This is the life I could have had. Suddenly, a wistful regret swept away his contentment.


  “Highlights?” the girl stammered. “You want to know the highlights of my day?”


  “Yeah, of course. Share something with us. Did you hear any juicy secrets? Did you learn something interesting?”


  Natalia cocked her head to one side and drew her eyebrows together. Tears pooled at the edges of her eyes. Then she looked back at her mother with an expression of utter bewilderment. Alina shrugged.


  “Thank you, Dad,” Natalia said finally. “I don’t know what to say. You have never asked me that before.”


  Leonard’s breath caught in his throat. “Really?”


  Natalia nodded knowingly before taking a bite of meatloaf. She chewed and swallowed hastily. “You’re always so distracted at the dinner table.” Taking a sip of water, the girl examined her father curiously over the rim of the glass. “But you’ve been different recently.”


  “She’s right, Leonard. I’m tempted to ask you about your highlights. Anything new going on at the base? You’ve been more present these past few weeks.”


  The base. What do I do?


  Out in the real world, Leonard repaired and programmed computers. He spent most of the time in his home, either on his laptop clanking away, writing clever code, or at his solder-covered desk playing with electronics. He preferred tinkering and experimenting.


  What is my career in this fantasy world? An electrical engineer?


  Leonard looked at the ceiling for a moment before responding. “Oh, you know, testing, the usual. Nothing I toy with ever works as intended.”


  Alina frowned and placed her fork and knife on the table purposefully. “Knock it off. First of all, I’m well aware that you cannot discuss your project, and you ought to know by now that I’d never ask.” She looked around the room as if searching for an eavesdropper. Then she glared at Leonard with an expression he could only decipher as admonishment. “Second of all, you don’t toy with things. You’re a genius.”


  He stared at her. “I…uh…”


  “What I’m really looking for is good gossip.” Her eyes lit up. “Nothing top-secret of course.”


  Leonard frowned slightly and looked from Alina to Natalia. The girl took a sip of water, stared at her plate, and shook her head disapprovingly. Then she looked up at her father and rolled her eyes subtly. When she returned her attention to her meatloaf, he could have sworn she glanced stealthily to the left and right.


  “Anyway,” Alina continued, “let’s get back to the ‘What are your highlights?’ version of my Leonard. I was kind of intrigued by him.” She smiled warmly. “So, Natalia, your father was asking about your day. Do you have a highlight you’d like to share?”


  Natalia regarded her mother and father, each in turn. “It’s more of a lowlight. Can I share a lowlight instead?”


  Leonard reached out and touched his daughter’s hand. “Of course, darling. Whatever you want to talk about.”


  Natalia chuckled, but her voice quavered when she attempted to mock him. “Darling. Gaga, Dad.” Her body shuddered slightly as she held back an emotional release. Staring at the table, she bit her lip, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. “Linda’s not talking to me. She’s been ignoring me for several days now.”


  Alina’s face softened. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”


  “I think she’s pregnant. She’s been hanging out with the other pregnant girls.”


  Pregnant? Leonard had to censor himself. His first instinct was to ask how old Natalia was, not an appropriate question for a father, especially when the girl obviously found him aloof and out of touch. “How old is Linda?” he asked instead.


  Natalia glared at him. “Thirteen, Dad. Two weeks older than me, the same as it’s been ever since we were born.” The young girl’s eyes flashed from sadness to anger. She scowled at him, shaking her head. “It’s like you’ve been in a coma ever since you went to work for the DID.”


  “Natalia,” her mother cautioned, catching her daughter’s eyes and locking them in a gaze.


  “Sorry, Dad. I know you work hard.” She mashed her peas with her fork. An oppressive silence lingered. When Natalia spoke again, she sounded calmer. “I’ll drop a hint, since you’re clearly in another universe most of the time. Linda just turned thirteen.” She spoke slowly, pausing to confirm that her father was paying attention. “Which means my birthday might be coming up soon…sometime around September seventeenth perhaps?”


  He nodded, playing along. “Of course I remember.”


  “And what you promised me?”


  “Absolutely,” he lied, hoping it wasn’t birth control pills. He was vaguely aware that tweens were having sex these days, but since he was an obsessed recluse with no children, the idea had not shaken him until that very moment.


  “The seventeenth…that’s uh…”


  “Thursday, Leonard,” his wife said dryly.


  What’s today? he wondered.


  “I’ve been saving gas rations,” Alina said, addressing her daughter. “I won’t let him forget.”


  Natalia nodded, apparently satisfied with this information.


  The conversation stalled. Leonard was confused, but he didn’t want to reveal the depth of his bewilderment. Perhaps he had planned a trip with Natalia. It would make sense given the gas rations comment. Gazing appreciatively at his beautiful daughter, he willed the dream to last long enough for him to find out. Then his face darkened. “I hope I don’t have to worry about you.”


  “Worry?”


  “You know,” he stammered. “If your friend is…”


  Natalia glowered. “If my friend is pregnant and her friends are pregnant, you assume I’ll be next?”


  “Well—”


  “I hate those girls. They think they’re better than the rest of us.”


  “They want to care for a baby at their age?” Leonard asked, incredulous.


  “CAPERS will place them in a DCF,” Natalia said matter-of-factly. She frowned; then she mumbled something under her breath.


  Alina narrowed her eyes. “Those girls are not better than you. They’re foolish. I see so many pregnant teenagers at the hospital.” She shook her head despondently.


  At the mention of hospital, Leonard’s brain raced, recalling facts and memories that had been tucked away for ages. Alina and Leonard broke up right after she received her bachelor’s degree. Leonard had graduated three years earlier, but he was still devastated by the shame of causing the accident that claimed Tommy Richardson’s life. He gave up on his plans for graduate school. Instead — armed with a computer science degree, a minor in physics, and hours in the electronics lab — Leonard retreated into his newfound obsession. By the time Alina graduated and was accepted into the University of Colorado Medical School, she had grown tired of the detached, fanatical man she once called her best friend.


  He didn’t even try to pursue her when she left. One evening, saying not a word, she touched him gently on the shoulder, kissed him tenderly on the cheek, and walked out the door. He stood motionless for fifteen minutes wondering if he should run after her. Then he returned to his desk, pulled out a notebook, and worked for three days straight — driving her from his mind and chaining himself to his futile mission.


  “You became a doctor,” Leonard said joyfully, abruptly emerging from his memories and rejoining his fantasy family.


  Both female jaws dropped simultaneously.


  Embarrassed, Leonard said, “I mean, listen to your mother. She’s a doctor. There’ll be plenty of time for boys in the future. You can start a family when you’re older and wiser.”


  “A family?” Natalia said, puzzled.


  Just then, a door opened and someone entered the foyer.


  Alina shifted awkwardly in her chair. “Garrett,” she called down the hall. “Would you like me to heat up the meatloaf?”


  A scuffing sound approached. Leonard glanced over his shoulder as a teenage boy shuffled into the room. Tattered jeans enveloped his dirty sneakers. The boy looked about fifteen. Leonard presumed he was his son. Except for brown eyes, the teenager had undoubtedly inherited his father’s looks with fairer skin and a bigger nose than his sister. The boy’s mousy brown hair was short except several long strands that hung precariously near his eyes. A haughty, annoyed expression marred his features.


  “I don’t want any of your stupid oatmeal-loaf.”


  Alina took a deep breath and glared at her son. “Garrett, if you don’t wish to join us for dinner, you need to call.”


  “Whatever.”


  Leonard glanced at Alina apprehensively. Her previously bright face darkened. She looked several years older than she had when Leonard first approached the table.


  The boy grabbed a chair, flipped it around and sat down, resting his chin on its back.


  Alina raised one eyebrow. “Either sit at the table or go to your room.”


  Garrett abruptly pushed back causing the chair to crash to the floor.


  Leonard finally summoned his courage. “Treat your mother with some respect.” His voice boomed, filling the room. “And pick up that chair.”


  The teenager regarded Leonard suspiciously. Eventually, his thin lips formed a faint smile. “Look who grew some balls overnight.”


  “Be quiet, young man,” Alina said sharply.


  Garrett flipped his palms up in mock surrender. “I’m just saying.” The boy retrieved the chair, sat down, and put his elbows on the table defiantly. He slumped forward and placed his chin in his hands, looking utterly bored.


  Leonard hesitated. Should I say something further? He didn’t enjoy being bullied by his imaginary son, but he didn’t want the dream to be ruined by arguments and hostility. The precious moments with Alina brought him such happiness. He decided to steer the discourse in another direction.


  “So, Natalia. What does DEPS 007934 mean?”


  The young girl eyed her father curiously.


  “On your shirt.”


  Natalia nodded slowly.


  Garrett scoffed. “I knew you were out of it, but this is ridiculous. You went to 7934.”


  “It was called Ridgecrest then, Garrett,” Alina explained.


  “Right. Ridgecrest. You had competitive sports in those days,” Garrett said, grimacing. He shook his head. “Still, you’ve got to admit, the old man should know his daughter’s school number. That’s not too much to ask.”


  Ridgecrest. My middle school, Leonard thought, feeling dull-witted and out of place.


  “And you think he’s a genius, Mother.” Garrett laughed. “Inbreed,” he muttered.


  A horrible taste burned the back of Leonard’s throat. “I’m sorry, I forgot,” he whispered. “I guess I am getting old.”


  He glanced around the table. Natalia stared at him, mystified, almost scared. Garrett maintained an expression of righteous insolence. Alina’s eyes bore into him with a mix of emotions he found hard to decipher. Anger, no. Concern, yes. Bewilderment, definitely.


  No longer pleasurable, the dream disturbed Leonard. Thirty-one years haunted by Tommy Richardson, he deserved a nice dream. Still, what good was a story that reminded him of all he might have had but did not pursue? The hostile teenager may as well have been Leonard’s own conscience — ridiculing him as an old man who knows nothing, reminding him that the newer generation is already moving in to embrace the world that had passed Leonard by while he tinkered.


  “Excuse me,” he said, standing. “I’m not feeling very well.”


  He walked away from the table without so much as a glance back, leaving behind the woman he lost decades ago and making his way to the ten-by-ten prison that had claimed his life.


  


  Chapter Three


  “Sweetheart.” A female voice roused Leonard from his slumber.


  He moaned and stirred. Michelle. He pulled the blanket over his head. “Go away.” She was the last person he wanted to see. Drowning in failure, he mourned the end of his vibrant dream, a dream which slipped away as his brain awakened. Not now. Presumably Michelle had returned to retrieve some forgotten items or maybe even to apologize. If she wanted to get back together, he would have nothing of it. On the other hand, perhaps she was eager to wake him up so she could gloat. Surely she saw the state of the room — the fire extinguisher, the foam. It was painfully obvious that something had gone wrong and Michelle would be more than happy to hear every humiliating detail.


  “Leave me alone,” he said, squirming deeper under the covers.


  “We need to talk, Leonard.” The voice was gentle and compassionate.


  Leonard? Michelle always called him Leo. She only used Leonard when she was miffed at him, and she typically said the name with such disdain that it often sounded like an insult. This voice did not belong to Michelle. Leonard sat up abruptly.


  Alina.


  A prickly sensation crawled up Leonard’s neck. He looked around the room. Renoir, floral bedspread. The clock indicated it was 1:17 a.m. “I’m still dreaming.”


  “That explains it,” Alina said in a tone of amusement. “You must have been sleepwalking at the dinner table.”


  Leonard did not respond. The beautiful woman mesmerized him — perched upon his bed, her long hair resting on a green t-shirt. He reached out and caressed her face lightly. She touched his hand, sending shivers through his body. A wave of desire flooded his senses and all rational thoughts slipped away. He considered only the idea of laying her on the bed and making up for lost decades.


  She whispered in his ear, “Let’s take a walk.”


  “I can walk when I’m awake. While I have you, I want to make love to you.”


  “We’ll make love when we get back.” Her voice, still very low, sounded sharper, possibly urgent.


  “Alina, I’m going to wake up and the last thing I want to do with these fleeting moments is walk.” He stroked the side of her breast.


  Alina pulled back and considered him, frowning. “You are awake, Leonard.”


  He smiled and returned his attention to her breast.


  She grabbed his hand. “Look at me. Do you really believe you’re asleep?”


  He nodded.


  She glanced apprehensively at all four corners of the ceiling. “What did they do to you?” she mumbled, barely audible. Then she stood up and spoke in an obviously forced, nonchalant tone. “A little fresh air is what you need, sweetheart. Put on your pants and let’s take a quick stroll around the block.”


  He looked down. He was sitting in his briefs, wearing a tattered t-shirt. He ran a hand through his thinning hair.


  A real stud. No wonder she doesn’t want to have sex with you.


  Leonard obliged, and a few minutes later the couple ambled down the sidewalk. A third-quarter moon barely lit their path. They passed a home with a mildly sloping yard and a garden proudly displaying an assortment of late-season flowers. The moon’s glow blanketed the garden in silver-gray, teasing Leonard’s eyes. At that moment, walking with Alina, he longed to see the flowers’ proper colors.


  Just beyond the shimmering flowers, a row of bushes marked a small greenbelt. It separated the Tramers’ neighborhood from a bland, high-density development. In Leonard’s real world that area contained luxurious houses situated on skillfully landscaped, multi-acre properties. It struck Leonard as odd. The ugly, stone-gray housing development seemed incongruent. Everything else in the dream was a gentler, lovelier version of what he experienced in his actual life. The cozy home, the beautiful wife, the handsome (although not-both-so-well-behaved) children.


  “What about the kids?” Leonard asked, realizing that they were several houses away in the wee hours of the morning.


  “They’re fine. It’s you I’m worried about.” She reached out and grabbed his hand. “You’ve been acting so strange lately,” she whispered. “Your memory’s failing. You think you’re asleep. That’s weird, Leonard.”


  He spoke in a normal volume. “I’m just—”


  “Shh. Keep your voice down. A few more steps.”


  Alina glanced nervously over her shoulder before shoving Leonard through the bushes into the open space. She dragged him several yards away from the bushes but remained in the shadow of a huge tree near the center of the greenbelt. She sat down and patted the grass beside her.


  “Okay,” she said, “tell me what’s going on.” No longer maintaining a whisper, her voice was nonetheless quiet and cautious. “Are you involved in some kind of human experiment?” She examined his head for scars.


  He pulled her hand towards his chest and leaned over to kiss her.


  “Leonard,” she said in exasperation. “I’m glad you’re feeling affectionate. You’ve barely noticed my existence for the past several years…but you’re really starting to worry me.”


  He barely heard dream-Alina’s words. A feeling of tremendous loss washed over him. A peculiar sensation began in his abdomen and traveled swiftly toward his head, until his scalp tingled. “I’m so sorry,” he said, his voice quiet and sad. “I made all the wrong choices. I should have abandoned my pointless crusade. I should not have let you go.”


  Alina’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m here, Leonard.” Her voice trembled and she leaned over, stifling a gasp with her free hand. “But you’ve got to tell me what’s going on. What pointless crusade have they got you working on? Please tell me they haven’t hurt you.”


  A cool breeze tickled Leonard’s face. Suddenly, he became aware of the warmth of Alina’s hand and the chill of the moist grass. He felt the dampness seeping through his jeans. It was irritating yet very tangible.


  “I’m not asleep, am I?”


  Alina shook her head, slipping her hand out of his and pulling her jacket closer to her neck.


  “What’s happening?” Leonard whispered.


  “That’s what I’d like to know.”


  Leonard reevaluated the events which had transpired since he left the smoldering time machine. The household setting, once established, did not morph from one home to another as one might encounter in a dream. The characters, properly developed and realistic, did not blend and fade as the evening wore on. Almost every physical detail seemed to remain in its proper place. All at once, it hit him.


  “I didn’t waste my life,” he said. “I didn’t cause the accident. I didn’t become obsessed with the time machine—”


  “A time machine?” Alina whispered angrily. “Is that what those fools at the DID are trying to build?”


  “Not those fools. This fool.” He pointed at his chest. Then he put both of her hands in his own. “And I didn’t lose you. You didn’t leave me.”


  “Of course I’m not going to leave you.” She tilted her head and gazed at him. “I just want to make sure you’re okay. Tonight you really scared me. Natalia too, I fear.”


  Leonard prattled on as if she weren’t there. “I had children. We…we had children.”


  She chuckled. “I’m glad you remember.”


  “But you see, I don’t remember.”


  Alina frowned. She appeared somewhat frightened. “You don’t remember? Leonard, you’re not making sense. Are you saying you’ve lost your memories?”


  “I don’t even remember our wedding, Alina.”


  Her lips quivered. “What have they done to you?”


  “But perhaps I can find those memories. If this life really happened, it’s got to be in here somewhere.” He tapped his head with one finger.


  She narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean by ‘if this life really happened’?”


  Leonard took a deep breath, puffing out his cheeks before releasing the air. “Let me explain.”


  Alina searched their surroundings tentatively, as if looking for eavesdroppers. Satisfied, she nodded. “Please do.”


  “I killed a boy.”


  “Oh my God.”


  He held up both hands in a stop gesture. “No, wait. Listen. In my original timeline, when I was twenty-one, I caused an accident that killed a boy. You don’t remember?”


  “Your original timeline?” she asked, eyeing him doubtfully.


  “After the tragedy, I spent my entire life building a time machine.”


  Her doubtful expression magnified.


  He touched her shoulder. “You left me before you went off to med school.”


  “Really? Then why did I marry you when I became a resident?”


  Leonard sighed in frustration. “I was talking about the other timeline…the one where I killed a boy and wasted my life trying to bring him back.”


  Alina folded her arms. “So how did you get to this timeline?” she asked sarcastically. “Let me guess. You got into your time machine and wound up at our dining room table, suddenly the father of two children.”


  Leonard grimaced. “Something like that.”


  Alina laughed loudly. Then she covered her mouth and inspected the greenbelt for onlookers.


  Leonard continued, “I went back to that day, the day of the accident, trying to prevent it. In spite of my efforts, the accident happened anyway…only I didn’t cause it. I intended to change the boy’s life, to give him back the life I took with my carelessness. But it looks like the only life I changed was my own.”


  Alina’s expression softened. She regarded her husband with a look of compassion.


  A strange sadness overcame Leonard. “Not just my own.” He touched her hair, smoothing it along her shoulder. “How I pity the man whose heart is now broken because I got you instead of him.” Leaning in to steal a kiss, he closed his eyes.


  She pushed him back abruptly. “What do you mean?”


  “I’m assuming you married someone…in the other timeline. Now he’s history and you’re mine again.”


  “You really believe this, don’t you?”


  “It’s what happened, Alina. I wish I knew all the details about my life with you. This life.” He looked up at the stars. “God, I’d give anything to experience that. Please let me find those memories.” His voice brightened. “Do we have any videos?”


  “Tons. Maybe they will jog your memory and shake loose this alternate timeline delusion.”


  He grabbed her forcefully by the shoulders. “It’s real.”


  “Leonard,” she cried out loud, while simultaneously trying to hush herself.


  “You have to believe me.”


  “Where is this time machine?” she whispered.


  Leonard groaned. “That’s just it. I didn’t build it.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “I didn’t build the damn thing.”


  Alina started crying. “Leonard, please. Please keep your voice down.”


  “I wish I could show you the time machine. I really do. When I stepped out of the closet, I was here in this reality, and the time machine was gone.”


  “The time machine was in our closet? I think I would have noticed it.”


  “That’s the point. I didn’t build it. I married you and had a family and a…” He paused to regain his composure. “…a life,” he whispered wistfully. “A life I don’t remember.”


  “I’ll help you remember, sweetheart. We’ll get it back.”


  He cocked his head. “Why are we living in my parents’ house? If I married you and had a life, why didn’t we buy our own place?”


  Alina bit her lip. “You’re scaring me.” She shook her head repeatedly.


  Leonard touched her tenderly, trying to allay her fears. “Just pretend I’m a stranger and explain it to me.”


  Alina nodded. “Okay. You loved your parents’ house. They went to Florida and it was a perfect first house for us. I’m not fond of having no master bedroom and sharing one and a half bathrooms with two teenagers, but we’re lucky.”


  “Perfect first house. I can see that. But when we outgrew it, why didn’t we move?”


  Alina gazed at him intently. After a long silence, she said, “Come with me.” She stood and offered her hand. Then, taking another paranoid glance around the perimeter of the open space, she led Leonard through the greenbelt and into the dismal gray housing development.


  A sickly feeling passed through Leonard’s body as he examined their surroundings. Bland and poorly constructed, the six story buildings towered above them. Rusty railings anchored in cracking, cement steps led to doors, each labeled with a five-digit address and twelve apartment numbers. Bushes bordered every stairwell, but no trees graced the property. The sounds of laughter and arguments wafted down the streets — streets which clearly only accommodated one vehicle going in either direction. Flickering streetlamps irritated Leonard’s brain, causing him to rub his forehead vigorously. Alina led them away from the lamplight and into the shadows, but her brisk pace did not appear to have anything to do with Leonard’s acute headache. They wandered, seemingly aimlessly, but soon Leonard realized that Alina had a destination in mind. The cautious woman inspected the addresses before choosing a stairwell. She stood back, pressed her body against the bushes, and pulled Leonard toward her.


  “Pretend we’re lovers trying not to get caught.”


  “I could go with that.” He grinned and touched her hair lovingly.


  “Do you remember what was here before they built this monstrosity?” Resting her head on his shoulder, she caressed his neck.


  Leonard balked. The surrounding rattrap could not possibly have replaced the impressive homes that existed in his real world.


  Alina took a step back and regarded him, frowning. “Really, Leonard, this did not happen in your other timeline?” A dubious expression dominated her features. “This was the Hill Creek Development.”


  “Multi-acre custom houses, beautiful yards.”


  “Thank you.” She tapped his head. “You remember some things. It gives me hope that we might get you back.” She lowered her voice. “That brain of yours saved us from this.” She swept her hand up the street and into the distance. Leonard took in the magnitude of the project — over a hundred buildings, possibly close to a thousand small apartments.


  He faced her. “Where did the houses go?”


  “Where do you think?”


  Leonard did not know what to say. His mind buzzed, a series of scenarios competing for his attention.


  Alina repositioned her husband into their mock lovers’ embrace. She rested her head on his shoulder and continued, a sadness resonating with her words. “When Natalia was two, we seriously considered moving to a larger home. In fact, I nagged you persistently.”


  “And I didn’t budge?”


  “No. The housing crisis made it difficult to get a mortgage.” A gray tabby materialized at their feet, purring and rubbing their ankles. The cat looked up at the couple expectantly as if hoping for some treats. “You had a bad feeling about the situation,” Alina explained. “You wanted to stay put, and you were very adamant about it. I was so angry with you at first.” She paused as if silencing the echoes of an old dispute. The cat slipped away into the darkness. “But you were right.” She tightened her arms around him. “Thank God you’re such a stubborn ass.”


  “I was right? I was right to keep you in a house with no master bedroom?”


  “The Fair Housing Act passed before Natalia turned three. I didn’t even pay attention at the time. You were all over it, but the general population was clueless. Most of us had a vague idea that it would fund government housing for the poor.” She cleared her throat as quietly as possible. “During that time, I became very restless. I considered leaving you over the stupid house issue. I thought you were clinging to your childhood. But you saw it coming.”


  “Developments like this for people whose homes were foreclosed?” He winced as his eyes met the sickly yellow glare emanating from the streetlight on the corner. The hideous contraption buzzed and flickered incessantly, making Leonard feel like he was imprisoned in an interrogation room. He could not imagine leaving his beautiful home and living in an ugly, crowded housing project.


  “Worse,” Alina said. She pulled away and looked into his eyes. “They kicked people out of their homes, whether they were paying the mortgage or not.”


  “That doesn’t—”


  “Over a period of several years people were relocated or forced to double and triple up with other families. Most of the fancy neighborhoods were razed and replaced with public housing. But the Feds left smaller, older neighborhoods intact.” She stopped to take a breath. “It was so awful, Leonard, watching the bulldozers tear apart the beautiful gardens, while the excavators chomped up the houses. Hearing the crack of wood and drywall as the homes caved in, many with belongings still inside. That was early on. Even then, I didn’t get it.”


  “What made me believe they would stay clear of our house?”


  “You hoped that we would be allowed to live alone given that we are somewhat cramped already. They visited us and made an evaluation. I think it was the single full bathroom that sealed the deal.”


  “Who visited?”


  “People from the DHR.”


  “DHR?”


  “Department of Housing and Relocation. You don’t remember any of this?” She sounded desperate.


  “They went door to door?”


  “Yes. Several of our neighbors had to take in another couple or family. We were lucky. We signed over the deed and they left us alone.”


  Leonard recoiled, leaning back to catch Alina’s eyes. “Wait a minute. We don’t own our house? My parents paid off the mortgage several years before they left for Florida.”


  “Nobody owns their house.”


  “We pay a mortgage to the government?”


  She grabbed him by the shoulders. “There are no mortgages anymore, Leonard. My God, what has happened to you?”


  Leonard was speechless. Alina rested her head on his shoulder and collected herself. Then she grabbed his hand and led him silently through the development.


  “Does this place have a name?”


  “The Guilder Project.”


  Leonard snorted. “You’re kidding.”


  “It’s the name of a senator.”


  He followed her obediently, wrestling with all the information she had imparted. “This is my fault,” he said as they emerged from the Dark Age neighborhood. A little disoriented, Leonard looked around. He did not recognize the street. Somehow they had managed to cross the Guilder Project and surface on the other side.


  Alina took him by the hand and led him down the sidewalk. “How could it possibly be your fault?”


  “Because if I hadn’t tried to mess with the past, none of this would have happened.”


  “Are you talking about the time machine again?”


  He nodded absentmindedly, mulling over the potential outcomes.


  Alina shook her head in disgust. She guided her husband down the sidewalk. They took several turns before Leonard recognized his surroundings. Alina led him toward the open space. He followed obediently as she dragged him back into the shelter of the large tree and sat him down. After surveying the park like an owl appraising its environment, she joined him, whispering, “How do you suppose that you not wasting your life on a time machine would create this mess?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “I think the time machine is all in your head.”


  “Perhaps it’s something I created. Something I invented instead of inventing the time machine.”


  She scrunched up her nose. “I don’t see how that could make a difference. You were working for IBM. You only joined the DID three years ago.”


  “What is that, the DID?”


  “The Department of Interrogation and Defense. You’re doing some top, top-secret project. You’ve never even given me a hint.”


  “I work for an organization called the Department of Interrogation and Defense?”


  She folded her arms. “They don’t have a DID where you come from either?”


  “No.”


  She pursed her lips to one side pensively. “That’s possible if you don’t remember anything that happened since college. Most of the government agencies got reorganized and renamed when Stehlen was a senator.” She said the name softly with disdain. “I was pregnant with Garrett when he was elected. Man, it already seems like decades ago.” She looked at the ground for awhile before continuing. “Anyway, at first the agency reorganization project seemed like a good idea. Consolidation, you know.”


  “Sure. Makes sense.”


  “Only when you consolidate, it’s kind of like joining forces. They all became so powerful and…” She glanced around the open space with a panicked expression. “We shouldn’t talk like this.”


  “Why?”


  “We just shouldn’t.”


  Alina made a move to get up, but she appeared to notice something out of the corner of her eye. Before Leonard knew what was happening she had him pinned to the damp ground, and she was kissing him passionately.


  “Now we’re talking,” he said flirtatiously.


  She nibbled at his ear. “The bushes moved. Pretend you’re hot for me.”


  “I don’t have to pretend.”


  She rolled over, pulled him with her, and bit him playfully on the other ear. “I’m serious. There’s a Watcher behind those bushes.”


  “A Watch—?”


  She silenced him with her mouth.


  


  Chapter Four


  The Tramers returned home only after Alina was convinced the Watcher was either gone or a figment of her imagination.


  As they slipped inside the front door, Leonard flipped on the light. It burst, leaving them in darkness.


  “Dammit.” Alina groaned.


  “I’ll change it.”


  “Never mind. We don’t have any light bulbs.”


  “It’s okay. I like the dark.” Touching her hair, he said, “I kind of wish your Watcher had stayed a little longer. I would have liked to finish what we started.”


  “Shh,” Alina said sharply. She put her arm out to prevent him from stepping forward. “The kitchen light is on.” She grabbed an umbrella by the door and tiptoed slowly and purposefully toward the kitchen. She continued to hold one arm out to protect Leonard, which had the effect of making him feel emasculated. Irritated, he snatched the umbrella out of her hand just before they reached the kitchen.


  “Garrett,” Alina cried, sounding both relieved and concerned.


  Leonard leaned the umbrella in the corner.


  The teenager stood over the sink, a muffin in one hand and a carton of milk in the other. He was still wearing the tattered jeans, his feet hidden beneath an abundance of denim.


  He spoke without looking at them. “Kind of an odd time for a walk.”


  “Kind of an odd time for a muffin,” Leonard said.


  “I’m hungry,” he mumbled, his mouth full.


  “Where did you get that muffin?” Alina asked.


  “None of your business.” He tossed back a swig of milk directly from the carton.


  “Don’t talk to your mother like that.”


  Garrett slammed the carton of milk on the counter. “Shut up, old man.”


  Leonard rushed at the insolent teenager. Alina grabbed his arm, trying to hold him back to no avail. Inches from Garrett’s face he snarled, “Show some respect, young man, or I’m going to kick your ass.”


  Garrett shoved his father hard, causing him to stumble backward, knocking Alina on the floor. The teen’s laughter filled the kitchen. Addressing his father, he said, “You pathetic piece of shit. Don’t tell me what to do.”


  Leonard regained his balance and helped Alina to her feet. “I’m your father. I most certainly will tell you what to do as long as you live under my roof.”


  “Well, thank God,” Garrett shouted, “because I won’t be living in this fucking house for very much longer.”


  “What are you talking about, Garrett?” Alina asked softly, in a tone that seemed to imply she already knew and was afraid to ask.


  The teen responded by leaving the room, retrieving his backpack, and producing an envelope from the front zip pocket. He shoved the envelope in his mother’s face.


  The healthy glow Alina had acquired in the crisp early September air drained swiftly, leaving the caramel-skinned woman looking almost ashen gray. She opened the envelope slowly and pulled out a wad of paperwork. Garrett leaned against the counter, a repugnant sneer pasted on his face. He picked up the milk carton and took another swig. Alina smoothed out the papers on the counter. A moment later she gasped. Garrett laughed, slapped his hand on his knee, and made a sizzling sound of victory.


  “A ward of the state?” Alina whispered in disbelief.


  Leonard snatched the paperwork out of her hands and began to read.


  “I’m just waiting for a housing placement,” Garrett said, still grinning in triumph.


  Leonard grimaced and gazed at his son. “Who would want to become a ward of the state by choice?”


  “Oh, just about everyone these days, Father.” He said the word father as if it were something depraved. “The family is an abhorrent, outdated institution. In another decade, it will be outlawed altogether.”


  Leonard scoffed. “Right.”


  “You know nothing, old man. You are obsolete. We will purge the country of your kind and your depraved values.”


  Stunned, Leonard said nothing.


  Garrett continued to shout. “I wish I was born four years ago. Then I would’ve never had to even know you. The CAPERS kids are so lucky.” His voice cracked. “Growing up in the DCFs…not poisoned by the obscenity of family.”


  Unsuccessfully attempting to hold back her tears, Alina whispered, “Where are you learning all of these ideas, Garrett?”


  “They aren’t ideas, Mother, they are facts.”


  “Did you join the Youth Brigade?”


  Garrett did not respond.


  “Answer your mother.”


  “I don’t have to answer any of your fucking questions.”


  Leonard glowered. “If you are ready to leave, then get out of our home.”


  The teenager folded his arms and spoke coldly. “No. I don’t have a housing assignment yet.”


  “I don’t care,” Leonard shouted. “If you don’t want to be a part of a family then leave.”


  “No, Leonard, no,” Alina cried. “He doesn’t have to leave. Maybe he’ll change his mind.”


  “I’m not changing my mind, bitch.”


  Leonard threw a punch, which landed square on Garrett’s jaw. The teen paused for a moment, an expression of total shock on his face. He felt his chin and looked at his hand. It was damp with blood. Then, with a growl of rage, he slammed the top of his head into Leonard’s chest.


  Alina screeched, stop, boys, stop, over and over again but her words fell on deaf ears. The Tramer males wrestled on the ground for nearly five minutes before Leonard got a good hold of his son and pinned him to the floor.


  “Leave. Now.”


  “My pleasure,” the teen retorted. He spat in his father’s face.


  Leonard jolted back and wiped his face on the back of his sleeve, giving Garrett the opportunity to struggle free. The teen grabbed his backpack, shoved the government paperwork into the front pocket, and slung the pack over one shoulder.


  “You’re going to be so sorry,” he snarled before dashing down the hallway. He fumbled with his shoes, cursing under his breath. As he stepped out the door, he shouted so that his voice carried to the rooms upstairs. “Anyone who’s thirteen or older can apply to become a ward of the state.”


  The slamming of the door echoed throughout the household. Glasses rattled on the kitchen counter.


  Alina put her head in her hands and began to sob uncontrollably. Leonard touched her back and led her to the couch, gently sitting her down and settling in beside her. She shook his arm away violently.


  “Why did you tell him to leave?” she demanded.


  “I…uh—”


  “We could have worked something out. Maybe he would have changed his mind.” She began rocking back and forth.


  “He was being an asshole.”


  “So? He’s my son.”


  “But he—”


  “Just because you don’t remember raising him, doesn’t mean he isn’t your son. That was easy for you, wasn’t it? It was like kicking an unwelcome stranger out of the house.”


  “No, I—”


  “Sure it was, because you don’t remember.”


  He gazed at the floor. She was right. It had been easy. To him, Garrett was an impudent little brat who needed a kick in the ass. If Leonard could remember holding his son’s small body in his arms, taking him to the playground or teaching him to catch a ball, he might have responded differently. In his selfish desire for that perfect life he denied himself during decades of obsessive work and cheap relationships, he wanted to remove anything that came between himself and marital bliss. All he wanted was to be with Alina. And Natalia also seemed nice. Garrett was simply a nuisance, something to put out with the trash. What bothered Leonard most at that very moment was that, in spite of Alina’s obvious pain, all he really felt was good riddance.


  In an effort to still his guilt, he redirected the conversation. “How does a child become a ward of the state? Isn’t that something Child Services should handle?”


  “Child Protection Emancipation and Reeducation Services, affectionately known as CAPERS. CAPERS is a subdivision of the Department of Education.” She spoke barely above a whisper, her voice trembling.


  “Why are we whispering?”


  Alina got up and turned on the television. She cranked up the volume and spoke loudly with exaggerated articulation. “Let’s just watch television and forget about all this. Garrett will return sometime to get his things. And who knows? Perhaps he will be happier living with children his own age.” Then, overcome with grief, she mumbled, “Give me a minute,” and she ran from the room.


  The voices on the television bellowed, irritating Leonard’s already fragile nerves.


  “November First will mark the fifth anniversary of the first CARS incident,” a brunette woman announced.


  “Sometimes it feels like just yesterday,” her companion, a chubby middle-aged man, replied.


  Footage of a brick building popped up. A crowd of people, ambulances, and police cars surrounded the structure.


  “Here is DEPS 000159, where the horrible massacre occurred.”


  “Twenty-three students.”


  Images of elementary school children flashed across the screen, one morphing into another.


  “CARS brought so much pain to so many families,” the male anchor said.


  The woman’s voice quavered slightly. “It’s hard to imagine. The country might have collapsed into chaos if we hadn’t—”


  Alina appeared and switched the station defiantly.


  Gentle scenes of antelopes running across a field filled the screen. Classical music ebbed and flowed with the movement of the herd.


  “Alina,” Leonard yelled, trying to drown out the loud music. “Why are you acting like this?”


  Alina covered his mouth and her mouth simultaneously and held his gaze as she slowly sat down beside him. When she was convinced he understood and wasn’t going to speak, she removed her hand.


  “Because most homes are bugged,” she said quietly. “I don’t know if our house is more likely to be bugged or less, given that you work for the DID. I’m guessing more, because they have more to lose if you turn.”


  Leonard glanced around the living room apprehensively. “Bugged? People are listening?”


  “I highly doubt that people are actively listening all the time, but I would bet my life it’s all being digitally recorded. And maybe specific, mistrusted individuals are being followed closely.”


  “That’s ridiculous.”


  “Since I don’t know exactly what it is you do, I have a hard time gauging where we fall on the spying hierarchy.”


  “Are you sure you aren’t being paranoid?”


  Alina puffed up her cheeks and made a soft popping sound. “About two years ago, I noticed that several high clearance administrative personnel always whispered in the staff room. They would punctuate their conversations with random, audible statements about the weather or some television show.”


  “But that’s in a public room.”


  Alina held up her hand, hushing him. The music on the television became loud and dramatic as a mountain lion captured an antelope. “It got really scary when one of the administrators spouted off spontaneous comments praising president Stehlen.”


  “A sycophant.” Leonard chuckled.


  Alina’s eyes ablaze, she hit her husband on the shoulder. “It’s not funny, Leonard. He disappeared.”


  “The president?”


  Alina groaned. “The administrator. His name was Collins. It was like Collins knew they were onto him, and he was trying to make cover. But he was too obvious about it. The man was a terrible actor.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “People don’t criticize the president.”


  Leonard cast her a dubious expression. “In America? All people do is criticize the president.”


  “Not anymore.”


  “Now you’re giving me the creeps. You’re saying that this Stalin—”


  “SHTAY-lynn,” she corrected, lowering her voice even more.


  “This Stehlen is like a suspicious dictator?”


  She grabbed her husband by the shoulders and whispered in his ear, “Don’t ever let someone hear you say that. Ever.”


  “Okay, I get it.” Leonard glanced around, suddenly infected with his wife’s paranoia.


  “One day they relocated Collins to an infirmary. Overnight. He had no CARS symptoms. He was just gone overnight and nobody ever saw him again.”


  “What is this CARS?”


  Alina took a deep breath and let it out slowly. An expression of exasperation crossed her face. In her eyes, Leonard saw doubt and confusion. Nevertheless, after a moment, she explained patiently. “Chronic Aggressive Reactive Syndrome. It is an incurable disease that affects the nervous system. Soon after contracting CARS, the infected person will exhibit irrational, violent behavior. These individuals are immediately transferred to high security infirmaries. It’s not an airborne virus, but it is contagious enough to require quarantine.”


  Leonard frowned, digesting her words.


  She pressed on. “The disease is entirely unresponsive to any medication we’ve tried to date.”


  “What about a vaccine?”


  “The DOH research team developed a couple but the vaccines merely exacerbated the problem, like a virus on steroids. Many people died during the testing phase.”


  “Oh.”


  “And then CAPERS…” She paused, momentarily speechless.


  “The social services?”


  In a lifeless voice, she said, “New babies become wards of the state within hours of their birth.”


  “You can’t be serious.”


  Alina’s eyes grew cold. “Their parents can visit them in the Day Care Facility but, in effect, CAPERS is rearing the next generation. A lot of people simply detach and stop visiting the DCF. During the first couple of years of the new program, there were an unparalleled number of suicides among new parents.”


  An unpleasant taste burned in Leonard’s throat. “How can they possibly get away with that? Baby snatching. I can’t believe no one protested this madness. Who would turn over their child?”


  “They have no choice.”


  “No protests?”


  “People are afraid.”


  “Of Stehlen?”


  “Of all of them.”


  Leonard’s head began to throb.


  “The whole thing’s been brewing for a decade,” Alina explained. “CAPERS began by opening refuges for abandoned children and foster children. They called them Day Care Facilities even though they operated more like orphanages. CAPERS was very aggressive, taking over private orphanages and eliminating all foster parent programs within a couple of years.”


  “Foster children, fine. I still don’t see how they justified the rest of it.”


  Alina sighed, clearly frustrated. When she resumed, she spoke as if explaining the basics to a young child. “Stehlen called a National Emergency nearly five years ago to deal with the CARS epidemic. A series of absurd laws were drawn up and put into effect immediately. Life as we knew it changed suddenly — completely — almost overnight. Every person had to be tested and registered in a national database. All newborns were taken and assigned to a DCF, and CAPERS has taken every newborn since.”


  “That’s incredible. I don’t believe it.”


  “The excuse is that they need to be monitored for symptoms day and night. But it’s bullshit.”


  “Then resist for God’s sake. Don’t give them any children. How could a woman possibly want to get pregnant if she will have to surrender her baby?”


  “A lot of women believe that any day now the whole CAPERS program will be abolished. That’s what they tell themselves anyway.”


  “What do you think?”


  Alina shrugged listlessly. “The Day Care Facilities aren’t going anywhere. The DOE has poured billions of dollars into the program. The projected plan is for children to live in DCFs until they are thirteen. At that time, CAPERS will transfer them to public housing where they will room with other teenagers. Some teenage housing developments are already in operation for those who—” Alina stopped midsentence. Tears rushed down her face.


  “The housing assignment Garrett referred to.”


  “For those who choose. What kind of mother am I that my son would choose to live in one of those places?”


  “That was the indoctrination talking, not your son.”


  Alina closed her eyes. She wiped her face and took a minute to compose herself. Leonard waited, caressing her shoulder. Finally, she nodded. “You’re right. The newer generation seems to already accept this baby swiping atrocity as the proper order of things. Maybe that’s why I rarely see pregnant adults at the hospital. Mostly teenagers.” She grimaced and looked away, almost with shame. “They’ve been brainwashed. You heard Garrett’s disdain for the concept of family.”


  “He also used the words father and mother with utter disgust.”


  “Can you imagine then, how the woman who raised him feels when her child disowns her?”


  Leonard kissed his wife on the forehead and stroked her hair. “It’s not fair, and it’s not your fault.” Alina rocked subtly as if bracing for a windstorm. Leonard looked at the floor, unable to spin any further words of comfort. They sat quietly for some time.


  Eventually Leonard broke the silence. “How likely is it that one of us will catch CARS?”


  Alina merely stared, her eyes opaque and lifeless. When she stirred, she mumbled lethargically, “The disease is almost entirely contained now. The Feds built infirmaries as fast as possible. They went up so quickly, it was as if the blueprints were drawn up in advance. People don’t fear catching it the way they used to. There was mass hysteria in the beginning.”


  “I can only imagine.”


  “We’re doing a lot of retesting at the hospital, but most people go about their business and don’t worry about CARS…Except…” The word caught in her throat. She took a moment to calm herself. “…except many babies of uninfected parents develop the disease in utero.”


  “That’s odd. And scary.” He crinkled his nose. “Does the mother contract it then?”


  “No.”


  “So how can a fetus become infected? It doesn’t make sense.”


  Alina did not respond. She spoke almost as if she were reading a health bulletin. “Anyone who shows the slightest sign of unusual behavior is removed from the general population and retested.”


  Leonard frowned, mildly puzzled. Her response had nothing to do with his question.


  She continued, “But Collins exhibited no symptoms.”


  “Collins?”


  “The administrator. From the hospital.”


  “Right. Sorry.”


  “It was highly suspicious,” Alina whispered in spite of the overbearing narrator on the nature program. Leonard had to lean in to hear her over the noise. “Everyone had been tested already. Everyone.” She paused for a moment, searching for the words. “What drove someone to test him again?”


  “The virus is likely to crop up here and there. You can’t have entirely eradicated it.”


  “I know, but why spontaneously retest him specifically? At that time, there were very few retests. But not long after Collins, retest requests rose dramatically.”


  “I don’t understand the—”


  “It’s an excuse to relocate people who…” Alina stared at the ground in shame, as if she were somehow responsible for the conspiracy. “…who are not enamored with the administration.”


  “That’s an interesting way to dispose of political dissidents.”


  “Shh.”


  Leonard grasped her hands tightly. “But that doesn’t mean our house is bugged.”


  “I’m not finished. I wondered about Collins the third day he didn’t show up for work. ‘Is he sick?’ I asked a nurse named Brenda.”


  “Is that the Brenda you used to study with as an undergrad?”


  “Yes. Anyway, Brenda told me very loudly that he had CARS and isn’t it a shame and so on and so forth. Then she knocked over a tray of surgical instruments and gestured for me to help her pick them up. We returned the tools to the metal tray with more gusto than necessary. There on the floor, amidst the clattering surgical instruments, Brenda whispered into my ear, ‘Be careful what you say, Alina. Anywhere, anytime. In the hospital, at the grocery store, even in your home. Take a walk if you want to talk to someone you trust, but only if you trust them very, very much. I shouldn’t even assume that I can trust you.’


  “I tried to protest, reminding her how many late nights we spent at the library, but she rattled the instruments and concluded her warning. ‘By default, trust no one,’ she said. ‘Especially not your children.’”


  “Your children?” Leonard said, shocked.


  Alina slapped Leonard on the leg. “Lower your voice.”


  “What about your husband?”


  “I haven’t trusted you for years.”


  “Then why are you telling me now?”


  She stared at him intently for a moment. “Because, unless this is a remarkable performance, you suddenly seem like an innocent bystander in a world gone astray.”


  Leonard tilted his head and raised one eyebrow slightly. “I guess I am.” He frowned. “Unless I’m the one who caused this mess.”


  “You could not have caused anything, Leonard,” Alina said in desperation.


  “Then how do you explain it?”


  She tapped his forehead. “The time machine is in here. You’ve had some sort of memory wipe or…I don’t know.”


  Leonard sighed, tired of trying to reassert his position. “Maybe it’s an alternate reality, like a parallel universe.”


  “Sure, honey.” Alina stood up. “A parallel universe.” She stepped around the couch. “Would you like some chamomile tea, sweetheart?” she asked in an overtly audible tone. “This nature program is not at all relaxing.”


  Lost in his thoughts, he answered absentmindedly. “Yeah…whatever you’d like.”


  He continued to speculate. Parallel universe. It’s the only thing that makes sense. Alina’s right. One man could not create this nightmare. So the question is, can I get out? If I build another time machine, can I get back?


  Alina’s clamoring in the kitchen broke his concentration. He looked over his shoulder for a moment before returning to his thoughts.


  It’s worth a try. Perhaps I’ll end up somewhere else, but it’s got to be better than this. Children become wards of the state? Whispering in my own home? And what the hell am I doing for an organization called the Department of Interrogation and Defense? He shuddered.


  The music on the television ended abruptly and a nasal male voice interrupted.


  “This is a public service announcement reminding all women to report to the nearest Department of Health facility after confirming a positive pregnancy test.”


  A red and gold logo with the letters DOH appeared on the screen.


  “Pregnancy test kits are available for free at any pharmacy. You are required by law to monitor your condition. The CARS assessment can be performed as early as two months’ gestation. Unfortunately, the incidence of CARS positive fetuses is on the rise. Be prepared for this potential outcome. Should your fetus test positive you will be required to terminate the pregnancy immediately in order to protect the health and welfare of the general population. Failure to comply is a federal crime and can lead to prison sentences of up to ten years. This is Barney Smith from the Department of Health. Enjoy the duration of your program. Coming up next: Eric Stehlen, a Man with a Vision.”


  Alina returned with the tea. She grabbed the remote and turned the television off.


  “We are so fortunate that the Department of Health has developed a fetal test for CARS,” she said cheerfully. Leonard gazed at her and noticed that her feigned smile was tainted with pain. Alina handed Leonard a mug, but she did not take her place beside him. “That’s my department. I draw amniotic fluid and run tests.”


  “You run tests? What about surgeries and all that fancy doctor stuff?” He winked.


  His joviality did not seem to brighten Alina’s spirit. She continued as if she did not hear him. “Of course, it is difficult when we find a positive. There are more and more positives these days.” She glanced away as if she could not face her husband.


  “I’m so sorry, Alina.”


  “Women who come in are prepared for bad news.” She returned to the couch and perched on the edge, resembling a nervous debutante.


  Leonard could not quite reconcile the incongruity of her words and her facial expressions. He also found it inconceivable that a woman would pursue childbearing if the baby would be snatched from her arms. The willingness to believe that the situation would change in less than nine months seemed naïve if not self-destructive. He did not envy Alina’s situation.


  At that moment, Leonard forgot the plight of pregnant women, as he realized he would have to face his own occupation. When he originally believed the alternate timeline was a dream, the job had been an intriguing mystery. Now it was reality, a frightening unknown. Clearly, if he did not show up for work, he would be missed, and given Alina’s portrayal of the government and its plethora of regulations and punishments, he doubted they’d let him get away with a spontaneous sabbatical. He leaned over and whispered in Alina’s ear.


  “Do I have to report to the DID tomorrow?”


  “Tomorrow is Sunday.”


  Leonard experienced a wave of relief.


  “But we’ll need to find your ID and troubleshoot how you’re going to bluff your way through the day.”


  “I need an ID to get in?” he asked, concerned.


  “I know it’s not in your wallet. I’ve looked.” She shrugged sheepishly.


  He groaned. “I probably have passwords and pass codes as well.”


  Alina reached out and pulled him in for a hug, a long, loving embrace. Leonard closed his eyes and relished the moment. When she began to pull away, Leonard opened his eyes and nearly jumped. Sitting on the stairs with a pensive expression, Natalia peered through the slats of the railing. When she noticed her father staring at her, she swiftly vanished.


  How long had she been there? How much did she hear?


  He consoled himself with the thought that the television had been blaring most of the evening, and that they had stealthily whispered during the compromising portions of their conversation. Nevertheless, his relief was fleeting. He remembered the words Garrett shouted as he departed.


  Anyone who’s thirteen or older can apply to become a ward of the state.


  Natalia turned thirteen on Thursday. Was she considering the radical idea of moving out of her parents’ home and into some kind of public housing? Would he lose her before he even got to know her? He tried to comfort himself by remembering their interactions at dinner. Garrett had been hostile and disrespectful, but Natalia seemed to crave her father’s attention. In addition, they apparently had some kind of trip planned for her birthday.


  All is not lost, he told himself…yet.


  


  Chapter Five


  An awkward silence dominated the breakfast preparation the following morning. Natalia helped her father make pancakes but said not a word as she poured the diluted batter, standing near him like a mute assistant. Earlier, he had asked her where to find the milk and eggs. Garrett had consumed the last of the milk with his muffin. Natalia’s response had been to add a large splash of oil and a half-cup of water to the batter. Although thin, the mixture appeared substantial enough to form pancakes. One by one, Natalia poured and flipped silently.


  Leonard concluded that his daughter had heard the altercation between himself and Garrett. She did not inquire about her brother’s disappearance. Clearly, she was not surprised by his absence at the breakfast table. The door to his bedroom was wide open. She couldn’t have missed that fact. Garrett was gone and Natalia had nothing to say.


  Quietly, the young girl placed the pancakes on the table along with a watered-down bottle of syrup. Leonard searched the refrigerator for butter, to no avail. Not wishing to annoy anyone given the delicate situation, he ceased rummaging and joined the ladies for breakfast. Alina poured black tea in three blue mugs. Leonard considered requesting sugar, but the general air of gloom and personal loss made sugar seem like an unnecessary indulgence. The family took their places quietly. Natalia focused on her plate, gently spreading a dollop of syrup over the surface of a pancake. Unable to bear the silence any longer, Leonard acknowledged the elephant in the room.


  “I’m sorry about your brother, Natalia.”


  The girl did not look up.


  Alina glared at Leonard.


  “I hope you’re happy here with us,” he said, ignoring his wife. Completely exhausted after having stayed up all night learning about the travesties of his new world, Leonard was emotional and edgy.


  Natalia gazed at her father. It appeared as if she intended to speak, but the words never emerged. Instead, she shook her head and returned her attention to the pancakes.


  “That’s enough, Leonard,” Alina said sharply. “Why don’t you focus on your mission for today?” She raised one eyebrow knowingly and Leonard remembered that he needed to find his DID pass. He tried not to groan. Alina continued cheerfully, “Natalia, will you be working on your social studies project with your friends this afternoon?”


  “I don’t have any friends.”


  “Oh, sweetheart—”


  “I already finished it anyway.”


  Alina smiled. “I can always count on you. So what are your plans then?”


  “I don’t know. I’ll read or something.”


  Alina flinched. Leonard considered this an odd reaction. Who wouldn’t want their preteen to read on a Sunday? Then he realized that Alina was probably concerned about the content of the reading. Did it come from the school? Was it indoctrination related material?


  “What are you reading?” Leonard ventured.


  Natalia appeared to be momentarily shocked by the question. Her eyes flashed something akin to fear. Eventually, she responded, “A story.”


  Leonard pursed his lips to one side. He considered pressing but feared putting her off. It was a disagreeable predicament. Leonard’s understanding of parental duty told him he ought to take an interest in his daughter’s activities and intervene if she made poor choices. But his intuition beseeched him not to interfere lest Natalia choose the same path as her brother. Natalia stared at her plate. Alina glared at Leonard disapprovingly from across the table. He kept his mouth shut.


  “I’ll clean the dishes,” Alina offered. “You need to get busy with your project, Leonard.”


  He stood. “Thank you, darling.”


  Natalia giggled.


  Consoled by his daughter’s unexpected merriment, Leonard smiled. “What’s so funny?”


  “The darling thing. I don’t know, Dad. It’s so not you.”


  Alina, already making her way to the kitchen, said, “I, for one, enjoy being called darling by my husband.”


  “It’s gaga, Mom.”


  “I still like it.”


  Leonard grinned. He grabbed Natalia’s plate and touched her shoulder. “Why don’t you go read or do something fun. It sounds like you’ve had a hard week.”


  Natalia’s lip trembled. “Thank you for noticing.”


  “It’s my job to notice.”


  She gazed up at him, her brows furrowed in bewilderment. One tear broke free.


  A wave of emotions Leonard had never before experienced swept through his body, sending a chill up his spine. Suddenly his stomach ached and he felt a peculiar yearning. Before he could say anything, Natalia had slid out of her chair and dashed out of sight. He heard her footsteps on the stairs.


  Leonard relished the sensation, staring after her. He did not detect Alina’s presence until she was standing directly behind him tapping him on the shoulder.


  “The pass, Leonard,” she said quietly.


  He jolted. The serene, precious feelings slipped away. “Right, right, right.” He paused. “Do you have any ideas?”


  “Not a clue. However, it can’t be so difficult that you have to move furniture.”


  “Where’s my laptop?”


  She cocked her head. “Honey, laptops and personal computers were confiscated during Stehlen’s second term.”


  Leonard shook his head. “Confiscated?”


  She leaned toward his ear, touching him on the shoulder to keep her balance. “As the nationalization of nearly every industry became a way of life, things got ugly. Bloggers wrote scathing commentaries. People leaked their version of the facts. The Feds were a little paranoid.”


  “A little? Did they ban the Internet?”


  “Not exactly.”


  “What then?”


  “We can access the Internet at public libraries.”


  Leonard chuckled in dismay. “This is mind boggling. How do you live like this?”


  She shrugged.


  “Have you ever looked for these house bugs?” he asked.


  “In all the obvious places. Nothing. But I wouldn’t disable them even if I found them. I’m assuming that would trigger an alarm. I don’t want to be on the radar.”


  Leonard sighed.


  She squeezed his shoulder. “Focus on today’s mission. You can save the world tomorrow.”


  “Focus? What’s the point?”


  “The point is that you have to survive here, in our little parallel universe as you call it, and you’re going to need that pass or you won’t make it through Monday.”


  “I don’t even know where to start.”


  “Start with simple and clever.”


  “Simple and clever,” he muttered.


  “That’s the Leonard I married.” She smiled.


  Leonard was again flooded with emotion, a different sensation this time, one filled with passion and romance — memories of innocent college kids and their idealistic dreams. He kissed her on the head. “I’m sorry if I’ve made you miserable in recent years. I’ll make it up to you.”


  “I know.” Alina’s face radiated hope and perhaps relief.


  “And maybe Garrett will…” His words trailed away.


  Alina’s expression darkened slightly and she shook her head, placing one finger over his lips. Her eyes glistened and Leonard understood that, for once, she was not hushing him for the sake of their political security but in consideration of her own breaking heart.


  “I’m going to go organize my drawers and take a rest,” he announced.


  “Okay. I’ll finish up with the kitchen and water the plants. And I have to go to the store this afternoon.”


  Leonard’s spirit wilted. He had rather hoped she would help him search for the ID, but as she pointed out, the one searching had to think like Leonard.


  He spent the better part of the day reorganizing drawers, nearly dismantling his briefcase, and rifling through every pocket of every shirt and coat that belonged to him. He was sure he would find it in the drawers, tucked away in a neglected sock, or in his briefcase in some hidden compartment. Nothing. Even his leather wallet held next to nothing and, after careful examination, he concluded the wallet did not contain a secret pocket.


  He did find something interesting in the afternoon — a curious box on a shelf in the closet. The box contained several diplomas, awards from IBM, and a picture of Leonard shaking the hand of a striking man with a goatee and a mustache. Mementos of a life he never led, or — at least — one he did not remember leading. According to the documents, Leonard had completed two masters, one in electrical engineering and one in computer science. He regarded the diplomas wistfully for several minutes before resuming his search.


  When Alina returned from the store, she found Leonard in the bedroom fondling his briefcase for the fourth time that afternoon.


  He threw his hands in the air in a silent shrug of surrender.


  Alina sat down on the bed and inspected the briefcase thoroughly.


  “You know what’s weird?” she whispered. “There’s nothing in here. Empty tablets. A science magazine. A few mechanical pencils.”


  “I suppose, given the nature of whatever it is I do, I’m not allowed to take anything out of the base.”


  “Then why have a briefcase?” she asked softly, a wry expression on her face.


  “I don’t know,” he replied in exasperation, completely missing her facetious tone. “So I look the part?”


  “So you have a magazine to read on the toilet?”


  Leonard allowed himself to crack a smile for the first time since he left the breakfast table. He was grateful for the diversion.


  Alina put the briefcase on the bed.


  “I didn’t find a cell phone either,” Leonard said suddenly. “Did they ban those, too?”


  “No. We have a couple of cell phones in our kitchen junk drawer. No one uses cell phones anymore. It didn’t take long before people noticed that compromising conversations led to investigations.”


  “Terrific,” he grumbled.


  “Have you eaten anything today?”


  “I grabbed a banana.”


  “Come on. You’re going to help me make fajitas.”


  “But—”


  “I couldn’t snag any vegetables, but the chicken looks decent, and I think I’ve got one near-ripe tomato on the back porch. We’ll have to split two flour tortillas.” Her lips found his ear. “You need to take a break. You’ll have a second wind after dinner and your brain will rejuvenate for another round of searching.”


  “What if I can’t find it?”


  She flipped her hands over revealing empty palms. “Then you’ll have to play dumb when you get there and pretend you lost it.”


  “Great. Then they’ll take me into another room and grill me. I’m screwed.”


  She jumped up and spoke in a normal volume. “Fajitas, mister. I need a cook’s assistant.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” he responded playfully, following her out of the room.


  ***


  After dinner Leonard resumed his mission, retrying all the places he searched before and exploring new nooks and crannies. Natalia had gone to her room, so Leonard searched the main areas of the house. I doubt I’d leave it in the family area, but you never know. He stumbled upon a stack of photo albums and promised himself he would peruse them later when his head was clear. Otherwise, the expanded search proved fruitless.


  He wandered up the stairs and found Alina wrapped in a towel.


  “I’m taking a bath,” she announced. Then she tipped her head and gazed at him with inquiring eyes.


  He shook his head in reply.


  Alina’s bright expression faded. “Why don’t you retire for the night, darling.” She winked. “I’ll join you after I have a nice soak.” Inadvertently, she glanced down the hall in the direction of Garrett’s room. She looked away quickly. For a second, her eyes betrayed grief, before they resumed the false contentment Alina projected to the outside world. When she noticed Leonard still standing a couple of feet away, she frowned and silently shooed him away.


  Leonard sulked down the hallway, a burning in his chest stemming from a mixture of anger and frustration. Having to speak in riddles in my own house, sounding like an idiot. What kind of world is this? A chill traveled up his spine. For the second time in twenty-four hours, he considered building a new time machine to escape the Orwellian nightmare. It’s going to take a long time to gather the supplies, he reminded himself. I need to get that pass. The base may be the best place to find the materials I need.


  Leonard looked up and noticed an attic door on the ceiling, a cobweb in one corner. It seemed quite obvious that the door had not been opened recently, and it was extremely unlikely that he would wander into the hallway every morning and evening to retrieve or store his pass. Nevertheless, the attic door called to him. He retrieved a footstool from the hallway closet and quietly pushed the panel. He felt around before moving the panel to the other side. On the third try, Leonard’s hands felt something smooth resting on the insulation. Quietly, he removed a gift box, replaced the board, and retreated to the bedroom.


  Inside the box, Leonard found a legal pad filled with notes and calculations in barely legible handwriting. The next several pages contained loosely sketched drawings that looked vaguely like maps. The box also held dozens of family photos. Alina’s parents. Leonard’s parents. Digging to the bottom of the box, Leonard discovered two passes — some kind of ID badges. Although the names were different, the pictures implied that one was for Alina and the other was Natalia’s. Alina’s ID had the name Heather L. Simpson, MD in bold print and Natalia’s read Madison Simpson.


  Aliases?


  Leonard held Alina’s ID at arm’s length, trying to make out the fine print, but he was distracted when Alina began singing in the bathtub. Startled, he dropped the pass and tipped the box. A green slip of paper fluttered to the floor while Alina splashed enthusiastically. Leonard hastily shoved everything back into the box and stashed it under the bed. Discuss it with Alina later. He wandered into the hall to confirm that he had properly refitted the attic door. Satisfied, he looked back toward the bedroom and down the staircase, pondering where on earth to search next.


  As he stood contemplating, he became aware of music emanating from Natalia’s room. Surprising mellow and folkish, Leonard smiled. His daughter brought him joy. Natalia and Alina. Islands of beauty within an oppressive parallel reality. He wandered to her closed bedroom door. Natalia’s rich voice blended with an acoustic song. Leonard leaned against the wall and listened. He noticed a strange smell wafting from beneath the door. He took a step back in surprise. Is she doing drugs? Summoning his courage, Leonard knocked lightly. The music stopped. A minute later, Natalia cracked the door and peeked out, appearing insecure and apprehensive.


  “How are you doing?”


  “I’m just listening to music and going through my things.”


  Leonard peered through the small opening and noticed what appeared to be scrapbooks or photo albums on her bed. The aroma, stronger now, smelled like citrus or something sweet, perhaps an air freshener or perfume. Or a cover-up for smoking something.


  “Okay,” he said. “Just let me know if you need anything.”


  Natalia’s expression, one of disbelief, broke Leonard’s heart. The idea that his kindness shocked Natalia was unbearable. Was I really that bad of a father? Another uncomfortable feeling followed. Why did Natalia’s room smell like something sweet? Determined to sneak in at a later date, he returned to his bedroom to search for the elusive DID pass.


  A few minutes later, he heard a door open and close. Thank God, Alina. I need all the help I can get. The footsteps sounded odd, however. Shoes. Alina would not emerge from the bathroom wearing shoes. Leonard stood and crossed to the door, peering out stealthily. Natalia descended the staircase carrying something in a small plastic bag, its handles tied in several knots. When she reached the foot of the stairs, Leonard followed her.


  She slipped out the back door. Leonard pursued, closing the door quietly behind him. He arrived just in time to see Natalia squeeze through a gap in the bushes — overgrown junipers which ran along the house. He was dumbfounded. Still reluctant to confront his daughter in the fear that she would follow in her brother’s footsteps, he merely stared, feeling helpless. His throat dry, he tried to swallow only to find that made it worse. A few minutes later, the bushes rustled and Natalia began to back out of the tight space.


  Leonard’s heart palpitated as he frantically looked around for cover. He dashed behind a large oak tree in the corner of the yard and peeked tentatively in Natalia’s direction. The girl emerged without the plastic bag, and she quickly returned to the house.


  After several minutes, Leonard found the gumption to leave his hiding place and creep toward the bushes. Hesitantly, he crawled into the gap. A garden shovel rested against a mound of dirt next to a one-foot square hole which was at least a foot and a half deep. A large dinner plate lay in the hole, stuck at an angle. A cylinder container of powdered sink cleaner stood on the far side against the house. Leonard carefully removed the plate. Filled loosely with dirt and a layer of white powder, the hole resembled a miniature mass grave. Leonard’s stomach turned over. Clearly, Natalia had tossed the bag in the hole and covered it with a layer of dirt and soft scrub. He cringed and realized that he didn’t want to know. Drug paraphernalia, empty liquor bottles — whatever it was, he refused to look. He jammed the plate back into the hole and scrambled back. Glancing around nervously, he made his way back to the house.


  Coward.


  He bit his lip and his eyes stung. He weakly consoled himself with the spineless argument that a father should respect his daughter’s secrets.


  Secrets. Why the hell didn’t I think of it before?


  He dashed upstairs, taking the steps two at a time. Rushing into the bedroom, he was momentarily taken aback by Alina’s half-naked form standing near the closet. His jaw dropped and coherent thoughts slipped away. Then he shook his shoulders and crossed to the dresser.


  “I was expecting a more enthusiastic reception,” Alina said seductively. “Last night you were dying to get me naked.”


  “Yes, yes,” Leonard said absentmindedly, as his mind refocused on the task at hand. He dropped to the floor, flipped over, and scooted backward banging his head. Oblivious to the pain, he peered under the dresser. Then he slid his hand under one corner and fiddled with the underside.


  A mischievous grin appeared on Alina’s face. “You remembered, haven’t you?” she whispered.


  “I remembered where I stashed my treasures when I was nine.”


  Now dressed in a soft nightgown, Alina joined Leonard on the floor as his hand emerged from beneath the dresser. He held a magnetic swipe card with his photo, some numbers, and the DID logo — a series of dark blue concentric circles.


  “Your pass,” she exclaimed. She covered her mouth and looked around, dismayed.


  He held up the pass triumphantly and raised his eyebrows several times.


  Alina threw her arms around him. “Oh, sweetheart, I’m so glad. This will make tomorrow so much easier.”


  In the joy of the moment, Leonard completely forgot about the box stashed under the bed. His thoughts turned to the task ahead of him — surviving a day at the mysterious Department of Interrogation and Defense.


  


  Chapter Six


  Alina and Leonard left the house at quarter past six. Natalia, wearing a navy school uniform and a glum expression, waved them along with a listless good-bye. Leonard’s heart ached with concern, but his wife herded him out of the door before he had the chance to speak to his daughter.


  He remained speechless throughout the drive as they passed dozens of housing projects in varying states of disrepair. A few of them made the Guilder Project look positively glamorous. Interspersed with older neighborhoods, the projects gave the landscape a peculiar air — an odd blend of charming and repulsive. Knowing he ought to recognize his surroundings, Leonard racked his brain trying to recall what used to be in the area, but no images surfaced.


  They parked at the bus station at quarter to seven. Alina had explained that most citizens had limited rations for gasoline, so the buses and trains were the only readily available methods of transportation.


  One bus took Alina directly to the hospital, but Leonard would require a transfer at the Aurora station. Unfortunately, Alina did not know the number of that bus. Examining the transit map, they eventually concluded that the transfer bus was either number forty-nine or fifty, but neither route seemed to take him very close to the supposed location of the base.


  “Perhaps there’s a shuttle,” Alina suggested.


  Leonard sighed. “I guess I’ll see when I get there.”


  Thankfully, Leonard’s bus to the Aurora station came first, so Alina could get him settled before she went on her way. The vehicle was dank and dirty, and the windows whistled from lack of proper sealing. Grateful for the sunny September morning, Leonard took a seat near the back. Had it been a cold day, the wind would have whipped through the cracks and chilled the passengers to the bone.


  The bus turned onto Interstate 225 and Leonard’s stomach lurched. He had managed to avoid that stretch of pavement for over thirty years. Now, here he was, soon to be back at the scene of the crime. To add insult to injury, that very location gave birth to the series of events that led Leonard to an alternate reality from hell — a totalitarian state with dozens of acronyms representing government organizations, the functions of which he did not fully comprehend.


  Intently scrutinizing everything but the names of the exits, Leonard hoped to slip by the scene of the accident without registering it. The mission was not difficult, as he did not recognize anything. Government housing projects loomed on either side of the road, sending a wave of claustrophobia through Leonard’s already battered psyche.


  Did they have a population explosion?


  Leonard’s dismal thoughts dissipated when the bus driver called out “Transfer Station Number Five.”


  He disembarked and wandered over to the schedule posted on the side of the bus shelter, trying to appear like a veteran public transportation rider. He examined the schedule for several minutes and glanced at his watch. Bus number forty-nine was due in twenty minutes; bus number fifty in ten. Contemplating his next move, Leonard nearly fell backward when he felt a sharp tap on his shoulder.


  “Tramer, are you deaf? The shuttle’s here.”


  Leonard turned and found a middle-aged, red-haired man staring at him with a look of exasperation on his face.


  “I’ve been calling you,” the man explained.


  Over the man’s shoulder, Leonard caught sight of an unmarked, light-blue van.


  “Come on.” The strange man pulled on Leonard’s arm, leading him to the van. He pushed Leonard through the door. All spaces were taken except two in the back, making the choice easy.


  “Hey, McGinnis. What’s the holdup?” a burly man in the front row asked as Leonard and the redhead shuffled past.


  “Just picking up stragglers.”


  McGinnis. Leonard tucked the information in his already cluttered brain and settled down on the seat next to the window. McGinnis sat down beside him.


  “When we get in, I’ll take you to the coffee pot straightaway,” McGinnis said cheerfully. “You’re clearly not on your game this morning.”


  “Oh, yeah, sorry. I guess I’ve been in my head a lot lately.”


  “No shit.”


  Leonard looked out the window as the motley collection of housing developments and multistory apartment buildings gave way to fields of grass.


  McGinnis cleared his throat. “Do anything fun this weekend?”


  If you include traveling in a supposed time machine to an alternate reality, it’s been a blast. Otherwise, I’ve spent most of my Sunday searching for the stupid pass. “Oh, not really. How about you?”


  “I went to the game. Got great seats.” He seemed quite pleased with himself.


  Football? “How did you score the tickets?”


  “Many hours of shameless ass-kissing, which you rightly observed I’m famous for. But it pays off, man. It pays off. You need to come out of your quiet little engineering hole sometimes.” McGinnis chuckled.


  “Who won?”


  “What? Please don’t tell me you missed the game. What the hell were you doing?”


  “Uh…helping Alina clean the house.”


  “You got to be kidding me. Are you that pussy-whipped?” He covered his heart melodramatically. “The shame, the shame.”


  “She’s been very busy and frustrated at work. So many CARS cases, you know. I just thought if I helped her it might…ease the burden.”


  McGinnis regarded him skeptically. “That’s very thoughtful of you. And I always thought you were an inconsiderate bastard.”


  “Thanks,” Leonard said, really disliking the Leonard who walked in his shoes before he arrived.


  McGinnis laughed.


  Changing the subject, Leonard asked, “So what are we doing today?”


  McGinnis stopped laughing, scrunched up his brow, and stared at Leonard in disbelief. “The same thing we’ve been doing for the past three years. What’s wrong with you, Tramer?” He gazed at Leonard with concern. Then he grinned. “Ah, I get it. Now I know why you were taking Alina’s woes away. I get it, man. Hoping for the payoff. From the looks of you, I’d say you hit the jackpot, because you are definitely a man who had his brains fucked out last night.” He slapped Leonard’s thigh and burst out laughing again.


  Leonard winced but forced a smile.


  Soon he caught sight of a massive building in the distance. As they drew nearer, Leonard distinguished three buildings about ten stories high. Surrounded by a chain link fence topped in razor wire, the buildings seemed ominous yet oddly attractive. The structure in the front looked like an office building; a series of blue glass windows graced the upper floors, catching the sun and throwing splashes of turquoise on the vehicles already behind the gates. The two structures in the back, on either side of the main building, had no windows. They appeared to be longer and wider. Beyond the trio, acres of paved land and two landing strips became visible, as well as about a half dozen small jets and three helicopters.


  At the front gate, the van had to pass through a guard station. Even though the van presumably entered the same gate every weekday, they waited for several minutes. One guard peeked in and inspected the passengers before giving the driver an okay to proceed.


  Along a circular drive, vans pulled up to the entrance of the main building. The queue operated like a series of taxis dropping guests off at a hotel. Three revolving doors greeted the employees as they disembarked. Leonard followed McGinnis closely, hoping not to slip into the throngs of people. When they emerged on the other side of the revolving door, they immediately encountered a security area. McGinnis walked up to a station, swiped his pass through a card reader, and leaned over a six-inch circular device. Presently, Leonard caught a faint beep and the gate flipped open. Retina scan? he wondered as he neared the gate and repeated the steps. Beep. The arm of the gate popped up.


  McGinnis was nearing the end of the security corral. What came next looked like a typical airport metal detector. Leonard proceeded to pass through.


  “Briefcase,” a large woman with a nasal voice muttered in monotone.


  Leonard looked down and noticed that he was clutching his briefcase, knuckles white. “Oh, sorry,” he stammered as he placed the briefcase on the conveyer belt. When he passed through the metal detector, a red light popped on, causing him to hesitate. A puff of air assailed Leonard and it took him a moment to regain his composure. Then a green light flashed and he continued, grabbing his briefcase on the other side. His new friend was waiting for him.


  The inside of the main building had a large, open lobby; spacious but currently overrun with newly arriving DID employees anonymously bumping into one another, each trying to navigate the drowsy maze of humans. The ceiling rose thirty feet above them, and two floors overlooked the atrium. On the left, lushly carpeted stairs led to the second and third floors. On the right, a three-story portrait covered an entire wall.


  Leonard took a step back in alarm. A woman cursed and shoved him aside. He struggled through the crowd, never taking his eyes off the absurd display.


  The striking man in the portrait seemed to be studying the DID employees as they made their way through the lobby. His haughty expression and dark gray goatee reminded Leonard of someone, but he could not place him. Goose bumps darted up Leonard’s arm. Never, not even in the alternate reality thus far, had the world seemed this surreal.


  Looking forward, he searched for McGinnis. He found him standing in front of three crowded hallways that contained six elevators each.


  “Get a hold of yourself, for Christ’s sake,” McGinnis said. “You should’ve stayed home.”


  “Sorry. I’m a little dizzy.”


  “Let’s go.” The redhead turned and rushed to the bank of elevators on the right.


  “McGinnis,” a man called as they approached. A couple dozen people mingled in the hallway. “Tramer,” the new man said, nodding at Leonard. Leonard inclined his head in greeting.


  “Hey, Wilson,” McGinnis cried. “Did you see the game?”


  “It was awesome.”


  “Guess who was there?”


  Much to Leonard’s relief, McGinnis dominated the rest of the conversation, bragging about his football tickets. This gave Leonard a chance to compose himself and observe the behavior of his coworkers.


  Several elevators opened simultaneously. Leonard, Wilson, and McGinnis entered the closest one, along with five others. Leonard made his way to the back so he could follow McGinnis. Since his new friend had offered to usher him to the coffee pot, Leonard assumed they were headed to the same floor. If McGinnis could lead him off the elevator and past any security checks along the way, it would make Leonard’s journey a lot easier.


  A woman near the front pressed nine and swiped her card. The man next to her pressed three. He also swiped his card. McGinnis chose floor five and did the same. Leonard stood back. Wilson did not swipe his card, so presumably he would get off on one of the already selected floors.


  They reached the third floor. Three people exited and the doors closed swiftly, barely allowing them to pass through. Leonard wished he could linger in the elevator, riding it up and down until the end of the day.


  The doors flew open regardless of Leonard’s fantasy, and he exited along with McGinnis and Wilson, hoping it was the right thing to do.


  “I’ll see you then,” Wilson said as he headed down the hallway to the left. McGinnis turned right and Leonard followed him. No incredulous reaction. Things looked promising.


  “Wilson is such a wimp,” McGinnis said, laughing. “I mean, I like him and all, but he’s one of those guys that never presses the envelope.”


  “Like how?”


  “Oh, you know. He goes straight home from work. He stays home every weekend. He refuses to meet women. I feel sorry for the guy.”


  “Oh.” An unusual feeling of shame passed briefly as Leonard considered his friend’s comment.


  “You’re a bit of a wimp today yourself, Tramer.”


  Trying to go with the flow, Leonard punched McGinnis on the arm. Suddenly, he realized that he had not maintained a male friendship since college. In fact, he hardly cultivated any relationships. Picking up women on-line and meeting them in bars did not exactly qualify as nurturing a relationship. Even though Leonard was not the crass jerk that preceded him in this world, he was also not an honorable person in his real life by any stretch of the imagination. Mulling this over, he nearly missed the appearance of a security station. He focused on McGinnis just as the man leaned toward the retina scanner. When the machine beeped, the gate did not fly open. Instead, McGinnis reached for a numeric pad and punched in a five-digit code.


  Crap. This is it.


  McGinnis passed through the gate and it quickly closed behind him. As Leonard stepped up, he noticed McGinnis standing and waiting on the other side. Thankful that his friend was available to rescue him, Leonard leaned in for his retina scan. After the beep, his fingers paused momentarily over the keypad. He suddenly had an idea. At lighting speed, he entered five numbers. A loud buzz indicated that he had entered an incorrect code. No shit. He raced his fingers across the keypad a second time. Buzz. And a third. Buzz followed by a soft beep, beep, beep.


  “What the hell did you do?” McGinnis hollered.


  “I…uh…I don’t know.”


  “You’re hung over, aren’t you?”


  Leonard shrugged sheepishly.


  McGinnis pulled out his cell phone, still glaring. “Keep a low profile today,” he said. “Interrogation is our middle name.” He grinned.


  “Hey, Mitchell, I need a favor. Numbnuts Tramer’s fingers are a little cramped this morning. He spent too many hours clutching a beer mug last night. He screwed up his pass code.” He laughed and waited for a moment. “Can you reset it? Okay. Okay. Got it. Thanks.”


  McGinnis ended the call and leaned toward Leonard. “You owe me now, buddy.” He chuckled with glee. “See? This is how ass kissing pays off. Thomas McGinnis has many IOUs in his possession. People in high places.” He paused. “And lowlifes like you.”


  “Very funny. What do I have to do?”


  “Do another retina scan. Then enter 1-2-3-4-5. You’ll hear three beeps and you need to enter a new code. Three more beeps and then verify. After that, it should let you in.”


  Leonard paused for a moment. He needed to come up with a code he would remember. Natalia’s birthday. September 17th. And she’s turning thirteen.


  “Come on, for Christ’s sake. We’re going to be late.” McGinnis looked at his watch. “You just lost us time to get coffee. Ugh. You are really, really going to owe me.”


  Leonard proceeded as planned and the previously impenetrable gate swung open. Smiling triumphantly, he marched through.


  “You’re starting to creep me out, you know that?” McGinnis said.


  They entered a long hallway. Noticing that the passageway had no doors or windows for at least fifty yards, Leonard wondered if it might be some kind of bridge connecting the main building with the windowless building on the right. Presently, they came to another security station.


  How could anyone break into the middle of a tunnel?


  “You remember your new pass code?” McGinnis asked. “I mean it’s been almost two minutes.”


  “Ha ha ha,” Leonard said dryly.


  McGinnis performed the ritual. Leonard followed, beginning to feel like a veteran.


  On the other side of the security gate, they encountered a bank of elevators.


  McGinnis pushed the down button and whistled. After a moment, he grumbled, “I’m going to hate you when my lack-of-caffeine headache starts.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  McGinnis tapped Leonard on the shoulder. “We all have bad days, but just remember—”


  “I know. I know. I owe you.”


  “That’s my boy.”


  The elevator door opened and Leonard rushed to the back, forcing McGinnis to take the lead. The redhead pressed number one and slid his card.


  “And down we go. Does it ever annoy you that it takes nearly fifteen minutes to get from the front door to the hanger? They ought to install a subway system.”


  The elevator doors opened and Leonard stifled a gasp. Exiting the elevator, they stepped into a hanger ten stories high. White mesh bridges crossed at random angles from about story six through ten. In the center of the hanger, at least two dozen satellites filled the open space. Cubicles took up the remaining square footage. Dumbfounded, Leonard gazed at the beautiful contraptions — silver and blue creations gleaming under the fluorescent lighting. Compact and presumably very lightweight, the satellites were unlike anything Leonard had seen before. Coming to his senses, he closed his gaping mouth before Thomas McGinnis noticed his gaga behavior.


  “See you at break,” the redhead called as he headed in the direction of the cubicles.


  Here we go again, Leonard lamented. Which one is my desk?


  He strolled among the cubicles. Coworkers looked up at him. Some of them appeared uneasy. After stealing quick glances, they abruptly refocused on their computer screens. Tap, tap, tap. Dozens of fingers racing over keyboards in a mad rush. Every cubicle was occupied and Leonard prayed he was heading in the right direction.


  “I’ve got the reports you asked me to run, Mr. Tramer,” a young female voice said as he passed.


  Leonard pivoted on the spot. Mister Tramer. Thomas McGinnis had called him Tramer, but this young lady spoke to Leonard with respect. She was petite, blond, and fair-skinned. Her full lips quivered.


  “Would you like to look at them?”


  Seizing an opportunity, Leonard said, “Why don’t you bring them to my desk.” He stood aside to allow her out.


  “Now, sir?”


  “Now is as good a time as any.”


  She fumbled in her drawer anxiously, grabbed a folder, and hastened out into the cubicle hallway. She paused for a moment before realizing that he wanted her to lead the way. This appeared to make her even more uncomfortable.


  Am I her boss?


  The young lady took a right and continued until she reached the last cubicle in the far corner.


  The furthest from the satellites. How odd.


  Leonard’s cubicle dwarfed the young lady’s, nearly twice the size. The extra table space was covered with circuit boards and blueprint rolls. No family photos or charming posters adorned the walls, only diagrams and lists.


  An extra chair stood near the opening of the workspace. The young lady pulled it away from the wall hesitantly. Leonard sat down and gestured for her to do the same. She rolled the chair closer to him, but she appeared timid, keeping a proper distance. Clumsily, she opened the folder and spread out its contents.


  Dozens of rows of data in fine print covered the pages. Yellow highlighter, clearly striped by hand, marked at least three lines per page.


  “The highlighted addresses are blocked by a series of freeways or adjacent buildings.” She flipped to a page almost entirely covered in yellow marker. “The Losi Project is blocked on three sides. My teammates and I predict that a satellite programmed specifically for one of these locations will not cover any of the surrounding area. Whereas, we can cover a wide area with the same satellite and lose only a fragment of the residences. In other words, at these locations…” She tapped her finger on the yellow lines. “We’re better off with the WLN.”


  “The WLN?” The words slipped out of Leonard’s mouth.


  The young lady cocked her head, puzzled. “The Watcher Listening Network.”


  Leonard shook his head, afraid to utter another compromising syllable.


  The woman grew more nervous, seeming to think that her response had been unsatisfactory. “They won’t get the visual, of course, but…”


  A visual?


  “…but it’s better than nothing.”


  Leonard resumed his role as leader. “Why don’t we adjust the satellite’s orbit? Periodically sweep the area.”


  The woman frowned. “You said we could not do that, sir.”


  “I did?” He waved his hand dismissively. “Of course I did.”


  She smiled, ever so faintly, as if comforted by his uneasiness.


  “I’ve been scattered this morning, too,” she admitted, lowering her voice. “On the elevator I was prattling on like an idiot.” She touched her belly. “I have an appointment this afternoon at the Department of Health. Only I kept saying I had an appointment at the DOE instead of the DOH. Vicky gave me a hard time. She said, ‘Sandy, I hope the test is positive. Airheads shouldn’t be allowed to reproduce.’ Isn’t that mean?”


  She’s pregnant.


  Leonard merely stared. He pondered the notion that this young woman knew CAPERS would snatch the baby right out of her loving hands, yet she still wanted to bear a child. Was she under the delusion that the CAPERS program will shut down before the birth of her child?


  Sandy glanced down, suddenly embarrassed. She shook her head sheepishly. “That was way inappropriate, wasn’t it? Please forgive me, Mr. Tramer.”


  It dawned on Leonard that the shy young woman before him had inadvertently spilled a precious secret. An odd wave of kindness enveloped him. “It’s okay,” he whispered. “My wife works at the DOH. She performs CARS tests every day. She told me that women come in scared and worried all the time.”


  Sandy gazed at him, her forehead crinkled. She appeared shocked, almost concerned. As she considered him in awe, tears formed at the corners of her eyes. She turned her lips inside in a vain attempt to stop them.


  “Anyway…” He stammered, realizing that the new Leonard’s compassion threw everyone off guard. “You shouldn’t be embarrassed about being nervous. And that Vicky sounds like a bitch.”


  Sandy giggled.


  Leonard cleared his throat and steered them back to the original conversation. “The Watcher Listening Network.” Watchers. Alina had mentioned Watchers when she and Leonard were huddled in the green space that first night. Running a scenario in his head, Leonard asked, “They will have to go door-to-door within a neighborhood?”


  “Who, sir?”


  “The Watchers.”


  “Only on special cases, Mr. Tramer.” Sandy resumed her previous level of professionalism. “The Listening Room is still quite effective. It’s just very time consuming and data intensive. Plus, as I said before, no visual. Even if we place the cameras, we’ll get a fuzzy audio at best.”


  “Okay.”


  “Spencer is working on a program that will help separate out background sounds from voices, but he’s had little progress. When people turn on the television or run the dishwasher, it all becomes white noise.”


  Leonard’s stomach turned as he pieced together the information. He surmised that a department called the WLN listened in on conversations. Since Sandy mentioned televisions and dishwashers, Alina’s theory that the Feds were bugging private residences proved correct. The satellite program would include placing cameras…in every home? In addition, Sandy claimed that someone named Spencer was working on a program that would separate mechanical sounds from voices. That should be a piece of cake. We already have technology like that. This Spencer sounds like an idiot…or perhaps a saboteur. The idea sent a tingle of hope up Leonard’s spine. He might like to meet a saboteur. Then he realized that everything he witnessed sprung from an alternate reality. Clearly, this world had not yet discovered voice activity detection. In an instant, his spirit sagged.


  “Are you okay, sir?”


  “Yes, yes, yes. Back to your research.”


  “Right. Everything I’ve highlighted here, all of these addresses, appear to be only available if a Stasi is programmed to cover a narrow range. It’s not worth it, sir.”


  A Stasi? Leonard glanced at the diagrams on the wall. One, depicting an entire satellite, bore the label Stasi X001. He almost laughed. How apropos. A spying satellite named the Stasi after the East German secret police, one of the most intrusive intelligence agencies ever devised. Then Leonard shuddered. It wasn’t a joke. The alternate reality paralleled East Germany on so many levels. He wondered if there was a West Germany to which one might escape. The thought enchanted him.


  “Sir?”


  Sandy’s voice drew him from his thoughts.


  “Yes,” he said, a little more enthusiastically than the situation warranted. “I think your team is dead on. Please map this list and include specific coordinates—”


  “The coordinates are here.” Sandy pointed to a column on one of the pages.


  “I understand that, Sandy. Good work. Now I want them mapped.”


  “Yes, sir.” Sandy stood up and hastily pushed the chair away.


  “Shaded or something. On a file you can email to me.”


  “Of course, sir.” She made to exit the cubicle but stopped short, turned around, and gazed at him curiously.


  “Yes?” he said tersely, playing the irritated boss.


  “You called me Sandy.”


  Did I goof up? Leonard wondered. Didn’t she say her friend called her Sandy? “So?”


  Sandy smiled faintly. “You usually call me Little. I don’t like it so much. It makes me feel small.”


  Leonard laughed. Catching on he replied, “Well, Sandy Little, I can call you Sandy if you prefer.”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “But that doesn’t mean you can call me Leonard.”


  “Of course not, Mr. Tramer.” Her face paled and she rushed out.


  Leonard watched her whisking down the cubicle corridor until she was out of his line of sight. He shook his head. Having spent his life behind a computer in his home office, Leonard was not accustomed to being someone’s boss, let alone being called Mr. Tramer. He swiveled in his chair, feeling quite pleased with himself. Then he came face-to-face with his screensaver. A 3-D satellite bounced off the edges of the screen and a burning sensation filled the back of Leonard’s throat. He shook the mouse. The burning sensation magnified. Two of the words he had dreaded since he awoke that morning. Username. Password.


  Leonard’s hand hovered over the mouse for several seconds. Unless he knew his username, playing with a series of passwords was pointless. He wouldn’t know which one was correct…if any.


  “What’s the matter? Forgot your username as well, Tramer-L-M?” Thomas McGinnis said mischievously as he barged in.


  Leonard Michael Tramer. Thank you, McGinnis. Leonard breathed a sigh of relief. “No. I was just talking to Sandy Little.”


  McGinnis whistled. “She’s hot, isn’t she?”


  “Uh…yeah, she is.”


  “Listen,” McGinnis said, lowering his voice and suddenly becoming serious. “I wanted to give you a heads-up. My friend, Mike Mitchell…”


  Leonard furrowed his brow.


  “The guy who got you off the hook this morning by resetting your pass code?”


  “Yeah. Right. Of course.”


  “He said that security came by and asked him questions.”


  “He is security.”


  “No, numbnuts. The security. Carlyle’s boys.”


  “Oh,” Leonard replied, feigning comprehension.


  “Just thought I’d warn you.” McGinnis stood suddenly and laughed loudly, as if he intended for everyone to hear. Leonard realized for the first time that his friend’s shallow behavior might be part of an act. “See you at break then.” McGinnis turned to leave. “If you’re still around,” he added under his breath before he left the cubicle.


  Leonard returned his attention to the computer. He typed tramerlm in the username field and tabbed to the password field.


  “Mr. Tramer?”


  “What?” Leonard snapped as he swiveled abruptly to face the intruder.


  A young man, no older than twenty, stood outside Leonard’s cubicle. Dressed from head to toe in gray, with several numbers and symbols embroidered on the chest, the young man wore a very bland uniform.


  Leonard sat up straight, realizing that the intruder may have the authority to haul him away if he was not careful. “Yes?” he asked in a calm, polite tone.


  “Commander Carlyle would like to see you, sir.”


  “Certainly. Of course. Where would he like to meet me?”


  The young man glanced around apprehensively. He leaned in without crossing the threshold of the cubicle. “In his office, sir,” he said slowly, as if any other possibility was simply ludicrous.


  Leonard suppressed a groan. His journey would end badly if he wandered aimlessly in the facility. He didn’t even know which of the three buildings to search. Glancing at the young man’s nametag, he asked, “Would you mind escorting me, Reilly?”


  Reilly lowered his voice. “Are you feeling nervous, sir?”


  Of course, Leonard thought, but he wondered what would happen if he told Reilly the truth. What was the tone of the question? Genuine concern? Insolent delight? Was the young man another Garrett — an enthusiastic zealot just waiting to put Leonard in his place?


  Reilly’s response settled Leonard’s fears.


  “I’d be honored to escort you, sir.”


  


  Chapter Seven


  Leonard paused before knocking on Carlyle’s office door. He had half expected to find himself in a dank, dungeon-like facility with flickering neon lights. Instead, Reilly delivered him to a spacious hallway on the top floor of the main building. Large plates of glass established one wall, providing a view of the fields and farmlands. The faint outline of downtown Denver was barely distinguishable miles away. On the opposite wall, one large oak doorway stood between Leonard and the infamous Commander Carlyle.


  He knocked tentatively. A faint buzz chirped and a green light near the doorknob blinked. Bracing himself for the worst, he opened the door slowly.


  “Leonard,” a cheerful voice greeted him. “Come on in. Come on in.”


  Leonard was taken aback. He had anticipated any number of scenarios. Enthusiastic welcome was not on the list. He obediently entered and let the door fall into place. One buzz and several clicks followed, causing Leonard’s throat to constrict. He wondered, and rightfully so, if he had just been locked inside. Making the most of the situation, he appraised his surroundings. A beautiful room with a cherry wood desk and a view of the entire base dwarfed the odd, short man that sat before him.


  The paunchy, balding commander stood and reached out his hand. Although sporting a moustache and goatee, Carlyle looked nothing like the handsome man featured in the gigantean portrait in the lobby. Even so, the commander seemed to be vying for his own portrait. Although not at all successful, the man clearly desired to be attractive. A gleaming politician’s smile and an obviously fake tan betrayed him. The stunning pale green uniform and a row of bright stripes on his lapel set him apart from his underling in gray.


  Leonard furrowed his brow as he assessed the sparkling white teeth and outstretched hand. There was absolutely nothing military about Carlyle. Shouldn’t the man expect respect and, perhaps, subservience? If he truly were the commander of the base, he surely would not stand in Leonard’s presence and offer a hand. Nevertheless, Leonard shook the man’s hand and mirrored his artificial grin.


  “Have a seat,” Carlyle said as he returned to his own chair.


  Leonard complied.


  “So how are you, Leonard?”


  “Fine, sir.”


  “Have we reverted to sir? My men are right. There is something wrong with you.”


  Here we go.


  Leonard lamented over what to call the man. Clearly, they were on a first name basis. He surveyed Carlyle’s cluttered desk and found his salvation. A small name placard. Christopher Carlyle. He breathed a sigh of relief.


  “Why do you ask, Chris?”


  Carlyle frowned subtly and Leonard’s heart raced. Should I have called him Christopher? But the moment passed and the commander’s grin returned.


  “For starters, you bungled your pass code this morning.”


  “I’m sorry, sir, uh Chris. I—”


  “And you’ve been fumbling around all morning.”


  “Yes. I…” Leonard remembered McGinnis’ assumption. “I was drinking last night.”


  Carlyle’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve never seen you drink.”


  “That’s the problem. When I do…pow!” Leonard made an exploding gesture near his head.


  Carlyle laughed. “You son of a bitch.”


  “I’m sorry. It won’t happen—”


  “How’s Alina?”


  Leonard jolted. “Alina?” Does this man know my wife?


  “Did she pour the drinks?”


  “No, I did, but—”


  “What were you drinking?”


  Think fast. Beer won’t cover this. “Jack Daniels.”


  “Straight up?”


  “On the rocks.”


  “And Alina didn’t fix the drinks?” Carlyle pivoted abruptly in his chair and crossed to the windows.


  Leonard felt a bead of sweat trickle down his left temple. “No. In fact, I offered her a drink. She refused.”


  “I see.”


  A long pause ensued and Leonard dared not break the silence.


  “Did she ask you any questions while you were drinking?”


  “No, sir…Chris…to-fer.”


  Carlyle swiveled suddenly and gazed at Leonard suspiciously. “Doesn’t she wonder what you do?”


  “Of course. But she said just the other day, ‘I’m well aware that you cannot discuss your project—’”


  “Ah, she’s curious—”


  “‘And you ought to know by now that I’d never ask.’ That’s what she said.” Leonard scowled. And you can double-check it on your surveillance tapes.


  Carlyle put his hand on his chin. “Could be a cover—”


  “Are you trying to imply—?”


  Carlyle shrugged and waved him off. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”


  “What’s nothing?”


  “She’s been acting peculiar at work—”


  “She’s been testing pregnant women for CARS.”


  “Alina’s been doing that for several years now.”


  “The cases have risen significantly in that time.” Leonard remembered the public service message and hoped this proclamation would satisfy the commander.


  “Yes, yes. I suppose that’s true.”


  “It’s depressing her.”


  Carlyle nodded appreciatively. “I understand.”


  “Thank you.”


  “But you will notify me if you see anything…anything out of place?”


  Leonard tilted his head and frowned. “Are you asking me to spy on my wife, commander?”


  The sudden formality took Carlyle off-guard.


  “Because if you are, by all means,” Leonard continued, playing the game. “She’s squeaky clean and, honestly, I often wish she wasn’t. Some days I’d just like to get her off my hands.”


  “If you’d like me to arrange—”


  Leonard swished his hand down, hushing him. “No, no, no. Natalia’s turning thirteen. It isn’t the right time.” Arrange what? A divorce…or an imprisonment?


  “Well, if you trust her that’s good enough for me.”


  “Thank you,” Leonard said.


  “Just keep your eyes open.”


  “I will.”


  “We depend upon good citizens to maintain what we have built in so little time.”


  It’s a paradise. “Absolutely, commander.”


  “Anything else, Leonard?”


  You called me. “No, sir…Chris.”


  Carlyle grinned spontaneously and circled the desk. An onslaught of cheap cologne, drenched in brazen insincerity, overpowered Leonard’s senses as he attempted to process the nuances of the conversation. Carlyle patted him on the shoulder and escorted him to the door. Out of the corner of his eye, Leonard detected a picture of the handsome goateed man from the lobby.


  Pressing five numbers quickly on a keypad near the doorknob, Carlyle offered Leonard freedom.


  “It’s been good chatting with you,” the commander called after him.


  Leonard waved one hand in the air without turning around. “Any time.”


  “I’ll be keeping an eye on you,” Carlyle taunted playfully.


  I’m sure you will.


  


  Chapter Eight


  “He started his political career at a very young age,” a television announcer said.


  A second man chuckled. “Younger than we knew.”


  The first man nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, but he made the right decision. Those five years made all the difference. Had he delayed at any step along the way, the country might not have survived the depression or the CARS epidemic.”


  “True, true.”


  “It was his destiny.”


  Leonard stood in a long lunch line, directly behind Thomas McGinnis. Florescent lighting buzzed and flickered, clashing with the blue-gray shimmer of the television, which was anchored on the ceiling.


  “Eric Stehlen, a Man with a Vision,” McGinnis said. He sighed dramatically. “I’m all for an interesting story, but we’ve seen this documentary at least a dozen times in the past six weeks. Think fresh, gentlemen. Stehlen Gone Wild or something. Stir the pot a little now and then.”


  Several people in the lunchroom laughed.


  “I don’t mean any disrespect to the First Lady, but give me a break.”


  “Better watch your tongue, McGinnis,” a man called from the corner of the room.


  “They’re not going to bring me up on smart-ass-ery charges.”


  “You never know.”


  McGinnis threw a doughnut at the man.


  “Hey!” The mousy-haired woman serving food glowered. “That was a perfectly good doughnut.”


  “Give me another one, sweetheart.” McGinnis raised his eyebrows up and down waggishly.


  “No. Move along.”


  When they reached the end of the line, Leonard glanced around the room. Where do we pay? Assuming he was going to look like an idiot for the umpteenth time that day, Leonard clutched his tray possessively and stuck close to McGinnis, following him like a shadow. McGinnis chose a table against the wall as far away from the television as possible. As a bonus, the table afforded a morsel of privacy. Leonard deducted that the food was courtesy of the U.S. taxpayer, so he joined his friend, placing his tray carefully on the unbalanced table.


  McGinnis groaned. “Sorry. I chose the wobbly one.” He grabbed a napkin, folded it skillfully, and shoved it under the shortest leg. “I just wanted to avoid eavesdroppers.”


  Leonard arranged his food on the table and set his tray aside.


  McGinnis stared at him, hands folded neatly on the table and an expression of exasperation on his face. “So?”


  “So what?” Leonard bit into his sandwich and grimaced. It tasted like stale bread and wet cheese. He peered inside and found limp lettuce, grayish deli meat, and a slice of pale orange cheese. He made a mental note to bring lunch the following day.


  “So how did it go with Carlyle?” McGinnis whispered impatiently.


  “Fine.”


  “Fine? Is that all you can say? Fine?”


  “He didn’t seem to be interested in me.”


  McGinnis paled. “Oh, my God. He didn’t ask about me, did he?”


  “No. Alina.”


  “Alina? She’s as straight as they come.”


  Leonard nodded, although he knew otherwise. “That’s what I told him.”


  “And your reassuring words satisfied him?”


  “Pretty much.”


  “What did they suspect her of?”


  “Trying to elicit information.”


  McGinnis chortled. “That’ll be the day,” he whispered. “As if she’d understand what we’re doing here.”


  Leonard frowned. She’s a doctor and, as I recall, a straight-A student. A rush of adrenaline almost made Leonard lose his head. He wanted to lash out at the son-of-a-bitch right then and there. Nevertheless, he held himself in check. He looked away, trying to clear his mind, but it drifted back to the conversation with Carlyle.


  We depend upon good citizens to maintain what we have built in so little time.


  Leonard shuddered.


  Stasi Satellites. Either the name was someone’s idea of wry humor, or it was a tribute from a person enchanted by the repressive regime of East Germany. After meeting Carlyle, Leonard wasn’t sure which was more likely.


  Going out on a limb, Leonard said, “It’s kind of clever, you know…spy satellites named after the Stasi.” Unsure how dangerous it was to wander into this territory, he tried to appear nonchalant. He took a large bite of his sandwich, nearly finishing it off.


  McGinnis scowled. “You tell me, Einstein.”


  Leonard chewed laboriously, hoping that McGinnis would continue. He was not disappointed.


  “You bragged about that the last time.”


  “Last time?” Leonard mumbled, trying to swallow. He took a sip of water.


  “The last time we had this conversation. I don’t know why it’s clever, Tramer. You tell me. You chose the name.”


  Leonard nearly choked. He knocked over his water.


  “Jesus you’re a klutz today.” McGinnis grabbed some napkins and proceeded to mop up the table.


  I chose the name?


  “It baffles me how much reverence people pay to you. If you ask me, Stehlen should have named the project, or even Carlyle. But you designed the prototype, so you got to name her.”


  I designed the prototype?


  Leonard reeled. Then he remembered how awestruck he felt when he entered the hanger for the first time. They are beautiful, he admitted, perhaps trying to justify his affiliation with an eerie technology — the purpose of which was to decimate individual privacy. With the Stasi Satellites, the government aimed to shred intellectual freedom on a scale Leonard never before dared to imagine. It was a nightmare…and Leonard was the star.


  McGinnis drummed his fingers on the table. “Are you going to share your secret or will you shut your mouth and stop taunting me?”


  Leonard leaned in and whispered, “The Stasi were the secret police in East Germany during the Cold War.”


  McGinnis merely stared, his eyes unreadable.


  “They spied on individuals, listening to their personal conversations, even watching people in their own homes. The Stasi encouraged neighbors and family to inform on one another, and they interrogated, tortured, and executed people. A very effective, evil agency.”


  McGinnis shook his shoulders in confusion. “What’s wrong with East Germany? What are you talking about?”


  Leonard cocked his head. “The East Germany, an arm of the Soviet Union before it crumbled.”


  McGinnis leaned in and practically touched Leonard’s ear with his lips. “I don’t know if you’re trying to be a wise guy or fuck with me.” His venomous tone pierced Leonard’s brain. “And that’s all I’m going to say on the issue.”


  Turning his head, McGinnis hollered teasingly at the woman who served their food. “Today’s lunch was particularly bland. Thanks, Amanda.” He winked at her.


  “Shut up,” she snarled.


  McGinnis stood up. He cast Leonard a cold glance. “Are you coming?”


  Startled, Leonard jumped up, accepting the invitation. “Yes, yes.” He lowered his voice. “I’m sorry about—”


  “Have a nice day, Amanda,” McGinnis called. To his colleague, he whispered, “Shut the fuck up before I ram my fist down your throat.”


  Leonard nodded submissively and followed McGinnis to the exit.


  As they wandered through the corridors, they passed a door with a complicated security system similar to the one Leonard had bluffed his way through that morning. Only this one included a security card swipe. Security card, retina scan, pass code and metal gate. Beyond the gate another security card swipe next to the door. Leonard stifled a laugh. He almost asked McGinnis where that section led, but he bit his tongue. The rogue redhead was already miffed at him, not to mention suspicious. It was not a good time. Leonard resolved to return to the location. He looked around to get his bearings.


  Third Floor. Northwest corner.


  When they reentered the hanger, a chill crawled up Leonard’s back. The Stasi Satellites suddenly seemed ominous. A peculiar déjà vu flashed through his mind. It was as if he remembered designing the Stasi prototype and all the conflicting emotions such a project would elicit. Definitely a challenge, and challenges thrilled Leonard; but also a monstrosity, the magnitude of which would crush his spirit. All at once, he realized that he named the project Stasi because it so duly fit its mission. The naming was a sardonic gesture. In a sudden moment of clarity, he understood why he had chosen the desk furthest away from the fleet. The satellites nauseated him.


  I wasn’t a monster in this world, and I wasn’t an inconsiderate bastard. I was a broken soul.


  Leonard stared at the field of satellites for several minutes. He did not notice that McGinnis had returned to his desk. When Leonard realized that he was gawking and that fellow DID employees were stealing disapproving glances, he moved quickly to his cubicle.


  Once settled, he shook his mouse. tramerlm remained in the username field. Leonard tabbed to the password window and tapped his finger on the desk. What would alternate-reality-Leonard use as a password? Could it be the same one that the real-world-Leonard used? He varied his password based on the complexity of the program or website. For the highest level of security, he used his childhood pet’s name spelled backward followed by the numbers 3981.


  Leonard typed in his favorite high security password. His hand hovered over the Enter key. Finally, he could not stand the anticipation. Click. The machine hummed and a pale green menu appeared on the screen. Leonard looked at the ceiling briefly and sighed in delight.


  The menu selections seemed straightforward enough. Several involved the Stasi project. Leonard scrutinized links to programming, diagrams, and features. On the 3-dimentional diagrams, Leonard could click specific sections and view more details. He marveled at the program’s fluidity and explored the virtual satellite before checking out the rest of the information.


  A link named Stasi Execution outlined the implementation of the project. Leonard’s eyes zoomed over the paragraphs and his heart quickened. Everything south of I-70 was divided into installation zones. WLN crews were already in the process of going door to door in the southwestern portion of the map. Under the guise of refitting households with energy efficient lighting fixtures, engineers would add or replace ceiling lights in every room of a home, including bathrooms. The fixtures, in addition to supporting only government-approved, fluorescent light bulbs, would contain revolving miniature cameras programmed to cover every inch of the area. Leonard put his head in one hand and vigorously rubbed his temple before exiting the Stasi Execution page and moving on.


  Other links led to an email program and a staff list. The staff list included basic information: name, title, and a detailed description of duties. Leonard tipped his head as he perused the data. Among those listed: Leonard Tramer, Stasi Project Leader. Feeling accomplished for having snagged such a title, Leonard smiled. Next, he flipped through his emails. Nothing of interest. Scheduled meetings, proposed deadlines, and requests for facts and figures filled his inbox.


  The last link on the main menu page was System. Leonard sat up and selected the link. Another Username and Password screen appeared, but it had three empty fields. Above Username, a field labeled Location awaited with a blinking cursor. Below the password field a large button read Back to SSP02. Leonard clicked the button and found himself on the main menu page again. Curious, he returned to System. On a hunch, he typed in SSP01 along with his username and password. A new menu with a gray background appeared on his screen. Leonard grinned, considering the options.


  Three links enticed him. Staff, Beta Sites, and Priority Targets.


  The Staff link provided detailed private information on each employee including a photo and a variety of numbers related to each name.


  The Beta Sites appeared to be locations for initial testing of the Stasi Satellites. Addresses spanned the entire metro Denver area south of Commerce City. Leonard examined a few locations. All entries said No Activity in the notes, but they each had a target start date — the earliest being one month from the current date. Leonard noticed that Sandy Little’s name and address appeared on the list.


  I wonder if she volunteered to be a beta site.


  He sat back, ran a hand though his hair, and took a deep breath. Next, he chose the Priority Targets link. It listed several dozen individuals, their photos, internal numbers, and other personal data. Tantalizing information graced the notes pages of the targets.


  One man’s notes said, Demonstrated against Amendment Twenty-Eight. Unconfirmed operator of CR websites.


  Another individual’s record reported, Subject spends considerable time in parks and other recreational areas. Seen meeting with individuals, who are on the low priority watch list, almost daily. Suspected of being a contact in an illegal emigration gang. Closely monitored by WLN. No incriminating conversations in the home. Leonard shivered and shook his shoulders.


  Curiosity drove him to select another name. Smuggling and trafficking of illegal goods, including fresh fruit and toiletries. Released from prison so the WLN can monitor his activities and locate his sources. Placed in a public pharmacy where we have a fulltime Watcher. The subject appears to be suspicious about his early release.


  “Excuse me, Mr. Tramer?”


  Leonard spun around. “Yes?”


  “I’m just taking lunch orders for tomorrow,” Amanda, the lunch server, explained. “Would you like turkey, roast beef, or salami?”


  Envisioning the limp sandwich he ate earlier, Leonard cleared his throat. “I’m going to bring my lunch tomorrow.”


  Amanda furrowed her brow and withdrew slightly in surprise. She cocked her head and appraised him curiously. “You’re bringing your lunch?” Her tone was doubtful, almost condescending.


  “Yes. Thank you.” He turned away.


  Amanda mumbled under her breath in a scolding tone as she walked away.


  “Blah, blah.” Leonard grumbled, turning back to face his computer. “Make a better sandwich if you want people to eat them.”


  Although surfing the Priority Targets link was intriguing, Leonard’s mind kept drifting to the heavily secured door he and McGinnis passed on their way back from lunch. He exited out of the system; then got up, overtly looked at his watch, and strolled along the cubicles glancing at the employees along the way. Men and women of all ages straightened their posture and focused on their computer screens with feigned interest. Leonard’s lips curled up on one side in amusement.


  “Mr. Tramer?”


  He felt a light hand tap him on the shoulder, and he pivoted abruptly. Standing just outside of her cubicle, Sandy Little beamed, her face flushed. A lock of sleek hair had managed to slip inside her blouse, distracting Leonard.


  If Sandy noticed him ogling, she did not show a sign. She spoke quickly and confidently. “I finished the map and emailed you a copy.” Waiving a yellow slip of paper, she concluded, “I have to run now. However, should you find anything lacking, please shoot me back an email and I’ll get on it straightaway in the morning.”


  Trying to focus on her face, Leonard replied, “I’m sure I won’t find anything lacking Sandy, but I’ll look it over.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  “Have a nice afternoon.”


  “I’ll try, sir.”


  She rushed down the hallway and across the hanger. Leonard watched her disappear into an elevator. Moving slowly, he meandered his way through the cubicles and leisurely headed for the bank of elevators. When the bell dinged, Leonard glanced over his shoulder. No one appeared to notice his retreat. He slipped in and selected the third floor, humming as the doors closed.


  It was possible that his pass would not allow him access to the restricted area. Nonetheless, given the level of respect afforded him by the crew in the hanger, Leonard figured it was certainly worth a try. He wondered whether that room might hold electronics he could use to rebuild the time machine. Diagrams and new ideas floated through his mind, as he considered the possibility. The elevator opened and he stumbled into the hall. If I can build a Stasi Satellite, surely I can rig another time machine. His steps quickened as he envisioned freedom, but his breath caught in his throat when he faced the grim reality of the situation. Even if I find parts, how the hell am I going to get them out of here? He shook his head and pressed on.


  When Leonard reached the intriguing door, he stood back and surveyed the maze of security measures protecting it. Card swipe, retina scan, pass code, followed by another card swipe. It seemed obvious but his hands trembled. After some hesitation, he stepped forward.


  Card swipe. No buzzer.


  Retina scan. Soft beep.


  Pass code. Gate flew open.


  Card swipe. The large double doors opened slowly, moving away from Leonard into a dark hallway.


  He tiptoed cautiously down the corridor. The soft hum of computers and an irritating blue light loomed at the end of the hallway. Soon, Leonard stepped into a huge room filled with computers, each manned by a transfixed human wearing headphones. No cubicles, just rows of computers on narrow tables and at least two hundred employees on small swivel chairs. Up in the far corner, an unmanned station with a plexiglass window overlooked the scene like a watchtower.


  Leonard wandered toward the enclosure. None of the computer drones seemed to notice him. A retina scan and card swipe guarded the entrance to the little room. Leonard performed the ritual and the door clicked open. Once inside, he inspected the station. Big enough for two people, three if they got cozy, the small room housed one computer on a tall desk. In order to view the screen, the computer operator needed to stand. The entire department and all the employees were clearly visible through the plexiglass, their monitors glowing like rows of lanterns.


  Leonard shook the mouse and a pale purple screen came to life. He selected the System link to pinpoint his location in the network. Smiling at his own shrewdness, he clicked Back to WLN01 and returned to the purple menu. The upper right corner of the screen caught his eye. Three search options beckoned him. Last Name, First Name, Tracking Number. Leonard tapped his finger on the desk before typing McGinnis. Thomas McGinnis popped up as the only match, so Leonard selected his record. A screen, identical to those of the Priority Targets, opened.


  Not a very photogenic man, Thomas McGinnis’ photo scowled at Leonard. Thomas’ notes spanned only one month and they were three years old. The daily activity was uneventful. Notes like went to the liquor store, had two friends over for the game, stayed at home all day cluttered the page. In conclusion, the report said, No unusual activity. Voted for Stehlen. Otherwise, not politically active. Set start date for December 1st.


  Leonard backed out, intending to enter his own name, but a commotion startled him. He logged out hastily before assessing the consequences of such an action. Only the words Username and Password remained on the default login page for WLN01.


  A chubby man entered the small room, sweating and apologizing. “I’m so sorry. I forgot to log out. It won’t happen again,” he stammered. “I’m not feeling well. I just popped out to visit the nurse.” He waved a small yellow piece of paper. “I was getting an early dismissal pass. I’m so sorry, sir, I—”


  “What are you yammering about?” Leonard pointed at the screen. “You logged out. Take a breather. Obviously you do need to go home.”


  The man tilted his head and examined the screen. “Huh. I could have sworn…”


  Trying to sound like the oppressive high-level superior with whom his underlings were accustomed to dealing, Leonard remained aloof. “Now finish up your business and be on your way.”


  The man didn’t even question Leonard’s presence at his station. Instead, he jostled his way to the computer, delicately trying not to bump into Leonard. Before he reached his destination, the flustered man stumbled and dropped his pass. Leonard seized the opportunity and swiftly squatted, snatching the ID.


  Mark Dickens, WLN.


  Leonard casually returned the pass.


  Dickens poised his fingers above the keyboard and began to type while Leonard watched stealthily. The nervous man clacked out dickensms and then a password that looked like linda0106, possibly linda0409. He glanced over his shoulder as the purple menu page popped up.


  Leonard cleared his throat and turned to leave. “Later, Dickens.” He slipped out of the booth quickly. Marching down the steps, he glanced sideways at the rows of drones flipping menu pages, making notes, and listening intently.


  Mark Dickens, WLN.


  Watcher Listening Network.


  


  Chapter Nine


  Shortly after Leonard returned to his desk an irritated female voice called, “Break time.”


  Immediately, the sound of dozens of chairs rolling away from desks echoed in the hanger. Leonard, not interested in a break, shook his mouse and selected the System link. He entered WLN01 with his own name and password.


  You are not authorized to access WLN01.


  Not to be dissuaded he tried another tactic. Location, WLN01. Username, dickensms. Password, linda0106.


  This computer is not authorized to access WLN01. Please return to your station and try again.


  Dammit! Leonard slammed his fist on the table


  “Break time.” The woman approached Leonard’s cubicle.


  “I don’t need a break right now.” Leonard kept his back to the annoying woman.


  “You have to take a break.”


  “I’ll take one later.”


  “It’s mandatory.”


  Leonard swiveled around and regarded the woman disdainfully. Frumpy dress and tangled hair, she looked like a disgruntled housecleaner. Leonard rolled his eyes. “I’m the project leader,” he said coolly.


  “I don’t care who you are. Union rules. Take a break.”


  “I don’t belong to the union.”


  She guffawed. “Good one, sir.” Then her tone softened and she seemed bent on a new mission — to get him to comply without a fuss. “Please, just read a book or something for fifteen minutes.”


  Leonard folded his arms. “Whatever.”


  “Thank you.” She turned abruptly and walked away, looking at her watch.


  Suddenly, dozens of employees whispered and moved away from their cubicles in twos and threes.


  McGinnis stopped by Leonard’s desk. “That was entertaining,” he said, chuckling.


  Leonard merely glared at him.


  “I’ll get you a cup of coffee,” McGinnis mumbled as he walked away.


  Leonard sighed. The glowing monitor beseeched him. What the hell am I going to do with fifteen minutes?


  He put his briefcase on the counter and retrieved the science magazine, one of the few items in his sparsely stocked attaché. He flipped through the periodical with as much dramatic flair as he could muster. When his tantrum proved unsatisfying, Leonard examined the cover. January? My God, how many times have I read this thing? He settled on a theory that the magazine was a prop, a crutch Leonard leaned upon during mandated breaks. After all, they disrupted the creative process and he could think of nothing more annoying in a work environment.


  Flipping the pages back and forth, Leonard’s mind drifted to the WLN room. The purpose of his satellites was to expand upon their efforts. He shivered, feeling more anxious than he had all day. But the anxiety melted into intrigue when he caught sight of a note in fine print at the bottom of one of the articles.


  Alt JK.


  Squinting, he inspected the note. Neat block letters in very fine print, clearly in his own handwriting. Leonard glanced around. The coffee break enforcer was nowhere to be seen. Stealthily, Leonard depressed Alt JK, but nothing happened. Not yet discouraged, he scrutinized each page, making notes on a legal tablet he found under a circuit board.


  A series of keyboard commands, seven in all, appeared at the bottom of random pages. Leonard sat back and nodded appreciatively.


  You son of a bitch. This is exactly the kind of thing you’d pull off.


  He waited impatiently. McGinnis came and went with the coffee. Leonard took a tentative sip and grimaced. Cold and bitter. Staring at the ceiling, he inched his chair around the small space, his mind racing.


  After what seemed like hours, the dowdy woman finally hollered, “End of break.”


  Leonard zoomed his chair across the cubicle and grabbed his keyboard. He tried the series of commands. Nothing. Not to be deterred, he entered them in reverse order. The computer hummed and eventually brought up a white screen with a list of programs and a PDF.


  Bingo.


  Leonard opened the PDF first. It appeared to be a map of the base. He tabbed through the floors until he found the Stasi Satellite Project in the basement of his building. Looking closer, Leonard realized it was a map of computers. He hit zoom. Initials identified each square. LMT marked the computer in the corner. SAL, probably Sandy Little, somewhere in the middle. TPM, Thomas McGinnis. Leonard clicked on TPM and a blue page popped up, showing McGinnis’ full name, building, floor, and cubicle number. Leonard’s heart soared when he decoded the last piece of information. Some kind of internal ip address. If he could hack into the server that fed this bank of computers, he could theoretically log into whatever computer he chose. Theoretically.


  Leonard glanced around, smiling with glee. No one appeared to notice his atypical state of giddiness.


  Next, he examined the programs. Stifling a laugh, he covered his mouth. He recognized the programs. He wrote them when he attended college — an encryption program, a rudimentary password cracker, and a little jewel he codenamed The Mole. The Mole allowed the user to remotely access computers within a network, so long as the user knew the internal ip address. He struck gold. No need to hack into the server. The Mole already knew how. No need to worry about internal firewalls. The Mole would blow right through them.


  Seconds later, Leonard’s heart sank. Remote access required the fellow employee’s absence. He could not take control of someone’s computer while they were sitting at their desk. And given the strict adherence to breaks and clock-in, clock-out times at the facility, Leonard doubted an optimal moment would occur. No laptop, no Internet. It would be impossible…unless, perhaps, he sent someone away from their computer on an errand. He pursed his lips contemplating the idea.


  Or, by chance, someone went home early. Sandy Little. His heart quickened. Even better. Mark Dickens.


  Leonard looked up Dickens’ ip address, activated The Mole, and hit escape.


  A minute later, he was staring at Mark Dickens’ default login screen. Leonard operated like a ghost floating in the observation room of the WLN. No one in the bank of drones would notice activity on Dickens’ computer, a device safely tucked away in the corner. The only danger now would be the unexpected reappearance of Dickens himself. But Leonard felt more than confident as his fingers flew over the keyboard.


  Username, dickensms. Password, linda0106.


  And he was in. The familiar pale purple screen of the Watcher Listening Network glowed eerily, irritating his eyes. He blinked several times in a vain effort to alleviate the dryness.


  Leonard glanced around nervously. He’d hacked into plenty of sites in his lifetime, but not with dozens of high security employees a stone’s throw away. The adrenaline rush produced a mild mania. Leonard swiftly typed his name in the search fields, his fingers quivering in anticipation.


  He winced as an unflattering photo popped up. The notes were not unlike those in McGinnis’ file. All from three years ago, spanning a month, the dull comments about Leonard’s monotonous daily activities made him wish he were more of a rebel.


  The conclusion on his record was near identical to McGinnis’. No unusual activity. Suspect is apolitical. Lives in pre-DHR neighborhood with wife and two kids. Set start date for December 1st.


  No background checks in three and a half years? Come on guys, you’re slacking.


  Leonard backed out of his record and selected Alina Tramer. Reeling, he inspected her notes. Filling numerous pages, Alina’s notes put Leonard to shame.


  Alina Marsh-Tramer. Medical doctor and spouse of high-level security project leader, Leonard Tramer, the subject line read.


  Examining the dates, Leonard realized that Alina’s notes began around the same date as his background check. Daily activities included the usual. On a regular basis, Alina drove to the bus, entered the hospital, went to the grocery store, and carried out routine chores. Frequently, Alina stopped by the library. Library visits were emphasized in bold print. She went several times a week throughout January and February — just after Leonard started working for the DID. Then the comments ceased abruptly and picked up again seven months later.


  Subject decoded the DOH project. Authorities quickly brought the situation under control using the daughter, Natalia. Monitor for six weeks.


  Using the daughter, Natalia. The words sent a chill up Leonard’s spine. “What the hell does that mean?” he whispered.


  The following six weeks of notes relayed nothing significant, and the conclusion of the mysterious using the daughter period confidently stated that the subject seems depressed but not a threat to security. Sufficiently motivated by warning.


  The most recent set of notes began with volunteer informant made a report, but no concrete evidence confirmed. Another series of monotonous daily activities followed. The last remark acknowledged that the informant is a relative of the subject, so testimony is in conflict of interest. The library has a thoroughly controlled Internet facility. No evidence of hacking or foul play. In addition, high-level security project leader rarely speaks with her. It is a non-issue. Close the ticket. The notes stopped abruptly approximately five weeks prior to the current date. The file appeared to be, for the time being, put to rest.


  Informant is a relative of the subject…


  Oh God, is it me?


  Leonard sat back and looked at the ceiling, wrestling with guilt. Then he remembered Carlyle grilling him about Alina only hours before. If I already turned her in, the commander wouldn’t approach the subject so delicately.


  High-level security project leader rarely speaks with her.


  That’s definitely me. He shuddered and the guilt consumed him once again.


  Leaning back in his chair, Leonard realized that something else bothered him. The WLN had their thumb on Alina ever since he started working for the DID. They’re watching her instead of me. Had he flown so successfully below the radar that no one considered him a security risk? Carlyle treated him like a buddy. Was it possible that he wasn’t a freedom fighter after all?


  The clatter of DID employees shuffling papers and opening and closing their briefcases yanked Leonard out of his unpleasant thoughts and into the present. He checked his watch. 4:50 p.m. Presuming they would be dismissed promptly at 5:00 p.m., he groaned in frustration. More time. All he wanted, more than anything else at that moment, was more time. He backed out of Alina’s record and moved his mouse to the logout button. The mouse passed over the System link and froze. Leonard glanced around furtively before selecting the link.


  Location.


  WLN02, he typed, although he realized that if the WLN system was set up like the SSP system, the zero-two section ought to have less information than the zero-one section. Nonetheless, it was worth a peek and he did not wish to waste his last ten minutes.


  A charcoal gray screen popped up. Less information? Far less information. A chill crawled up Leonard’s spine and slithered across his scalp. What little information appeared on the charcoal gray, WLN02 screen terrified him. In the center, three fields awaited a new request - Last Name, First Name, Tracking Number. But it was an ominous button that sent chills up Leonard’s spine — a large, red button marked TRACK.


  For a moment, Leonard’s breath caught in his throat. He looked at his watch. 4:55 p.m. His fingers clanked out Tramer, Leonard with no hesitation, but his hand trembled as the cursor hovered over the red button. He held his breath and selected TRACK.


  A satellite map, superimposed with street labels, showed a sparse area to the east of Denver. A little red dot blinked in the center of the screen. Leonard zoomed, trying to distinguish the satellite images surrounding the dot. As he zoomed closer, his heart raced and a jolt of panic-driven adrenaline filled his body. He recognized the outline of the objects on the screen. The red dot pulsated in the southeastern building of the DID complex.


  “Pack up, man. What’re you doing?” a familiar voice asked. “You’re going to hold up the shuttle.”


  Leonard backed out of the tracking program as quickly as possible. “I’m just looking at Sandy’s maps.” He forced his preoccupied brain to focus on McGinnis. “She does good work,” he added feigning a relaxed, end-of-day mood.


  “I’ll bet she does good work,” McGinnis said with a sly grin. A second later, he resumed his customary needling, impatient tone. “Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go.”


  Leonard reached for his briefcase and withdrew his hand quickly. He glared at the attaché. Where is the transmitter? Suddenly, his watch felt oppressive, squeezing the life out of his wrist. He imagined himself ripping it off and throwing it across the room. He patted down his clothing anxiously as if an army of ants were crawling on his skin.


  “What’s wrong with you? Come on.”


  Leonard packed up hastily and rushed from the cubicle. Glancing back over his shoulder, he wondered what he would see if the WLN02 screen was still running. Would it follow the departure of a pulsating red dot as it moved away from the southeastern building of the DID complex and west toward the city, eventually coming to a rest in Leonard’s living room?


  The elevator lurched upward, causing Leonard to lose his balance. He crashed against the back wall. Buckling over, not so much from the pain but from an acute wave of nausea, Leonard tried to slow his breathing. His keen insight answered what had already become a frivolous question.


  It would.


  


  Chapter Ten


  Still reeling, Leonard nearly missed his bus at the transfer station. When he met up with Alina at the park and ride, he found her particularly quiet and despondent.


  “We’ll talk later,” she said, and she remained silent for the duration of the drive. Something had distressed her and Leonard figured he would hear nothing of it until she arranged a few couch cushions and a blaring television later that evening. Taking her cue, he resolved to share his unsettling news during the TV hour as well.


  When they arrived home, Leonard was far too disturbed to relax. He removed his watch the moment they stepped inside and threw it on the table by the door. Then he shoved his briefcase into the back of the closet and rushed to put distance between himself and the entryway.


  Alina immediately occupied herself clattering dishes in the kitchen. Although Leonard presumed she would appreciate some help, he could not rein in his apprehension long enough to dawdle in domestic chores.


  Natalia set the table methodically and with little pleasure. When she finished, she asked her mother, “May I take a quick walk before dinner?”


  Alina did not respond.


  “Mom?”


  As if in a drug-induced fog, Alina laboriously pulled herself away from the stove and focused on her daughter. “What?”


  “May I take a quick walk before dinner?”


  “Sure,” Alina said listlessly. “No later than six-thirty.”


  Natalia nodded. “Thanks, Mom.”


  “Damn,” Alina shouted, and she swiftly pulled a pot off the stove. Something with red sauce had spattered on her arm and she mopped it up with a dish towel. Frustrated, she barked at Leonard. “Could you at least cut the mold off the cheese and put the bread on the table?”


  He obeyed, dismayed by the condition of the food. Hard to the touch, the bread did not seem at all appetizing, while the cheese was covered with patches of white-green fuzz. “I thought you just went shopping yesterday.”


  Alina slammed a wooden spoon on the counter. “The bread was already stale. That’s all they had. And we need to finish this cheese before I buy a new one, or we’ll have a second block of moldy cheese sitting in the refrigerator.”


  Leonard put his hands up in the air. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think—”


  “That’s right. You didn’t think.” She mumbled something under her breath.


  Silently, Leonard cleaned up the cheese and placed the two requested items on the dinner table. I just can’t settle down long enough to help. You’ll understand after we talk.


  The door closed as Natalia swiftly exited the home. Leonard wondered what he would find if he followed her. Is it just an evening walk? What was Natalia doing? In a wave of anger, Leonard bolted up the stairs and burst into Natalia’s room. If there were drugs, he intended to locate them. He started rummaging in her bedside table. There he found a brown paper bag, which contained a book called The Giver. Flipping through the book, he swore under his breath. No paraphernalia, but probably propaganda. He tossed it on the bed.


  Fifteen minutes later, after rattling through every drawer, Leonard found a medium sized plastic box in the corner of his daughter’s closet. It was tightly sealed and secured by a combination lock. It reeked of the citrus smell Leonard had detected yesterday. He yanked on the lock in vain. Shaking the box, he heard a soft crinkling sound.


  “God dammit.” He returned the mystery box to its hiding place, and he descended the stairs at the precise moment Natalia reentered the house. It was nearly six-thirty. Alina was already arranging serving dishes on the table.


  “I need to use the bathroom,” Natalia called as she bolted up the stairs.


  Leonard scowled and took his seat.


  A moment later Natalia arrived at the table, clutching her book with tears in her eyes. “Why?” she whispered desperately.


  Leonard leaned back and glared at her. “I’ll give you something to cry about, young lady.”


  Natalia brought her finger to her lips, hushing him. Tears poured down her face. She gestured to the four corners of the room and silently mouthed, “Please.” Leonard realized then that his daughter knew the house was bugged. He further understood that whatever book Natalia clutched was not Youth Brigade propaganda. In all likelihood, The Giver was banned by the government.


  Blood rushed to his face and he felt momentarily dizzy with confusion. Standing, Leonard gently removed the book from Natalia’s grasp, tucked it gently under Garrett’s placemat, and patted it. He nodded compassionately. Alina regarded the empty table setting with a distant, wistful expression.


  “Have a seat, Natalia,” Leonard said. “Your mother has slaved away to bring us this tantalizing…” He peeked in the pot. “…chili with beans.”


  Natalia’s eyes widened. She sat, slowly and cautiously, staring at her father in bewilderment. He gestured for her to make herself comfortable, and his expression conveyed the message we have a secret. Natalia smiled awkwardly. At that moment, Leonard understood that she had just experienced a heartwarming revelation. My father is not one of them. He nearly forgot about the drugs as he focused on the warmth of family companionship.


  The dinner progressed in near silence. Not up to the façade of casual dinner conversation, Leonard served himself a modest portion of chili and dipped the stale bread in its sauce. His mind churned as dozens of thoughts vied for his attention. The tracking button. Natalia’s drugs. Carlyle’s accusations. The Stasi Satellites that would be unleashed onto an already oppressed population. He glanced up. Alina seemed to be battling her own demons. Languid and obviously not at all interested in eating, she poked at her food.


  It was clearly not a good time to bring up the subject of Natalia’s secret. On the other hand, it would never be a good time. Many unpleasant conversations lay ahead. It appeared that Alina had at least one of her own to throw on the already wavering pile of disturbing discoveries.


  Now or never, Leonard encouraged himself. His anger had subsided somewhat and he believed he could handle the situation firmly but delicately. Placing his fork next to his plate, he examined Natalia thoughtfully.


  The young girl flinched. She tilted her head and gazed at him expectantly.


  Leonard took a deep breath. “Natalia…”


  “Yes?”


  “While I was in your room…”


  Her face drooped. An expression of resignation swept across her features. She looked nearly broken.


  “I found a locked plastic box.”


  Natalia’s brows crinkled. She opened her mouth as if to speak. Instead, she curled her lips inside and bit down as the tears flowed once more with earnest.


  “Natalia…it’s not right.”


  She waved at him pleadingly, again pointing at the ceiling and shaking her head.


  “At your age especially.”


  Natalia clamped her hand over her mouth to stifle a gasp. Rocking back and forth, she sobbed while trying to suppress the noise. A girl defeated, beside herself with terror, it was as if she expected him to beat her…as if she thought her life, and everything she knew, was about to be irrevocably snatched from her grasp.


  Her response deeply concerned Leonard. He expected an onslaught of teenage backtalk, not an emotional implosion. He chose his words carefully, hoping to keep his daughter intact for the duration of the conversation. “Drugs are not the answer and I want to help you.”


  Natalia drew her head back in surprise. She stopped crying and appeared entirely baffled.


  “Leonard, no,” Alina said, startling him. The last person he would expect to shout him down on the subject of their daughter doing drugs was his own wife.


  Drying her eyes with a napkin, Natalia seemed oddly relieved. She cleared her throat and spoke softly. “I’m not doing drugs, Dad.”


  Alina stormed into the kitchen and turned on the empty dishwasher. Motioning for her family members to join her, she leaned against the counter, fuming. When Leonard reached her side, she said, “Your daughter is not using drugs. She wouldn’t do that to her family.”


  Natalia, puffy eyed but calm, looked from her mother to her father. “I wouldn’t.”


  Aghast, Leonard shouted, “Then what was that hysterical emotional breakdown I witnessed over there.” He pointed dramatically at the table.


  Alina broke in. “Keep your voice down.”


  Ignoring her, Leonard focused on his daughter. “Well?”


  Natalia looked briefly at the ceiling. “I just thought you were going to take my book away.”


  “That many tears over a book?”


  She nodded.


  “Leonard Michael Tramer, your daughter would not do drugs. Would you, sweetheart?” Her bravado broke for just a moment before she continued. “She wouldn’t put her whole family in jeopardy.”


  “Let’s not go overboard,” Leonard shot back.


  Alina touched Natalia’s cheek tenderly. “She wouldn’t risk her whole family being sent to prison.”


  “I wouldn’t, Mom. I promise you. I’m not.”


  Leonard balked. “The whole family? Give me a break.” He sneered. “If our daughter was smoking pot, the whole family would go to prison?”


  Alina raised a hand as if to slap him. Then she dropped her arm and brought her daughter in for a hug.


  “The whole family?” Leonard whispered.


  Natalia glanced up from her mother’s shoulder, bewildered, as if she assumed her father already knew the consequences.


  Shit. He turned away from them, grabbed his head with both hands, and pulled it toward the ceiling. Dumbstruck, he stared at the kitchen lights. Although he would not appreciate finding marijuana in his daughter’s room, it was certainly not a matter that should land her, or anyone else in the family, in prison. In fact, he now wished there were drugs stashed in Natalia’s room, even heroin would be a welcome discovery. He would find it, get high, and drift away from this nightmare of a universe. Images of the time machine, prepared to whisk him away, danced in his mind.


  Leonard pivoted suddenly and beheld his ladies hugging by the dishwasher. His eyes narrowed. If Natalia was so desperately frightened of whatever he might have found in that box, and it was not drugs, what the hell was it? He marched over to her and pulled her away from her mother.


  Ignoring Alina’s admonishing glare, he addressed Natalia. “I believe you. But you have to tell me. What is in the box? What are you so afraid of?”


  Natalia’s eyes flew open. Her emotional collapse threatened to make a reappearance, but the courageous girl fought back, holding the meltdown in check. She looked away from her father and replied, “It’s my diary.”


  “Your diary?”


  “Yeah.”


  Leonard grabbed her arm. “So you’re burying pages of your diary in the backyard?”


  Natalia blanched.


  “Shut up, Leonard. Just shut up,” Alina whispered harshly. “We’re going to return to the table now and act as if we are a normal family. You understand?”


  Leonard glared at Alina, but he complied, making his way back to his seat silently. The remainder of the dinner consisted of Alina asking benign questions and a grateful Natalia answering them in mock cheerfulness. Leonard returned to his own inner turmoil.


  The satellites. The tracking button. As Leonard vividly pictured the pulsating red dot, he shuddered involuntarily. He gazed at his daughter, perched on her chair, chatting aimlessly with her mother, shielding herself from his curiosity and joining in the deception that kept her family safe. If the ears of the WLN were to tune in at that very moment, they would move on due to sheer boredom. All at once, it struck Leonard; the painful reality of it smacked him across the face, stinging his skin. He was no different than them, the mindless spies who imposed themselves on the lives of others. Rampaging through his daughter’s things, tossing them aside in disregard, he upheld the state’s directive — to eliminate privacy and quash individuality. Whatever his daughter held in her private box, it was not worth Leonard stooping to that level.


  Noiselessly, he stood and politely collected the dishes. Alina and Natalia exchanged glances before joining him.


  Natalia meticulously sorted the recyclables. Leonard watched surreptitiously. Clear glass, brown glass, and softly tinted glass each had their own bin. Leonard also spotted two containers for a variety of plastics. Next to them, a large box held all paper products, including napkins and junk mail. Dutifully, Leonard scraped the plates into the organic bin, bluffing that he knew the routine by heart.


  He whispered to Alina, “This recycling system is pretty cool.”


  In monotone, Alina said, “It is taken to the same dump and burned, except for the organic waste.”


  Leonard balked. “What’s the point then?”


  “I don’t want to get a $500 fine.”


  Leonard had no response, so he returned to the task at hand.


  Within fifteen minutes, the dishes were loaded in the dishwasher, the counters were clean, and the leftovers were properly packaged and stashed in the refrigerator.


  Natalia took her father’s hand. “I would like to take a walk and listen to music.”


  Leonard tipped his head backward and shrewdly examined her expression.


  “I’m not going to get myself in trouble. Honestly, Dad. You have to trust me.”


  Leonard nodded.


  “In fact, I may just hang out in my old fort. It’s been a bad day, and I just need to be alone.”


  Bad day? If you only knew.


  Natalia grabbed her shoes and slipped out the back door. Leonard watched nervously, wondering if he should follow her.


  Alina patted him on the shoulder. “Let her go. She’s a good girl.”


  With so many things to discuss, Natalia’s mysterious hole in the backyard was a low priority. Still, Leonard worried. “How do you know for certain she’s not doing drugs?”


  “She is not a risk taker, Leonard. I’ve had to push her into things, just so she experiences the world a little.”


  “That doesn’t mean—”


  “She grew up in a society where the rules changed every other day. Stupid rules for petty, ridiculous things.” Alina’s tone darkened. Her anger surfaced. “One day, when she was nine, she refused to go to school. She sat crying on the floor in hysterics. It took me an hour to get her to open up. I was beside myself. I called in sick that day.


  “Eventually, she told me that she could not go to school because her skirt was one-inch too short. I had been blowing her off about buying a new skirt. ‘This one still fits,’ I had told her impatiently. I didn’t want to waste money. It seemed reasonable at the time.”


  “One inch short? Poor thing. Pointless.”


  “It wasn’t pointless.”


  “Oh, come on, darling. The school was not going to expel her.”


  “Apparently, they had sent a girl home the previous day for wearing a skirt that showed her knees.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


  “We went out that very afternoon and bought a new skirt. A perfect, to specs, DEPS 7934 school uniform.”


  “Jesus.”


  “She’s been lectured since she could comprehend the subject that anyone caught with drugs in their possession, whether or not they’re using, will land their entire family in prison.”


  Leonard shook his head in dismay.


  “This girl is not doing drugs,” Alina said with firm conviction.


  He nodded. “I believe you.”


  Pulling his wife in for an embrace, he sighed in relief. They held one another for several minutes. Presently, Alina’s body began to tremble, and Leonard heard her crying again. She drew her mouth near his ear.


  “I need to talk with you. Something awful happened today.”


  “You won’t believe the things I have to share with you. This day blew me—”


  “I need to go first.” Her voice quavered. “I cannot keep this in any longer.”


  


  Chapter Eleven


  With a manic wave of urgency, Alina turned on the television and a radio. The cacophony gave Leonard a headache before he even reached the couch. He thought it might be unbearable to glean the words of Alina’s story under all the noise, especially since his story was far more critical. Nevertheless, he made a promise to himself to be patient and attentive.


  “The Twenty-Ninth Amendment was a historical proposal,” an announcer on the television explained.


  Leonard groaned. He recognized the program. It was Eric Stehlen, a Man with a Vision.


  “Absolutely,” the second man agreed. “It was no small matter to repeal the Twenty-Second Amendment.”


  “What is the Twenty-Second Amendment, Alina?”


  “I’m not in the mood, Leonard.”


  “Just—”


  “Term limits. I need to talk.”


  “Term limits?”


  “Can we please talk?” Alina pleaded.


  “But given the state of the country and the National Emergency, it was one of the best decisions the country’s made in decades.”


  Leonard willed himself to tune out the television voices momentarily, and he took Alina’s hand. “All right, darling. Shoot.”


  “I did some prenatal CARS tests today,” Alina said.


  “Can you imagine what life would have been like if we didn’t have Stehlen in the White House?”


  “Pure chaos, Brady. Pure chaos.”


  “Now it was the Twenty-Eighth Amendment that caused the biggest stir initially.”


  “Remember all those pathetic protesters? An unruly mob.”


  The announcer chuckled.“We got them under control eventually.”


  “Thankfully the noise had stopped by the time the CARS epidemic hit the country by surprise.”


  “Are you even listening to me, Leonard?” Alina shook him by the shoulders. “Please listen.”


  Leonard grabbed the remote and changed the channel. Another program about Stehlen greeted him. The same two men narrated. It may have been Eric Stehlen, a Man with a Vision at a different point in the documentary. Leonard flipped through several stations and encountered the two annoying hosts on every channel.


  “What is this shit?” he whispered harshly. “Government-sponsored television?”


  “What do you think? The Feds gradually took over all sources of media…and a couple of news outlets mysteriously didn’t survive. Something went wrong when they tried to renew their licenses.” She sneered. “As if it wasn’t obvious.”


  Eventually, Leonard found a nature program. Its soothing music was less distracting than the Stehlen nonsense. Then he settled down and focused on his wife. “I’m so sorry. Please try again.”


  Alina took a deep breath. Methodically, she began her story. “I did some prenatal CARS tests today—”


  “I thought you always—”


  “They were all positive,” she continued, ignoring him.


  “I’m so sorry—”


  “Shut up, Leonard. Shut up.”


  Leonard put his hands up in surrender.


  Alina gave him one last quieting look before resuming. “There was this one young woman. She was trembling with fear but glowing with hope.”


  Leonard wanted to comment, but he held his lips closed.


  “We made her wait there for an hour before I delivered the test results. She sat obediently on the exam table. When I told her, she burst into tears.” Alina shifted uncomfortably as if she were in pain. “Not just crying. That can be expected. She started screaming…hysterically. ‘It’s not true,’ she shouted. ‘You are a liar.’”


  Leonard took Alina’s hand.


  “Touching her gently, I explained that she would have to terminate the pregnancy immediately.” Alina put her head in her hand. “The young woman shook her shoulders forcefully and pushed me away when I tried to escort her out of the room.”


  Leonard tipped his head and gazed at his wife compassionately.


  “She screamed, ‘It’s not true. It’s a scam.’ A couple of security guards entered the room. Each man took one arm. She kicked violently, like an animal possessed. ‘It’s a scam. It’s a lie!’”


  At this point, Alina was sobbing. Her words oscillated between gasps and futile whispers. “They…the guards dragged her out of the room…kicking. She struggled and her shrieks echoed in the corridor.” Alina gasped. “I rushed into the hallway and stabbed her with a syringe containing a sedative. Within a minute, silence. Her head dropped lifelessly. The guards gently settled her on a stretcher. Then two nurses appeared and wheeled her away.”


  “Oh, Alina.”


  “I silenced her, Leonard. With my own hands, I silenced the young woman.”


  “You did what you had to do.”


  “No! You don’t understand.”


  “It was for her own protection. She could have hurt herself or someone else.”


  “No, no, no.”


  “Alina, please—”


  “She was right.”


  “Huh?”


  “I don’t know how she knew, but she was right. It’s a lie.”


  Leonard frowned, let go of Alina’s hand, and pulled back. “You delivered a false positive?”


  “They’re all false positives, Leonard.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “It is a scam.”


  “What? The test?”


  “The whole thing.”


  “You’re not making sense,” he said in exasperation.


  “There is no such thing as CARS!”


  “What are you talking about? They made it up?”


  Alina nodded, tears streaming down her face.


  “And you knew?”


  She nodded and shook her head at the same time. “Not at first.”


  “But what about all the violence?”


  “Staged.”


  “The first massacre included over twenty elementary school children.”


  “I know,” she mumbled.


  “Who would do such a thing?”


  “CIA? DID? Some super secret department of something? I don’t know.”


  “And they went on a rampage killing people?” Leonard winced. Forcing himself to keep his voice low, he cried, “Why in the name of God would they do something like that?”


  “Don’t you see?”


  “No, I don’t see. It’s heinous.”


  “The National Emergency, the database…stealing babies from the arms of their mothers.”


  Leonard closed his eyes and nodded, suddenly comprehending.


  “They had already taken over housing. They had nationalized corporations and eliminated private schools. Public healthcare was fully established. They managed to snag one dissident here and there, but the people were not fully contained. A deadly epidemic might have been enough to justify controlling the movement of individuals and establishing a national database. But it took a gruesomely violent catastrophe to sell infirmaries, border closings, and baby snatching.”


  “So they just randomly handed out CARS diagnoses?”


  “Some random to cover their tracks, but otherwise they were very focused. Political dissidents and people who made trouble. During the first wave of testing,” Alina said, flashing quote marks with her fingers, “most of the known rebels were weeded out. But now the DOH can call anyone at any time to retake the test.”


  “You chose not to tell me all this on Saturday. Why?” Leonard demanded.


  Her eyes fixed on the floor, Alina shrugged listlessly.


  “You went to the trouble of providing a detailed description of this fake disease,” he shouted. “All that stuff about deranged violence and no cure. It was all a bullshit lie.”


  Alina dropped to her knees, put her hands together, and begged in Leonard’s lap. “Please keep your voice down. I’m sorry.”


  He pushed her away, but tears formed at the edges of his eyes. His voice hoarse, he forced out the words. “Why didn’t you trust me?”


  Alina clambered back onto the couch and sat close to him. “I’m sorry. I truly am. This world may be new to you, but I’ve been living in it for years. Laws changing overnight. Friends and family ratting one another out. The old Leonard was an enigma. I never knew whether or not to trust him. The new Leonard intrigues me. My heart is overflowing with the sense of possibility, but…”


  No longer harsh and accusatory, Leonard simply took his wife’s hand.


  She pressed on. “We’ve barely had a conversation in years. You’re right. I didn’t trust you. I was afraid, Leonard. I thought you might be testing me. There was too much at stake.”


  “Like your job?” He sneered.


  “No. I figured maybe if I babbled on about things I dislike but didn’t disclose my sworn secret, I’d pass the test…and they’d leave her alone.”


  “Leave who alone?”


  “Natalia.”


  


  Chapter Twelve


  The walls of the room sped toward him while the sounds of the television and radio faded away. The ceiling inched its way down. Any moment, Leonard knew he would suffocate.


  “Leonard.” Alina nudged him. “Are you okay?”


  He gasped suddenly and glanced around. Walls in place, electronics blaring, the room would not consume him after all. For a moment, that fact disappointed him. Then, shaking his head to clear the cobwebs, he remembered Alina’s confession.


  Natalia.


  “What the hell did those bastards threaten to do to Natalia?”


  Alina’s lips turned inward. She tried to speak, but her voice cracked. She held up one hand and attempted to bring her emotions in check. Then, leaning in close to his ear, she whispered more softly than she had all night. “They made it clear, in no uncertain terms, that if I spoke out, Natalia would mysteriously develop CARS. I promised I would never disclose the truth. I had no choice.”


  Leonard closed his eyes and put his head in one hand, remembering a snippet of Alina’s WLN record. Subject decoded the DOH project. Authorities quickly brought the situation under control using the daughter, Natalia.


  His eyes watered and he pulled her close. In a trembling whisper, he said, “Those inhuman freaks. I’d like to kill whoever threatened her with my bare hands.”


  Alina quickly covered his mouth and put a finger over her lips. After he settled down, she continued, “I know. I’ve thought about it many times. But then Natalia and I would be sent to prison or the infirmary.”


  “Where is it?”


  “What?”


  “The infirmary. Where is it?”


  “Oh.” She sat back and regarded him curiously, still seeming to doubt his state of confusion. “The Colorado Infirmary is in the mountains.”


  “How big is it?”


  She shrugged. “I’ve never been there.”


  “Sounds like they’ve got room for a lot of people. It isn’t an existing Federal prison?”


  Alina shook her head. “Not to my knowledge.”


  They sat in silence for several minutes. Eventually, Leonard asked, “How did you find out?”


  “About CARS?”


  He nodded.


  Alina took a deep breath. “While Stehlen was in the Senate he spearheaded legislation that set the stage for the Feds to successfully hijack housing, education, corporations, and the health industry. By the end of his first term as president, he had pretty much accomplished all of that. So about seven years ago, I no longer worked for a private hospital. All healthcare facilities reported to the Department of Health.” She lifted one shoulder lethargically. “At first, I didn’t notice any difference. No one did. But slowly as the years passed, the DOH restricted our duties. Previously, I performed a lot of surgeries, but my docket dwindled until I no longer had surgical privileges. I wasn’t even allowed to do C-sections. I worked only in the clinic.”


  “That must have been infuriating.”


  “It was, but that was before you were working at the DID. We managed to stay in our original home in a decent neighborhood. The kids were healthy. We were happy. I reminded myself that it could have been worse.”


  “Why would they take away the privileges of a good surgeon?”


  “How do you know I was a good surgeon?” Her eyes betrayed a pain Leonard could not quite identify.


  “Everything you touched turned to gold. You must have been an awesome doctor.”


  “Had been…”


  “I didn’t mean—”


  “It’s okay. I did have talent. In fact, many of the people who remained in the surgical department were less skilled, not just in my opinion. It didn’t make sense. I wondered at the time why they discontinued the surgical privileges of so many doctors. I assumed they were doing fewer surgeries. Medical rationing…But they also seemed to be isolating the MDs. Doctors were not allowed to call up other doctors. We had to apply for a consult. The paperwork was a nightmare and they took their time processing it. When the Fed-assigned consulting doctor eventually surfaced, he or she was typically a complete idiot. I even wondered sometimes if any of them were actually MDs.” Her gaze drifted to a focal point in the distance. “By the time the CARS epidemic hit, they had us fully isolated and ready to become a cog in the machine.”


  “You? A cog in the machine?”


  “I didn’t even do LPs.”


  “What’s an LP?”


  “A lumbar puncture. They draw spinal fluid. That’s how they test for CARS.”


  “Oh.”


  “Anyway, I didn’t do the LPs. I just prepped the patient, took samples to the lab, and did data entry for the national database after the results were determined. Basically, I was assigned the duties of a nurse’s assistant.”


  “Why waste your talent?”


  “I don’t know, and I didn’t ask. We were so lucky compared to many people, I didn’t want to rock the boat. But then you were sent to the DID, and you changed dramatically.”


  “So I’ve heard.”


  “And—”


  “Wait. I was sent?”


  “Yes. What did you think?”


  “They didn’t recruit me?” His heart rate accelerated.


  “They don’t recruit, Leonard.”


  “So I wanted to stay with IBM?”


  “Of course. You thought the DID was creepy.”


  A warm feeling washed over him. “I wasn’t excited about the opportunity? The DID boys just showed up one day and told me I was going to work for them?”


  “Pretty much. You got a letter in the mail, and you had to meet someone. You didn’t talk about it. Eventually, all the engineers — computer, electronic, and otherwise — were either drafted or they left.”


  “Left IBM?”


  “Left Denver. I don’t know where they went or how they got out, but IBM closed six months after you started working for the DID.”


  Leonard narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean, you don’t know how they got out?”


  “Under the guise of the National Emergency, everyone had to be quarantined. The Feds relocated people to major cities and a nationwide effort to build infirmaries and prisons ensued. Within a year they had everyone rounded up, imprisoned, or infirmed.”


  “What’s the difference between being imprisoned or infirmed? If there is not a real illness, why distinguish?”


  “I’m not sure. Political prisoners versus average prisoners, I presume. Or just to maintain the pretense. Anyway, after that you began working at the DID on God knows what project.”


  He looked away, trying to envision the other Leonard being drafted and bullied into inventing a spy satellite.


  “And then you got that look on your face.”


  “Huh?”


  “That look you have right now. A detached, leave-me-alone, dead expression in your eyes.”


  Leonard refocused on his wife and smiled faintly. “I’m sorry.”


  She returned his waning smile, accepting his apology. “When my Leonard disappeared, I fell apart. I continued to go into work, feigning contentment, but inside I was climbing the walls. In my free time, I spent hours at the library, following the Fed-approved news stories, hoping to determine how many people were corralled into how many cities. Perusing government websites, trying to read in-between the lines.”


  “Any luck?”


  “None. Until one day a man walked by my terminal and reached over my shoulder. He pretended that I just asked for his help. ‘I know what happened,’ he said. ‘You just need to refresh.’ He typed in a dot-gov site and added forward-slash-CR2589 at the end. ‘They will come and go,’ he whispered. Then he vanished. I never saw him again.”


  “What was on the website?”


  “The other side of the story. What I have learned since is that the CR websites pop up, piggybacked on a government site. They typically don’t last more than a week.”


  “What does CR mean?”


  “Counterrevolutionary.”


  Leonard shook his head. “Does everything in this reality have to be an acronym?”


  She pushed him lightly on the shoulder. “CR webmasters post amateur spy photos and data. According to one source, about five-percent of the U.S. population is at large. Never got brought in…or escaped since. Only a small fraction of the military is assigned to locate escapees. Those special troops are called the Traitor Hunters, but fewer and fewer TH units report in these days. One CR site confirmed that many Traitor Hunters have actually defected.”


  Leonard smiled. The idea of free people living out there, beyond this nightmare, gave him hope for humanity.


  “Anyway, one afternoon, about nine months after you started working at the DID, I found a CR website that was only up for a day at the most. It implied that the CARS epidemic was staged, and the blogger promised to provide proof, but the site disappeared before he could post the information.”


  “So you started looking.”


  “I can’t believe I never even questioned the whole thing. All it took was a short walk to another department. After the database was complete and before I started working for them, I had loads of time on my hands.” She looked off into the distance. “So, one day, I slipped into a lab where the supposed testing was in progress, a batch of retests. Collins had disappeared several months before, and retests were on the rise.


  “Seven technicians handled spinal fluid samples. They seemed to work in a factory-style, conveyer belt mode. Six of the techs sat on the opposite side of the table behind a jumble of medical apparatuses and wires that went up to the ceiling. Nevertheless, I was able to discern what they were doing by peeking through the gaps in the equipment. The first guy took a sample tube, removed the name, added a number, and made notes on a computer. Then he shredded the name. The next guy poured the sample onto a slide and added a stain. A box of small glass tubes filled with a blue liquid sat on his right. He used one bottle of blue stain per sample. After the slide was prepped, he disposed of the medical waste and moved on to the next sample tube. Beside him three technicians examined the slides under high-powered microscopes. Each tech inspected the same slide and made a note on his or her computer. The sixth tech properly disposed of the slides. The very last technician sat across from the assembly line with her back to the door. I could see her computer screen from where I was standing. No one noticed me for quite some time, so I observed the process thoroughly. As each sample became available, a name and some related data filled her screen. When the first man labeled the tube in play, a number popped up next to the name. As the sample moved down the line of the three examining technicians, the letters POS or NEG appeared on the last woman’s screen in large font.”


  “The technicians entered their findings? Three opinions to confirm a diagnosis?”


  “As a cover. What really happened is that the last woman changed POS to NEG or NEG to POS in the notes of what appeared to be random individuals. Others, she did not alter. I was baffled. I couldn’t determine why she changed some and not others. However, when I looked closer, I realized that each patient already had the letters POS or NEG under their name in smaller font. Basically, that last tech changed the submitted diagnoses of the three examining techs to whatever was already preset in the individual’s file.”


  Leonard narrowed his eyes. “So a person was already determined to be positive or negative, and the last tech altered the data no matter what the three technicians in the assembly line thought they saw?”


  “Precisely.”


  “And the rest of the team did not know?”


  “I presumed not.”


  “But if there is no real virus, what were the technicians looking at on the slides?”


  “Good question. I wandered around the lab quietly until I reached the man adding stain and prepping the slides. He noticed me and nodded. Since I wore a doctor’s coat and nametag, he didn’t question my presence.


  “Casually, I grabbed several tubes of the blue stain and examined them under the florescent ceiling lights. Two of the tubes appeared slightly darker than the third. Very subtle. I replaced them and scrutinized a couple more. One light and one dark. Swiftly pocketing those tubes, I moved down the line…but I didn’t get very far.”


  Leonard’s heart raced.


  “The in-the-know woman peered through the gap between tech number four and five and asked sharply, ‘Excuse me. What are you doing here, Doctor, uh…’ She spit out the title doctor with obvious disdain. ‘Marsh?’ she said after examining my nametag.”


  “Why would she be so cocky? I would think a doctor would get more respect.”


  “In the old days. But in the current situation, a conspiring tech who fudges data carries more weight than a thoracic surgeon…and she knew it.”


  “What a bitch. Destroying people’s lives while scoffing at someone who spent years sacrificing and studying.”


  Alina shrugged listlessly and continued. “So I blurted out, ‘I’m just concerned about a patient of mine. He exhibited some strange behavior.’ At this point, all of the technicians had ceased working and were staring at me. They appeared frightened.”


  “They were frightened of her or of you?”


  “Of the situation, I suppose. But anyway, the in-the-know woman asked me, ‘What’s his name?’ The techs turned their heads and gawked at her as if she might go thermonuclear at any moment.


  “ ‘John Thompson,’ I replied, pulling a name out of thin air and instantly regretting it.”


  “Why regret it?”


  “Because,” she said in exasperation, “what if there was a John Thompson in that batch? I was sick to think I might have just ruined someone’s life by a thoughtless remark.”


  “I’m sure you didn’t—”


  “It doesn’t matter now.” She sighed. “At this juncture, the tech at the beginning of the line fumbled through the samples that still had name labels. Miss Conspirator sneered. ‘John Thompson? What’s his date of birth?’”


  “Calling your bluff.”


  “Naturally. So I stammered, ‘You know, uh, I’ll need to get the file.’ Then tech number one piped up, ‘I don’t see any John Thompson. Lizzy can look it up, can’t you?’ He addressed Miss Conspirator, a puzzled expression on his face. She glared at him.”


  Leonard grinned. “Busted.”


  “Yeah. That threw her off her game for a moment. Eventually she retorted, ‘Yes, I can, but I need the date of birth, Kenny.’ She was quite flustered.”


  “I’ll bet she was.”


  “The Feds expected Lizzy to keep the underlings out of the know. Keep them pushing tubes and slides along the line. Maintain the status quo.”


  Leonard gazed at the ceiling. “I wonder how many people the government pays to do completely pointless jobs. The hours of their lives consumed in tasks that accomplish absolutely nothing.”


  “Except provide cover for the national ruse.”


  “Yeah.” He considered his own role in the national ruse.


  “But Lizzy didn’t know about the bottles I’d slipped into my pocket, so I figured I needed to stop stirring the pot and just get out of there. I worked my way to the door apologizing for the interruption. Most of the techs resumed their work, but Lizzy glared at me the entire way. I didn’t look back, but I felt her eyes upon me until I turned the corner.”


  “So what was in the bottles?”


  “The stain. Right. The slightly darker liquid contained some kind of virus, nothing earth shattering, a flu or something, and the lighter liquid was just colored water.”


  “Jesus.” Leonard rubbed his temple.


  “So it was entirely random. Whatever tech number two grabbed out of the box of blue tubes became the diagnosis.”


  “And the diagnosis didn’t matter because Lizzy changed the results as they went along.”


  “Exactly. A complete waste of time.”


  “Yet people are sitting in the infirmary right now because of that test room.”


  “No. People are sitting in an infirmary because someone in a position of power flagged their names.”


  He nodded. “How did they know you knew? Did you confront someone?”


  She shook her head regretfully. “No. I was a coward. I already knew they put people in prison for minor offenses. Surely if I blew the cover off the scandal that made it all possible, they would execute me or something,” she said. “Now I wish they had killed me.”


  Leonard touched her arm tenderly. “Did Lizzy report you?”


  “I presume so. I was visited the following morning. I tried to stammer my way around the issue. Told them I didn’t know what they were talking about. But one man held up two empty stain bottles. ‘Funny how these ended up in the garbage of the lab adjacent to your exam room,’ he said. The other added, ‘And no one else has been seen in that lab for at least twenty-four hours.’ I capitulated, but in the same breath I promised not to tell.”


  “Right away?”


  “Yeah, right away,” she admitted, shame in her eyes. “At that time I thought it would keep me out of prison. But they upped the ante.”


  “Natalia.”


  “Then they had me. I was completely worthless as a human being from then on.”


  “Why didn’t they just send you to prison?”


  “They needed more in-the-know cogs, as well as trained doctors to do the dirty work in a time of need. Originally, they asked me to do Lizzy’s job. Sent me to a test room on another wing of the hospital. When I’m dressed in a tech’s uniform, no one knows the difference. That’s the beauty of isolation.”


  Leonard took both her hands in his and tried to catch her eyes. “You didn’t do that, did you? Change negatives to positives?”


  Alina refused to meet his gaze.


  “Oh, Alina.”


  “It’s easy when they are just names on a computer screen.”


  “Is it?”


  “I do worse now. I examine distressed women with healthy developing fetuses, and I send them away.”


  Leonard caressed her trembling hands. “It’s okay.”


  “No. It’s not okay.” She yanked her hands away. “It’s worse. During the abortion process, the woman on the table is sterilized.”


  “Why?”


  “How should I know? These people are hideous. ‘You’re a good doctor,’ they told me when they recruited me. ‘We don’t want to lose you,’ they said.” Alina put her head in her hands. “Good doctor,” she spat in scorn. “What kind of doctor does that?”


  “Alina, hush.”


  “Doom perfectly healthy babies to the incinerator? Condone a scheme to sterilize women? What kind of doctor?” Her voice had risen several decibels during her rant. Leonard attempted to quiet her.


  “Keep it down, Alina. You’re risking your cover.”


  She nodded, suddenly aware of her surroundings.


  “Why so many abortions?” Leonard probed. “Clearly the babies are not yet enemies of the state. And since CAPERS takes a hold of them right away, why—”


  “I’ve wondered about that.”


  “And?”


  “Population control? Genetic engineering? Both? I can’t figure it out. Typically, the older, dowdier women are marked positive and the younger mothers-to-be slip through. I thought perhaps there was a desire to weed out unattractiveness. But this girl, the one from today, she was young, blond, and beautiful. Why take out the beautiful, presumably intelligent, baby a woman like that might spawn?”


  “You make her sound like an incubator.”


  Alina tipped her head despondently. “That’s what they are, aren’t they? Women who give birth these days. They aren’t mothers, that’s for sure.”


  “What a terrible thing to say.”


  “But it’s true.”


  He closed his eyes. “This is an evil world. I’m going to build another time machine. Anyplace would be better than here.”


  “Can you do that?” Alina asked hopefully.


  Leonard shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know if it would still be here after I go.”


  She narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean after I go into the time machine, it may disappear like I’d never been here.”


  “Why can’t we all go?”


  Leonard’s heart raced. Shame and panic engulfed him. “There’s only room for one. I have to be strapped into a chair—”


  “And you’re planning to build this…this machine that will carry only you?”


  “I…uh—”


  “You’re going to escape and leave Natalia and I to rot in this hellhole?”


  “I didn’t mean—”


  “You meant it all right. You selfish bastard.” She pushed him away. “Selfish, selfish son-of-a-bitch.”


  “I’m sorry. I’ll stay. We’ll find another way.”


  She folded her arms and refused to look at him.


  They sat quietly for some time. Leonard reached out his hand several times and Alina batted it away. He decided it might behoove him to remain still and let the cloud pass. Hopefully, it would pass. Perhaps he’d already lost his chance. I have so much to tell you, Alina. Please forgive me. His mind drifted to the day’s events, playing out like a video recording, all the sights and sounds. Suddenly, he furrowed his brow and sat forward.


  “Alina, the beautiful blonde—?”


  She glowered at him, finally meeting his gaze. “Is there room enough for her on your magic carpet?”


  “No, no, no.” Leonard shook his head quickly and swept his hand down in a hushing gesture. “Do you remember her name?”


  Alina cocked her head and replied, her tone softening. “It was Sandy something. Why?”


  He put his head in one hand. “Sandy Little?”


  “Yeah. That was it. Sandy Little. Do you know her? Does she work at the DID?”


  Leonard groaned like a wounded animal. Then he gazed at Alina. He tried to speak, but all he could do was nod.


  Alina leaned in and hugged him, her anger melting away. “You’re right,” she whispered in his ear. Tears streamed down her cheek and dampened Leonard’s dress shirt. “This is an evil world.”


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  The dramatic music on the nature program came to a crescendo and transitioned into a spunky melody as the credits rolled by.


  Up next: Stehlen, the Early Years.


  Shaken from his state of grief, Leonard sighed in anger. Throughout the evening’s discourse he had noticed neither the radio nor the television. But another Eric Stehlen documentary would be distracting as well as annoying.


  “Let’s take a walk,” he said. “Is our daughter home yet? It’s nearly dark.”


  “I’ll peek in the backyard.”


  While Alina ran upstairs, Leonard walked around turning off electronic devices. He put on a pair of sneakers and stood by the door. He contemplated changing out of his slacks and into a pair of jeans but, beaten and exhausted, he did not feel like making the effort.


  “Natalia’s in her fort,” Alina said as she hurried down the stairs and searched for her shoes and a light jacket.


  They stepped outside. Orange clouds hung on the horizon and the temperature had dropped at least ten degrees since they drove home.


  Alina zipped up her coat. “What does Sandy do at the DID?”


  “She works in my department. In fact, she works for me. Calls me Mr. Tramer.”


  Alina smiled softly. “I suppose this leads to the question I’ve been dying to ask you for three years.”


  “What do I do at the DID?”


  “That’s the one.” She took his hand and led him through the bushes into the open space.


  For the following hour, Leonard relayed in detail the events of the day, stopping only to answer Alina’s periodic questions. They slipped into the Guilder Project just after the sun disappeared, and they lowered their voices even further while Alina subconsciously led Leonard to the same spot they visited Saturday night. The gray tabby approached them tentatively, but, seeming to recognize them as the couple who had no treats, the cat swiftly moved on. Leaning against the railing, Alina’s eyes grew bigger and bigger as Leonard’s story unfolded. Her mouth dropped open on occasion when he relayed a particularly outrageous detail. He stopped suddenly when he reached his end-of-day discovery.


  “What’s wrong?” Alina asked, peering into his eyes with concern.


  “This last detail is the most disturbing of all.”


  “What could be more disturbing than spy satellites and people watching me visit the library?” Alina stepped absentmindedly to one side into the light. The buzzing florescent streetlamp cast odd flickering shadows on Alina’s face, giving her a macabre pallor.


  Leonard cleared his throat. “They have some kind of tracking system.”


  “Yeah. Watchers and house bugs.”


  “No.”


  She threw her hands up in the air. “What then?”


  Leonard caught her eyes and waited until her resistance melted into rapt attention. “Just before I left for the day, I made my way to an area in the computer system that had a large red button labeled TRACK. I entered my name.”


  “Please tell me you didn’t push the button.”


  He put a finger over her lips. “I couldn’t help myself. I figured a screen would pop up allowing me to launch a WLN ticket for Leonard Tramer.”


  “That’s just great.” She pushed his finger away. “Now they’re going to focus on us. Nice move, Leonard.”


  He shook his head, tears forming in his eyes. “Worse.”


  Alina gazed at him apprehensively. “What?” she whispered, no longer cocky and disparaging.


  “A map appeared on the screen. No notes. Just a map and a pulsing red dot.”


  “A pulsing red dot? What does that mean?”


  “I think it means they can actually track me.”


  Alina turned her head slowly to one side, her expression curious yet uneasy. “You mean like GPS tracking?”


  “Yeah. Like the system knew I was sitting in that chair.”


  Her jaw dropped.


  “I don’t know how they do it,” he said fretfully. “I don’t carry a phone. Is it in my watch?”


  “Your watch,” Alina cried, noticing his bare wrist. “You never go anywhere without it.”


  “Maybe I should start.” He rubbed the band of skin, white from lack of sun. “And then there’s the question of my briefcase. Why do I carry a near empty briefcase to and from work every day? What’s the point?”


  “I, uh…I don’t know.”


  “Could they really count on me bringing that stupid thing every day? And what about on weekends?”


  Alina touched him on the shoulder. “Maybe there’s a chip in your DID pass.”


  “It’s not just a chip. It has to be some kind of GPS transmitter. A transmitter wouldn’t fit on an ID.” He shook his head. “And the thing is…”


  “Yes?”


  “I think everyone has a tracking number. I saw several numbers next to all the names I looked at today, even yours.”


  Alina’s eyes grew wide. “Did they all have red buttons?” A loud crash on the second floor startled her and she jumped back into the shadows.


  Leonard glanced up to discern the origin of the noise. Only one window glowed. Light and dark patches shimmered on the walls of the room beyond the curtainless frame. Laughter followed and two shapes swayed as if dancing. Leonard relaxed and steered his mind back to Alina’s previous question. “Does everyone have a red button?” He shrugged. “I don’t know. In that system, I only had time to look up my own name. I can investigate tomorrow.”


  “I’ll bet it’s your DID pass,” Alina said confidently. “Technology advances every day. They make things smaller and smaller—”


  “Not everyone has a DID pass.”


  “But everyone has a National ID, even if they don’t work for the government.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes.” Alina pulled an ID out of her front pocket. “And you’re supposed to have them on your person at all times.” She presented her Department of Health ID. It was hard to make out the details, but it appeared to be similar to Leonard’s DID pass.


  “Why don’t I have to carry mine?”


  “I presume you do. You just don’t leave it laying around the house.”


  Leonard fumbled in his back pocket and produced his wallet. He had not hidden his ID when he got home that evening but, according to Alina, the other Leonard refused to keep it in his wallet. “So I sneak upstairs and grab it when I go out?” He peered inside his wallet to verify the location of the DID pass.


  “You rarely go out, Leonard. Except for work.”


  “Oh.” He felt as if the alternate-reality-Leonard was almost as lonely and pathetic as the one who spent his life devoted to the pursuit of a pointless time machine.


  Driving away wistful thoughts, Leonard reiterated, “It would be too big to fit on an ID.” He frowned, pondering the possibilities. “On the other hand, perhaps you’re right. Maybe they’ve developed transmitters the size of an RFID. Then they could hide them in an ID, no problem.”


  Alina furrowed her brow. “What’s an RFID?”


  “Radio frequency identification.” He flipped his belt around to expose a copper square the size of a dime with a coiled pattern. “They use them on merchandise.”


  Alina examined her own belt. “Perhaps they are tracking us through our clothing.”


  Leonard shook his head. “The National ID makes way more sense. Otherwise they’d have to reprogram the RFID every time someone bought a pair of jeans.”


  Alina suddenly shivered as if a spider had dropped from her hair into her blouse. “I want to leave.” She grabbed Leonard’s hand and pulled him into the street. The streetlamp seemed to buzz in rhythm with her erratic movements. Alina shook her head violently as if willing the spider to fly off. “They may know where I am, but they can’t stop me from moving.”


  Leonard resisted her pull. “Slow down. We can’t run away from this.”


  “You can. Build your time machine.” Marching away, she inadvertently kicked an empty soda can lying in the street. She nearly jumped out of her skin.


  “Shh, shh. I’m not going anywhere.” He followed briskly. “Not without you.”


  “And not without the Watchers tracking us.”


  A dog in a nearby window barked madly, further agitating Leonard’s nerves. The dog’s owner screamed obscenities. Alina ran, holding her hands over her ears. Just before she reached the border between the Guilder Project and the open space, Leonard caught up with her, cutting her off by standing in her path. Taking her hands, he said softly, “Let’s test it.”


  He allowed her to escort him out of the neighborhood and into the open space, exiting the government ghetto exactly where they had entered previously that evening.


  “How?”


  “Tell me when you go to lunch and where you’re going and I’ll see if you show up as a moving red dot.” He sounded slightly cheerful as if proposing a playful game of hide and seek. “Maybe we can determine whether or not the transmitters are in the ID passes or the purses-slash-briefcases or the clothing—”


  “You want me to take off my clothing in front of the hospital?”


  “Do you have any old clothing you bought before the National Emergency?”


  She nodded.


  “So wear something retro tomorrow. And no jewelry.”


  She rolled her eyes, urging him to follow as she made her way home.


  “Come on, Alina.” Leonard quickened his gait to match her pace. “When do you take lunch?”


  “I don’t really leave for lunch.”


  “Make an exception then. What’s your favorite restaurant within walking distance?”


  She shook her head. “There aren’t any restaurants near the hospital anymore.”


  “That’s ridiculous. All those people visiting loved ones? Restaurants in a hospital district should be hugely successful.”


  “No.”


  “Don’t tell me. The hospital is surrounded by government housing projects.”


  “No. Well, yes, there are some, but that’s not what I’m talking about.”


  “What then?” Leonard demanded.


  “Things don’t work the way they used to. People don’t just open a restaurant.”


  “You’re saying there are no restaurants? Bullshit.”


  “Not where they’re not deemed necessary.”


  “Oh, come on. People need to eat.”


  “We eat at the cafeteria.”


  “Everyone?”


  “Pretty much, yeah. Typically, I grab something and bring it back to my office. I don’t like socializing there anymore.” She eased her way through the bushes looking left and right before emerging on the sidewalk.


  “You should just bring your lunch,” he suggested as he joined her. “In fact, that reminds me. Tomorrow I want to bring my lunch.” He took several steps toward their home, but his wife did not follow.


  Turning back he saw Alina, her arms folded and her eyes narrowed. “We can’t afford that, Leonard.”


  He cocked his head. “I can’t bring my lunch?”


  “You never bring your lunch. You eat at the base. I eat at the hospital. The kids eat at school.”


  “We don’t have enough food to—”


  “Have you noticed what I’ve put on the dinner table the past few nights?”


  Leonard looked up at the stars, recalling the meals they shared. “It’s been great.” He counted off on his fingers. “Meatloaf, fajitas, chili. And we had pancakes Sunday morning.”


  She marched toward him, revising his list, spitting out the words as she approached. “A pathetically small meatloaf with watered-down gravy. Fajitas with no vegetables and half a tortilla each. And canned chili with dry bread and moldy cheese. Furthermore, did you fail to notice there were no eggs or milk when you tried to make pancakes?”


  “We’re poor?” Leonard asked, shocked that given his position and the respect afforded him he was not well enough off to provide for his family.


  “We’re doing better than some.”


  “Some people don’t eat?”


  “Pretty much everyone eats, Leonard, unless they’re running from the law.”


  “That’s wonderful, that’s—”


  “Except that no one eats much and no one eats well. There’s next to nothing on the grocery store shelves.”


  “But still—”


  “You think that’s nice?” she quipped, tightening her already closed-off posture. “If it requires a colossal totalitarian state that spies on its citizens, steals children, sterilizes women, and closes borders to achieve this utopia then I think I’d rather go hungry.”


  Leonard sighed.


  “For the time being,” she snapped, “you’ll have to make due with what I put on the table.”


  “I love your meals.”


  “Good. Love them. While your loving them you can put up with the DID cafeteria food, or we’re going to have even smaller meals with less variety.”


  He consented sheepishly.


  Eventually, she unfolded her arms and put one hand in his. “I’m sorry. It’s just that sometimes you seem like such an alien.”


  They walked in silence for several minutes making their way home. Leonard, lost in his thoughts as they approached their yard, muttered, “I wish I were.”


  Alina patted him gently on the arm and leaned into his body as they sauntered up the walkway. The scent of Alina’s skin crept into Leonard’s mind, chasing away the disheartening images of zombie-faced Watchers and pulsing red dots. He fantasized about whisking the love of his life upstairs, lounging on the bed, sharing intimacies in an elusive corner of untainted privacy. A warm sensation traveled up his body and nearly intoxicated him before an anguished cry from the Tramers’ backyard yanked him back to reality.


  “Leave me alone, Garrett!”


  It was Natalia.


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  Alina jolted at the sound of her estranged son’s name. She ran toward the front gate, but Leonard grabbed both of her shoulders and held her back.


  “No,” he whispered harshly in her ear. Fearing that Garrett would bombard them with another onslaught of verbal abuse, Leonard wished to spare his wife a reprise of Saturday night’s tirade. “Let’s go around back and see what’s going on. Stay in the shadows.” He led her to the side. “Don’t let him see you.”


  Opening the back gate as gingerly as possible, Alina and Leonard tiptoed into the backyard and hid behind the oak tree. From that vantage point, they had a fairly clear view of Garrett and Natalia standing by the bushes. Natalia appeared even more panic-stricken than she had at dinner. Garrett, his back to Leonard and Alina, held a small plastic bag in his right hand.


  “Damn you, Natalia,” Garrett shouted. “I can’t believe you would betray us like this.” He threw the bag at the terrified girl, smacking her straight in the face.


  Natalia screamed and sank to the ground. “Leave me alone.” She tossed the bag aside as if it were a filthy rag.


  “My sister. My own sister. Fucking running solo. Did you think you could hide this forever?”


  “Go away.”


  “It’s your duty, Natalia. Is this how you show your gratitude to the Brigade?”


  No longer diminutive, Natalia glared at her brother in utter disbelief. “My gratitude? For what?” She stood slowly, her hands clenched.


  “We’re creating a whole new world here.” He spoke passionately. “We are the stewards of The New Direction. It’s an honor. You…” He tempered his tone, speaking through his teeth. “You are a traitor.”


  Natalia held her voice steady, clearly intimidated but trying not to show it. “I didn’t sign up to create a whole new world, Garrett. I didn’t sign up, period. The Brigade is your obsession. I never wanted any part of it.”


  He spat on the ground near her. “Why me? My sister is a soloist. And that thing you call a mother is a counterrevolutionary, I’m sure of it. I’ve notified the Watchers on several occasions—”


  “You ratted on Mom?”


  “It’s my duty to report suspicious behavior.” He sulked. “Only those pinheads didn’t take me seriously. They think I’m a teenager with a vendetta.”


  Informant is a relative of the subject, so testimony is in conflict of interest.


  “I am so glad I’m moving into CAPERS Housing Project 513. What a relief to be rid of you all.”


  Natalia folded her arms. “Well, go then.”


  Garrett chuckled — a low, sinister laugh. He stepped forward and, with a swift, menacing gesture, cupped her cheek in his hand. Her eyes flew open wide, the familiar look of terror plundering her confidence.


  “Not so fast. I’ve already committed you.”


  “You can’t commit me.”


  He slapped her face. “I can do whatever the hell I want. You’re an L-5. A confirmed L-5. He’s an L-4. Do you realize how rare you are?” he cooed, touching her again, almost incestuously. The hostility in his voice had all but vanished, yet Natalia flinched and took a step back.


  He continued to press in on her. “The Brigade is not going to allow you to renege on that commitment.”


  “Make your own commitment then. You’re an L-5, too.”


  “I already nailed your friend. They’ll let me know when I can be of use again.”


  Natalia grimaced and looked at the ground. “Just leave me alone and go away.”


  “You don’t want to end up taking classes with the Inbreeds, do you?”


  “I’d rather.”


  “Clearly you failed your political education classes.”


  “Actually I got all A’s,” she said smugly.


  “Competitive, too. You really disgust me.”


  “I could say the same.”


  “Be there at 4:00 p.m. on Friday. You know where.”


  “You can’t make me.” Her voice betrayed doubt.


  Losing his temper again, Garrett shouted, “You know, you just may find yourself contracting a spontaneous case of CARS.”


  “I tested negative.”


  Garrett guffawed. “Dumbshit. Haven’t you noticed how many false negatives have been discovered lately?” He sneered. “Why do you think they’re retesting? I know of at least three kids who were relieved of the burden of one or both of their parents in the last month.”


  “What are you saying, Garrett?”


  “Man, you’re stupid. You are an Inbreed, aren’t you?”


  “They are infecting people with CARS?”


  “They don’t have to. Just ship ’em to the infirmary. Who’s going to know?”


  Natalia trembled but attempted to appear indignant. “You think you can convince someone to send me to the infirmary?”


  “It wouldn’t take a lot of persuading. Turning in counterrevolutionary relatives is in vogue these days.” He grinned. “Friday at four, or you’re toast.” Garrett made a cutting motion across his neck and slipped out the front gate.


  Natalia’s knees buckled and she fell to the ground. Alina leapt forward, but Leonard held her back, hushing her. “A moment longer. If Garrett sees us, we’re all going to the infirmary. We still have hope now.”


  “Hope for what?” she spat.


  Not expecting this response, Leonard faltered. He merely spoke the words of comfort as a formality. He didn’t have a clue what was going on or what he would do to untangle the mess. Lightheaded, he stumbled backward, losing his grip on Alina. She took advantage of his lapse in concentration and rushed to Natalia’s side.


  “Sweetheart. I’m so sorry. Garrett’s turned into a monster. Did he hurt you?” She gently examined Natalia’s cheek.


  Natalia gaped as her father approached. “You…you were here?”


  Leonard nodded.


  “And you didn’t stop him?”


  “We…uh…”


  “It’s okay,” Natalia said. “He would have had the Feds on you for something within twenty-four hours. He’s become quite connected since he joined the Youth Brigade.”


  “Yeah,” Leonard acknowledged, a knot forming in his stomach. It was bad enough that he sat idle watching Garrett abuse Natalia. It was another matter altogether that she felt the need to console her father when it was obvious that she was the one in need of comfort.


  His eyes drifted to the bag near the bushes. It resembled the bag he saw Natalia sneaking out of the house. In fact, they stood very near the bushes in which Natalia had stashed the bag last night. Leonard’s fingers itched to touch it, but his apprehension left him immobile.


  Alina put her arm around Natalia and led her to the house. She settled her daughter on the couch tenderly and turned on the television before joining her. Leonard looked around, eventually deciding upon the recliner to the left of the couch.


  He cleared his throat and tried to sound important. “We’ll get you out of whatever mess Garrett’s got you tangled up in.” He paused, allowing his words to sink in. “But you’ll have to be straight with us. What the hell is going on?”


  “Leonard—”


  “What is Garrett doing to you? What are you burying behind the house?”


  Alina turned, puzzled. “What?”


  “You want to know what I’m burying?” Natalia asked, incredulous.


  “Yes.”


  “You want to know what’s in that box you found in my room?”


  “Damn straight.” Leonard caught a hint of authoritative confidence in his voice, and he was quite pleased with himself for setting a fatherly tone.


  “I’ll show you.” Natalia leapt from the couch and raced up the stairs.


  “Leonard. What’s gotten into you?” Alina stood, intending to follow her daughter, but a moment later Natalia reappeared carrying the box, tears pouring down her face. She clutched the box protectively, looking helpless and terrified. In a burst of anger, she threw the box on the ground.


  “The box, Dad. There’s the stupid box.”


  Alina grabbed the remote and turned up the volume.


  A woman’s voice enthusiastically declared, “The White House garden is especially lovely this summer. Look at the vibrant greens and reds just bursting with joy.”


  Leonard tuned out the programming and focused on Natalia’s box. It reeked of citrus. He quashed a wave of nausea as he fumbled with the combination lock.


  “And look. There’s the First Lady carrying a scrumptious basket of fruit. A gift from a visiting dignitary? Perhaps a gesture of gratitude from a devoted citizen?”


  Leonard’s gag reflex nearly triumphed.


  “Give it to me,” Natalia said, standing over his shoulder. She wrenched the box out of his hands, placed it on the coffee table, and fiddled with the combination lock. Leonard’s heart pounded. Swishing her arms dramatically, Natalia stood and scattered the contents onto the ground. White paper bundles tumbled out, crackling as they interacted on their journey to the floor. Squares and cylinders. Leonard reached down and grabbed one of the cylinders. It was like a very small popsicle with no stick. Making a small tear in the paper he took a peek. All at once, he repelled the object away from him across the room.


  Natalia’s sobs intensified.


  Alina put her hands on her hips and glowered at her husband. “Really, Leonard. Grow up.” She turned to her daughter. “Is this what you’ve been hiding? Oh, sweetheart.”


  Natalia turned away abruptly and stomped on one of the paper bundles. Her tears gave way to rage.


  “You don’t have to be ashamed,” Alina said sweetly. “You’re becoming a young lady. It’s beautiful.”


  “Are you kidding me? This?” She pointed at her abdomen. “This is not beautiful. It’s a curse.”


  “I know, sometimes it feels that way, but—”


  “You don’t know,” she shouted, her voice cracking. “You don’t know anything, Mom!”


  “Are you worried that I’ll be mad?” She picked up a cylinder and smiled. “These are from my smuggled stash, aren’t they?”


  Natalia nodded.


  “I was saving those for you. Who did you think they were for? I haven’t needed them for a number of years now. I’m glad you found them. They are a rare luxury.” She reached down and held up a square bundle. “I would have bought you the pads though. Where did you get the money to—?”


  Leonard broke in. “You’re hiding tampons in the backyard?”


  Both women turned and glared at him.


  “I mean, can’t you just flush them or put them in the regular garbage?”


  “It’s kind of hard to slip tampons unnoticed into the elaborate garbage ritual we have going on over there.” She gestured in the direction of the kitchen.


  “But, sweetheart,” her mother said. “You have nothing to be ashamed of.”


  “I’m not ashamed,” she cried. “I’m…”


  “It’s okay.”


  “I’m afraid,” she said, barely audible above the White-House-infatuated commentator on the television.


  “There’s nothing to be afraid of. You should have come to me. I’d have shown you everything. I’d have bought you the supplies. I would have loved to share this with you.”


  “But then, Garrett…” She gasped, swiftly taking in a long overdue breath of air.


  Leonard sat on the table. “What did Garrett do?”


  “He…he…” She sat down. “You have no idea what’s going on.”


  Leonard touched her arm. “Then explain it to me. This has something to do with the Youth Brigade? You have to join the Youth Brigade now that you’re menstruating?”


  She sighed. “The Youth Brigade is like the elite circle. You see, on the bottom, there’s the Inbreeds. Sorry, the L-1s and L-2s. Then come the Melting Pots. After that there’s us, the regular L-Plusses, and then there’s the Youth Brigade. Only L-Plusses can join the YB.”


  “You’ve totally lost me.”


  “You didn’t have any L-Stats or segregated education when you were growing up?”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  She sighed. “Mom has Italian grandparents as well as one French grandfather and a Brazilian grandmother. They met in Paris.”


  “Right,” Leonard and Alina concurred in unison.


  “Dad. Your Mom is a second-generation Irish immigrant and your father came directly to this country from Germany.”


  “Correct.”


  “That makes me an L-5. A confirmed L-5 because we have family records. Not just a generic American Melting Pot.”


  Alina and Leonard glanced at one another in bewilderment.


  “The Youth Brigade believes that the future of humanity lies in careful genetic blending. That the human race will evolve rapidly, producing more intelligent and beautiful people, as long as we merge genes of radically different origins in a very deliberate and precise fashion.”


  Leonard’s head was spinning. Natalia’s mature words, delivered professionally and purposefully, confounded him. A sickly sensation brewed in his gut.


  “Pairing Melting Pots is not very efficient, because you could just be mixing the same genes over and over again, stirring an aimless potion. Pairing L-1s and L-2s borders on revolting to some of the fanatics. So when a confirmed L-Plus is paired with another confirmed L-Plus of a different heritage, the militants are in ecstasy. In my case, Garrett committed me to an L-4 of an Asian-African background. I don’t know all the details, but I know he’s a confirmed L-4.”


  “What on God’s green earth are you talking about, Natalia?” Alina asked in despair.


  “You still don’t get it?”


  Alina opened her mouth as if to say something but the words never came. Leonard ran a hand through his hair.


  Natalia laughed — a frustrated, alienated snigger. “You’re serious? You don’t understand why I wouldn’t want Garrett to find out that I’m having my period? Man, maybe we really are Inbreeds. This is gaga.”


  Natalia’s voice faded as Leonard sluggishly fished the information out of a bowl of mush that was his brain. He regarded the pieces thoughtfully before reassembling them in horror. The sickly feeling in his gut nearly resulted in a spontaneous disgorge.


  “What are you talking about?” Alina cried, although her voice betrayed the same essence of revelation and revulsion.


  Natalia stomped on the tampons one by one. “Isn’t it obvious?” Tears spilled down her cheeks. She sank to the floor and put her head in her hands. Then, meek and vulnerable, she peered into her mother’s eyes and whispered, “They want to breed me.”


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  “Remember when the First Lady gave birth to Dempsey? What a joyous day for the nation.”


  Alina held Natalia in her arms rocking her slowly, stroking her hair.


  Leonard paced relentlessly. “I promise you, Natalia. I won’t let that L-4 character touch you.”


  Silence.


  “Or Garrett for that matter. If he trespasses on our property again, I’m going to…I’m going to—”


  “You’re going to keep your cool,” Alina said. “From the sound of it, Garrett could land us in an infirmary in a heartbeat.”


  Leonard’s shoulders slumped.


  “It’s okay, Dad,” Natalia whispered hoarsely. “I’ll go through with it.”


  “No!”


  “I have no choice.”


  Leonard’s voice raised a pitch. “I refuse to believe that there are no options. And I can’t even stomach the thought of someone…doing that to you.”


  “Would you rather we all end up in the infirmary? I imagine a lot worse happens there.”


  Leonard collapsed on the couch.


  “Perhaps Mom can sterilize me before Friday.”


  “Sweetheart,” Alina protested.


  “Please, Mom. It’s the least you can do.”


  “I don’t have the tools or the facilities—”


  “Can’t you just use the sterilants?”


  “What?”


  “The sterilants they give the Inbreeds and the Melting Pots. In their water.”


  “Even if I had the kind of sterilants you’re talking about, we would need more time…” Alina screwed up her face in disgust. “They’re sterilizing the children at your school?”


  “Just the Inbreeds and Melting Pots. They drink from a different water supply. They’re useless for procreation.”


  Alina gaped, staring at her daughter in disbelief.


  “What? It’s true. Saves on abortions,” Natalia said matter-of-factly.


  “But I thought—” Alina began. “I thought you didn’t believe in the Youth Brigade’s propaganda.”


  “It’s not just the YB. The teachers, too. They call it The New Direction. The Inbreeds and the Melting Pots don’t know any better—”


  “Stop! Do you realize what you’re saying?”


  Behind Natalia’s brown eyes, Leonard saw anguish, the intensity of which had no right to be present behind the eyes of anyone below the age of thirty. The young girl had been through more in her short lifetime than Leonard had in his fifty-plus years. He swallowed involuntarily as a burning sensation moved up his esophagus.


  Natalia’s head slumped forward and she mumbled at the ground. “I don’t mean they’re stupid. I just mean they don’t know they’re being sterilized. They have a different curriculum. They don’t know about The New Direction.”


  “What do they learn?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. Math, reading, political education. They certainly don’t study eugenics.”


  “And you’re taught that you are genetically superior while your classmates are being sterilized?” Alina’s voice quavered.


  Natalia’s head shot up. “‘You’re superior. It’s your duty. The Inbreeds and the Melting Pots cannot help what they are, but you can build a better future for humanity. Only a soloist would deny his link to the community.’ That’s the kind of crap they throw at us all day long.”


  “I’m sure that’s very addictive to some,” Leonard said, thinking about Garrett.


  Alina pressed on. “And the Youth Brigade trashes the idea of family?”


  “Not just the YB. They cover that in all classes. The Inbreeds and Melting Pots, too.”


  “How long have you been learning about Inbreeds and Melting Pots?” Leonard asked hesitantly.


  “Since second grade.”


  Alina furrowed her brow. “Before the National Emergency?”


  “When they started numbering the schools.”


  “In the classrooms?” Alina pulled her hand through her hair anxiously. “Adult teachers trash the idea of family?”


  “I told you already. Yes, the teachers. ‘No marriage. It destabilizes society.’ Kids are already getting used to the idea of babies going immediately into Day Care Facilities. And to us L-Pluses, they preach, ‘Multiple partners will reduce attachment and maximize the breeding possibilities.’” In a nasal tone, she added, “‘Smarter, healthier, and prettier children will enable the human race to evolve to the next stage.’”


  “And everyone just goes along as if that’s normal?”


  Natalia rolled her eyes. “Give it a couple of years, and it will all be normal. You are the ones who aren’t normal,” she spat. Then her tone softened. “I don’t know what people think on the inside, Mom. No one’s going to raise their hand in political education and say, ‘Excuse me, but I’d like to have a family.’” She shook her head in disgust. “You’re clueless.”


  Alina pulled a hand through her hair and stared at the ceiling. “Sweetheart, I think you need to rest.”


  “How am I supposed to rest?” Natalia cried, her anxiety escalating.


  “One of the benefits of being a doctor is that I managed to gather an illegal stash of sleeping pills.” Alina jumped up and disappeared.


  “Nestled in the Rocky Mountains, the Colorado Infirmary is a place of peace and reclamation for the CARS-infected patient,” a voice on the television explained cheerfully. “Sedatives repress the violent outbursts. Here is a group of patients knitting in the sun. A guard stands by for their protection.”


  Leonard rolled his head listlessly in the direction of the voice. On the television, a pastoral scene depicted three men in white pajamas sitting on the grass, fumbling with knitting needles. An armed man in a gray uniform leaned against a tree to their right. Mountain peaks with a touch of snow towered in the background — a hint of the majestic mocked the ordinary men now reduced to lethargic imbeciles.


  The television screen abruptly flickered three times with a bright green flash. Leonard jolted and straightened his posture.


  “We interrupt this program to bring you a public service message from the Department of Environmental Engineering.”


  A neon green circle containing a stylistic dolphin and the letters DEE appeared on the screen.


  “Be on the lookout for a bright green notice in your mailbox. You will receive this notice two weeks prior to the dates that DEE electricians will be in your neighborhood. Citizens must call the number listed at the bottom to schedule an installation and refitting appointment. Failure to schedule an appointment during the specified dates will lead to fines up to five thousand dollars. Deterring DEE representatives in any manner is a federal crime and could lead to imprisonment.”


  Leonard remembered the Stasi execution plan. WLN engineers were going door-to-door refitting homes with energy efficient lighting…and cameras. Clearly, the former was public knowledge; the latter cleverly concealed.


  “During your appointment, you can expect electricians to remain at the premises for five to ten hours, depending upon the number of rooms in your home and the condition or existence of current ceiling fixtures. All ceiling fixtures will be refitted. If you have no ceiling fixtures, they will be installed at no charge.


  “Once the refitting has been completed, citizens must surrender all remaining incandescent lamps in the household. You may submit an application to purchase government-approved, energy efficient lamps at DEE.gov. Most households, however, should not need additional lamps. DEE ceiling fixtures provide enough light to brighten any room.


  The dolphin logo faded and a living room containing a joyful family, illuminated by atrocious fluorescent lighting, appeared on the screen. The youngest boy, perhaps five years old, stepped forward and cooed in a voice not unlike Tiny Tim or Oliver Twist.


  “Energy efficient lighting. Saving the earth one family at a time.”


  The picture faded and the previous program resumed.


  “This ought to do it,” Alina said, waltzing toward her daughter with a glass of water and a white pill. Addressing Leonard, she said, “I don’t normally medicate my children, but I think it is important for her to get some sleep.”


  “Mom,” Natalia whined.


  “Please.”


  The girl obliged. She swallowed the pill and finished the glass of water before returning it to her mother. They embraced. Natalia paused to give Leonard a brief one-armed hug. He kissed her on the head. Then she wandered upstairs.


  After Natalia left, Leonard and Alina settled on the couch, speechless and numb. Alina glanced over her shoulder several times apprehensively, seeming to be concerned that Natalia might reappear. Eventually, she breathed a sigh of relief.


  “We have to get out of the city,” she whispered.


  “But how—?”


  “I have a plan.”


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  Alina led Leonard to the garage and popped the trunk of their car, an old silver Toyota. She made a sweeping gesture with her arm, indicating the empty trunk.


  Leonard threw his hands in the air. “This is your plan? Jump in the car and go?”


  “It’s not that easy,” she whispered, perching herself on the edge of the open trunk. “We can leave for the day at the Western Gate, I-70 and C-470—”


  “For the day?”


  “During daylight hours. At the Gate, the Department of Transportation and Safety measures the gas in your tank. They drain it to an allotted amount. The driver loses the surplus, no matter how many gallons, so you have to be really careful.”


  “Why measure the gas?”


  “So the travelers only have enough gas to make it to Idaho Springs. If DTS estimates the car’s mileage correctly, the traveler should arrive in Idaho Springs on fumes.” She pointed at the Toyota. “This car is rated for approximately thirty miles per gallon. They would probably allow me a little less than a gallon at the Gate. That’s cutting it close if there’s traffic, but nearly no one goes to Idaho Springs anymore. It’s not so pretty. The old town is mostly boarded up.”


  “Is that where the infirmary is?”


  “The infirmary is farther west. I’m not exactly sure how far.”


  “People are allowed to drive as far as Idaho Springs and that’s it?” Leonard asked in disbelief.


  “Yeah. And they have to return before nightfall or the Department of Transportation and Safety puts out an APB.”


  Frustrated, Leonard tried to subdue his annoyance. “So what good is all this? Your empty trunk. Are you planning to put Natalia in there and blow through the Gate with a full tank of gas?”


  “Heavens no.” She held a finger over her lips.


  “Then what?” he whispered.


  “I’ve been saving gas rations. It’s difficult because we are allowed very few rations per month. We get five gallons.”


  Leonard scoffed. “Five gallons?”


  “It’s about enough to get to the bus depot and back fifteen times. We have to take the bus on the other side of the Guilder Project at least five days a month. If we want to make other trips, we need to ration further.”


  He whistled.


  “Shh.”


  “You really think they bug the garage?”


  “I have no idea.”


  Leonard looked at the ceiling.


  Alina touched his cheek, guiding his face back to hers. “Over the past year I’ve convinced you to take the bus as many days as possible with the promise that I’m saving gas rations for your birthday trip with Natalia. Just a few gallons, I told you. You never did the math. Or, at least, you never let on that you noticed how many more gallons I saved than were necessary.”


  “Am I supposed to take her to Idaho Springs?”


  “Yes, and she wants to see the borders, especially the Northern Wall and the Eastern Gate. She thinks we don’t have quite enough gas to make it to Castle Rock, the Southern Wall—”


  “Wait, wait, wait. These borders. They’re around Denver? Like physical borders?”


  Alina looked at him with a hint of amusement. “Haven’t you been listening? I told you they closed the borders during the National Emergency.”


  “I thought you meant the U.S. borders. But you were talking about borders around the city?”


  “About two hundred cities nationwide.”


  Leonard was stunned.


  “Sorry, I know this must be overwhelming.”


  “Never mind. What were you saying? I’m supposed to take Natalia to all these places on her birthday?” Leonard wanted to be a good father. He wanted to get it right for Natalia’s sake.


  “Well, yes, but—” She stopped abruptly, suddenly flustered.


  “You weren’t planning on giving me the gas, were you?” Leonard asked quietly.


  Alina blushed and stammered, “I…uh. I hadn’t worked all that out yet. I wanted to set aside at least ten gallons, so we could easily make it to Grand Junction. There’s a free community there—”


  “That the Feds don’t touch?”


  “From what I hear, they’re pretty well fortified.”


  Leonard tipped his head to one side, considering this possibility. Then he frowned. “How are we going to get to Grand Junction if the DTS employees measure the gas in our tank? It doesn’t matter how many rations you save if you can’t take the gas with you.”


  Alina smirked triumphantly.


  “Clearly you’re up to something,” Leonard said, smiling. “Why don’t you let me in on the secret?”


  She jumped dramatically from her sitting position and, again, swept one hand over the empty trunk. Grinning, she climbed in and fiddled with the back corners. After about a minute, she unfolded the back wall and revealed a secret compartment containing two five-gallon containers, a couple of brownish-green sleeping bags rolled up very tightly, two backpacks, and a large empty section.


  “For clothing and toiletries,” she explained. “The backpacks contain a couple of thermal hoodies my dad gave me before he left, as well as one water bottle each and water purifying packets. Also, I’ve been slowly draining our savings. A substantial amount is already sewn into the lining of the sleeping bags.” She pulled one hand through her hair and gazed upward. “I’m going to throw some fresh granola bars into the packs, and I’ve got a couple dozen MREs—”


  “MREs?”


  “Meals Ready to Eat.”


  “Oh, right.”


  “Damn, Leonard, you’re in the military.”


  “I’m an engineer at a desk who eats limp sandwiches for lunch.”


  “You may be missing those limp sandwiches one day.”


  He chuckled, stooping to examine the setup. “I can’t believe you fit so much in there.”


  Fiddling with the sides of the trunk, Alina uncovered two more compartments, much thinner, but lined with ready-to-eat, vacuum-sealed meals.


  “Incredible,” Leonard whispered.


  “I’ve got maps sewn under the inside layer of my purse for extra safe keeping. Bringing detailed maps on a day trip would flag us for sure. And I still need to get high-powered flashlights. Now that the Feds are confiscating lamps, flashlights are hard to come by.”


  “How did you do all this?”


  “There’s a guy in the Guilder Project named Max. He helps escapees with all kinds of issues. Smuggling compartments and forged IDs are his specialty.”


  “He lives in the project?”


  “Yeah. In fact we’ve been standing in the stairwell to his unit.”


  Leonard nodded appreciatively. “That’s why you seemed to have a destination while we wandered.”


  “I just know that building is relatively safe. You can never be entirely sure. I mean, he’s got neighbors and all, but I’d rather hang out there than on some random doorstep.”


  “Makes sense.” He leaned into the trunk and inspected Max’s smuggling compartments.


  “I’ve been parking the car around town per Max’s directions. His partner does the refitting in his garage. He fetched the car and returned it to a different place each time. Unfortunately, that used up gas rations, so it’s been tight. Usually, the locations were not too far out of the way, but I often snuck out in the late evening and bussed or walked home.”


  “Quite an undertaking.”


  “And expensive. Five-gallon containers are difficult to come by. Thankfully, they still allow camping at the reservoirs, so most of the camping supplies are available.”


  “Why would we need ready-to-eat meals and water purifying packets if we’re only going to Grand Junction?”


  “I don’t know the condition of the roads. And there’s always the chance we’ll have to ditch the car. These supplies would give us an opportunity to travel by foot, perhaps find a safe house.” She shrugged. “It’s by no means a guaranteed trip.”


  “Do you know of any safe houses?”


  “Max says there’s a guy still hanging around Lake Dillon, but he hasn’t spoken with him lately.”


  “How would he speak to him?”


  “Through a CR website or something…I don’t know.”


  Leonard furrowed his brow. “So it’s a crapshoot all of this.” He indicated the trunk and the supplies.


  She nodded, a sad expression on her face. “I often lay awake at night debating this whole idea. I’ve made all the arrangements, but I’ve never been sure I’d actually go through with it.”


  “And you didn’t think to consult me?”


  “I didn’t know what to think of you.”


  “You weren’t planning on taking me with you.” Two sleeping rolls and two backpacks all but spelled it out.


  Alina looked at the ground. She was silent for a moment. Then she shook her head slowly. “Not even Garrett. Natalia was the only one I trusted.”


  “Uh-huh. And what about calling me the selfish bastard who wanted to build a time machine?”


  Her head popped up. “You knew how I felt when you considered that idea.” She pointed at the car. “When I was working hard and sacrificing in order to make this happen, I had no clue if you’d squeal and blow the whole thing up in my face.”


  “I’m sorry. I’d have done the same thing if I thought you were an informant.”


  “Thank you.”


  “But now the question is, is it worth it? Is the possibility worth the risk?”


  “I have never been more resolute than I am now,” she said, a sense of urgency in her voice. “We have to get Natalia out of here before Friday.”


  Leonard reviewed the events of the evening. Garrett screaming in the backyard. Natalia crying on the floor, tampons strewn in every direction. The concept of breeding a thirteen-year-old girl. Dizzy, he steadied himself against the car. “You’re right. It’s time.”


  “Natalia’s birthday is Thursday. You both scheduled the day off.”


  “And you?”


  “I’ll call in sick. We’ll leave Thursday morning.”


  “Is it really that easy? How will we make it past Idaho Springs?”


  Alina’s eyes lit up. “I’ve already thought of that.” She carefully restored the inside of the trunk. “Correction, Max thought of that. Let me show you.” She slammed the trunk and took Leonard by the hand.


  Once upstairs, she made for the attic door on the ceiling in the hallway. Realizing that she intended to retrieve the box, Leonard put his finger over his lips and ushered her to the bedroom.


  “But—” she protested.


  He nodded and continued to press his finger over his lips. He expected Alina to go thermonuclear the moment she understood that he had already found — and no less stolen — the box. As predicted, her eyes flew open in horror when Leonard produced the box from under the bed.


  “Sorry,” he whispered. “I meant to ask you about it yesterday.”


  “I’m sure you did,” she grumbled.


  “No, really. I found it when I was looking for my ID.”


  After a moment, Alina appeared to accept his sincerity. She leaned across the bed and turned on the clock radio. Dumping the contents onto the bed, she fished out the passes.


  “These will allow us — well, Natalia and I — to get beyond the checkpoint in Idaho Springs.” She pointed at the ID with her picture. “Says I’m a high-level security MD. I can travel freely to the infirmary. Natalia also has an alias and a minor’s pass.” Alina held up Natalia’s ID and a green slip of paper. “She can go if accompanied by an adult. This was very hard to come by.” She waved the green pass.


  “How will I get through?”


  “We need to go see Max tonight.”


  “It’s past midnight.”


  “He’ll let me in.”


  “Oh, really?” Leonard raised one eyebrow.


  Alina touched his hand. “It’s not like that. He knows me well, and he prefers to meet clients in his home between one and three in the morning. That’s when he can blare the television and no one will suspect he’s white-noising conversations.”


  “I see.”


  “He’s a lifesaver. Literally. Helped at least a hundred people escape and countless more dodge Watchers and avoid incarceration.”


  An odd feeling swept over Leonard and he shuddered involuntarily. What was it? He gazed at Alina. She was glowing. I’m jealous, he acknowledged. Alina’s taken with this Max character and I’m jealous. For some reason the insight made him smile.


  “What is it?” Alina asked.


  “Nothing.”


  “Shall we go then?” she whispered, standing up suddenly.


  Leonard hesitated. A photo of his mother and father caught his eye. “Why are these photos in here?”


  Alina’s face drooped. Sinking back down on the bed, she hastily gathered the family pictures into a stack.


  “What’s wrong, Alina? Did we have a falling out with our parents?”


  “No.”


  “There’s not a single photo on any of the walls, and here is a box filled with pictures.”


  “They just make me sad.”


  “Why?”


  “My parents had just moved to California and your parents are in Florida. But we haven’t spoken to them in a year. It’s too expensive.”


  “We have cell phones.” He jumped up as if to make his way to the kitchen junk drawer. “Who cares if people listen to us talk with our parents? I’m sure they keep a low political profile.”


  She pulled him back. “All long-distance is blocked. You can only make calls through a Federal Calling Center.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


  “Wish I was,” Alina said. “I wish I was kidding about a lot of things.”


  “How does that work? This Calling Center.”


  “After you’ve purchased your coupon, you get put on a list. It can take up to three months. Eventually, they give you a date and you are to report to the Calling Center at 8:00 a.m.”


  “How do the people you’re calling know when to expect the call?”


  Alina closed her eyes. “They don’t. We don’t have enough time to write a letter. The mail service is notoriously slow…and no one has access to email anymore.”


  “Where are you calling to? Our parents’ Federal Calling Center?”


  “No. We can call them directly. But if they miss the call, we lose our money and our place in line.” She shrugged sadly.


  “Oh.”


  “So we agreed, via a series of letters that took a couple of months to go back and forth, to forego telephoning.”


  “We’ll write then.”


  “It’s not real though.”


  “Nonsense. People used to love to write.”


  Alina pulled him closer and whispered sharply in his ear. “Just like we cannot have a conversation in our own home, we cannot have a private mail discourse either. The Feds open everything. Everything is resealed and they are not at all subtle about it. I send the folks a photo of the kids every once in a while, but since I cannot talk about the things that matter inside my heart, the letters are simplistic and meaningless.”


  “But at least you’re staying in touch—”


  “I used to tell my mom everything. As my husband drifted away from me and my job became a nightmare, I had no one to share my feelings with.”


  “So you took down your mother’s picture?”


  “I feel like she’s dead. Like I can think of her as this ethereal entity, but I cannot communicate with her.” Alina stared at the bedside table. “So one day, I waltzed through the house, taking down photos. Sometimes it’s less painful to pretend you don’t have a family.”


  “And I was okay with you taking down my parents’ photos?”


  She looked at him, a lifeless expression in her eyes. “Leonard, I’m not sure you even noticed.”


  He glanced away.


  “Anyway,” Alina continued, “I owe them a letter, but I have no idea what to say. I’ve been having that conversation with myself for at least six months.”


  “I’m so sorry.”


  “Not your fault.” Absentmindedly, she straightened the photos over and over again, trying to make them perfectly aligned.


  Leonard watched her sadly, his mind sorting through all the new information.


  Suddenly, Alina said, “You know, this escape plan is going to end very quickly if you’re right about the Feds being able to track people.”


  “That’s why we have to figure out how it works and what to ditch.”


  “You mentioned the possibility of tracking me…from the base.”


  “If you can get away during the day.”


  “We need to try it. I have to know. If they track us past the infirmary, we’re sitting ducks.”


  “What time’s your lunch?”


  “Noon.”


  “Mine, too. How long?”


  “Half an hour.”


  Leonard pursed his lips to one side. If Dickens is on the same lunch schedule, it will be a piece of cake. “We get a full hour, but that will give me time to investigate further if need be. When everyone else is at lunch, I’ll stay at my desk.”


  Alina beamed. “Okay. I’ll wear my old clothing tomorrow and leave my purse behind.” She pantomimed dropping a purse casually on an imaginary surface. “So let’s say that at about 12:05, I’ll be on my way out the door. I’ll stash my ID in a bush near Seventeenth and Fitzsimmons and continue to head north, walking as far as I can in ten minutes. Then I’ll head back, pick up the pass, and return to work.”


  Leonard nodded. “Hopefully I’ll see your red dot, and it will linger at Seventeenth and Fitzsimmons. Then we’ll know for sure.”


  “And if it’s not the IDs, we’ll just have to bring only items we bought before they called the National Emergency.”


  “What about the survival gear in the trunk?”


  She sighed. “All new.”


  “The transmitters have got to be in the IDs. Who’d be tagging sleeping bags?”


  “Good point. So let’s assume for now it’s the IDs. We’ll test it tomorrow. Then on Thursday, I’ll tuck my real ID into our bed and you can leave yours at a park somewhere.”


  “Yes, yes. It will work.” Leonard smiled, feeling hopeful for the first time since he arrived.


  Alina touched him on the shoulder. “But if we don’t go see Max, you won’t have a clean ID, and you won’t be going anywhere.”


  


  Chapter Seventeen


  The stairwell leading to Max’s apartment reeked with the smell of a combination of body fluids. Appalled, Leonard held his breath as they ascended the stairs. When they reached the third floor, Alina proceeded to the door on the far left. She knocked sharply three times near the top of the door. Then she squatted and rapped three times slowly. Two minutes passed before Leonard heard the sound of three locks disengaging. The door opened slightly.


  A dark-haired man with a two-day old beard peered out at them. He nodded at Alina; then examined Leonard. Surly and cautious, he caught Leonard’s gaze and held it for a moment.


  “Is this Leonard?” he whispered to Alina, as if Leonard were out of earshot.


  “Let us in,” she shot back under her breath.


  The shaggy man regarded Alina with a look bordering on anger.


  “I know what I’m doing,” she said. “Please. Hurry.”


  Reluctantly he swung the door open, just wide enough for Alina to slip through. As Leonard approached the opening, the suspicious man glared at him intensely a few seconds before allowing him to pass. Leonard heard three locks snap shut as he stepped into the small flat.


  Gray carpet and dull, off-white walls gave the apartment a gloomy feel, but a large brown, cushy couch and a coffee table covered with books seemed to invite the visitor to have a seat. No curtains, but what appeared to be black poster board covered the windows on the far side of the kitchen. Two closed doors led to unknown rooms. Leonard estimated that, should the doors lead to a bedroom and a bathroom, the flat might total six hundred square feet at most.


  In spite of the blaring television, the air was still, thick with apprehension. The three of them standing approximately four feet away from one another formed an awkward triangle. A radiator clamored to life, making a futile attempt to take an edge off the chill that permeated the room.


  “Leonard,” Leonard said, reaching out one arm tentatively while forcing an amiable expression. Deep down, he understood the man’s reservations. After all, Leonard worked for the Department of Interrogation and Defense. According to Alina, Max trusted her, yet he clearly second-guessed her decision to bring him over. Leonard did not care for the scruffy man’s discourteous manners toward Alina. The tall rebel was intimidating and possibly hostile. Still, Leonard extended his hand.


  Max stared at the hand coldly before offering his own. “Max. What can I do for you?”


  Alina rushed in to respond. “Leonard needs an ID. STAT.”


  Max raised one eyebrow. “Doesn’t he have an ID? And if he lost his ID, shouldn’t he report it to the authorities?” Max’s eyes bore into Alina with a look that said shut up!


  “Max. I know how this looks. I know what I’ve said in the past—”


  Out of the blue, Leonard experienced a wave of anger. What had his wife said to this stranger in the past?


  “—but he’s not the man I thought he was.”


  Leonard furrowed his brow. He suppressed an urge to go ballistic, knowing that a tantrum would end the conversation in a heartbeat. Not only would he be tossed out, but he would annihilate his chances of ever procuring an ID and escaping the nightmare in which he found himself.


  “With all due respect, Leonard,” Max said turning abruptly to face him. “I don’t trust you. If you’ve come here to sack my apartment, you’d better go back and bring a few buddies.” The man’s stance was proud and unrelenting.


  “You’re wrong, Max,” Alina insisted. “He’s been gathering all kinds of information. He could help you.”


  Leonard nodded. “I could help you. I could give you your WLN record.”


  Max scrunched up his nose and eyed Leonard skeptically.


  “Plus,” Alina said, “he’s here to help me save Natalia.” She proceeded with a very brief synopsis of Natalia’s situation. “What cause could motivate a man more than protecting his own daughter? We’re getting out of here by Friday. He won’t betray us. Just trust me.”


  Max appeared to consider her words, although his eyes never broke from Leonard. Finally, he asked, “You can get my WLN record?”


  “Absolutely. I’ll do it tomorrow.”


  Max glanced back at Alina. She tipped her head forward with a distinct air of confidence. Addressing Leonard, Max spoke in a clear voice. “Stewart Shinskey.”


  “Huh?”


  “My real name is Stewart Shinskey.”


  Leonard’s mind raced. The name sounded familiar. Where had he heard it before? “Priority Targets. You’re a Priority Target.”


  “What the hell does that mean?”


  “I saw your record today. It was in a database called Priority Targets. The database was filled with names of individuals that the WLN wants to keep tabs on. Your record said something to the effect of…” Leonard looked at the ceiling. “‘Suspected of being a contact in an illegal emigration gang. Closely monitored by WLN. No incriminating conversations in the home.’”


  For several seconds, Max merely stared. Then he began chuckling, and a warm grin spread across his face. “Dumbshits.” He pointed to one corner of the ceiling. “Still haven’t figured out voice activity detection.” He stepped toward Leonard and thumped him on the back. Then he leaned forward and muttered, “You may be a son-of-a-bitch Fed and I’ll regret ever meeting you, but Alina’s got the best instincts I know. If you get me a copy of that record, I’ll get you an ID.”


  Leonard nodded, his anxiety diminishing slightly. “I promise. I only want to get my daughter out of this God-forsaken hellhole.”


  Inches from Leonard’s face, Max searched his eyes for a sign of betrayal. “For better or worse, I’m in now.” He motioned for Leonard to follow him to one of the closed doors. “Let’s take your photo. You need the ID by Friday?” He moved toward one of the closed doors. A noticeable limp distinguished his gait.


  “Thursday actually,” Alina said. “We’re leaving on Natalia’s birthday.”


  Max sighed. “It’s not that easy, Allie.”


  Allie?


  They entered a dark room with a desk, several computers, and a camera mounted on the floor. A spread of unidentifiable machines nearly filled the rest of the room. No pictures adorned the walls, but a pale blue patch was painted in the corner, its color bleeding onto the ceiling and floor. Clearly slapped on in haste, the patch appeared as if it would serve as a background for an ID photo.


  Flipping on a radio near the door, Max explained quietly, “My guy will need to hack into three security databases. We’ve got to create a substantial identity that will get you past Idaho Springs. This isn’t a simple in and out of a Fed facility we’re talking about.”


  “Please,” Alina begged.


  Hobbling upright and with dignity, Max led Leonard to the pale blue wall. The rebel touched him with an air of authority, adjusting Leonard’s posture and turning his head slightly so that one ear and his full face would appear on the photo.


  “I’m going to have to pull several favors,” Max said. “What have you got for me? Can you make it interesting?”


  Alina thought for a moment. Then she shoved a hand in her pocket and retrieved a key. Holding it out to him, she shook it urgently. “When we’re gone, take whatever you like.”


  Max fiddled with the camera, aiming it at Leonard. Alina moved in front of the equipment, continuing to thrust the key in Max’s direction.


  He regarded her thoughtfully. “Are you sure?”


  “We won’t need anything. We’re not coming back.”


  He grinned and reached for the key. “Sweet.” Pocketing the item and gazing into the camera, he said, “That’ll pretty much cover all the favors I call in as well as bank up a few on my ledger for the future.”


  “Great.” Alina stepped aside.


  “Scowl, Leonard,” Max commanded, as he snapped a photo. Leonard took a serious stance. Max snapped another photo. “Don’t move your head.” Leonard tried to resume his original posture. “That’s good.” The makeshift photographer clicked the camera several more times. Then he led Leonard to the other side of the room to take a retina scan and a digital image of all ten fingerprints. After verifying that the images recorded properly, Max crossed to the desk.


  Leonard and Alina followed him.


  Making notes on a small tablet, Max said, “I think another MD with infirmary privileges would be the most effective alias. I’ll see what Jimmy can pull off.” Tapping his pencil, he frowned and gazed at Alina. “You know, Allie, there’s not enough—”


  “Yes, I think an MD is an excellent idea,” she interrupted, catching his eyes and subtly shaking her head.


  “But if you need to ditch—”


  “A really, really good idea.” Alina glared at Max, clenching her fists.


  “Not enough what?” Leonard asked.


  Max gazed at Alina for a moment before returning his attention to the tablet. “An MD it is. Possibly a psychiatrist. That could be interesting.”


  “And believable. Who better to visit, or possibly interrogate, the patients?” Alina smiled unconvincingly.


  “Not enough what?” Leonard repeated, but the pair continued to ignore him. Scowling, he nearly lost his temper again. Allie this, Allie that…and now secrets. Not enough supplies? Not enough gas? Eventually he relented, recognizing his precarious position in the situation. Whatever. Just get me out of here.


  “Do you create new IDs or modify existing ones?” Alina asked innocently. Leonard realized that she was inquiring out of a concern over the tracking chips. But why not tell her trusted confidant, Maxy-waxy? Perhaps Alina didn’t want to look like a fool in case Leonard was mistaken or making it up.


  He opened his mouth, contemplating explaining the tracking theory and beating Alina to the punch, but he held his tongue. Max was already leery of him, and clearly Alina felt the time was not right. Maybe she just wanted to complete the test first, so that she could give her rebel friend reliable information.


  “I wouldn’t modify existing IDs,” Max said. “I’ve tried it. Just doesn’t look right. Got everything I need right here.” He swept an arm around the room full of impressive equipment.


  “This is quite an undertaking,” Leonard said, hoping to work his way back into the conversation.


  “I’d rather be in the ID business than the tunneling business. A couple of guys managed to tunnel under the Southern Wall last year. They smuggled thirteen people through, but it did not end well for them. Other people are trying it though. The problem is, once you get under, you have to be fairly well equipped for survival. The Southern Wall is the easiest to penetrate, but there is nowhere to run. It is a long way around if you have to start in Castle Rock.”


  “To Grand Junction?” Leonard asked.


  Max appeared to suddenly second-guess his loose tongue. “Yeah. That’s right.” Again, he regarded Leonard with suspicion. Then he glanced at his tablet and mumbled, “You’ll have the ID by Thursday morning. I may need to get one of my guys to deliver it in the middle of the night.”


  “Just let us know when and where,” Alina said, smiling.


  “Will do.” He ushered his guests back into the front room, closing the photo room door behind him.


  Eric Stehlen, A Man with a Vision resounded in the living room. Leonard gritted his teeth.


  “In retrospect, it is mind-boggling that those despicable protesters made such a fuss over five years. I mean, five years. Come on.”


  “Outrageously unpatriotic.”


  “Simpleminded, really.” The first man shook his head sadly.


  “Oh,” Max said suddenly. “About the car bugs.”


  Alina flinched. “Car bugs?”


  “Your Toyota only has one. Reese did a thorough examination.”


  “How are we supposed to go anywhere with a car bug?” Alina whispered harshly.


  “No worries. It’s an early model. A B12. It’s attached to the drivers’ seat on the right side.”


  “Attached to the seat?”


  “Yeah. Watchers can slip into someone’s car, slap a B12 on the side of the seat and be out in less than thirty seconds.”


  Alina appeared perturbed. “I can’t do this. How can we escape if we can’t properly communicate?”


  “Relax. Pour a soda or, more effectively, a milkshake down the side of the seat.”


  “And they won’t come after us for disabling a bug?”


  “B12s don’t transmit a failure message. No one will notice if one drops out of the network unless the Watchers are already actively listening to your conversations—”


  “Which they may be.”


  Max shrugged. “They may still put the issue on low priority. They can’t follow up on everything in twenty-four hours. By then you’ll be long gone.”


  “I suppose.” Alina’s confidence had waned considerably.


  “The milkshake is a great cover. No proof of deliberate tampering. Throw a few empty snack bags in the back seat. That way, you’ll look like an innocent slob.”


  The sycophantic TV hosts prattled on. “And truthfully, in the current crisis, I say the younger the better.”


  “Absolutely, Brady. Vitality and intelligence. It’s what saved the country.”


  A photo popped up on the screen. Leonard jolted. A haughty man with a mustache and dark gray goatee stared back at him.


  “The man from the portrait,” Leonard blurted, louder than he intended.


  Max and Alina turned abruptly. They stared at Leonard in alarm.


  Gesturing toward the television, Leonard explained, “There is a huge, three-story portrait of that man in the lobby of the DID.” He smiled as he made another connection. “And I have a picture of myself shaking his hand…in that box with my diplomas.”


  Alina rushed to Leonard and grabbed his arm. “Let’s get going, sweetheart. Max has a lot of work to do.”


  But Max materialized at their side inches from Leonard’s face. “What are you playing at?” he whispered.


  “It was just bugging me, that’s all. I knew I knew him from somewhere.” Suddenly nervous, Leonard’s voice trailed away.


  “That’s Stehlen, Leonard,” Alina said softly, subtly coaxing him to shut his mouth. “Are you alright, sweetheart?”


  Stehlen. Of course, you idiot.


  Lightheaded, Leonard broke from the trio and stumbled to the couch. He put his head in his hands, trying to send the blood back to his brain. When he looked up, he noticed Max and Alina having a hushed but heated discussion, punctuated by occasional glances in his direction. Eventually, Max nodded, seeming to accept whatever explanation Alina had presented. He crossed to the couch, helped Leonard to his feet, and ushered him to the exit.


  The door closed behind them and three locks clicked into place. As they wandered down the hallway, Leonard spoke very softly in Alina’s ear. “What did you tell him?”


  “That you’re a victim of a DID brain experiment gone awry.”


  “And he bought it?”


  “Appears so. We’ll see whether or not an ID shows up on Thursday.”


  Leonard stared at the steps as they descended. “Sorry.”


  “Just keep your mouth shut when you’re feeling clueless. Ask me, in private, if you have any questions.”


  “Right.” They reached the door to the building. “Alina?”


  “Yes?”


  “Why was I shaking president Stehlen’s hand?”


  “When you brought the photo home you explained that he had dropped by to congratulate the team on the success of your project. I didn’t know you were the project leader. He obviously was rather smitten with your work.”


  “And I?” He pushed the door open and gestured for her to take the lead.


  “You were as detached as always. I didn’t know how to read your emotions. I suppose the lack of gushing adoration could have been a sign of resistance.”


  Leonard chuckled and took her hand. She sighed and leaned into his side as they emerged in the fresh night air.


  “Let’s try and get some sleep, Frankenstein,” she said, mildly amused.


  “That sounds like a great idea.”


  


  Chapter Eighteen


  Walking through the corridors of the DID the following morning, Leonard moved as if on autopilot — swiping his card, leaning in for retina scans, and punching in his five-digit code. He barely even noticed the three-story portrait, which he now knew to be President Stehlen.


  McGinnis had aborted any attempts to chat with him after being met with aloofness from the get-go. This suited Leonard perfectly well. He was not in the mood. Distracted by images of Alina and Max, Leonard sulked defiantly.


  Jealous of his wife’s chummy relationship with Max and angry with himself for his own naïveté, Leonard marched along, oblivious to his surroundings. Fatigued, confused, and irritated, Leonard didn’t know where his emotions ended and reality began. He considered the possibility that Alina was having an affair with Max, but dismissed the idea. After all, when would she have time? Then again, when did she find the time to do all the things she claimed to have done in preparation for the escape to Grand Junction? Leonard shook the thoughts from his mind, concluding that exhaustion had severely impaired his judgment.


  When he reached the hanger, he did not pause. The enormous facility filled with satellites failed to impress him. Old news. He had been there hundreds of times before. Perhaps Alina was right. Maybe he was the victim of a DID experiment gone awry.


  Absentmindedly weaving his way through the cubicle maze, Leonard attempted to focus on the day’s important plans. He needed to double check that Dickens also took lunch at noon. In addition, he had to find a plausible excuse to stay at his desk while his coworkers enjoyed the DID’s delectable sandwich selections.


  He passed Sandy Little’s cubicle and nodded casually. Anything but casual, the young woman’s blue eyes pierced his, causing him to stop in his tracks. They locked gazes, neither saying a word.


  Sandy.


  Through no fault of nature or choice, Sandy Little lost her baby yesterday afternoon at the hands of the Department of Health. In pursuit of some God-forsaken new world order called The New Direction, women like Sandy Little, an L-2 perhaps, were not permitted to bear children. The details of Alina’s confession flooded Leonard’s brain. Images of Sandy screaming and protesting formed in his mind, but he had no consoling words to offer his assistant. The lingering silence suffocated Leonard’s spirit. Only yesterday, this girl had oscillated from chatty to professional in the blink of an eye. This morning, nothing.


  Leonard could not decipher the expression behind Sandy Little’s cold eyes. It wasn’t anger. Not even sadness. No distinguishable emotion whatsoever. It was as if her soul had been extinguished. Numb and lethargic, the young woman merely stared.


  Does she know Dr. Marsh is my wife?


  Leonard broke her gaze and swiftly departed, feeling a bit woozy as he approached his cubicle.


  At least an hour passed before Leonard realized that he had been aimlessly flipping from one page to another, perusing the branches of the SSP01 tree without actually absorbing any information. Staring at the Priority Target profile of Stewart Shinskey, aka Alina’s Max, Leonard sat forward.


  How do I print this? Contemplating the possibilities, Leonard concluded that he would have to download the information on a disk if he could find one. Whether or not he could smuggle it out of the facility remained to be seen, but he had not been frisked or x-rayed when he left yesterday. Leonard rummaged through his drawers. Near the back of the top drawer he found a black thumb drive. Perfect.


  As he pulled out the thumb drive, his hands passed over a small, tightly folded scrap of yellow paper. Curious, he smoothed it out on his desk. It was a note written in curly handwriting followed by the signature Sandy.


  Oh my God, he thought. Am I having an affair?


  “Dear Mr. Tramer,” the note began.


  Too professional. He sighed in relief and continued to read.


  “It has been an honor to work with you. I know there are many among us who seek to thwart the evil intentions of this government. I often wonder if you are a member of that quiet resistance. With that in mind, I have tried to be a faithful employee. I pray that my efforts have been of use to you. Sometimes I believe that we will prevail. That belief used to inspire me to struggle through another day. However, I find no comfort in anything any longer.


  “I need to leave these words behind, even though I know they will go no further than your eyes. I, Sandy Little, give my allegiance to those who seek to rebuild the free world…and no one else.”


  “I need to leave these words behind,” Leonard muttered under his breath. “What the—?”


  Leonard leapt from his chair and raced through the cubicle maze, nearly knocking down one of his subordinates in the process. Upon reaching Ms. Little’s cubicle, Leonard shouted, “Sandy!”


  Slumped over her keyboard, Sandy appeared to be taking a morning snooze.


  “Sandy,” Leonard repeated, out of breath. He touched her on the shoulder gently. Nothing. A little harder. Still nothing. He swung her chair around.


  The beautiful blond woman’s head lolled over to one side. Her arm slipped from her lap, knocking down a prescription bottle. Leonard watched it fall, seemingly in slow motion, bouncing twice before rolling into the corner. Touching her neck and wrists, Leonard searched for a pulse, not entirely sure if he knew how to find one.


  “Medic,” he yelled, his voice rough and unsure.


  Leonard moved his eyes from the lifeless woman’s face to a note lying on her keyboard.


  YOU THINK WE’RE STUPID!


  He gazed at the note, the last words of a woman pushed past the point of no return.


  Several paramedics rushed though the cubicle maze. Entering Sandy’s workspace the EMTs quickly checked her vitals. “No pulse,” one man said while another attempted to usher Leonard from the area. One paramedic started CPR. Eventually, Leonard capitulated and staggered back to his own cubicle.


  As the morning dragged on, images of Sandy’s head rolling back zoomed to the forefront of Leonard’s mind every time he tried to focus on something else. He wished he could call Alina, but even if he felt it safe to share, which he did not, what good would it do? It wouldn’t bring Sandy back. It wouldn’t comfort Alina, and it might even distract her from their important lunchtime experiment. No. The idea was foolish. For now, the anguish of Sandy’s pointless death was his alone to bear.


  The mood among his coworkers seemed to follow a similar roller coaster pattern. For the first hour, panic and shock electrified the air. Slowly, as people stopped talking and returned to their desks, a somber atmosphere of gloom settled on the Stasi crew. It was unusually quiet, although fingers clanked sharply on keyboards in an otherwise eerie pocket of stillness.


  After confirming that Dickens’ lunch hour was also at noon, Leonard spent ten minutes methodically tearing Sandy’s yellow note into tiny, unrecoverable bits. He hated to destroy it, because her words soothed his spirit. The-Leonard-that-came-before might not have been such a conformist asshole after all. Sandy had picked up on something. Eventually, Leonard allowed himself to be comforted by that notion.


  Glancing at his watch for the nineteenth time, Leonard was pleased to see the numbers 11:43. Seventeen minutes until lunch. In about ten, his coworkers would become restless and move around in their cubicles anticipating the break. As the clock ticked slowly toward noon, the somber atmosphere lightened somewhat. Folks were eager to get out of the stuffy hanger and make their way to the corridors where the atmosphere was less dreary.


  Leonard decided to simply stay put, allow the others to file out past him, and act as if he was just finishing up. McGinnis was already miffed, so he probably wouldn’t stop by to check on him. At five minutes to twelve, as predicted, Stasi project employees made their way to the elevators. Leonard remained in his seat, arranging papers and desktop supplies — his stapler, tape dispenser, and various-sized sticky note tablets. The room had nearly cleared out by 11:59. Leonard quickly logged onto Dickens’ computer. He double-checked Max’s WLN record and found that it was far more extensive than his Priority Target summary. It contained pages of notes — very specific notations about grocery and errand trips; number of hours inside and outside of the home; intimate details Leonard refused to read for fear that Alina’s name might appear among them. Max was being monitored day and night. The notes spanned a little over a year.


  “Shit,” Leonard whispered as he fumbled for the thumb drive and downloaded the detailed information.


  Then he headed over to WLN02 and looked up Alina Marsh-Tramer. The red tracking button ominously appeared on the screen. Leonard was just about to click the mouse when a gruff voice behind him caught him entirely by surprise.


  “Lunch, Tramer.”


  Leonard quickly switched off his monitor and swiveled to face the intruder. The dowdy break enforcer. “I’m staying at my desk,” he said coolly.


  “Sorry, but that’s not allowed.”


  Leonard leapt from his chair and shot across the cubicle. “Not allowed?” he screamed inches from her face. “Not allowed? Who are you to tell me I’m not allowed to eat at my desk?”


  Alarmed, the woman took a step back. Then she scowled and repeated, “It’s not allowed. Let’s go.”


  Worked up in a frenzy, Leonard screeched like an animal, “I’ll be damned if you’re going tell me when and where I can eat my lunch.”


  She smirked. “Well, be damned then.”


  “Fuck you.”


  The woman glowered, refusing to give ground.


  “My assistant committed suicide this morning. Suicide! I found her dead body, slumped there in her chair, and I sure as fucking hell am not going to spend the next half-hour in the presence of vapid people munching on stale sandwiches. I’m staying. At. My. Desk. Are we clear?”


  Flustered, the woman stepped back. Her jaw dropped. Clearly, she never had to deal with the my assistant committed suicide situation in the past. In addition, she did not appear to have read about such a scenario in her union handbook. Rather than continue along this dangerous road with Leonard, the woman decided to retreat, pivoting abruptly and disappearing from view.


  Leonard took a deep breath and returned to his seat. 12:04 p.m.


  He turned his monitor back on and hit Alina’s tracking button. A map of the hospital district popped up on the screen. A small red dot pulsed in the middle of a building just south of Children’s Hospital.


  The Neil Nelson Medical Center had been the newest and finest private hospital in Colorado…before the Feds took it over and turned it into the dysfunctional operation Alina had described to him.


  Leonard tapped his finger on the desk waiting for something to happen. He moved his mouse around absentmindedly. As the stationary dot continued to pulse, Leonard noticed something he had missed the first time he visited the tracking system. In the bottom right corner, the outline of a battery appeared to be nearly full.


  A minute later the dot slowly moved north. Leonard’s heart raced. He felt almost joyful. Here was his beloved wife reduced to a pulsing dot on a map, and all he could do was smile. Life. Death. Possibility. It all came together in this moment…watching his wife’s dot amble north making its way toward Fitzsimmons Drive.


  As promised the dot stopped in the northwest corner of Fitzsimmons and Seventeenth where several roads merged in front of the Fitzsimmons Army Medical Center. Presumably Alina was stashing her ID pass in a safe place.


  Leonard held his breath. The dot remained in the same place. Fifteen seconds. Thirty. Sixty. Two minutes. Leonard had to suppress a shout of joy as he pushed his chair away from the desk and spun three times. He looked at his watch and examined the screen again. Nearly three minutes.


  “Yes,” he said, clenching one fist and pulling it into his chest.


  All the emotions of the previous two days — thoughts he pushed down, fears he refused to face, passions he dared not pursue — they all scrambled to emerge as a wave of relief overcame Leonard. He confronted images of Sandy’s lifeless form, a girl lost before her time. Anger, shock, and sadness colored the morning, but now Leonard had hope. Tears formed at the edges of his eyes.


  The experiment proved what they suspected, what they dreamed. The tracking transmitters were in their ID passes. Thankfully, Max was creating new identities for them. Clean IDs with no chips. The Tramers would escape and make a new life for themselves in Grand Junction — a free society that the Stasi Satellites and the Watcher Listening Network could not infiltrate. Leonard spun around in his chair once more.


  As he settled back at his desk, the most dreadful thing confronted his eyes.


  No.


  The dot was moving. North. He zoomed in. Weaving in and around the walking paths at the Fitzsimmons Army Medical Center, the dot gained ground at an admirable speed. Alina was walking. And the WLN was following her every step.


  It confirmed the possibility that he deeply feared, but dare not voice. The transmitter was not in her ID pass.


  It was in Alina.


  


  Chapter Nineteen


  For the duration of the lunch hour, Leonard exhausted his brain trying to hack into the tracking software. He had hoped to find a way to disable the tracking links to Alina, himself, and Natalia. Unless someone was looking, he reasoned, they wouldn’t notice an inoperative tracking number. Nevertheless, his efforts were in vain.


  As Leonard’s coworkers began filing in, he slammed his fist on the counter and then shook it in the air to dull the pain. Time to abort. Mark Dickens would presumably be returning to his station any minute. Leonard exited the WLN system hastily and returned to the SSP01 menu page.


  No one stopped by his desk, not even McGinnis, so Leonard stealthily downloaded Max’s Priority Target file on the thumb drive. He slipped the drive into the side of his sock. Uncomfortable at first, the little device eventually warmed up and became virtually unnoticeable.


  For the duration of the afternoon, Leonard tried to keep his mind busy by perusing the Priority Target reports and examining the Beta Site data. If the Beta Project proceeded as outlined, a half dozen satellites would be tested for six months. Pending success, the whole fleet would be up in operation in about a year.


  Contemplating the complexity of the situation, he wondered if his family would ever find the opportunity to flee Denver. He looked at his watch. Quarter to four. Another tedious hour to go. Leaning back in his chair, Leonard gazed at the ceiling and sighed.


  “Excuse me, sir.”


  Startled, Leonard jolted and spun around. Reilly, the young man in a gray uniform who had escorted him to Carlyle’s office yesterday, stood nervously near the edge of the cubicle.


  At the end of his rope, Leonard had no patience for Reilly or Carlyle. Feeling as if he were a tagged bird, the world around him loomed like a prison. Breathing deeply did little to relieve his anxiety; the air felt hot and oppressive as it passed through his lungs. “What?” he snapped.


  “Commander Carlyle wants to see you, sir.”


  “That’s just great,” he mumbled under his breath. “Now, I suppose?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Leonard rose, pushing his chair back so it smacked into his desk.


  “Would you like me to escort you again, sir?”


  “No. I can manage on my own, Reilly.”


  ***


  After locking the door, Carlyle strutted to his desk and sat on the edge. He folded his arms and stared at Leonard, who sat in an armless wooden chair a few feet away. In this arrangement, the commander towered over his subordinate. Leonard shifted in discomfort.


  Impassive and appearing to have all the time in the world, Carlyle merely stared, making Leonard more uncomfortable by the minute. Eventually, Leonard concluded that silence was just another game — a game of intimidation. Focusing on the absurdity of the strategy, Leonard resolved to wait it out and remain aloof. If Carlyle wants to play, let’s play, he thought as he adjusted his posture to mirror the commander’s. Arms folded, left foot on the right knee, Leonard hardened his face and glared at the commander.


  After several minutes, Carlyle smirked. He tipped his head to one side and regarded Leonard with a hint of amusement. “Kind of cocky for a son-of-a-bitch who’s locked in a room with the most powerful man at this base.”


  Speaking as dispassionately as possible, Leonard replied, “You summoned me. I presume you have something you wish to discuss?”


  “I do.”


  “Then please, go ahead. I can’t read your mind.”


  The commander stood and took a step forward. Leonard craned his neck to maintain eye contact while projecting a sense of detachment. Unable to rile Leonard, Carlyle commenced pacing slowly and confidently.


  “People are concerned, Leonard.”


  “Are they?” Leonard said, a thinly veiled mockery in his voice.


  “Shouldn’t they be?”


  “You tell me.”


  Carlyle laughed. He ceased pacing and leaned against his desk. “My, my, my. You are going to make this so—very—easy.”


  Leonard’s heart skipped a beat. He cleared his throat, hoping his voice would not betray his fear. “What is that, Chris?”


  Carlyle glowered. “Let’s stick with commander, shall we, Tramer?”


  Leonard nodded meekly. For the first time since he resolved to stare Carlyle down he glanced away. Clearly the faux friendship between them had deteriorated. Furthermore, it was evident that Carlyle was on to something. Only an hour ago, Leonard had wanted to lay low and find a way to turn off his tracking link. Now he was mouthing off to the commander. Things were not improving.


  What is going on?


  Did security discover Leonard hacking into the WLN System? They should have caught that yesterday. Maybe they did. Or was it Sandy? Did they think he had a connection to her death? It could be any number of things. Did they catch him downloading data for Max? Leonard resisted the urge to feel his left sock. At this juncture, there were so many possibilities, his head spun. Hoping to take control of the conversation, Leonard switched tactics. Aloof and cocky wasn’t going to save him. He needed to find out how much they knew.


  Staring at the floor, Leonard spoke softly. “I didn’t know Sandy Little was so messed up. I would have reported her if—”


  “Fragile women are of no concern to me. Honestly, I couldn’t give a damn about Sandy Little.” He rolled his eyes.


  Taken aback, Leonard said, “That’s a little harsh—”


  “You will do well to address me in a civil tone, Tramer. You need me. I’m the only friend you’ve got right now.”


  Friend? What is he talking about?


  Confident that the issue, whatever it was, had nothing to do with Sandy Little, Leonard considered the other possibilities. He could not approach any of the topics without giving Carlyle a lead, so he remained quiet, praying that the commander would let something slip.


  Carlyle resumed pacing. “I got several calls about your lunch outburst.”


  “Outburst? Oh, that stupid break enforcer.”


  “Marge Simpleton.”


  Leonard shrugged his shoulders sheepishly. “I guess I kind of did take it out on her. I mean, she wouldn’t leave me alone. After Sandy…you know, I didn’t have much of an appetite.”


  A sly grin formed on Carlyle’s face. “You’re exhibiting rather CARS-like behavior.” As he spoke, he stared unblinking, watching for any sign of disquiet.


  At that moment, the commander surely was not disappointed, for a bead of sweat rolled down Leonard’s right temple. Trembling — he prayed not visibly — Leonard tallied the bits of information. Like a physical blow to the gut, it hit him. It made absolutely no difference what Carlyle and his boys saw or knew. All that mattered was that they suspected something was amiss. Perhaps they had nothing but a lunch tantrum, a feeble hunch. But that was enough. Carlyle could send him to the DOH to be retested for CARS. No one would bat an eye after his unruly outburst.


  The commander was telling the truth.


  He is my only friend right now.


  Leonard took a deep, steadying breath. “Sir, I am so sorry that I frightened Ms…Simpleton. I really ought to apologize.”


  “No need.”


  “But I—”


  “Don’t fuck with me, Tramer.” Carlyle marched forward, his finger pointing in accusation. “You’re up to something. You’re flustered. Nervous. Angry.”


  “It’s—”


  “And don’t tell me you’re in mourning over the Little woman. I know damn well you don’t give a shit about anyone in that department. You’ve made that abundantly clear on a number of occasions.”


  Leonard bit his lip and closed his eyes.


  “I used to find that an admirable trait. Figured you’d keep an eye on those morons. No personal loyalties.” He raised one eyebrow. “But you’ve been spooked by something these past few weeks. I used to think Alina was the weak link, but now I’m not so sure.”


  “You really think I have CARS?” Leonard blurted, testing whether or not Carlyle knew about the CARS scam.


  The commander guffawed.


  He knows.


  “Don’t tempt me, Tramer. All I have to do is push a button.”


  Leonard’s stomach turned. It was all over. There was nowhere to run. Even if he found a place to run, the Feds would track him in a matter of seconds. His world was collapsing around him and there was nothing he could do. He could not save Natalia from the rape that awaited her on Friday. He couldn’t whisk Alina away. No Grand Junction. No free society. Only the infirmary.


  A sinister smile formed on the commander’s lips. “You seem a little shook up there, Tramer. Feeling okay?”


  Regaining his composure, Leonard replied, “Of course.”


  Carlyle nodded. “So why don’t you tell me what’s going on?”


  Leonard turned his palms upward, indicating confusion.


  “What are you two planning?” Carlyle barked.


  “Us two?”


  “You and Alina. What are you up to? You took a walk last night, very late.” Carlyle put two fingers over his lips and smiled. “Visited the Guilder Project. Very odd for someone who has barely touched his wife in years.”


  This remark sent Leonard over the edge. They actually kept track of how many times he had sex with his wife? He leapt out of his chair, fists clenched. “What the hell are you talking about?”


  Carlyle laughed. “Relax, relax. The Watchers don’t waste time with that.” He cleared his throat. “At least, they have the decency not to log such details on their reports. I was just testing you. Nice reaction. I kind of made the presumption since you haven’t had a nice thing to say about her since I’ve met you.”


  Leonard sat down.


  “Except yesterday,” the commander said. “When I spoke to you, you kind of defended her, didn’t you?”


  “I don’t hate my wife.”


  “Of course. Of course.” He frowned. “As a matter of fact, I think you like her very much.”


  “Is that a crime now?”


  “It is if you intend to betray us.”


  “How?” Leonard pressed, hoping to discern what it was they suspected. Did they know about the escape plan? “Has Alina ever been accused of traitorous activity? If she has, it’s news to me. And I would think a friend like yourself would give me a heads-up about such a matter.”


  Carlyle examined Leonard’s face as if considering the possibility that his subordinate was being sincere. “We have our reasons,” he said, his voice low and menacing.


  Who is we? Leonard wondered.


  “We learn all kinds of things when dubious citizens are left to wander unaware.”


  With nothing left to do but bluff, Leonard sighed, a look of utter defeat and frustration on his face. “I have no idea what you are talking about, commander.”


  “Really?” Carlyle responded, a hint of amusement in his voice. “You were just out taking a walk with your wife?”


  “Yes, we took a walk. We needed to talk and didn’t want Natalia listening in on our conversation.”


  “What did you talk about?”


  “It’s really none of your business, sir.”


  “I say it is.”


  Grimacing, Leonard prattled on. He feigned embarrassment, hoping to distract and mislead the commander. “It has something to do with what you said before…you know, about me not touching my wife in years. We have some issues we need to work out.”


  “I see.”


  “I’m going to become a lonely, old workaholic if I don’t restore our relationship.”


  Carlyle chuckled softly. “But yesterday you implied you’d like to be rid of her.”


  Leonard sighed. “Exactly. What a horrid thing to say. I’m doomed to be a recluse.”


  “Uh-huh. And what about your little visit in the Guilder Project?”


  How should I play this? “She needed to drop something off to a friend.”


  “Did she tell you what it was?”


  “No. Frankly, I didn’t want to interrogate her. Our conversation was already on shaky ground.”


  Carlyle settled on the edge of his desk again. Leonard tried to maintain the face of an exasperated man — a man who believed he was being unfairly accused.


  “Did you get a glimpse of what Alina passed to her friend?”


  “An envelope.” What are you doing, Leonard? A wave of shame threatened to break his concentration. Was he setting up Alina to save himself? What kind of man does such a thing?


  “Interesting,” Carlyle whispered, his eyes alight with glee.


  Leonard stared at the ground, unable to look the commander in the eye.


  “Have you let anything slip…about the Stasi project?”


  “Nothing, sir.”


  “Now’s the time to fess up. I’m willing to overlook a transgression if we nip this in the bud.” His face reddened and his tone intensified. “These counterrevolutionaries are like a disease, Leonard. You have no idea how much damage they have done. We’re picking up traitors every day.”


  “I—”


  “What does Alina know?” Carlyle demanded, spit flying from his lips.


  Leonard sighed. “As far as I’m aware, commander, she knows nothing. What could she possibly know?”


  Carlyle narrowed his eyes and remained silent for several minutes. Finally, he nodded slowly.


  “You’re good, Tramer.”


  “Pardon me?”


  The commander glowered, searching Leonard’s eyes. He stood and made his way around the desk in order to sit in his proper chair. “This is starting to sound like a DOH matter,” he said casually, fiddling with a file on his desk. “I’m going to let them sort this out.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “You know exactly what I’m talking about.”


  Leonard cocked his head. A chill crawled up his spine. “Are you threatening me, sir?”


  “I’m done threatening, Tramer. We’re past threatening.”


  What happens when we’re past threatening?


  “You need to spend a little time with your family. Make amends. Perhaps they will remember you fondly.”


  Leonard’s breathing quickened.


  “I noticed you’re taking Thursday off. Your daughter’s birthday?”


  “Yes.”


  “That’s very sweet…for a hard, unfeeling man.” One lip curled up in a smirk. “Nevertheless…” He rapidly clicked a ballpoint pen. “…I won’t let it be said I ruined the birthday of a young girl.”


  “How would you—?”


  “Report back on Friday.”


  “What about tomorrow?”


  “I want you off-base.”


  “For two days?”


  “Report to our DOH office, third floor, on Friday morning and—”


  “A CARS test?”


  “Don’t play stupid, Tramer. It doesn’t become you.”


  Leonard swallowed.


  Carlyle leaned back in his chair and propped his feet on the edge of the desk. “I tell you what I’m going to do. I’m going to turn you off for thirty-six hours. Your whole family.” He looked at his watch. “We’ll round it up to be extra generous. Say five o’clock Thursday morning.”


  “Turn me off?”


  “No Watchers tailing or listening.”


  A jolt of adrenaline boosted Leonard’s spirits.


  Carlyle raised his eyebrows playfully. “Imagine that. Have sex with your wife. A heart-to-heart with your children…Ah, yes. Leave them longing. Say good-bye with your good name intact and they’ll tell stories that would make you proud. What do you think?”


  “No Watchers? Why?”


  “Because that is the kind of man I am. You see? I’m a considerate person, Tramer.”


  A real stand-up guy.


  The commander rocked gently in his chair. “Five a.m. Thursday and you’re back on. Sorry to intrude on Natalia’s birthday celebration, but thirty-six hours is plenty risky enough.” He pulled his feet off his desk and sat forward. “And don’t even think about day trips. I’ll have your name at every gate.” He made a note on a small tablet.


  “But I promised Natalia—”


  “If you’d like,” the commander said harshly, “we can arrange a nice day trip for all of you…Idaho Springs and beyond.” His tone implied an ominous threat.


  Leonard closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Images of pathetic men with knitting needles haunted him.


  “Unless you forget about the damn day trip and be grateful for this tremendous gift I’m offering you. No Watchers? It’s been over four years since I’ve been this generous.”


  Privacy. Thirty-six hours of privacy. That’s not a gift. It’s an individual right. “Thank you, sir,” Leonard said dryly.


  “But you know…” Carlyle’s voice bounced back to light and friendly. “…there is another way.”


  Leonard sat forward. “Yes?”


  “If you use your downtime to do a little reconnaissance…” A sickly grin crossed Carlyle’s face. “You could…” He allowed his words to trail off.


  “Go on.”


  “You could report to me on Friday instead of the DOH.”


  “What kind of reconnaissance?”


  “Why work on an old relationship when you can start anew. You know, no baggage. No need to work it out.”


  “I don’t follow.”


  Carlyle snickered. “Sure you do. You’ve considered it many times, I’m sure. It’s your trump card. You’ve been holding out on me…but guess what, Leonard?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Truh-ump,” Carlyle lilted.


  Leonard slumped. “You want Alina.”


  “I want Alina and Stewart Shinskey.”


  Max.


  “He lives in F3119,” Carlyle said. “The building you visited last night. Third floor. Goes by Max in the underworld.”


  I know.


  “As if we didn’t know who people are talking about when they refer to Max.” Carlyle tilted his head to one side. “Do you ever wonder if he and Alina…you know?”


  I have wondered. Drop it.


  “Ooh. Struck a soft spot there, didn’t I? Why be true to an unfaithful woman?”


  Leonard maintained an expressionless gaze.


  “Anyway,” Carlyle continued, “Fredericks believes it is better to leave Shinskey in the arena, so he can follow him, or so he says. But I’ve got my doubts about Fredericks. In fact, I just may score twice on this one. I want Shinskey. I want him without a shadow of a doubt. No petty toiletry smuggling. I need info trading or other traitorous activity. That way the boys in D.C. will know who’s got it together in Denver.” He puffed out his chest.


  “And why Alina?”


  “Alina’s just my…pet peeve.” There was something licentious in his tone. “You don’t have a problem with that, do you, Leonard?”


  She’s my wife, you pervert.


  Carlyle seemed to enjoy the way his comment unsettled Leonard. He smiled. “Give them to me on a silver platter and we’ll forget about all this.” He waved his hand as if swishing away a cloud of flies. “What do you think?”


  Leonard remained impassive.


  Carlyle stood up. “I’m sure you can come up with something incriminating in two days.” He moved slowly around the desk. “But it needs to be airtight or no deal.” He paused for a moment to make sure Leonard caught his meaning, and then he briskly marched toward the door and pressed in the code. “Let’s get a move on, Tramer. I’ll call the WLN before the overseer signs off. Unplug you.” He smirked. “Maybe you can get a little banging in before you turn her over to me.”


  Leonard winced as Carlyle pushed him out the door. “See you Friday, Tramer.”


  Leonard walked down the hall in a daze as the door clacked shut.


  “See ya,” he whispered.


  


  Chapter Twenty


  The moment Leonard returned home, he searched for Alina. They had each taken the bus that morning, leaving the Toyota in the garage to save gas. When Alina arrived fifteen minutes later, she appeared exhausted.


  Leonard immediately flipped on the television and called for a family meeting.


  “I still have homework to do,” Natalia protested.


  “It’s time for your mother and I to share some things with you. You deserve to know the truth.”


  Sighing, Natalia tossed her books and a three-ring binder on the dining room table. She approached the couch hesitantly.


  Alina’s wide eyes searched Leonard’s for a sign of hope. He shook his head solemnly. Her face fell and she dropped onto the couch in disbelief. Leonard retrieved a kitchen chair and pushed the coffee table out of the way so that he could sit close to the women and maintain a position of authority.


  Authority.


  The arrangement was not unlike that which he had experienced in Carlyle’s office, but from the opposite perspective — the girls on the couch and Leonard towering above them.


  The thoughts that followed both shocked and appalled Leonard. He realized how easy it would be to comply with the commander’s request. All he needed was Alina’s fake ID plus a snippet of conversation implicating Max, aka Stewart Shinskey. Leonard could neglect to turn on the television and throw out a few leading questions on Thursday morning when the WLN was listening again. It would be quite simple actually.


  As soon as the thoughts entered his mind, he experienced a wave of disgust. What kind of man would doom his wife to the infirmary in order to save himself? Was he that jealous of Max? Did he really think Alina was having an affair and therefore wanted to punish her? No. The real reason was far more disturbing.


  Carlyle had succeeded. He enticed Leonard to consider becoming an informant in order to deflect pain and suffering from himself. Even more unsettling, such a betrayal would not only affect his wife, it would condemn his daughter as well. Natalia might not end up in the infirmary, but she would be forced into the Youth Brigade’s breeding program and probably end up in the CAPERS housing project. What kind of man? Ashamed and confused, he looked away and tried to compose himself.


  “Are you okay, sweetheart?”


  “Oh…yeah,” he said, shaking his shoulders subtly. In a vain attempt to ease his conscience, he steered the conversation in another direction. “Something terrible happened this morning. Sandy Little committed suicide. I’m still somewhat stunned.”


  Alina nearly shrieked. “What?”


  “I found her at her desk.”


  Alina’s mouth hung open in disbelief. Then she moaned, “My God. It’s all my fault.”


  “Mom?” Natalia looked from her father to her mother, clearly frightened. Leonard touched her on the shoulder briefly, making eye contact but saying nothing.


  Alina gazed at the ground for a minute, trying to come to terms with the death of the young woman she had seen only one day before.


  “Don’t put this on yourself, Alina.”


  She nodded.


  “We have to talk about the tracking experiment.” He took a deep breath. “Our worst nightmare.”


  “No dot? Maybe I have no transmitter.”


  “You have a dot.”


  “What’s a dot?” Natalia interjected.


  “I don’t understand, Leonard. Did it stay in the hospital? I left my purse on the counter.”


  He sighed. “It moved. To Fitzsimmons and beyond.”


  “But I ditched the pass.”


  “At first I thought we had it. I was elated. The tracking dot remained at Fitzsimmons and Seventeenth. It stayed there for a long time.”


  Alina put her head in one hand. “A doctor I knew wanted to chat. It took me a few minutes to shake him.”


  “That few minutes sent me from hell to heaven and back.”


  “What are you saying?” The tears streaming down her face betrayed the fact that she already knew; she had already suspected. “The transmitter’s in my body,” she said softly. It wasn’t a question. Examining her arms in trepidation, she massaged the soft points around her wrists. “How could they possibly accomplish such a conspiracy behind our backs?”


  “With babies a piece of cake,” Leonard mumbled.


  “What?”


  “They snatch them at birth. Snatch ’em and chip ’em. The new generation already tagged and ready to be tracked at a moment’s notice.”


  “And the rest of us?”


  Leonard turned inward and contemplated. It would be very difficult. A moment later a foreboding sense of despair, coupled with the satisfaction of deciphering a puzzle, sent a wave of adrenaline through Leonard’s body. He almost smiled.


  “What is it?” Alina asked, trying to catch his eyes.


  “The CARS testing. Everyone had to go in and get tested. You said they drew spinal fluid?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Why spinal fluid if the whole thing’s a ruse? Why not blood?”


  Alina shrugged listlessly. “Perhaps so a citizen with a microscope would have a hard time performing the test at home.”


  “Not a bad theory.”


  “Wait,” Natalia interrupted. “What do you mean a ruse? It’s not real?”


  Alina closed her eyes and shook her head, unable to look at her daughter.


  A flurry of thoughts raced around Leonard’s mind competing for his attention. Logic elbowed out empathy. His daughter’s fear and his wife’s guilt would have to wait. He pressed on. “So the patient is on the table,” he said. “Facedown—”


  “Lying on his side,” Alina corrected him.


  “Okay, but there’s no way he can see what’s going on. How long does the CARS test take?”


  A long pause. Her face paled.


  “Alina?”


  “I don’t know. A lumbar puncture shouldn’t take that long.”


  “What do you mean you don’t know? You work at a hospital.”


  “I never administered the test. I told you that.”


  “But you were tested, right?”


  “All of us were tested.”


  “So how long did it take?” he said slowly as if talking to a child. “Were the people in the room chatty or nervous or—?”


  “I don’t know.” She grimaced.


  Leonard sighed in exasperation. “It was so traumatic that you don’t remember?”


  Alina bit her lip and looked at the ground. “They put us under.”


  “Anesthesia?”


  “Yes,” she whispered.


  “They put everyone, even adults, under anesthesia for a…a lumbar puncture?”


  “I guess in retrospect it seems kind of extreme.”


  “No shit.”


  Leonard’s heart raced and the cocky euphoria of solving a mystery dissolved into nausea. He did not wish to be right. Not this time.


  “People were scared,” Alina said, but the weariness in her voice spoke volumes.


  “Imagine the expense. No government would pay that kind of money to make people feel comfortable.”


  Alina wiped her eyes. “So that’s how they did it.”


  Natalia, clearly frightened and confused, grabbed her father’s arm forcing him to meet her gaze. “What on earth are you guys talking about?”


  Leonard looked at Alina. She nodded faintly in response.


  For the following half an hour, Leonard brought his daughter up to speed regarding the tracking transmitters and their now dashed hopes of leaving the city before Friday.


  “We wanted to get you out of this nightmare,” Alina whispered, touching her daughter’s cheek.


  Leonard leapt up and kicked the chair aside. He stared at the ceiling, allowing the anger and disappointment to flood his brain. After the waters receded, reason resurfaced. He reviewed the facts and considered their options. With a sharp intake of breath, the shady outline of an idea presented itself. He settled on the edge of the coffee table, bringing himself to eye level with his girls.


  “There may still be a chance,” he said.


  “How could there possibly be a chance, Leonard?”


  “I haven’t told you everything. In order to stay at my desk during lunch, you know, to track you, I had to speak quite harshly to the break enforcer.” He cleared his throat, shaking off his utter disgust for the frumpy woman. “I succeeded, but not before a number of people noticed my erratic behavior.”


  “So?”


  “Carlyle called me into his office.” Leonard bit his lip, repressing the guilt of even considering betraying his family.


  “Oh God. What did he do?”


  “A passive-aggressive dance. He commented on my CARS-like behavior—”


  “No!”


  “He implied they’ve been actively tracking us, at least for the past twenty-four hours. Based on what he said and what I saw on the database yesterday, I doubt it was longer. But he knew about our walk to Max’s house—”


  Alina groaned. “Max was right. I compromised his operation.”


  A jolt of anger caught Leonard by surprise. “More importantly,” he said sharply, “you compromised your daughter’s safety.”


  “I…uh…I didn’t mean—”


  “Carlyle already knew about Max. Apparently, the Feds are not arresting him because they want to keep track of his activities.”


  “They know about him?”


  “Yes, but Carlyle didn’t seem to know about the fake IDs. Not that I could tell. I believe he thinks you’re passing information to Max.” And why would he think that, Leonard? Did the envelope remark give him a clue? “I don’t know what they actually have on Max. Carlyle seems to want him to fulfill some sort of personal vendetta.” Leonard deliberately did not disclose that the commander desired to snag Alina as well. “He’s trying to show up one of his colleagues.”


  “By gathering information on Max?”


  “By bringing him in.”


  Alina gasped.


  “He wants me to hand over incriminating evidence.”


  “You?”


  “He figures I haven’t quite turned yet. He believes I might pump you for details that will seal the deal on Max’s fate.” He believes I will betray you.


  “You won’t tell him anything will—”


  “I’ve got until Friday morning.”


  “But—”


  “Or I go to the infirmary.”


  Alina put her head in her hands. “No, no, no.”


  Natalia merely stared, her eyes wide with fear.


  Gazing up at Leonard, Alina whispered harshly, “So where’s this chance you mentioned?”


  “Carlyle made me a strange promise. He said he’d turn us off for thirty-six hours. No Watchers until five a.m. Thursday.”


  Alina crinkled her eyebrow and examined her husband skeptically. “And you believe him?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Then why are we whispering if they’re not listening?” she spat.


  “It could be a lie.”


  “Of course it’s a lie. He just wants us to let down our guard.”


  “But what if it’s not?” Leonard said excitedly. “This could be our break. We leave tomorrow instead of Thursday. Be out of town before they even know we’re gone.”


  Alina cocked her head. “There are so many things wrong with that plan. First, we don’t have your ID yet.”


  “We’ll go see Max right now. Maybe he can get it to us by morning.”


  “And when they turn us back on, as you put it, do you think they won’t find us in the mountains?”


  “We’ll get rid of the transmitters. You’re a doctor. Let’s find them and take them out.” Even before the words left his mouth, he knew the idea was ludicrous. It was as if a wild man, desperate to obtain freedom, hijacked Leonard’s common sense.


  Alina merely chuckled. “You have got to be kidding me. Really, Leonard. Do you expect me to operate on the kitchen table with a butter knife? We don’t even know for sure where they put the transmitters.”


  Leonard got up and paced the room. “Have you seen anything on x-rays?”


  Alina looked at the ceiling. “I’m not sure if I’ve examined an x-ray since…”


  “Since the CARS testing?”


  Alina nodded.


  “Perfect. That means they’re visible on an x-ray. X-ray us and—”


  “We’ll never get away with it. Even if I can sneak you through radiology, I’d need to get an OR, at least one nurse—”


  “And how would we get the transmitter out of Mom?” Natalia asked, directing the question at her father in an almost accusing tone.


  Leonard looked away, ashamed he had not even considered that issue.


  Alina ignored his gaffe. “What about something from your end? Can you work some programming magic? Turn us off for good?”


  He threw his hands up in the air. “I tried to hack into the system and disable our tracking numbers.” Returning to his place on the coffee table, he slumped down in defeat. “I didn’t even come close.”


  “Try tomorrow,” Alina suggested.


  “I can’t. I’m on suspension.”


  “You’re not going to work?”


  “Not until Friday.”


  “Oh.” A long silence ensued before Alina made another suggestion. “Do you think you can get in using a library computer?”


  Leonard sighed. “Not likely. First, I’d have to hack my way into the DID computer network. I’m guessing they have a pretty heavily secured firewall. Besides, how many hours can I bang away on a library keyboard before they kick me out?”


  “It depends upon how conspicuous you make yourself.”


  “It’s not going to work, Alina. Even when I was in the WLN system, I couldn’t figure out how to disable tracking numbers.”


  They sat quietly for a long time, succumbing to defeat.


  Natalia broke the silence. “This tracking chip. The…uh…transmitter. Is it like a computer?”


  Startled, Leonard glanced up. “A little. It stores information, has a rudimentary program, and a power source.” He shook his head, mildly amused. “The WLN tracking screen actually has a battery indicator, if you can believe it.” He gazed at Alina solemnly. “Yours was near-full.”


  She winced. “God help us. What will they do when the batteries get low?”


  “Another round of CARS testing, I suppose.”


  Natalia persisted. “So it behaves a little like a computer?”


  “Yes. Like a teeny computer whose only job is to hold a tracking number and communicate with a GPS satellite.”


  “Then how about a magnet?”


  Leonard furrowed his brow.


  “What do you mean, sweetheart?” Alina asked.


  “When I was in fourth grade, a teacher yelled at me for laying a magnet on the rim of the computer. She said it could erase the memory.”


  Leonard shook his head. “I don’t believe a magnet could erase the chip…although the power source might be susceptible to damage.” He touched her arm. “Nevertheless, we would need a very large magnet to disable something like this.” Raising his eyebrows in encouragement, he added, “But it’s a clever idea. Keep ’em coming.”


  “Garrett’s got a large magnet in his science kit. It’s in his closet.” She jumped up. “I’ll go get it.”


  Leonard grabbed her hand and stopped her. “No. I mean large, large. Huge. Anything that would fit in Garrett’s closet isn’t going to cut it.”


  Natalia’s face fell. She sat back down.


  “A really brilliant idea in theory, though, honestly. If we could somehow disable the device while we are not being tracked—”


  “Supposedly not being tracked,” Alina said.


  “Right, right. But if we’re not being tracked and we manage to disable the transmitters before they try to locate us, they’d be clueless. It’s the perfect plan, Nat.”


  She smiled. “Nat?”


  “Oh, sorry.”


  “No, that’s good. You can call me Nat. It’s way better than darling.”


  He touched her on the arm. “It’s a great idea, Nat. I just don’t know where in God’s kingdom we could find a magnet big enough to do the job.”


  In the silence that followed, a tinge of electricity galvanized the air. A prickly sensation sprinted up Leonard’s spine at the same moment Alina drew a sharp breath.


  “I do,” she whispered, gazing at Leonard, her cheeks reddening, a wild look of rebellion in her eyes.


  His face flushed in excitement as he guessed her thoughts. “An MRI machine.”


  Natalia’s eyes widened.


  Alina grinned ear to ear. “That’s why.”


  “Why what?”


  “That’s why I haven’t seen an MRI performed in years.”


  Leonard nodded. “Because an MRI might disable the tracking device. A big expense to the Feds, having to replace them all. And why bother? They don’t care if an individual lives or dies so long as the abstract concept of the people remains intact.”


  Alina got up and began to pace. “We have an MRI in the basement of the surgery building. I saw it when I was searching for supplies several months ago.” She stopped and threw her hands in the air. “I assumed it was broken, that they just didn’t plan to fix it because they’d run out of money.”


  “But what if it’s not broken?” Leonard’s face brightened.


  “Do you think it will work?”


  “No guarantees, but it’s the best idea so far.” He furrowed his brow. “Could we get injured?”


  “I don’t know. Depends upon where the transmitter’s located and what happens to it when it encounters a magnetic field.”


  Silence followed as Leonard considered the possibilities. Remembering the fate that awaited his daughter on Friday, he concluded that it was worth the risk. “We should try.”


  Alina touched her husband on the shoulder. He rose and gave her a hug.


  “Does this mean my idea might be the answer?” Natalia asked, standing.


  Leonard pulled her into a group hug. “Yes, my brilliant daughter, it does.”


  Within seconds Leonard was overcome with tears of joy. “We might pull this off,” he said, kissing first Natalia then Alina. “We might just pull this off.”


  


  Chapter Twenty-One


  “You’re not expected at work tomorrow, correct?” Alina said.


  “I’m suspended. Clearly Carlyle realizes I could do a lot of damage on base if I had access to the computer network.”


  “And why not…if you’re doomed to the infirmary anyway?”


  “Exactly.”


  “So no one’s going to miss you.”


  “No. Especially if Carlyle really put a thirty-six hour hold on the Watchers.”


  “We’ll see about that,” Alina mumbled.


  “Stay positive,” Leonard said, taking charge. “We will all go to the hospital in the morning.”


  Natalia tugged on her father’s shoulder. “But I’m expected at school. They get pretty fired up when someone is absent.”


  He tilted his head in amusement. “Can’t you call in sick?”


  “They send a school nurse to the home to verify.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


  “It happened to several of my friends. Pretty much no one skips anymore.”


  Leonard puffed up his cheeks and pushed the air out slowly. “How about lunch?”


  “We get a half-hour.”


  “And what happens if you don’t make it to your afternoon classes?”


  Natalia furrowed her brow. “I’m not sure. Same thing, I suppose.”


  “But it’s not part of the routine, right? To take a formal attendance?”


  “No, I suppose it’s not. I mean we’re not allowed to go off campus, so it’s not really an issue—”


  “Am I allowed to pick you up?”


  “I don’t know. Perhaps you could.”


  “Do I have to formally check you out at the front office?”


  Natalia sighed. “I’ve never seen any parents there. Maybe if you flash your DID pass. They love authority around that place.”


  “Perfect.”


  “But if I’m not back in class, my teacher’s going to notice my absence.”


  “Perhaps she’ll assume you’re sick.”


  “She would probably look it up on the computer eventually.”


  “But not immediately.”


  “I don’t know, Dad,” she cried in frustration.


  “Work with me, Nat.”


  “What do you want me to say?”


  “Just give me the possibilities. Could we buy more time if I pick you up at the beginning of lunch?”


  Natalia shrugged. “Possibly. Ms. Springer is a little scattered. I suppose she might wait five to ten minutes.”


  “And when she has a moment she might look you up,” Leonard said. “Then notify the front office. They’d call home—”


  “Wouldn’t they just track her?” Alina interrupted. “That would put us back on the radar.”


  “The listening network I saw was situated in a large, highly secured room at the base. Do you really think they have a WLN computer hook-up in the teachers’ lounge?”


  “I guess that would be a long shot.”


  “If a kid goes missing, they probably have to fill out some paperwork requesting a track.”


  “And if that procedure is anything like the rigmarole we have to go through to get a doctor consult—”


  “Precisely my point.”


  Alina nodded. “All right then. Clearly lunch is our best shot. If you two come by the hospital after lunch, that will give me time to check out the condition of the MRI.” She paused. “But I’m concerned about how much time we’ll have once we start. It’s a noisy machine.”


  “How noisy?”


  “Very.”


  Leonard frowned.


  “But it’s in the basement,” Alina said. “Theoretically, the sound is buffered.”


  “You and Natalia should go through first. In case we run out of time.”


  “Natalia at least,” she agreed.


  Leonard stood up and gestured for the ladies to follow him to the table. He turned on the kitchen radio and grabbed a white tablet from the junk drawer. They huddled together and drew up a plan.


  “So I pick up Natalia at…what time is your lunch?”


  “Noon.”


  Leonard chuckled. “Does everyone eat at noon? Like some en-masse collective feast?”


  “I think so,” Alina said.


  “Who manages the hospital while everyone is in the cafeteria?”


  “I guess there is an emergency staff in the ER, and we have an intercom in the cafeteria.”


  “What about the cafeteria staff?”


  “Clearly they eat at another time,” Alina said impatiently.


  “It’s still rather creepy.”


  “Go on, Leonard. We already know we need to get out of here. Your comments about the absurdity of the new order—”


  “The New Direction,” Natalia corrected.


  “The New Direction, then. Your father’s complaints are unnecessary at this point. What we need is focus.”


  “Right,” Leonard conceded. “So I pick up Natalia at noon. In the car?”


  “Yes, you should have the car. I can go on the bus. We’ll make sure the car’s stocked when we’re done here.” She paused. “I’ll be back from lunch by the time you get to the hospital, but I have two appointments at one and one-thirty. And then I’m supposed to do follow up visits in the surgery wing.”


  “I thought you didn’t do surgeries.”


  Alina gritted her teeth. “I don’t, but I have to do rounds anyway.”


  “Can you reschedule your patients?”


  Alina frowned. After a long pause, she said, “I may be able to get Dr. Whitney to cover for me. She owes me a favor. I took over her morning schedule last month when she wanted to spend a few stolen hours with her fiancé.”


  “Perfect. What excuse will you use? A few stolen moments with your husband?” He winked.


  “It’s probably better if I say I’m going out with Natalia, sort of a pre-birthday mother-daughter afternoon.”


  “No one would buy the husband story…”


  Alina grimaced. “Sorry.”


  He shrugged. “How do we get in?”


  “Come in through the front door. It will look like you’re dropping off Natalia.”


  “And no one will be concerned she’s skipping school?”


  “Dr. Whitney won’t. She’s not a political rebel, but she’s certainly a free spirit.” Alina lifted her shoulders dismissively. “Everyone else will assume Natalia has an appointment.”


  “They’ll assume I’m pregnant.”


  Alina touched her hand softly. “You’ll provide a great cover.”


  “Okay, girls. Shelve the emotions. Save them for our victory celebration.” Leonard clicked the pen several times. “How long will this take? The whole MRI business.”


  “That depends on how long it takes me to get it up and running and make sure the room is safe.”


  “Safe?”


  “Yeah. No surgical instruments lying around that might come flying at us.”


  “Can you check that out in the morning when you go down there?”


  She nodded.


  “So assuming it goes smoothly, how long do you think it will take to run us all through?” Leonard tapped his pen impatiently on the tablet.


  Alina sighed. “Well, we’re not worried about images, so we don’t have to lie still. I could possibly get us all through in an hour. Faster if we just need to be exposed to the magnetic field. How long would it take a magnetic field to disable a transmitter?”


  “How long would it take to disable a pacemaker?”


  “Some pacemakers survive MRIs. New pacemakers and MRI machines with milder magnetic fields are potentially safe.”


  Leonard frowned. “But you said they haven’t done MRIs since the CARS epidemic?”


  “Yeah. That’s right. So they must know that the transmitters are not MRI-compatible.”


  “Good.” He doodled on the tablet. Small triangles with accents on the corners covered the page. One multi-layered triangle sprouted a heavy-headed arrow. Nothing else appeared on the tablet except the word noon. “Let’s not rush it unless we think time is running out. Put Natalia through on the conveyer belt—”


  “And no stopping to examine images. Fifteen to twenty minutes.”


  “So we’ll say about an hour for all three.”


  Alina scowled playfully. “Which is what I already estimated.”


  “And then we leave?” Natalia asked hopefully.


  “IDs,” Alina exclaimed. “I’ll put ours in the glove compartment—”


  “Why not in one of the secret compartments?”


  Natalia interrupted. “What secret compartments?”


  Alina rattled off a brief description of the automobile’s overhaul and the various supplies already prepared.


  “Cool!”


  Then Alina addressed Leonard. “We do not want to open those compartments in public.”


  “Good point.”


  “So I’ll put the papers in the glove compartment. Our IDs and Natalia’s pass. But what about you, Leonard?”


  He furrowed his brow. “Carlyle said he was sending a message to the gates to keep me from leaving. I need Max’s new ID. We’ll have to visit him tonight.”


  “But what if they are tracking us?”


  “But Carlyle said—”


  “Don’t be so gullible.”


  “We have no choice, Alina. What do you want me to do?”


  “The whole plan could be exposed by morning,” she said fretfully.


  “Do you have an alternative?”


  “I’ll go,” Natalia announced, standing.


  Her parents turned their heads suddenly.


  “Out of the question,” Leonard said.


  “Dad, it makes sense.”


  “You don’t even know where he lives.” He turned to Alina. “Does she?”


  “I had my picture taken there six months ago.”


  “You took her to Max’s? She knew about this plan?”


  “Mom didn’t really explain it to me. They told me it was for safety purposes. To have my picture on file.” She touched her mother on the shoulder. “But I thought it was more than that. You and Max acted strangely.”


  Leonard sneered. “Did they? I would assume that, by now, Max is a fairly convincing liar.”


  Alina glared.


  “In his line of business, I mean.”


  “Knock it off guys. Just let me go. Max knows me. It’ll be easy.”


  He glanced at the clock. “It’s nearly ten. It’s dark—”


  “It’s the solution, Leonard,” Alina said softly with a hint of reluctance.


  “You can’t be serious.”


  “Even if Carlyle lied and the trackers are hyper focused on the two of us—”


  “They probably wouldn’t be tracking Natalia,” he said solemnly.


  “Who needs to track the comings and goings of a teenager?”


  Leonard frowned. “It wouldn’t even occur to the WLN that her parents would put her in a dangerous position.”


  “I’ll be fine, Dad.”


  Leonard did not acknowledge her.


  The young lady put her hands on her hips defiantly. “You think I won’t be in danger when we try to cross the border?”


  He closed his eyes and remained silent.


  Alina hugged her daughter. “You’ll do great. I have every confidence in you.”


  Leonard moaned, realizing that he was on the losing side of the battle. He fumbled with an object still lodged in his sock, the thumb drive containing Max’s WLN record. Handing it to Natalia, he said, “Give this to Max. I promised him.”


  Natalia touched her father gently on the shoulder and kissed his head. He grabbed her hand and pulled it toward his chest, clutching it as if he did not ever wish to let go.


  “I love you,” he whispered.


  “I know, Dad. I know.”


  


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Two hours later, Leonard paced the room anxiously. Natalia had not yet returned.


  “I told you this was an abhorrent idea,” he said. “Why, oh why, oh why am I so stupid?” He put his head in both hands.


  “It’s only been—”


  The front door opened suddenly. Alina and Leonard rushed to the hallway. Natalia closed the door and strode inside.


  “Well?” Alina asked.


  Natalia grinned. She held up an ID badge. Leonard snatched it from her hands.


  Robert H. Cook, MD.


  He turned the ID over and examined it from all angles. Fumbling with his wallet, he retrieved his DID pass. The IDs were identical except for the seal. Robert Cook’s pass shimmered in red and gold, the DOH logo beaming proudly across the surface. The symbol, a snake wound around a staff with a dozen radical lines branching out in all directions, appeared on both sides of the ID. As Leonard tipped the card, a hologram echo of his face twinkled in one corner.


  “Is this good?” Leonard asked Alina, assuming that her DOH ID was a better indicator of a convincing reproduction.


  She looked it over carefully. “It’s perfect.”


  “I’m supposed to warn you,” Natalia said.


  “Yes?”


  “Max was kind of pissed. He said that his computer guy hasn’t finished fleshing out Dr. Cook’s identity on all of the department computers—”


  “What does that mean?” Leonard asked.


  Alina said, “I think it means that Dr. Cook might show up in one database, like the DOH, but you’ll be completely absent in another, hopefully something irrelevant like the Department of Housing and Relocation.”


  Natalia touched her father’s arm. “They were also holding off redirecting the retina scan and fingerprints in the national identification database until Wednesday evening.”


  “Why?”


  “He assumed you were going to work tomorrow. Leonard Tramer still needed to get through the security maze at the DID.”


  “Right.”


  “He hopes his computer guy will be able to reroute everything first thing in the morning. We should be okay by the time we cross the border.”


  “Hope. Should.” Leonard sighed. “I guess that’s the best we can do.”


  “Be grateful, Leonard,” Alina said in a scolding tone. “You’ve got an ID.”


  He glowered.


  “Oh.” Natalia laughed, seemingly unaware of her father’s aggravation. “You’ll love this.”


  “What?” Alina said.


  “Just before I left, Max said to me…”


  “Yes?”


  “‘Get an MRI.’”


  “You’re kidding me,” Alina shouted. Hastily, she covered her mouth. “He knows.”


  “And he planned to slip that bit of information to us as we were stepping over the border?” Leonard spat in exasperation.


  Alina frowned. “You’re right. That is disconcerting…Did you ask Max why he didn’t tell me?”


  “He said he intended to line up an insider MRI tech for us—”


  “But why didn’t he let me know sooner? It doesn’t make sense.”


  Leonard offered a speculation. “He keeps as much information to himself as possible. That way if you are an informant, all they’d have is a fake ID.”


  “Makes sense, I suppose. But, still, he knew we were going to leave on Thursday.”


  Natalia winced. “He told me he had second thoughts after you brought Dad on board.”


  “What a surprise,” Leonard said.


  “He didn’t want to risk the identity of one of his DOH insiders.”


  Alina appeared despondent.


  Hastily, Natalia continued, “He apologized. Said he wouldn’t have let you cross the border until he knew you were safe.”


  “That’s comforting,” Leonard mumbled. “But he considered letting me cross, didn’t he?”


  Natalia opened her mouth but hesitated. “I told him Mom had access to an MRI machine and that we already knew.”


  Alina smiled. “I’ll bet that impressed him.”


  Leonard rolled his eyes. An awkward silence followed.


  “So,” Natalia said clumsily, attempting to drive the conversation in a productive direction. “You’ll pick me up at noon, Dad, right?”


  “You need to print me a map.”


  “It’s Ridgecrest.”


  “I don’t recognize where I am anymore.”


  Alina put one hand on his shoulder. “We’ll have to show you on a paper map, Leonard. I’ll draw it out as well.”


  “Right. No Internet. No printer.” He sighed. “Where do you want to meet, Natalia?”


  “Just inside the entrance there’s an office. I’ll stand to the left. It’s busy at lunch, but there won’t be a horde of people hanging by the front office.”


  “Let’s try to slip out. The less attention we draw to ourselves the better. But if they give us trouble, I’ll flash my DID pass.”


  Alina chimed in. “And I’m on the third floor of the west building.”


  “I’ve been there, Mom.”


  “Right.”


  Another awkward silence.


  “Up Next: Eric Stehlen: The Right Man For the Job.”


  “Let’s stock the car,” Leonard said, glaring at the television.


  “I’m on it,” Alina replied.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  At a few minutes before noon, Leonard wandered up the stairs of Natalia’s middle school. Above the doors the school’s designation, Department of Education Public School 007934, stood out in large, black letters and numerals. Other than the uninspiring name, Leonard knew the building well.


  As he wrenched open the door, the lunch bell sounded, reverberating throughout the building. Within seconds eager voices and the sound of hundreds of galumphing feet filled the hallway. A few wandered in Leonard’s direction to access lockers near the front office, but as Natalia had promised, most of the students wandered away, presumably toward the cafeteria.


  Leonard surveyed the crowd expectantly, waiting for his daughter to emerge. It was difficult to distinguish one student from another since they all wore the same navy blue uniforms. He glanced at his watch several times. By 12:05 only a few pupils remained in the hallway. A gaggle of pretty girls, two of them visibly pregnant, loitered near a locker about twenty feet away. But no Natalia. Leonard craned his neck trying to make out a familiar shape in the trickle of kids disappearing at the far end of the hallway. He peered at his watch again, growing impatient. At 12:10 a foreboding feeling crept from his stomach up into his throat.


  Something happened.


  “Mr. Tramer?”


  A voice startled him, shaking him from his grim speculations. One of the pretty girls approached him cautiously, her three friends following reluctantly. The girl in the lead had auburn hair and deep brown eyes. She was not one of the students who appeared pregnant from a distance. Nevertheless, a slight bulge in her abdomen indicated that she might also be carrying a child.


  “Mr. Tramer. Are you all right?”


  She knows me?


  “Come on, Linda,” a copper-skinned, very pregnant student said, addressing the auburn-haired girl.


  Their dark-skinned companion sighed. “Leave her alone. She’s talking to someone.”


  “She’s talking to an adult,” the first girl grumbled through her teeth. “And he’s not a teacher.”


  A fourth student, another swollen-bellied girl, remained quiet. She examined her hands anxiously and hung back several paces.


  “It’s okay, Sunni,” Linda said. “This is Natalia’s dad.”


  Sunni scoffed, regarding Leonard with disdain. “Whatever.” She pivoted on her heels and took command of the other two. “We’ll meet you in the lunchroom when you’re done with that guy.”


  The sassy teenager’s blatant disrespect unnerved Leonard. He stared after the trio as they marched down the hallway.


  “Mr. Tramer,” Linda whispered urgently. “What are you doing here?”


  “I…uh…” Leonard knitted his eyebrows and stared into the eyes of the girl before him. Clearly, she knew him from somewhere. She must be a friend of Natalia’s.


  “Linda.” Leonard remembered his daughter’s confession the first time he met her. Some girl named Linda was pregnant and ignoring Natalia. He tipped his head to one side. “Are you still Natalia’s friend?”


  Linda pulled her head back in surprise and became defensive. “You barged into our school to ask me if I’m still Natalia’s friend?”


  “No, no, no. I came here to pick up Natalia. It’s just that she said—” Leonard refrained. His mission didn’t include scolding this girl.


  Linda pursed her lips. “She said what? I mean…” Her words trailed away and her tone implied that she knew very well what he was talking about, but she was not going to go there. Not with him. Not at that moment.


  “Anyway, no matter,” Leonard said, dismissing the issue. “Natalia was supposed to meet me by the front door during her lunch period. I’m sure she said right here by the office.”


  “You missed her.”


  Leonard’s heart beat faster. “What do you mean, I missed her?”


  “She left. Twenty, maybe thirty minutes ago.”


  Leonard stammered. “How…how can that be? She told me students were not allowed to leave campus.”


  Linda laughed derisively. “Yeah, well the Youth Brigade gets special privileges.”


  Leonard’s stomach turned over, and he became so dizzy, he nearly fell to his knees. Youth Brigade? Everything they told Natalia in the past twenty-four hours: the tracking implants, the counterfeit IDs, the smuggling compartments in the car. All the details of their escape plan, not to mention almost everything they knew about the government and the CARS scam. Natalia knew. Natalia had bluffed her way into their sphere of trust and extracted enough incriminating evidence to sentence her parents for life. What was it Alina’s friend, Brenda, told her? Trust no one. Especially not your children.


  “Oh my God,” Leonard moaned, no longer feeling the need to be vigilant. Without warning, the odor of sweat and old mops overpowered Leonard. He staggered, putting his head in one hand. “Natalia never told me she was in the Youth Brigade.”


  Linda let out a yelp of amusement. “Natalia? Natalia’s not in the Youth Brigade.”


  “But you said—”


  “I was talking about Garrett.”


  “Garrett?”


  “Garrett came and pulled Natalia out of math class.”


  “You were there?”


  Linda sighed in teenage annoyance. “Yes, I was there. That’s how come I know.”


  “Why would he pull her—?” Leonard began, but the answer to his question emerged swiftly from within. He’s not waiting until Friday.


  Leonard gazed at Linda keenly, but the girl refused to meet his eyes. Instead, she examined her fingernails attentively, her face flushed, growing redder with each second.


  “You know where he took her, don’t you, Linda?”


  The girl shook her head several times fast, but she bit her lip nervously.


  Leonard touched her shoulder and tilted his entire body to one side, trying to catch her eyes — this young lady, pressured into sex before she was ready, corralled into The New Direction’s breeding program.


  Violated by my own son, Leonard concluded in horror, remembering the conversation he heard in the backyard Monday night. I already nailed your friend. Was that why Linda avoided Natalia?


  “You know because you’ve been there…with Garrett.”


  Linda curled her lips inside until the skin around them blanched. She blinked back tears. All of a sudden she shook Leonard’s hand away violently and scowled at him in disgust. “You want your turn now, I suppose?”


  “No, Linda, I wouldn’t…I’m so sorry my son did this to you.”


  Her voice trembled. “He is not a nice boy, you know. Of all the boys to…” Linda closed her eyes, as if refusing to open them might make the whole sordid business go away. The pained expression on the girl’s face prompted Leonard to remember the urgency of the present.


  “Where did Garrett take Natalia? Someone’s house?”


  Linda looked away.


  “She’s paired with an Asian boy, correct?”


  Linda’s eyes flew open. “Yeah. Dishi. How did you know?”


  “Did Dishi leave with Garrett, too?”


  “I don’t know. He’s not in our math class.”


  Leonard took a deep breath, trying to remain calm. “Listen, Linda, do you know where they would go?”


  She glared at him in disbelief. “Do you realize what they’ll do to me if I tell?”


  Leonard grabbed her by both arms and she grimaced in fear. Her discomfort did not move him. He shook her slightly. “Where did he take her?” he demanded.


  “The Camry Motel. Room 101 or 103.” She wrenched herself from his grasp, turned, and ran down the hall in tears.


  The Camry Motel.


  Leonard pulled Alina’s hand-drawn map out of his pocket. The Camry Motel was one of the landmarks she’d included to help Leonard find his way. It was only three blocks from the school and Leonard had parked halfway between the motel and DEPS 007934. He turned abruptly and made his way toward the front door.


  “May I help you?” a stern woman’s voice hollered before Leonard reached the exit. Something about her tone reminded Leonard of the break enforcer at the DID. He gritted his teeth and turned slowly.


  Play it cool. “I’m sorry,” he said, feigning a smile. “I was looking for my daughter.”


  The woman glowered. Gesturing at Linda who had just disappeared around the corner, the school official said, “I see you found her.”


  Why not? It’s a good cover, Leonard thought. “Yeah. I’ll be getting out of your hair now.” The urge to bolt and run to the Camry Motel nearly crippled his wavering self-control.


  The woman strode briskly toward Leonard with a haughty, authoritative gait. “This is why we don’t allow parents to visit during school hours, Mr. uh…”


  He did not know Linda’s last name. Furthermore, he realized he might have to use his ID. Hoping that the woman had not gotten a good look at Linda or that she really didn’t know the students by sight, he answered truthfully. “Tramer.”


  “Mr. Tramer.” She folded her arms. “Kindly do not visit in the future. You may pick up your daughter at the curb.” Her saccharine smile sickened Leonard.


  “Absolutely, ma’am,” he said, matching her fake smile with a beauty of his own. “Do you have something to hide?” It slipped out of his mouth before he could contain it. Like sterilants in the water and segregated education?


  The woman narrowed her eyes to half-moon slits. She regarded Leonard with contempt. “Leave. Now. Mr. Tramer,” she spat. “Before I have to call the authorities.”


  Dying to flash his badge at that moment, he paused, but only for a second. Natalia was at the Camry Motel. It might already be too late.


  “My pleasure,” he said, and he walked quickly to the exit. As he ran down the steps, the bell rang, signaling the end of the lunch period. Leonard doubled his speed and raced toward the Camry Motel.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Old and in desperate need of paint, the two-story motel consisted of three buildings forming a u-shape. A Department of Housing and Relocation banner plastered on a billboard near the sidewalk announced that rooms were assigned to persons in transit from one housing development to another. Leonard stepped onto the property and looked around. The office was at the end of building three, kitty-corner from rooms 101 and 103.


  Leonard raced across the parking lot and peered into the window of room 101. The curtain was open and an elderly couple sat propped up in bed, reading. He rushed to the next door. 103. The curtains were closed and the television blared inside.


  Leonard pounded on the door frantically. “Open the door,” he shouted. “Natalia, are you in there?”


  No response.


  He hammered with both fists and screamed, “God damn it, let me in.”


  “Dad?” a voice inside the room called hesitantly.


  Leonard kicked furiously and the door cracked and burst open.


  Natalia sat at the end of the bed next to a medium-built boy approximately her age. They appeared to have been watching television, but both of them gazed apprehensively at the man who barged into the room. The boy stood.


  Without appraising the situation, Leonard charged and smacked the boy in the face, sending him stumbling back. The teenager fell hard and hit his shoulder on the bedside table.


  “Dad, stop!” Natalia shrieked.


  The boy, presumably Dishi, attempted to stand. Before he could fully right himself, Leonard kneed him in the stomach. Dishi groaned and buckled in pain.


  Natalia jumped to her feet and pulled on her father’s shirt. “Please, no, Dad. Stop.”


  Dishi made another feeble effort to stand, but he slumped on the floor in defeat. Leonard intended to go for another round, but Natalia’s sobbing roused him from his rage.


  “He didn’t do anything,” she cried.


  Looking his daughter up and down, Leonard discovered that she was fully dressed and her hair neatly combed. Scanning the room, Leonard saw a professionally made bed, the pillows tucked symmetrically against the headboard. Near the television two open Coke cans sat on a desk. On the floor lay a boy with almond-shaped eyes. He was dressed in a school uniform, battered and bleeding from the mouth. The shoulder of his shirt was torn. Leonard sat on the bed slowly, still in shock.


  Natalia helped the boy to his feet and settled him in a pale green chair in a corner by the protruding wall heater. At that precise moment, the ancient device’s fan rattled to life.


  Leonard and Dishi stared at one another, the cold expression in the boy’s eyes caused Leonard to flinch and turn away in disgrace.


  “Not every teenage boy is an animal, Mr. Tramer,” Dishi said. The young man’s words, brimming with accusation, magnified the older man’s shame.


  Leonard glanced up.


  Dishi, clearly in pain, attempted to sit up straight and maintain a level of dignity and self-confidence. “I have a family, too. I don’t want to create an anonymous baby with your daughter any more than she does. I think the Youth Brigade is sick, and I loathe The New Direction.”


  Not knowing what else to say, Leonard mumbled, “I’m sorry, young man—”


  “Dishi.”


  “I’m sorry, Dishi. I should have looked before I reacted.”


  Dishi shrugged. “It happened. What now?”


  “I came to take Natalia.”


  Dishi raised his eyebrows. “Home?”


  “No.” Leonard let down his guard. “Away.”


  “Really? You’ll have a good head start. Garrett cleared us both for the day.”


  “You’re not expected back at school?” Leonard asked, turning toward Natalia.


  “Nope,” she said, smiling.


  “Why did Garrett come today? He said Friday.”


  “He thought I would bail on Friday. And he didn’t want to ruin my birthday tomorrow, so today was as good a day as any.”


  “How kind of him.”


  “He did us a favor, actually. We’ve got a whole afternoon.”


  “You’re free,” Dishi whispered.


  They both looked at the boy. Leonard’s heart sank. He hated to leave him behind, but he knew they only had a few resources and no extra ID.


  Guessing Leonard’s thoughts, Dishi said, “As I told you, I have a family. I won’t be running away any time soon.”


  “Of course.”


  The boy gazed at Leonard, regarding him warily. Eventually he made a peculiar comment. “You never know where you will find the counter-revs and what they are up to.”


  Leonard opened his mouth, but found he had no suitable response to Dishi’s cryptic message. Are the boy and his family members of the underground?


  Suddenly, Dishi’s demeanor lightened. “You guys better get a move on.”


  “What’s going to happen to you?” Natalia asked anxiously. “For allowing me to go? The Brigade isn’t going to let you get away with this.”


  Chuckling, he pointed to his torn sleeve and the blood on his face. “I think your dad gave me a good alibi. I look like I put up a fight.”


  Leonard felt like saying sorry for the third time, but he held his tongue. There were only so many apologies a man could offer before he had to accept that he was either forgiven or not. Noticing the soft smile on the young man’s face, Leonard concluded that he had, indeed, been forgiven.


  He stood to leave, offering Dishi his hand. The boy shook it firmly, but he winced slightly. Leonard glanced away. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the cans of soda.


  “Natalia,” he said. “Would you please bring your Coke?”


  She eyed him in disbelief. “Okay,” she replied, drawing out the vowels.


  A few minutes later, they reached the car. Leonard put a finger over his lips as they settled into their seats. Natalia cast him a quizzical look, but she remained silent. Feeling the right side of the driver’s seat, Leonard nodded appreciatively. Max knows his stuff. He grabbed Natalia’s soda and carefully poured it down the side of his seat.


  “Dad! What are you doing?”


  Leonard scowled and put three fingers over her mouth. Tilting his head to one side, he heard a satisfying sizzle. He smiled.


  “That oughtta do it,” he said as he removed his fingers from his daughter’s lips.


  She examined the mess and shook her head in disbelief. “You’re gaga.”


  “Yes, Nat, I am.” Grinning, he pulled out onto the road and headed for the Neil Nelson Medical Center.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  “Where the hell have you been?” Alina snapped when Leonard and Natalia rushed into her office.


  Natalia started to speak but Leonard nudged her sharply.


  “We’ll explain when we’re on the road.” He whispered the last three words and nodded at his wife and daughter each in turn.


  “Close the door,” Alina said, gesturing with a flick of her hand.


  Natalia complied, glancing first into the hallway.


  Alina cleared her throat. “Sit,” she said. Leonard plopped down on a guest chair, while Natalia bounced on a swiveling stool. “Here’s what I found—”


  Leonard leaned forward. “Shouldn’t you turn on a radio?” he whispered.


  “We’re safe here.”


  “What makes you so sure? We’re not safe anywhere. You told me that.”


  “This office used to belong to a big shot. I inherited it when I…” Her voice trailed away.


  “But—”


  “A few key individuals have sat in that chair and spoken to me in detail about member profiles and security issues.”


  “So?”


  “Those same individuals refuse to talk in the hallway.”


  “That doesn’t mean—”


  “They even refuse to talk to me when I am in an empty exam room. ‘Let’s go back to your office,’ one guy whispered when we were otherwise clearly alone.”


  “Alone with the WLN.”


  She nodded, one eyebrow raised. “So I’m assuming the difference between the exam room and my office is—”


  “No WLN.”


  “Precisely.” She patted her desk. “This is the only place I feel a sense of privacy.”


  Leonard sat back. “Okay then. What’s the plan?”


  “So here’s what we’ve got. And it’s excellent news.” She smiled. “When I went down to examine the area, the machine was already set to go. Someone moved it to a secure room. No metal objects lying around. The computer equipment is in an adjacent room, already set up. All we have to do is turn it on.”


  “It can’t be that easy,” Leonard said, a doubtful expression on his face.


  “A log indicates that the machine was used last week.”


  “Do you think someone else had our idea?”


  Alina shook her head. “Not likely. This wasn’t a rush job. I’m thinking some government hotshot needed an MRI. Who knows? Maybe even Stehlen himself.”


  Leonard frowned. The double standard, although not at all surprising, angered him. Of course the Feds would want to keep the technology available for themselves. “Are you sure they haven’t disabled it in the meantime?”


  “I turned it on for two minutes. No one came down. That’s another good sign…They probably left it set up because whomever it was might need a follow-up MRI.”


  Natalia interjected, “Max said he has insider techs. They probably use it, too.”


  Alina’s eyes flew open. “You’re right. That’s priceless.”


  Leonard smiled. “What are we waiting for?” He stood up and reached for Natalia’s hand.


  “I was waiting for my husband and daughter.”


  “Touché.”


  Alina joined them, grabbing a stick near the office door. “One thing. There are cameras in the stairwell leading down.”


  Leonard furrowed his brow. “That’s a pretty big one thing. We should take the elevator.”


  “Continuously monitored. Even more risky. However, oddly enough, the cameras in the basement have all been turned up and locked into place.”


  “Possibly so security doesn’t spy on the government hotshot?”


  “That’s what I was assuming.”


  His heart racing, Leonard questioned his wife’s cavalier attitude regarding the cameras. “What do we do about the stairwell?”


  Alina held up the stick in her hand. “This extends to about ten feet. We use it to open the sky windows in the cafeteria. I was hoping we might turn the cameras from a distance.”


  “I don’t know, Alina. We might be better off sneaking by and hoping someone assumes we’re getting supplies. Security will notice cameras going dark before they worry about a few bodies descending the staircase.”


  “Bodies, Dad?” Natalia snickered. “You make it sound like we’re dead.”


  He tipped his head from side to side. “That might be a good cover also.”


  Natalia giggled.


  “Nah,” Alina said, as if they were serious. “But you might be right about leaving the cameras alone.” She looked at Leonard quizzically. “Just amble down the stairs and they won’t assume we’re up to something?”


  “Do you have extra lab coats?”


  “What about Natalia?” Alina said.


  “What about her?”


  “We don’t have many child genius doctors wandering around the hospital.”


  “Any short nurses?”


  Natalia folded her arms and scowled. “I’m standing right here, you know.”


  “Be realistic, Nat. Even in a lab coat, it’s obvious you’re a child.”


  “A teenager as of tomorrow,” she corrected.


  “Okay, a teenager, but not exactly a med school graduate.”


  Alina sat down on the chair that had been occupied by Leonard only a few minutes ago. “I should have taken better care to plan this. I was so excited that the MRI was set to go, I didn’t think past turning the cameras.” She tossed the stick aside in frustration.


  Leonard straddled Natalia’s rolling stool, while Natalia wandered around the desk and sat in her mother’s chair. She held her head high and swiveled slightly back and forth.


  Leonard rolled forward and took Alina’s hands. “We’ll figure something out.” They stared at one another, but no brilliant ideas surfaced.


  “Why don’t you wheel me down in a laundry basket?” Natalia suggested. “Like they do in the movies.”


  Leonard smiled. “It would look even more ridiculous to carry a laundry basket down the stairwell.”


  “But,” Alina said, her voice rising. “It wouldn’t look so weird in the elevator.”


  “You said the elevators were constantly monitored.”


  “Yes, but after considering your look natural strategy, I realized that you’re right. They won’t take much notice of a doctor heading to the basement for supplies. That’s why I wandered down the stairs this morning with little concern.”


  Leonard raised an eyebrow. “How about two doctors and a laundry tub?”


  Alina thought for a moment. “We have a wheeled basket Natalia would fit in. If I dump some supplies on top of her, it will look like I’m returning surplus supplies. It could work.”


  “The stuff you dump on me…can we make that blankets?”


  “A couple of blankets to cover you up and some bandage boxes on top. Keep it light. The guys in security aren’t going to care what a doctor is taking to or from the supply room.”


  “You hope,” Leonard said.


  “They’re just looking for erratic behavior. What’s erratic about two white-coats and a laundry tub?”


  “Nothing, I guess.”


  “Wait here,” Alina said, as she jumped from her chair and exited the room. A few minutes later she returned with a beige canvas laundry tub on wheels. Two blankets, a white coat, rubber gloves, and five dozen boxes of gauze rested inside.


  Leonard grabbed the coat. “A little snug, but it’ll do.” They helped Natalia climb into the basket. “No one will find it odd that you just wheeled a laundry basket into your office?”


  “Stop worrying, Leonard. The sooner we get going the better.”


  He hesitated. “People will know I’m not a doctor. Someone will stop us in the hallway and ask, ‘Who are you?’”


  “Already thought of that.” Alina pulled a surgical hat and mask out of her pocket and handed the items to him. After he put them on, she wet her hands and patted the hat.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Walk ahead of me,” she instructed. “Slowly, like you’re tired and it’s been a long day. Look past anyone who tries to make eye contact. I’ll meet up with you in the elevator hallway—”


  “Which is where?”


  “About twenty feet down the hall and to the left.” She carefully covered Natalia with the blankets and bandages. “When no one is looking at your face, take your mask off and wipe your brow. We’ll enter the elevator together and chat about the weather or something.”


  Leonard puffed out his cheeks. “Down the hall. Look exhausted. Enter the elevator hallway on the left. Remove mask. Wipe brow.”


  “You got it?”


  “Yes.”


  “Let’s go.”


  Leonard followed her directions precisely. He avoided eye contact with passing hospital staff. If his ears did not deceive him, Alina and the rolling cart followed several paces behind him. Gaining confidence, he marched toward the hallway. What he had not expected was three giggling nurses waiting for an elevator. He stopped briefly and glanced over his shoulder, praying Alina had a follow-up plan. Then he continued toward the trio of nurses.


  Two elevators on either side hummed dutifully. The nurses had pushed the up button, and they chattered among themselves, somewhat oblivious to the approaching doctors. Still, Leonard faltered, wondering if at any moment they might look up and regard him with curiosity. It seemed very unnatural to keep his mask on at this juncture, so he removed it hastily and wiped his brow.


  Thankfully, at that moment, Alina waltzed past him and addressed him playfully. “And you owe me, you know that?” she teased as she pressed the down button.


  Two of the nurses glanced absentmindedly in Alina’s direction.


  “After all, I spent thirty minutes down there searching for your favorite blue Jimnie Gel pens. It’s the least you can do to help me put this stuff away and find the wider gauze.”


  Leonard paused only for a moment before catching on. “Dr. Marsh. I’ve had a long day.”


  “I don’t want to hear it,” she lilted, obviously flirting.


  The up elevator binged and the nurses entered nonchalantly. Not to be outdone, Leonard headed for the same lift as if he didn’t intend to join the dark-haired doctor. One of the nurses put her foot out to stop the doors from shutting.


  Alina grabbed Leonard’s arm. “No you don’t. You owe me, and you know it.”


  Leonard waved the nurses on and they allowed the elevator doors to close.


  Fortunately, the down elevator binged a second later. Alina continued with the charade and the two bantered all the way to the basement. Only when they stepped out and the elevator door closed behind them did Alina drop the pretense and pull the blankets off of her daughter.


  “You guys are weird,” Natalia said as she climbed out of the tub. “Is that what you doctors do all day? Gather supplies and hit on each other?”


  Leonard raised one eyebrow and scrutinized Alina’s face. “I hope not.”


  She swished her hand down, dismissing their frivolous remarks. Pulling three pairs of latex gloves out of the basket, she said, “Put these on and let’s go.”


  Alina handed the largest pair to Leonard and the smallest to Natalia. Then she skillfully snapped on her own gloves while the others fumbled with the awkward protective gear. Before Leonard and Natalia were properly gloved, Alina jogged down the hallway to their right. Struggling to straighten the latex over their fingers, Leonard and Natalia followed obediently.


  A few minutes later, they entered a small room containing an MRI machine. A gray gurney lay adjacent to a large, white, doughnut-shaped device with a man-sized hole. The rest of the machine nearly filled the entire room. Off to the left, what appeared to be a temporary wall contained a door with a window. Alina led Natalia to the table.


  “Okay, lay here, sweetie. It’s noisy, but it doesn’t hurt.”


  “Wait.” Leonard grabbed Alina’s arm. “I should go first…In case something happens. Like what if the transmitter melts or explodes?”


  Alina rolled her eyes. “I doubt it will explode, but I guess you’re right. Let’s be cautious. Dad’ll go first, Natalia.”


  “I heard, Mom.”


  “Okay, okay.”


  “And I’m not five years old.”


  “I get it. Come with me.” She pulled Natalia toward the interior door.


  “Should I strap in?” Leonard asked, fumbling on the table.


  “Just lie down, Leonard. Head first. And keep your limbs straight. That’s right. I don’t care how much you wiggle. I’m just going to move you through.” Alina and Natalia disappeared behind the door with a glass window.


  The machine roared to life and began clanging obnoxiously. Leonard wanted to cover his ears, but the conveyer belt was already rolling and he was pinned. He stretched out, arms at his side, and closed his eyes. As he moved into the machine, his anxiety level rose and a wave of claustrophobia engulfed him. He took deep breaths and tried to remain calm.


  What seemed like hours later, the clamor ceased and the conveyer belt glided swiftly in the opposite direction. Alina and Natalia emerged from the separate room as Leonard endeavored to right himself.


  “Feel anything?”


  He touched his chest and abdomen and shrugged. “Nothing.” He lifted his shirt.


  Alina ran her fingers along his spine. “Everything looks normal. No hot spots. Let’s move. Natalia’s next.”


  The girl’s eyes widened with fear. “Is it scary, Dad?” she whispered.


  “Piece of cake,” he said, trying to sound positive.


  “You’re lying.”


  He grimaced. “Just a little claustrophobic. And loud. Alina, do you have any earplugs?”


  She sighed, reached into her pocket, and pulled out a Kleenex. Tearing and rolling quarter sections into makeshift earplugs, she hastily planted them into Natalia’s ears. “Stop stalling, Leonard. I don’t know how much time we have.”


  “Nobody’s going to bother us.”


  She scowled at him and helped Natalia onto the table, gently placing her daughter’s arms at either side. She kissed her quickly and pulled Leonard into the side room.


  Dark and oppressive, the small space contained two screens and a series of wires connected to computer. The room consisted of three walls — one facing the MRI, one at their back, and one to the right. The left was open and appeared to lead farther into the basement. Alina wasted no time firing up the machine. It rattled back to life, filling the air with its discordant rhythm. Her brow furrowed in concentration, she showed Leonard how to turn the machine on and what options to select so that he could operate the device when it was Alina’s turn.


  Fifteen minutes later, Natalia jumped off the table looking relieved. Alina rushed out to inspect her. “Good to go.”


  A second later, a faint bing sounded in the distance, indicating that the elevator had arrived at the basement floor.


  Alina’s face paled. “Shh,” she commanded, flipping off the light. “Probably just someone getting supplies, but we don’t want them to find us here.”


  Leonard strained to hear the emerging voices.


  “Strangest noise, Ben. Where’s your Taser?”


  “Relax, Stan. I’m sure it’s nothing.”


  Alina felt for Leonard’s arm and whispered in his ear, “You’ve got to go.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “You two need to get out of here.”


  “Nonsense,” he said. “Not without you.” His eyes adjusted to the dim light and he saw both fear and anguish on his wife’s face.


  She shook her head and spoke gently as if addressing a child. “You have to go and take Natalia.”


  “Where shall we meet?”


  “No,” she said firmly.


  “Where, Alina?” Leonard asked desperately.


  The strange voices grew louder. “I don’t hear anything now,” one man said.


  “This way,” the other replied.


  The security guards seemed to move to one side, walking parallel to the MRI room, and then their voices grew softer again.


  “We’ll wait it out,” Leonard whispered. “They’ll leave soon.”


  Alina’s face hardened. “Take Natalia and leave. Out through there.” She pointed to the adjacent room in the direction of the missing wall.


  “But—”


  “Now!”


  Natalia grabbed her mother’s arm. “Mom, let’s just hide back there.”


  Alina bit her lip and suppressed an outburst of emotion. “God dammit. Leave. Both of you.” She shook Natalia’s arm away but refused to look her daughter in the eye. “I’m a liability now.”


  Leonard balked. “Whoa. Slow down. You’re not a liability. What do you even mean by that?”


  “You fool. I’ve still got a functioning transmitter.”


  “We’ll wait until you go through the MRI.”


  “Don’t you see? Even if they leave, these guys are going to rush right back down if they hear any more noise. In fact, who’s to say they won’t spend the afternoon here? It’s too late.”


  “Mom.” Natalia sobbed softly, trying to keep her voice down.


  Alina continued to ignore her daughter, and she focused on Leonard. “If we all run, they’ll follow, but if they find me here tinkering with the machine—”


  “In the dark?”


  “These guys don’t know anything,” she said dismissively. “I’ll tell them I’m looking for something that glows.” She pushed Leonard across the room and opened the door to the adjacent room. Shoving her husband and daughter through, Alina attempted to shut the door behind them, but Leonard stuck his foot against the frame.


  “We can’t leave without you,” he whispered.


  Alina’s face softened. “Yes, you can. Because I’m ordering you to. Because our daughter will go to prison if you don’t.”


  “But you’ll end up in prison.”


  “Nah.” She laughed unconvincingly. “I’ll head these guys off in five minutes.”


  “But when they realize Natalia and I have fled, they’re bound to trace it back to you.”


  The guards, having searched the area to the right, moved back toward the MRI room.


  “Go!” Alina growled in the harshest tone she could manage at a whisper. Then her voice softened. “Please, Leonard…make it count.” She stomped on his foot. He jumped back involuntarily and she swiftly closed the door behind him. He tried to open it but she held fast.


  He turned to face Natalia.


  She folded her arms and blinked back tears. “I’m not leaving without Mom.”


  The security guards approached, their voices clear and close.


  “What’s in here, Stan?”


  Without turning back, Leonard snatched his rigid daughter and dragged her farther into the basement. She struggled but, fortunately, did not scream.


  “Shit,” he heard Alina say as they retreated. “Why did you turn on the light?” she scolded the guards. “I almost had it. What the hell are you two doing down here?”


  Mumbling apologies followed, but Leonard could not make out their words any longer. He saw an exit in the far corner, and he hustled, pulling Natalia by the hand. No longer resistant, the girl followed, tears pouring down her face.


  Leonard pushed open the door and a gust of fresh air wafted through his hair. A large stone stairwell rose up into a parking garage. Leonard hauled Natalia over the threshold and the door closed, clicking into place.


  Natalia turned back and yanked the handle in vain. She cried hysterically. The locked door did not budge.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  Leonard drove on auto pilot for about thirty minutes, Natalia sniffling occasionally by his side. He drove along I-225, a constant reminder of the accident that led to Tommy Richardson’s death. When he pulled onto I-25 South, Natalia spoke.


  “Aren’t we supposed to be going north?”


  “Huh?”


  “North.” She gestured behind them. “You know, the other direction?”


  Leonard looked through his rearview mirror, befuddled but slowly slithering back to reality.


  “To I-70?” Natalia snapped.


  “Oh. Right. I’ll take C-470 around.”


  Silence resumed. Natalia kept her head turned, and she studied their surroundings as if she had never seen the Denver Tech Center before. Leonard was not certain if they even called it that anymore. It appeared to be rows of federal office buildings branching out into public housing projects. Nothing about the mess appeared remotely technical, but little did it matter anymore.


  Now fully aware of their circumstances, Leonard experienced a wave of pain and guilt. Shame really. He felt ashamed. Why didn’t I let her go first?


  As if reading his mind, Natalia turned suddenly and accused her father. “This is all your fault.”


  It is.


  “If you had let Mom go first then…then…” Her voice trembled.


  “Then she’d be here instead of me.”


  Natalia did not answer. She swiveled her head as far as it could possibly go. Sniffling followed, off and on, as they drove in silence.


  She’s right.


  Grief-stricken, Leonard maneuvered the car west on C-470. He had only just found Alina, after all those years in a ten-by-ten room obsessed over nothing. Dreams about spending time with her, making up for all those lost years, had already made their way into his vision of the future. Now those dreams dissolved into a nightmare, a nightmare that crawled around inside of him like a wounded little creature waiting to be put out of its misery.


  The layers of the Rocky Mountains in the distance, which never failed to charm Leonard in his youth, barely touched his senses. As they neared the mountains, snatches of a twelve-foot high chain link fence, topped with razor wire, appeared to run along the foothills. Leonard noticed the barrier and shook his head quietly. It ought to have shocked him, but he had grown numb to the endless absurdities. As the road curved north and they continued their journey, Leonard willed himself not to look at the fence or contemplate its significance. Pressing the gas pedal, he zoomed toward the I-70 and C-470 junction. The road was deserted. The once vibrant highway seemed ghostly.


  Approaching the cloverleaf exit to I-70 west, Leonard slowed down dramatically. As he rounded the bend, he glanced to the north.


  Suddenly, he gasped. “Oh my God!” he shouted, slamming on the brakes and pulling off onto the shoulder. He leapt out of the car and ran across a patch of grass to the edge of an adjacent road.


  Natalia followed.


  “What the hell is this?” He threw his arms in the air then jerked them back, covering his mouth with his hands. Shock caused his body to shake.


  Natalia reached out and pulled one of his hands away from his face, gently guiding it to her side, maintaining a firm grasp. She gazed out onto the horizon, but remained silent.


  The area between I-70 and Colfax had been razed and lay barren. As far as the eye could see, ugly gray buildings covered the area north of Colfax. What once were the cities of Golden and Arvada now contained miles of stone buildings with tiny windows. A massive chain link fence, crowned with razor wire, ran along Colfax, disappearing from view to the east and ambling up to and along the hogback to the west. Seeming to reach out into eternity, the hideous complex confounded Leonard’s senses.


  “Is this a prison?” he whispered, turning to face his daughter.


  She nodded.


  “It’s huge.”


  The young girl looked at the ground and said, “My teacher told us they are consolidating the nations prisons in Denver. I’ve seen pictures, but—”


  “All the criminals in the nation are coming here?”


  “I think most of them already are.”


  Leonard twisted his hand in hers, causing Natalia to let go. Slumping, he found a place to sit on the side of the road. Natalia joined him.


  The Stasi Satellite execution plan floated to the forefront of his mind. He remembered that there had been no addresses from northern Metro Denver on the light fixture refitting schedule. Why hadn’t that struck him as odd at the time?


  “What have they done?” he muttered.


  Silence.


  “Where did they put all those people?”


  “Huh?”


  “There must have been a half million people living north of here. Where did they go?”


  She shrugged.


  Vivid images of the government housing projects flooded Leonard’s brain. Of course. He stood up and gazed out into the distance. Part of the shock had already worn off; he was no longer trembling. “I wonder how far it goes? Looks like miles.”


  He glanced back as if expecting a response. His daughter continued to stare at the ground.


  A foreboding sense of helplessness engulfed Leonard as he appraised their situation. If the MRI procedure had worked, and that was a rather significant if, their transmitters had been disabled and all they had to do was get beyond the various checkpoints that lay ahead. Theoretically, they were untraceable.


  But what if they could not get past all the barriers?


  What if they were pursued?


  Unless they had a good head start, the interstate was a death sentence — large, smooth, and easy to monitor. It might be wise to exit I-70 and find an alternate route. The adjoining highways and numerous mountain towns were likely to have fallen into ruin or been taken over by the military.


  What if the car broke down?


  What if they ran out of water?


  What if they were captured?


  The what-ifs painted a story board of frightening scenarios, each one more dismal than its predecessor. In fact, the more Leonard considered this dream of escaping to the promised land of Grand Junction, the more quixotic the idea seemed.


  He felt his daughter’s gaze upon his back, and he turned his head. Beautiful Natalia, with gorgeous skin and steel-blue eyes. On the eve of her thirteenth birthday, she expected her Don to hoist her up and whisk her away from the nightmare that was her destiny, battling whatever windmills that stood in their way.


  A series of recent memories flashed through Leonard’s mind with a strobe-like intensity.


  Natalia’s friend Linda. Her slightly rounded belly and sad eyes.


  The smell of sweat and old mops.


  A dilapidated motel.


  The boy, Dishi, sitting on the floor, blood running from his mouth.


  Alina’s ashen face and harsh tone, insistent that he take Natalia and make a run for it.


  Why couldn’t you be here now, Alina?


  A wave of guilt resurfaced. All those months Alina spent planning and saving gas rations, risking everything by fraternizing with members of the underground…what good had it achieved? Alina would never escape. More than likely, she would eventually face questions about what had happened in that cloistered MRI room in the basement of the Neil Nelson Medical Center. She might end up in prison.


  Perhaps if Leonard remained in Denver, nothing would come of their little transgression. Natalia would return to school. Leonard would report to the base on Friday morning and face his fate. Still, maybe Alina would be spared.


  Then again, maybe it was already too late.


  His eyes locked with those of his innocent daughter, Leonard recalled Alina’s parting words. The final request of a woman who sacrificed herself for their safety.


  Please, Leonard…make it count.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  After they had settled back into the car, Leonard and Natalia continued west. It wasn’t long before the Western Gate came into view. Watchtowers, razor wire, and a flurry of activity awaited them in the distance. A series of barriers forced Leonard to move into the furthest right lane. They slowed to a stop as they approached the Gate.


  Third in line behind a blue Chevy sedan and a red Tahoe, Leonard and Natalia waited anxiously, the twenty-foot Western Gate looming like a fortress above them. Four watchtowers guarded the barrier, an ominous structure that consisted of two parallel fences approximately two hundred yards apart. Topped with razor wire, the chain link fencing stretched across the gap in the hogback, secured by layers of cement molded into the rugged rocks. In the unused lanes of I-70, car-length cement barriers seriously deterred any driver who might consider deviating from the prescribed course.


  In the buffer zone between the gates, a small brick building sat on what once was eastern bound I-70. Armed soldiers, several of whom were partnered with German shepherds, roamed the area between the fences, taking large strides in repetitive patterns.


  In addition to massive gates, cylindrical bars blocked the entrance on both sides. They slowly lifted for a few minutes every time a single car was allowed to pass. The process was tediously slow and Leonard wondered how many citizens found a meager day trip worth the bother.


  Craning his neck, Leonard inspected the watchtowers. They stood at least forty feet tall. Huge cement blocks formed a base, presumably containing a flight of stairs and perhaps an elevator. The structure on top, a square room with dark windows, could facilitate eight to twenty men for the purpose of observation. On closer examination, Leonard noticed four holes along each of the two walls visible from his viewpoint. The holes were located below the windows and large enough to accommodate a sniper’s rifle.


  At that moment, it really hit him. The Gate, the base, tens of thousands of guards and scientists, trillions of dollars in materials and technology — all devoted to the act of imprisoning the very people whose labor made the borders and labs possible. It was surreal, and the absurdity of it crushed Leonard’s spirit.


  The Tramer’s car, now second in line, idled impatiently. On the opposite side of the far gate, Leonard saw a queue of a dozen or so cars lined up in what was previously a westbound lane, waiting to return to Denver. Department of Transportation and Safety employees hovered around the front vehicle on both sides of the Western Gate. Leonard tapped his fingers nervously, worried about what he and Natalia might encounter when he pulled the silver Toyota into position number one.


  Leonard noticed that the DTS employee talking to the driver in front of him held a portable retina scan device. The driver leaned toward the scanner. It should be no problem, Leonard comforted himself. Max’s computer wiz’ had promised to alter the retina scan and fingerprint database by the time they headed for the border.


  But what if he failed?


  A very young DTS employee measured the gas in the Tahoe’s tank, while a third man walked around the red vehicle and examined the license plate number.


  The license plate! Leonard panicked. What about the license plate? Surely Max had also modified the data linked to the car’s registration. What if he forgot? It was too late now.


  After checking the license plate, the attendant rummaged through the Tahoe’s trunk. Leonard had meticulously secured all the smuggling compartments, but a moment of doubt filled him with dread. If the DTS employee found the compartments, Leonard and his daughter were destined for prison. Glancing briefly at Natalia, he forced a pathetic smile.


  A few minutes later, the cylindrical bars on both sides raised and all the gates creaked open, freeing the westbound and eastbound traffic. One car was allowed to pass in either direction. As Leonard pulled up to the front position, the thought of another potential snag caused him to shudder.


  Was it possible that the DTS employees could detect a deactivated transmitter? The moment the thought entered his mind, Leonard dismissed it. Even at the DID, most employees did not have access to the WLN’s tracking system. The existence of transmitters was presumably top-secret information. After all, Leonard concluded, widespread knowledge of GPS implants could incite rebellion.


  A loud tap on the driver’s side window startled him.


  “Dad,” Natalia whispered harshly.


  Willing his nerves to settle, Leonard quickly rolled down the window and forced a chuckle. “Sorry about that.”


  The DTS attendant’s lips remained in a straight line. A paunchy man with dark hair and a day-old beard put one hand on the Toyota’s windowsill. His gray uniform bore the DTS insignia, a bicycle wheel with arms for spokes, the hands firmly grasping the tire.


  “ID,” the attendant said, mildly annoyed.


  Leonard jerked his head to the right and reached in the direction of the glove compartment. Natalia handed the two ID passes to Leonard. As previously discussed, she left her infirmary visit pass — as well as any mention of the infirmary — in the glove box.


  Leonard nodded in appreciation at his daughter. Passing the IDs to the attendant, he said, “Here you go.”


  The man frowned slightly and scrutinized Leonard’s ID, glancing back and forth between Leonard and the card. Leonard’s heart beat mercilessly but he glanced to the west nonchalantly as if scoping out the drive ahead.


  The DTS attendant thrust the portable retina scan device near Leonard’s face. Complying, Leonard turned his right eye and brought it within inches of the scanner.


  After reviewing the information on the screen of the scanner, the man turned his attention to Natalia’s ID.


  Leonard stifled a sigh of relief. Clearly, the database had been modified and Leonard’s retina scan now linked to the record of one Robert H. Cook, MD.


  Nevertheless, his relief was short-lived. As the paunchy man stooped to inspect Natalia, Leonard suppressed another wave of anxiety. Natalia’s new identity, Madison Simpson, matched Alina’s alias, not his. They might suspect Dr. Robert Cook of kidnapping Heather L. Simpson’s daughter. Why hadn’t he and Natalia rehearsed their stories?


  The attendant stared at Natalia for what seemed like eternity, his eyes narrowing. Natalia sat up straight, smiling faintly. She tipped her head to one side and Leonard prayed that she did not intend to speak.


  The scruffy man leaned across Leonard, pushing the retina scanner into Natalia’s face. He withdrew his hand and read the information on the screen, furrowing his brow. “Excuse me,” he said gruffly as he stepped away from the car, marching toward one of the watchtowers with a hint of hostility.


  Leonard’s heart sank.


  “Don’t worry, Dad,” Natalia said. “We’ll get through.”


  Barely moving his lips, Leonard whispered out of the side of his mouth. “Your name is Madison Simpson and mine is Robert Cook. They probably will not let a young girl travel with a man who is not her guardian.”


  “I’m sure Max thought of something.”


  “Max, Max. You and Alina certainly have a lot of faith in that rascal. Of course he didn’t think of something. He assumed you’d be traveling with your mother.”


  The paunchy attendant walked back toward the car accompanied by a tall, rugged man with a shaved head. A thorny vine tattoo emerged from the bald man’s right shoulder and wound its way around his neck.


  The first attendant returned to Leonard’s side of the car, while his tattooed supervisor approached Natalia’s window. She suppressed a slight gasp. Glancing at her father, panic filled her eyes. Leonard gestured for her to roll down her window, feigning what he hoped was an expression of encouragement.


  She was so confident, you idiot. Why did you fill her with doubt?


  The tattooed man smiled pleasantly as he leaned in to speak with Natalia.


  “How are you doing today, young lady?”


  “Fine,” Natalia said, her voice slightly hoarse.


  “This man your uncle?”


  She nodded without hesitation.


  Max had thought of something. Leonard suppressed a sigh of relief. Then he wondered if Max choosing to make Leonard’s alias the brother of Alina’s was a subtle jab. Never mind that now.


  “Does your mother know you’re taking a day trip this evening?”


  “Of course,” Natalia said brightly; her shoulders sank slowly as her body relaxed. “Uncle Bob has been promising to take me for nearly a year.” She punched her uncle softly on his right shoulder. “I’ve never been beyond the borders.”


  Surprised by his quick-witted daughter’s creative initiative, Leonard experienced a proud father moment. In addition, and more self-serving, the thought chip-off-the-old-block passed through his mind.


  Grinning, Natalia gushed, “I’m very excited. I hear you can see all of Denver from certain places.”


  “Yes, Madison. That's true.” The bald man touched Natalia briefly on the shoulder, clearly convinced of her sincerity. “Off you go, then.” He stood and walked away from the car, nodding casually at the paunchy man.


  “All right, Dr. Cook,” the man said, handing back the IDs. “Please pop your trunk and the gas tank door.”


  Leonard glanced in his rearview mirror. A second DTS employee was standing behind the vehicle. Presumably, he’d already examined the license plate number. The youngest member of the crew sauntered toward the gas tank with a foot-long, flexible wand attached to a small black handle.


  The Toyota jiggled as the attendants searched the trunk and measured the gas in the tank. The process lasted for several minutes, all the while Leonard attempted to maintain a poker face. He gazed at a soldier within the buffer zone who was barking commands at an obedient German shepherd. Suddenly, the man shouted something and the dog rushed toward a large training bag. Leonard jolted as the dog sank its teeth into the peach-colored leather.


  At that precise moment, a face appeared at Leonard’s side. It was the youngest DTS employee. Freckle-faced and curly-haired, Leonard guessed the young man to be about twenty years old. Nevertheless, the youth’s hardened demeanor gave him the appearance of a war-scarred veteran.


  Examining a handheld computer, the attendant said, “This model Toyota gets twenty-nine-point-three miles to a gallon.” Punching a few numbers into the computer, he paused for a moment. “So you are allowed exactly point-six-four gallons.”


  “Less than a gallon?”


  “Point-six-four,” he repeated listlessly, never meeting Leonard’s gaze. Studying his computer, the DTS employee tapped his finger on one side. “You have point-four-nine gallons currently in the tank, so you can buy…” He pressed a button. “…point-one-five gallons.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


  The young man tipped his head and regarded Leonard with suspicion.


  “I mean, what if my car doesn’t get twenty-nine-point-three miles to a gallon? What if it only gets twenty-nine-point-one?” Leonard said flippantly. “I might run out of gas a few hundred feet from Idaho Springs.”


  “There are rescue vans stationed at various points along the last couple of miles.”


  “I’d rather not be rescued if I can get there on my own accord.”


  The young man narrowed his eyes. “Do you have enough rations?”


  Natalia produced a coupon from the glove box, a bright blue ticket with the words one gallon printed on it.


  The attendant snatched the coupon and held it up to the light. An official watermark and unusual thread pattern made the coupon difficult to counterfeit.


  “I can’t give you change,” he said in monotone.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  The attendant waved the coupon. “For the ration.” He delivered his words slowly as if talking to an imbecile.


  Leonard gritted his teeth. “I have to use a one-gallon ration to buy a mere seventh of a gallon?”


  “Yes.”


  “What about the trip back? I’ll need another point-six-four gallons. Can’t I just buy it all right now?” How about the full damned gallon?


  The young man glared at Leonard. He mumbled something under his breath that sounded distinctly like Inbreed. Nevertheless, he maintained a civil tone. “That’s just the way it works at the border, Mr…uh…” He looked down. “Cook.”


  “Dr. Cook,” Leonard snapped. “This is ridiculous. How am I supposed to get home?”


  “Dad.” Natalia waved three identical blue coupons in the air. “We’re fine. Mom thought of everything.”


  Mom.


  Stumbling through a fog of anger, Leonard suddenly realized that he was jeopardizing their escape. His volatile temper could lay to waste everything that Alina had so carefully planned. Turning his head toward Natalia, Leonard slowly regained control of his emotions. “Right…uh…“ What was Alina’s alias? “…Heather was always the organized one.”


  The DTS attendant folded his arms. “So are you going?”


  “Yes,” Leonard said brightly, swinging the pendulum a little too far in the jovial direction. “Looks like we have enough rations here. We use another one in Idaho Springs I presume?”


  “Yes.”


  “And can we buy gas here when we get back?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, then, fill ’er up.”


  The young man paused for a moment to let out an exaggerated sigh before turning on his heels and grabbing a small gas can that had a computerized panel on one side. He punched in a few numbers. Presumably point-one-five. It took a couple of minutes before the young man had filled the tank with the appropriate amount of fuel and re-measured the level. When he was satisfied, he waved to an unknown accomplice in the tower on the right. Slowly, the cylindrical bar moved in a counterclockwise arc and all the gates blocking westbound traffic swung inward. Momentarily shocked by the open gates before him, Leonard hesitated. Then he pulled his car carefully through the buffer zone, past the soldiers, the German shepherds, and the other pair of towers. Once clear of the Western Gate, Leonard pressed the accelerator.


  Point-six-four gallons and ready to roll.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  Leonard and Natalia cruised on the barren road. The Tahoe in front of them was long gone. The westbound lanes of the highway had been converted into a two-lane road. The eastbound lanes were littered with abandoned vehicles — many of them flipped over and most of them totaled or burned out. Taking a rough inventory, Leonard noticed that more than three-quarters of them were once expensive and fashionable cars.


  Natalia peered at them, her head tipped sadly. Leonard did not know what to say. It appeared to him as if a bunch of hoodlums had a party crashing, burning, and flipping cars. Although the DTS’s purpose for the spectacle was clear — to block the oncoming lanes — their methods were quite vulgar. Thankfully, the eastbound junkyard only continued for a few miles. Nevertheless, the wreckage seemed pointless.


  This whole place seems pointless.


  Leonard shuddered as they passed the exits. Every ramp was barricaded and every sign removed or covered in tarpaper.


  Having taken the route many times in his youth to go skiing or hiking, Leonard remembered hundreds of magnificent houses dotting the mountainside between Genesee and Evergreen. Although a few remained, including the famous Sleeper House, it appeared that most had been razed. Bulldozed snatches of land pockmarked the foothills, as if the Rocky Mountains had experienced a smallpox epidemic. What had not been devoured by the pine beetle had been destroyed at the hands of men.


  Focusing on the mission of getting his daughter safely to Grand Junction, Leonard tried not to dwell on the waste and desolation, but he could not help but wonder who lived in the remaining houses. Prominent members of the government or loyal citizens to the Stehlen Administration? He scrunched up his face in disgust.


  “Are you okay, Dad?”


  “Yeah, sure.”


  “What is it?”


  He sighed. “You’ve never been on this road, have you?”


  “Duh. That’s why you promised me you’d take me for my birthday.”


  “Things have changed.”


  “Oh.” She examined the hillside but appeared reluctant to probe further.


  They descended the steep hill approaching the exit to Highway 6 although all the signs were covered with tarpaper. As they approached the bottom of the hill numerous blockades indicated that, as Leonard had expected, Highway 6 was not accessible. The only possible destinations for any traveler were the Western Gate and Idaho Springs.


  “We’re getting close now,” Leonard said.


  Natalia gasped when they approached Central City Parkway, the road that led to two of Colorado’s favorite gambling towns. Another graveyard of luxurious vehicles ran up the mountain and out of view. The sign above the parkway leaned backward slightly, its bright orange-yellow letters covered in a layer of dirt and neglect.


  As they rounded the bend several flashing yellow lights warned Leonard to slow down. He complied. A pair of rounded tunnels a thousand feet away appeared to function as a checkpoint. The tunnel on the left had been barricaded by rubble.


  Guess they ran out of cars.


  Near the other tunnel, a van occupied the shoulder and a pair of DTS employees lounged on one side of the entrance. When they saw the Tramers approaching, they stood up straight, stuck their chins in the air, and strutted forward with an air of authority.


  Leonard came to a complete stop twenty yards from the entrance, wondering how long it would take to obtain permission to pass. He glanced at his gas gauge. The needle stood on E, but the car hummed dutifully. The DTS attendants did not approach Leonard’s window, but instead gazed at the Toyota’s license plate. The attendant on the left typed a number into his handheld computer. After inspecting the data on his screen, he swung his arm in a circle, backing away from the road. His companion stepped onto the right shoulder. Leonard drove through tunnel, grateful for the simplicity of the procedure.


  They rounded a curve and a tranquil river appeared on their right, followed by a series of brown buildings. It came as little surprise to Leonard that the first couple of exits were blocked. He pressed the gas pedal, hoping the car wouldn’t sputter and jerk to a stop.


  Nearing the city he once knew as Idaho Springs, Leonard drew in a sharp breath of surprise. Natalia seemed quite enthralled with all the activity after having passed so many vacant houses and blocked exits. The red Argo Gold Mine still clung to the side of the mountain, but more than half of the businesses and restaurants along the main street were boarded up. Nevertheless, Leonard’s eyes only lingered on the old strip for a few seconds. Towering over the historical town, a series of ugly gray buildings lined the outskirts. Defying the realm of possibility, the boxlike structures were even more hideous than the government housing projects in Denver. The buildings dwarfed the old mountain city. They didn’t belong. Leonard assumed the repulsive facilities functioned as a barracks for DTS employees and military personnel.


  A second later, Leonard’s heart nearly stopped. In the far distance, he saw what looked like a large wall running along the ridge of the mountain. Little bumps at regular intervals resembled turrets. Leonard glanced at his daughter. She appeared to be absorbed in the sights, so he said nothing.


  He found the exit in the middle of town. The government gas station was one block over. In addition to DTS employees, armed soldiers wandered around the streets watching citizens closely. Leonard made his way to an available pump. The DTS attendant engaged in a routine similar to the one performed by the smart-alecky kid back at the Western Gate. He measured the remaining gas in the Toyota, collected a one-gallon ration coupon, and added gas to the tank.


  While they were waiting, Natalia pointed out a green sign on a billboard. Permanent letters and computerized numbers informed visitors of their limited traveling rights.


  Citizens must leave an hour before sunset. Today the sun sets at 7:09 p.m.


  Leonard looked at his watch. It was nearly five p.m.


  The DTS attendant appeared at Leonard’s window. “I gave you an extra tenth of a gallon so you can wander around town.”


  Taken aback, Leonard offered an enthusiastic thank you. It occurred to him a moment later how pathetic it was that a tenth of a gallon of gas struck him as a grand gesture of generosity.


  “No problem,” the guard replied. “Move along.”


  They pulled out of the gas station and parked nearby.


  “The ramp back onto the freeway was not barricaded,” Leonard said. “I think there is one more exit a little farther west. We ought to see how far we can go.”


  Natalia nodded.


  Leonard returned to the interstate and headed west. As they got closer to the edge of town, he realized there was no denying it.


  Looming in the distance, a massive wall built out of cement blocks made the Western Gate seem trivial. Topped with copious amounts of razor wire, the rampart appeared impenetrable. Guard towers were positioned at intervals of a hundred yards. Unlike the dark, enclosed towers of the Western Gate, these were square lookout platforms with modest covers in case of inclement weather. Mostly visible to the north, the Wall ran along a ridge and disappeared from view. It crossed I-70 and presumably continued south behind the nearest rocky mound. At the highest visible point on the north side, the tallest watchtower hovered over the landscape, giving the once charming gold miners’ town an oppressive, prisonlike atmosphere.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  The daunting cement wall appeared to grow substantially as they approached the gate. A steel door stood at least fifteen feet tall, and it was wide enough to cover two of the westbound lanes.


  A stocky female guard, flanked by two men with rifles in firing position approached Leonard’s vehicle as he slowed near the gate. These were no Department of Transportation and Safety employees. Definitely military personnel. Leonard glanced at Natalia as he rolled down the window. She held the IDs and her green pass firmly in her fingers, an expression of resolution on her face.


  Time to step up, Leonard. You’re a VIP. These guards are insignificant in relation to the esteemed Dr. Robert H. Cook, he told himself, although he had modest doubts.


  “Excuse me, sir,” the woman said authoritatively. “Only authorized personnel are allowed in this area.”


  Leonard casually retrieved the IDs and minor’s pass from Natalia’s dainty hands and passed them to the guard, maintaining a bored, haughty expression.


  The guard examined the IDs carefully.


  “Could you step out of the car, Dr. Cook?”


  “Why?”


  “I need you to take a retina scan.” She indicated a stationary device in a kiosk a few feet away.


  Forcing himself to ignore the armed guards, which made him insanely nervous, Leonard slipped out of the car and approached the kiosk.


  “And my niece?” he asked nonchalantly.


  The female guard studied Natalia’s green pass. “Not necessary.”


  Leonard completed his retina scan and faced the guard. She consulted a computer mounted to the kiosk. A few seconds later, she nodded.


  “Is there anything else?” Leonard inquired, a cool, mocking tone in his voice.


  “Where are you going this evening, Dr. Cook?”


  “Where am I going?” He scowled menacingly. “Where do you think I’m going?”


  “Why are you visiting the infirmary?”


  “That is none of your business.”


  “I’m sorry, sir. I have to ask.”


  Pleased that his arrogant demeanor garnered a reluctant respect, Leonard responded confidently. “I’m visiting a patient.”


  The guard typed a note on her computer. “And the girl?”


  “She’s visiting a friend.” Not wanting to refer to a nonexistent relative, the idea entered his subconscious and slipped out before he could consider it. In retrospect, it seemed rather foolish to propose that a thirteen-year-old girl might have a friend in the infirmary, but the words escaped and it was too late to recall them.


  The guard frowned, but to Leonard’s surprise, it was a frown of deep sorrow. She gazed at Natalia and shook her head sadly. “You may proceed,” she said, steadying her voice and lifting her head with dignity.


  Leonard turned to go.


  “Wait,” she called.


  Leonard did an about face, his heart pounding.


  “You realize the time, sir?”


  “Do I look like an idiot?”


  “You will not be allowed to return after sunset.”


  “Naturally. We will be staying over.” Leonard prayed that such an explanation was acceptable.


  The guard nodded softly, her eyes on Natalia. “Very well then.” She marched back to her post and motioned for someone to unlock and open the gate.


  As they passed through the barrier, Leonard watched in his rearview mirror. The guards, no longer interested in the Toyota and its occupants, hastily closed and locked the massive fortress.


  ***


  After ten miles, Leonard caught sight of a roadblock that forced them off I-70 and onto Highway 40. More upturned vehicles and piles of rubble made the way impassable. As Leonard maneuvered the car onto the exit, he glanced to his left. Beyond the blockade, I-70 looked vastly different. The road was already deteriorating like the route to a ghost town.


  “Unbelievable,” he whispered.


  “Huh?”


  Not wishing to burden his daughter with the despair he felt in seeing a once productive, heavily populated interstate reduced to ruins, he merely mumbled, “Nothing.”


  Vehicles or rocks barricaded all exits and crossroads along Highway 40, so Leonard continued on dutifully, wondering how far they would travel before they reached the infirmary. Given the desolation of the area, it would not be unreasonable to fetch some of Alina’s stashed gas supply if necessary.


  Just as he was making rough calculations in his head, they rounded a bend and he saw the first glimpse of the infirmary in a town formerly known as Empire, Colorado. Tall buildings surrounded by chain-link fences dotted the area. Watchtowers on the outlying hills implied that the facility spread beyond the city, appearing to weave its way deep into the valleys to the west and to the south, as well as up the mountain to the north.


  A cavity in the side of the mountain was swarming with tens of thousands of little orange dots — some creeping up; others floating down, creating an optical illusion that made it difficult to estimate the crater’s location and size. What were those dots? If they were some kind of beetle, the crater must be very close, even though it appeared to be miles away.


  Along the road they passed dozens of fortified prisons, one after another, enclosed by chain-link fencing and razor wire. Only a few unfenced buildings were accessible just off the side of the highway, presumably administrative offices. Leonard decided not to stop unless asked, and he continued driving as if he belonged and knew where he was going.


  He flinched suddenly when he noticed several men dressed in orange jumpsuits behind one of the enclosures. His brain immediately made the connection. The tens of thousands of orange dots he witnessed swarming in the cavity were prisoners working in a mine. Leonard tried to swallow but his throat felt dry.


  Around the bend, he caught sight of another group of prisoners, chained together, shuffling along on the shoulder. Armed guards flanked them, walked quietly, almost bored. Difficult to discern the gender of the prisoners, the somber individuals appeared physically battered and emotionally broken. Leonard looked away, willing the prisoners not to impress themselves upon his conscience.


  Natalia covered her mouth and began to cry. Leonard glanced at his frightened daughter. Tears streamed down her face as she digested the bitter sight.


  “There’s nothing we can do, Nat,” Leonard said gently.


  She sniffled and wiped her eyes. “Can’t we help them escape?”


  “We’ll be lucky if we can make it out just the two of us.” The moment the words left his mouth, he chastised himself. That’s comforting, Leonard.


  Natalia let out a muffled sob.


  He stammered, unsure of what to say next. “But you and I…we have a great plan…a load of supplies, and the will to survive.”


  She turned away.


  “We can do this.”


  No response.


  They drove on. Fewer and fewer prison structures lined the road until it was just trees and hills and the distant view of a pointed mountain. An occasional crop of abandoned buildings whizzed by. Otherwise, no signs of civilization.


  No one appeared to be following them. Leonard breathed a sigh of relief, although the skeptic within him wondered if it had been too easy.


  Ten minutes later, just after they passed an assortment of deserted houses at Berthoud Falls, they approached a huge switchback. Leonard decelerated.


  “Dammit,” he shouted.


  Natalia sat up.


  Before them, a massive barricade built out of eighteen-wheelers and rock piles blocked their way. Leonard came to a screeching halt and slammed his hands repeatedly on the rim of the steering wheel.


  “Dammit, dammit, dammit.”


  Natalia said nothing, her gaping mouth incapable of forming words.


  Leonard backed up two hundred feet very quickly and swerved left onto the only turnoff, Henderson Mine Road. But a few hundred feet in, they faced another blockade, this one made of rubble and trees. They were trapped. No vehicle, not even a Jeep, would find passage on either road.


  After several minutes of silence, Leonard turned the car around and made his way back to the abandoned buildings of Berthoud Falls. He hid the vehicle behind a dilapidated standalone garage.


  “Time to walk,” Leonard said.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


  “This is why your mother planned ahead.”


  Leonard jimmied open the smuggling compartments and they fished through the supplies. The backpacks already contained granola bars, water purifying packets, one water bottle each, and the thermal hoodies. The larger pack held a Swiss army knife, a compass, four empty Ziplocs, and a medium-sized box of matches. Leonard put the matches in one of the Ziplocs and closed it tight. The smaller pack contained a large tube of sunscreen, three more Ziplocs, and a small box of matches. Watching her father, Natalia secured the matches inside a Ziploc. Leonard added sixteen MREs, dividing the meals between them. He threw in an extra t-shirt for each of them, but left behind the rest of their clothing. He wanted to keep the load as light as possible. Finally, he tied the brownish-green sleeping bags to the packs. Alina had mentioned that the sleeping bags contained money, sewn into the lining. There was no time to search for it now. He’d just have to trust it was there.


  “No flashlight?” Leonard grumbled in frustration as he searched the smuggling compartments. “Alina hadn’t bought the flashlights yet.” He groaned. “And the maps are sewn under the inside layer of her purse.”


  “No maps?”


  “We have a compass. We’ll just keep working our way south on whatever roads we find. That way we’ll eventually meet back up with I-70.”


  Now thinking like a survivalist, Leonard surveyed their surroundings. Dry conditions indicated little or no snowfall since September first. An asset in regards to mud and footprints, but possibly a liability if the rivers were low.


  They proceeded, clambering over the barricade on Henderson Mine Road and walking until they came to a fork. A dirt road continued south — the obvious choice. With each step, Leonard assessed their situation, trying not to become overwhelmed. Now that they were on foot, the journey was quite a different one, involving days of hiking and potential hazards. Would the MREs last? Would they find water?


  “I’m hungry,” Natalia announced. “Dishi had some snacks for us, but I didn’t really eat lunch.”


  Leonard cringed. “Just a little farther, Nat. We need to make some distance and stretch out our supplies.”


  She said nothing.


  When they happened upon a reservoir, Leonard and Natalia stopped to drink some bottled water and eat a couple of granola bars. The sun was getting lower and a chill caused Natalia to shiver.


  “We should put on the thermal hoodies,” Leonard said, rummaging through his pack. Before he located his hoodie, a twig cracked behind them. Leonard froze. Natalia grabbed his hand.


  A low, menacing growl followed by a swift clatter could only mean one thing. Hands clasped tightly, Leonard and Natalia slowly rose to their feet, turning their heads in the direction of the noise.


  Two dogs baring their teeth and five armed guards stood before them, their rifles aimed at Leonard’s chest.


  


  Chapter Thirty


  “Hands behind your heads,” a tall man barked.


  Natalia gasped and slowly placed her hands on the nape of her neck.


  “Now!”


  Leonard followed suit.


  The strangers wore brown uniforms. More elaborate than the gray DTS coveralls, their attire included a series of medals and insignias. Leonard recognized the DID seal on their lapels. These men appeared to be military personnel, not just run-of-the-mill government employees. Gold buttons ran from neck to navel, giving the soldiers a distinguished appearance. Round brown hats with modest visors faintly resembled German World War Two helmets.


  The tall man seemed to be the leader. His left shoulder beamed with rows of blue and gold angled stripes. “Search them.”


  Two subordinates complied, patting down Leonard and Natalia, searching their pockets, and dumping out their backpacks. Since the Tramers had left their papers in the Toyota, the search yielded nothing. The soldiers refilled the backpacks and slung them over their shoulders.


  “My identification is in the car,” Leonard said coolly, hoping to present an air of authority.


  “I know who you are, Dr. Cook,” the leader snarled.


  “Good. Then you must realize that there has been a misunderstanding.”


  “A traitor is a traitor.”


  “I was—”


  “You were not scheduled to visit anyone per our records. And you clearly are not performing any medical duties lollygagging way out here with backpacks and camping supplies.” He swung his rifle in the direction of Highway 40. “Move it.”


  Keeping their hands clasped behind their heads, Leonard and Natalia trudged down the dirt road. The soldiers marched quietly behind them. Although Leonard thought they were traveling at a decent pace, the leader occasionally rammed the butt of his rifle against Leonard’s back.


  Each time her father stumbled, Natalia’s eyes filled with tears.


  When the leader heard a soft sob escape Natalia’s lips, he responded harshly. “Stop your crying and get moving.”


  Natalia sniffled and swallowed. The butt of the man’s gun found its way to her shoulder. It was all Leonard could do not to leap at the soldier and punch him on the jaw, but he knew such a maneuver would lead to gunfire or a beating. He glanced at his daughter. Strong and defiant, she held her breath and scrunched her eyebrows together, trying to suppress her emotions. Her face turned red before she relaxed and adopted an impassive expression.


  The leader, noticing Leonard’s turned head, knocked him on the shoulder, forcing him to look forward. How Leonard wanted to reach out and touch Natalia, to comfort her, but he succumbed to their powerless situation.


  When they reached Highway 40, they saw three unfamiliar vehicles and the Toyota waiting on the road. The closest vehicle, a white van with peeling paint, stood with its rear double doors open. A slab of plywood divided the van into two sections. The soldiers shoved Leonard into the compartment on the right side of the divider and Natalia into the left. Then they slammed the doors shut.


  “Natalia, are you okay?” Leonard called when the van was in motion.


  He could not make out her muffled reply.


  The vehicle stopped abruptly and Leonard’s body lurched, causing him to hit his head. He reached up to check for blood. A loud pounding on the side of the van reverberated, further aggravating Leonard’s headache.


  “Shut the fuck up in there,” a deep voice hollered.


  Natalia began sobbing.


  “I said shut the fuck up.”


  She could not control herself.


  A door opened, the one on Natalia’s side. Leonard scurried forward. Although the guards did not open his compartment, a small crack between his door and the wooden divider allowed him to peek outside. What he witnessed horrified him. A short, fat guard wrenched Natalia out of the van and shoved her to the ground. She shrieked in terror.


  “I said,” the soldier said, kicking her in the side. “Shut.” Kick. “The.” Kick. “Fuck up.”


  She recoiled and pulled herself into the fetal position.


  Leonard screamed and rattled his door hysterically. “Leave her alone.”


  The fat soldier turned his attention to Leonard and stormed toward the van. He unlocked the door and flung it open. It crashed against the side of the vehicle.


  “You’ve got something to say to me, traitor?” the soldier said, inches from Leonard’s face. “You worried about your pretty little niece?” he cooed softly as he pushed Leonard against the van. Returning to Natalia, the man’s demeanor changed dramatically. He helped her to her feet. Once she was steady, he ran his hand along the side of her face and down her neck. She cringed and looked away. “I suppose I could be more gentle with her.” He twirled her hair in his fingers.


  A medium built, middle-aged man scowled as he approached Natalia and the insolent soldier.


  The fat man continued, “What do you think, Sanders? I deserve a little R&R.” His hand slid down Natalia’s shoulder toward her breast, but the middle-aged soldier grabbed the pervert’s arm.


  “You are such an asshole, Bean.”


  Bean laughed, a licentious grin on his lips. “Jealous? You want some, too?”


  “Get in the van.”


  Neither tender nor rough, Sanders escorted Natalia back to her compartment. His expression conveyed no emotion except a slight irritation at his colleague’s behavior. As Natalia climbed in, Sanders gripped Leonard’s arm, squeezing hard, causing him to flinch. “Not another word from you.”


  Leonard nodded and scrambled into the van.


  Although silent for the duration of the ride, Leonard writhed in agony. He chastised himself at least a hundred times in fifteen minutes, but the self-berating did little to ease his conscience. As the adrenaline faded and the reality of their circumstances sank in, Leonard’s spirit melted, the heat of its incineration passing through his body and evaporating any last scrap of hope.


  There is no way out.


  Leonard and Natalia’s lives would drain away in a haze of cells and quarries, their only sustenance bland oatmeal and stale bread…or worse. He had endeavored to rescue his daughter from the despicable Youth Brigade’s breeding program; instead, he had led her straight into the heart of another atrocity. Natalia might be raped by beasts like the fat guard, Bean. In retrospect, the gentle boy with almond-shaped eyes seemed like an angel from another era. Making love to him and nine months of pregnancy—a respite in comparison to sweaty fat fingers and other filthy appendages on the floor of a cold prison cell.


  He could barely bring himself to look at Natalia when they were pulled from the van, disembarking in front of a gray building with no windows. Natalia glanced at him briefly, her eyes lifeless. Guards raced toward them and handcuffed each prisoner, wrenching their arms behind their backs. Quick retina scans followed and the handheld scanning device was passed along to a stern woman who observed the procedure. Once shoved through the door, Leonard and Natalia were taken down separate hallways.


  “Nat,” Leonard cried as a husky female guard dragged her away. His own escort struck him on the back of the head.


  As they turned a corner, Leonard allowed himself to surrender to a hovering depression. He wished the guard would knock him over the head again, so that the pain would remind him he was still alive. What’s the point? He hung his head and stumbled down the hall, periodically shoved by the silent man he could not see.


  The guard pushed Leonard into a small room, unlocked the handcuffs, and told him to strip.


  “Strip?”


  “Yeah, as in take off your clothes.”


  “Why?”


  “So I can feel you up,” he said flippantly. When Leonard flinched, the man added, “Don’t be such a dumbass. You need to be searched and, mercifully, that’s not in my job description any longer.”


  The guard closed and locked the door. Leonard slowly removed his clothing, trying not to picture Natalia somewhere in the facility being forced to do the same.


  Once naked, Leonard shielded his genitals with his hands in a feeble attempt to maintain a scrap of dignity. He examined his surroundings. With nothing but a wooden slat-back chair standing in the corner, the room had less charm than a broom closet. A cement floor and off-white walls, covered with grimy splatter marks, provided as bleak an atmosphere as Leonard could imagine. Estimating the size, Leonard drew in a sharp breath.


  Ten-by-ten. Not unlike the room in which he wasted his other life. Now he stood, officially, in a prison. How fitting.


  Out of the blue, Leonard burst into a fit of laughter, deranged giggles echoing around the empty cell.


  At that moment a large-built man with shortly cropped hair and an amused expression waltzed into the room carrying a clipboard and a book. A timid young man followed him, wheeling a leather office chair.


  “What’s so funny, Cook?” the large man bellowed. “Delighted with our lovely facilities?”


  Leonard’s laughter abruptly ceased.


  “Spacious compared to where you will be going shortly.” The large man settled in the leather chair, while the young man remained standing.


  Leonard’s eyes caught those of the burly man’s assistant. Anticipating that the youth would approach him any minute and probe his anus, he turned his head and suppressed an urge to vomit.


  “Uncover yourself, Cook,” the large man demanded.


  Leonard closed his eyes but refused to move his hands.


  “I said uncover yourself!”


  Surprised by the depth of his embarrassment, Leonard shook his head and refused to look at his captors. He heard the leather chair spin violently into the wall a fraction of a second before a deafening smack connected with the side of his head. He scrunched his body against the pain but still did not move his hands.


  “Damn it, Mahler, cuff him. To the chair.”


  “Yes, sir, Lieutenant Stearns.”


  The edgy young man grabbed the small wooden chair and moved it to the middle of the room. He looped the cuffs around one slat of the chair, wrenched Leonard’s hands away from his genitals, and secured him to his seat. Leonard succumbed to shame. He no longer thought about Natalia, only his own disgraceful predicament. A headache gradually overwhelmed his senses and he wished he could press his temples.


  “You may go now, Mahler.”


  “Yes, sir.” With that, the young man exited the room.


  Three quarters of an hour passed in silence. Stearns read his book, glancing up every once and a while to stare at Leonard, occasionally adding a malignant sneer or a soft chuckle. Leonard squirmed disquietly, his genitals chilled against the bare wood. Eventually, he became numb. All bodily discomforts drifted away as he detached from his emotions and cleared his mind. Evidently no body cavity search was forthcoming. The entire escapade was merely an exercise in humiliation, and Leonard had given them everything they wished for.


  Stearns stood up and began walking in circles around Leonard’s chair. “You’re a clever man, Cook. Can I call you Cook?”


  Leonard maintained a blank expression.


  “’Cause we both know your name isn’t Cook.”


  No response.


  Stearns grinned. “You so don’t have a leg to stand on doctor.”


  Leonard met his gaze.


  “Doctor,” Stearns spat with disdain. “Arrogant. Selfish. Moneygrubbers. Looking down on the rest of us as if a college education makes them superior.” Laughing, he continued, “My cousin was a cook’s assistant before the cowardly traitors fled our community. Now, thanks to the Department of Fair Compensation and Redistribution, she works in the surgical wing at Century Hospital. Doing just fine. Turns out you don’t need a degree to work in medicine.” He strode back to his chair nonchalantly and took a seat. “I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt, Cook, and assume you’re not really a doctor. Then I won’t hate you quite as much.”


  Leonard cleared his throat.


  “You’re going to talk to me,” Stearns said. “I will get some answers. Starting with your real name.”


  Silence.


  Stearns pulled a cell phone out of his pocket and speed-dialed a number. “Mahler,” he shouted. “Get your ass back in here.”


  Within a minute, the nervous young man returned.


  “Hit him,” Stearns said coolly, gesturing at Leonard.


  “Wha—?”


  “Hit him, you idiot.”


  Mahler approached Leonard tentatively and gave him a listless slap.


  “Oh for God’s sake,” Stearns screamed as he leapt to his feet. He smacked the side of Leonard’s head, landing the punch on his ear. “Like that…you good-for-nothing Inbreed.” He returned to his chair.


  Mahler cowered nearby, visibly shaking. Leonard’s left ear was ringing and a debilitating headache consumed his senses.


  “So, anyway,” Stearns resumed in a pleasant tone, “what I’d really like to know, Cook, is how you deactivated your tracking chip.”


  Leonard’s heart rate accelerated. He felt dizzy. Something leaked out of his nose and trickled down his face. It tasted like blood.


  “And your daughter’s.”


  Trying not to flinch, Leonard was taken aback.


  “Yes, I’m sure she’s your daughter. Don’t think I’m a fool. Not that she looks anything like you, which is lucky for her, but it seems unlikely to me that a man would go to that much trouble for a niece.”


  Leonard neither confirmed nor denied.


  “Anyway, although no current target of the Watcher Listening Network has been reported missing, it is only a matter of time. And if nothing shows up on an APB, we have our own doctors eager to experiment with tracking chip removal. It ought to be a good time for all.”


  The young assistant crossed the room and whispered in the Lieutenant’s ear. Leonard strained to make out their words.


  “…hasn’t got one.”


  “What do you mean he hasn’t got one?” Stearns whispered harshly.


  “It’s a possibility, sir. If he really is a high clearance official, then there was no transmitter in the first place.”


  A calm feeling washed over Leonard. He really had them stumped. Tramer was not yet assigned an APB, which means that Carlyle was true to his word. Furthermore, Max’s guy had done such a good job cleaning the database and creating a new identity, they couldn’t even trace his retina scan.


  “Why the tracking number in Cook’s file?”


  “A cover?” Mahler suggested.


  “And the girl?”


  “Probably his daughter. The offspring of a high-ranking Fed would be exempt. Even from CAPERS.”


  Stearns snorted. “Figures…just another reason to despise the bastard.” Then he smiled and addressed Leonard directly. “But if you won’t tell us who you are, we have every right to do an exploratory surgery.” Narrowing his eyes, he added, “And we’ll start with the girl. Lord knows our surgeon needs to warm up on someone. He doesn’t have nearly as much experience as my cousin.”


  “Wait,” Leonard said.


  A sly, triumphant grin spread across Stearns’ face. “So he has a voice. You’ve got something to tell me?”


  Leonard hesitated. What could he tell the Lieutenant? Was there anything that would save Natalia? Wouldn’t more information make it worse? Perhaps he could trade his freedom for hers. But they already had both of them in custody. What motivation would they have to bargain?


  Stearns glared. “Oh, fuck this. Uncuff him, Mahler.”


  Once Mahler released him, Leonard stood up and shook out his arms, his hands no longer instinctively rushing to cover his genitals.


  “Get dressed,” Stearns grumbled turning away. “I can’t look at your ugly balls any longer. I’m going to lose my dinner.”


  Mahler handed over the clothing, but he kept Leonard’s watch and wallet.


  Leonard slowly dressed, still debating whether or not to reveal his true identity. As he buttoned his pants, he became aware of the smell of body odor and smoke. The Lieutenant was breathing in his face.


  “I’m going to let you spend a little time in the closet, Cook. While you’re there, think about untrained hands fondling with…” He grunted. “…of course I mean operating on your daughter’s body.”


  Mahler grabbed Leonard and cuffed his hands behind his back.


  “Closet three,” Stearns said. “You can free closet one. He’s been in there all day. Stick him in solitary.”


  As Mahler hustled him down the hallway, Leonard could not help but wonder. If solitary is something else, what the hell is a closet?


  Ten minutes and several flights of stairs later, the answer to that question revealed itself. Mahler dragged Leonard into a hallway lined with a series of six-foot high doors labeled one through five. Tightening his grip on Leonard’s wrist and fussing with a key ring, Mahler tried a couple of keys in door number three before he found one that fit. He grinned for the first time and swung the door open.


  Leonard peered into the closet. It was no more than fourteen-by-fourteen inches.


  


  Chapter Thirty-One


  Leonard did not think it was possible for his body to be squeezed into such a small space, but Mahler the Meek had no trouble shoving him into the compartment. Claustrophobia set in almost immediately, even before his body registered the pain in his shoulders and back. In addition, the side of his head throbbed where Stearns had hit him. He stood there for hours, feeling as if any minute he might suffocate. Maybe one hour, maybe six. He had no idea. Closing his eyes, he attempted to transport himself into a Zen-like half sleep. For the most part, it kept him sane.


  In-between short naps, Leonard brooded. He eventually decided that he must tell them everything on the stipulation that they allow Natalia to leave and return to Denver. There were no guarantees, but it was the only chance he had of saving her. His knowledge and skills might be traded or withheld depending upon Natalia’s status.


  Yes, he concluded, it’s the only way.


  When the door finally opened, he tumbled out and strong arms broke his fall. Leonard recognized the man. He was the guard, Sanders, who chastised the fat pervert that touched Natalia. In spite of the man’s hostile expression, Leonard could not help but feel some respect and gratitude toward Sanders.


  “Sir?” Leonard began, his voice hoarse.


  Sanders responded by jerking a black hood over Leonard’s head, grabbing him by the cuffed wrists, and pushing him down the hallway. They climbed several sets of stairs and passed through many doors, the last of which clearly led them outdoors — Leonard felt the chilly September air on his skin. Although his hood blocked all light, he guessed it was nighttime since he heard no voices or other daylight activities.


  Sanders shoved him into the back of a car. The soldier remained speechless and Leonard decided it was best for him to do the same. The engine rumbled to life, and the driver made a large half-circle before bringing the car up to a reasonable speed.


  After a few minutes, Leonard became aware of another person in the back seat of the vehicle. He heard soft, short breaths, and assumed it was another prisoner. He prayed it might be his daughter but dared not ask. The perverts back in the infirmary probably wanted to keep Natalia safe and warm under their watch. Trying to push those revolting thoughts away, Leonard’s nose ran and liquid trickled down his esophagus. He cleared his throat quietly.


  “Dad?” a soft voice whispered.


  Tears flowed freely. Leonard leaned to his left, hoping to make physical contact with his traveling companion. “Nat, it’s you. Thank God, it’s you.”


  She wiggled on her seat and worked her way to his side.


  “I’d hug you if I could,” he said. “What did they do to you?”


  “Put me in a cell,” she whispered. “With a cot and a bucket to pee in.”


  “They didn’t touch you?”


  “They didn’t even talk to me.”


  Leonard heaved a sigh of relief.


  “Did they do something to you?” she asked, concerned.


  “Nah,” he lied. “Same as you. I was just worried.”


  “You two better shut your traps,” Sanders snapped.


  They continued on in silence.


  Eventually, Sanders stopped the vehicle abruptly and opened Natalia’s door.


  He pulled them out of the car and removed their head coverings, throwing the hoods on the ground on top of a pile of something Leonard could not quite make out in the shadows. Then Sanders flipped the car lights off and they were in total darkness. Trying to remember the phase of the moon over the past few days, he surmised that it must be a new moon. The darkness intimidated Leonard. He glanced around, squinting to no avail. After his eyes adjusted, he noticed a large mound towering over Sanders’ car. If Leonard was not mistaken, they were near the blockade at Highway 40 and Henderson Mine Road.


  Sanders un-cuffed each of them in turn.


  “I only have a few minutes, so listen well and keep quiet,” the soldier said, his voice hurried but not hostile. “I’m supposed to take you to the quarry to spend the night. I will return without you. Do you understand?” Sanders bent over, picked up the hoods, and threw them in the car. Retrieving the other objects on the ground, he handed something to Leonard and something else to Natalia.


  Caressing the item in his hand, Leonard realized that he held one of the backpacks. His heart pounded and a rush of warmth passed over his body. The man was helping them escape.


  “Thank you, Mr. Sanders,” Natalia said.


  Shocked that Natalia had addressed him by name, Sanders faltered for a moment. Then he spoke firmly. “If you are caught, I’d appreciate you not mentioning my name. You appear to be good at keeping secrets. Otherwise, I’m doomed.” He sighed. “I may already be a dead man.”


  Leonard gazed at their unlikely ally, wishing he could make out the expression on the man’s face. What could possibly motivate a person to risk his life on behalf of strangers? It didn’t make sense. He reached out and touched the soldier. “Why?” he whispered.


  Sanders took his time formulating a reply. “Rumor has it that this young lady is your daughter.”


  “She is,” Leonard admitted, a split second before realizing it might be a trap.


  “My daughter is almost fifteen. I have not seen her in over a year. She became a ward of the state and moved into CAPERS housing.” He took an uneasy breath. “I applied for this job because I could not look at my wife any longer. Could not bear to live in that house. What I’ve seen in these mountains abhors me, but it is far better than living in the empty hole that once was my home.” With these last words his voice elevated in pitch and trailed away.


  Leonard did not know what to say. He put his arm around Natalia.


  Sanders regarded them and then laughed faintly — the pained, false laugh of a broken man. “If my daughter were to run away with me, I would be the happiest man in the world.” He cleared his throat and suddenly became professional. “Now get going.”


  Leonard glanced around. Their limited vision concerned him. “Are there any guards patrolling this area at night? We were apprehended by the reservoir. You guys seemed to come out of nowhere.”


  “One of our cadets noticed you driving through town. He reported it to his superior officer. Eventually, they sent him to follow, but you were gone without a trace when he reached the blockade. He called for backup and we found your car. Otherwise, there is no one out this far.”


  “Why? Aren’t they concerned that prisoners might escape?”


  “The prisoners who live here are weak from torture, slavery, and starvation,” Sanders replied wearily. “No one expects them to make it past a mile.”


  “Oh.”


  “I have to go now.”


  A minute later, Leonard and Natalia were alone, the sound of an engine fading swiftly.


  


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  They quickly donned the thermal hoodies. Natalia had to roll her sleeves back several folds, but they both agreed that the hoodies were surprisingly warm. Once ready, they walked cautiously along Henderson Mine Road. It was difficult to negotiate the piles of rubble that blocked their way, but Leonard’s vision improved as his eyes adjusted. After they traversed the blockade, the walk was easier. Still, they proceeded slowly.


  “How are you doing, Nat?”


  “Okay. But I can’t see farther than a few yards here,” she complained. “The stars are gorgeous though.”


  Leonard did not feel like admiring the heavens. “Keep an eye on the left side of the road. I don’t want to miss that fork.”


  When they found the southbound dirt road Leonard’s anxiety diminished only slightly. Nerves on edge, he listened for helicopters, vehicles, and voices. But all he heard were the sounds of crickets and animals moving through the foliage.


  They shuffled through a cleared area, sand pits of some kind.


  “We missed the reservoir,” Leonard said. “I intended to fill our empty bottle.”


  “It’s okay. I’ll drink sparingly. We’ll find a stream in the daylight.”


  “And I’ll be able to see our compass. For now, the road is our safest option.”


  They happened upon a series of switchbacks. Leonard prayed they weren’t climbing up a steep mountain. But the switchbacks ceased after a few hundred yards and the dirt road continued along an edge.


  “Dad…”


  “Yes?”


  “I…I need to go to the bathroom.”


  “No problem. We’re making good time.”


  “But…”


  “Go ahead. In the trees.” He gestured to the woods. “Just not too far.”


  “I can’t go pee in the woods.”


  Leonard put his hands on his hips. “I don’t want to be insensitive, Nat, but we’ve got a lot of hiking ahead of us. You’re going to need to learn how to go in the woods.”


  “Okay,” she whispered reluctantly.


  It seemed like an eternity before she returned.


  “I did it!” She sounded very pleased with herself.


  “We can move on?”


  “Yup.”


  A moment later, Leonard stopped and groaned.


  “What?” Natalia asked.


  “Now I have to go.”


  She laughed. “Go ahead, Dad. In the trees.”


  Soon they were on their way again. Leonard struggled to examine the surrounding terrain as they walked. Suddenly, he noticed a large dark area on their right. He approached it carefully in case it was a huge pit. Fortunately, it was another reservoir. He filled the empty bottle and removed the paper label.


  “What are you doing?”


  “We’ll need to treat this, but I’ll have to wait until I can read the directions on the water purifying packets.”


  “Oh.”


  “I want to make sure I know which bottle is which,” he explained. “Just thinking ahead.”


  “Good idea.”


  Unfortunately, only minutes later, Leonard and Natalia came to the end of the road. A river continued on the left in a direction Leonard hoped was south or southwest, but he was no longer certain.


  They sat down, drank some water from the clean bottle, and attempted to share an MRE. It was not pleasant eating something unidentifiable before it hit the tongue. But after a few bites, Leonard deduced that the menu consisted of chili, crackers, and some kind of cheese spread, as well as a small fruit drink. Not at all palatable, the meager rations nevertheless provided them with a surge of energy. Leonard did not realize how tired and listless he had become until they finished their bland meal.


  “We could rest here and get some sleep,” he said. “However, I think we should move as far as possible by night while we’re this close to the infirmary.” He glanced at his bare arm. “I have no idea what time it is. Do you have a watch?”


  “No.”


  “We could have another six hours. We could have two. The soldiers will not notice we are missing until they fail to find us at the quarry in the morning. The farther we get the better. Plus, we just ate. That will carry us for a while.”


  “What about animals? Bears and…stuff.”


  Leonard took a deep breath. “There’s always that risk. But I’d rather face a bear than return to a prison cell.”


  “Okay,” Natalia agreed.


  “We should follow the river. Let’s go.”


  “What if we’re headed back to the infirmary?”


  Leonard frowned. It was a possibility.


  “Dad?”


  He pursed his lips to one side, pondering the situation. “I’ll bet the watchtowers have searchlights. I haven’t seen any searchlight sweeps.”


  “And they’d be impossible to miss.”


  Suddenly, Leonard experienced a wave of optimism. “In fact, that’s another good reason to travel in the dark. We’ll get plenty of warning if we are close to the prison…infirmary…whatever.”


  Natalia touched his shoulder. “I’m good to go if you are.”


  Leonard led his daughter to the river’s edge. It appeared to be flowing at half its capacity. This played to the travelers’ advantage. Although rocky, the riverbed was easier to negotiate than the woods. They moved at a modest pace, trees towering above them. Based on the tug in his knees, Leonard concluded that they were steadily climbing.


  After about two miles the density of the trees began to dwindle and the incline became steeper. They emerged from the trees, their breathing intensifying with each step.


  Leonard contemplated returning to the shelter of the trees and waiting for daylight. Following a river would probably lead them to a mountain, but where a river comes down is not necessarily the best place to go up. The thought continued to nag him. As they proceeded, the stars gradually disappeared but the sky did not lighten. Leonard looked up at the heavens. The stars above were still vivid against a black sky. Clearly, whatever stood before them blocked the stars on the horizon. It was as if they were walking into a cavity. Eventually, Leonard made the call.


  Turning around, he said, “We need to wait in those trees.”


  Natalia stopped and groaned. “Why?”


  “I have to see these mountains in the daylight in order to determine the best route, not to mention the direction we’re traveling.”


  They returned to the trees. Holding himself back, Leonard tempered his pace, hoping not to tear his knees or twist an ankle. He was in rather poor shape and the intensity of their hike began to wear on him. It seemed almost worse scrambling down the incline than climbing up.


  They laid out the sleeping bags, choosing the most comfortable spot on the edge of the riverbed.


  As they settled in, Natalia shivered. “Now that we’ve stopped moving, I’m pretty cold.”


  “I don’t dare light a fire.”


  “I know.”


  “Just huddle close,” Leonard said, leaning toward her.


  She moved in a few inches. “Dad?”


  “Yes?”


  “What did you do three weeks ago?”


  “Huh?”


  “You’ve been acting differently for the past three weeks. Yet Mom said you did not know about the escape plan until the very last minute.”


  “That’s right.”


  “So what did you do? Steal something? Cheat on Mom?”


  A wave of anxiety caught Leonard off guard. What could he say?


  “I mean,” she continued, feigning indifference, “you must feel guilty about something. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be suddenly so nice to us.”


  “Have I really been that terrible a father?”


  “You’re avoiding the question.”


  He shook his head sadly. “I don’t know.”


  “What?”


  “I don’t know what I did three weeks ago.”


  “If you don’t want to tell me, just say so.”


  “You really want the truth?”


  “Yes.”


  Leonard proceeded to describe his previous life and the time machine. He explained how surprised and delighted he was to discover he had a family in this new reality.


  Natalia listened intently for quite some time, but eventually she burst out laughing. “Give me a break, Dad. How gullible do you think I am?”


  “It’s the truth, Nat.”


  “I’m not stupid.”


  Leonard slunk into his sleeping bag and gazed at the canopy of trees, wishing he could see the stars. “Your mother thinks the DID performed brain experiments on me.”


  Natalia touched him on the shoulder. “Now that makes way more sense.”


  He sighed. What did he know? Maybe that was what really happened.


  ***


  Leonard did not remember falling asleep, but when he awoke the sun flickered through the trees. The fiery orb was high enough to clear the surrounding mountains, so Leonard figured it must be well past sunrise. He leapt from his sleeping bag, slipped off his hoodie, and located the compass. Then he made his way into the open. The river they were following ran east, and it began somewhere on top of a very steep mountain, definitely not the way to go. To Leonard’s delight the shortest mountain with the most gradual climb took them southwest. No trees provided shelter from the sun but a dry riverbed supplied a path. It would not be easy, but it was clearly the best route.


  “Perfect.”


  Natalia appeared by his side. “It’s looking good?” she asked hopefully, pulling off her hoodie.


  “Just up and over that hill,” he said, pointing at the mountainside and trying to make it sound simple. It could easily take them several hours. Leonard could not make out the distance from their current location. Nevertheless, he smiled at his daughter.


  She leapt back in alarm. “Dad, you look terrible.”


  “Huh?”


  “Your face. You’re covered in dried blood and your eye is swollen.” She reached up to touch the puffy area, but withdrew before making contact.


  Her observation made him suddenly aware of a dull pounding in his head. He gently touched the swollen eye. Then he shrugged. “I’m fine.”


  She snorted.


  “Really, I am.”


  “You lied.”


  “About what?”


  “You said they didn’t do anything to you. Obviously someone hit you.” She inspected both sides of his face. “Probably more than once.”


  “I’m sorry, Nat. When you asked me, it didn’t seem like the appropriate time to discuss it.”


  “We’ve got all the time in the world now.”


  “They roughed me up a bit. The good news was that they didn’t appear to know anything about us. Plus,” he added enthusiastically, “they mentioned that we disabled our tracking transmitters. One guy even hypothesized that we never had them in the first place.”


  “Of course we disabled them. Wasn’t that what the MRI was all about?”


  “I was never fully convinced it worked until I heard them talking.”


  “Oh,” Natalia said, eyeing him suspiciously. “You need to let me in on all these little secrets, so I don’t get caught off guard.”


  “Right, right, right. Now that we’re on our way, I’ll be more up front with you.”


  “You better.”


  Suddenly Leonard remembered. “Happy Birthday,” he cried, hugging his daughter.


  “Oh my God. I totally forgot.”


  “Let’s have a celebratory MRE and get a move on.” Leonard decided that she deserved an MRE to herself on her birthday morning. Besides, how much distance could they cover if they were hungry?


  Natalia grimaced, but she followed him back into the trees. While she rifled through the MREs, trying to pick the least offensive menu item, Leonard put a layer of sunscreen on their exposed surfaces. She squirmed in protest.


  “This isn’t an hour by the pool,” he said. “It’s a day in the sun at ten-thousand, maybe twelve-thousand feet.”


  “Fine, fine.”


  After coating his face and arms with sunscreen, Leonard read the directions on a water-purifying packet and carefully emptied the contents into the bottle with no label.


  They were just finishing up a curly pasta embellished with tiny chunks of chicken, when Leonard thought he detected a faint and familiar thumping sound. He stood abruptly and cocked his head to one side.


  “What’s wrong?” Natalia asked, fear creeping into her voice.


  “Helicopters.”


  Natalia’s eyes flew open in fear.


  Leonard tipped his head to the other side. “I think they’re very far away.”


  The sound came and went in waves.


  How far away can they be if I can hear them? Leonard wondered. A few miles at the most. Surveying the bare face of the mountain to the southwest, his heart sank.


  “We should wait, Nat. Here in the trees.”


  She nodded.


  They arranged the dark green sleeping bags, making a tent between two trees. The hoodies served as flaps on one side. Although small and stuffy, the tent provided excellent cover.


  In no less than twenty minutes, the resonating pulse of the incoming choppers intensified. It was difficult to discern how many helicopters were tracking them. At least two. After a while the helicopters seemed to be directly overhead, although reverberating sound waves could be deceiving. Leonard commended himself on the decision to stay put. The thumping remained loud and nearby for what seemed like hours, disappearing and reappearing at random moments. Leonard prayed that their makeshift cover sufficiently fooled the pilots.


  The heat inside the tent became unbearable as the sun moved to its highest position. Natalia looked as if she might pass out, but she refused to ask for water. Leonard made her drink the remainder of the original bottle. He planned to refill it before they left.


  Slowly, the thumping sounds diminished, still fading in and out but clearly farther away; hopefully heading back to the infirmary. Leonard removed the hoodies from the tent opening, allowing the trickle of a breeze to creep in, but it was not nearly enough to freshen the stale air they had been breathing all morning.


  After it had been quiet for what felt like at least half an hour, Leonard ventured outside. He examined the sky as far as he could see in any direction. He saw nothing. The last waves of noise indicated that the helicopters had moved progressively to the north, perhaps making circles and searching the landscape as they passed. If he had to gamble his savings, Leonard would be confident betting that the choppers had returned to the infirmary. Would they return this afternoon? Of that, he could not be certain.


  Natalia materialized at his side.


  “Are they gone?” she whispered.


  “For now.”


  “You want to go?”


  “Yes. Let’s pack up.”


  Natalia gazed at the mountainside. “There’s no cover.”


  “I see that, Nat. But we have no choice.”


  “We could go at night. Last night you thought it was better to travel after dark.”


  “This climb will be substantially more difficult in the dark. Plus, we have thirteen MREs left and miles to go.”


  Natalia frowned. “How far is this Grand Junction?”


  Leonard’s heart sank. He had promised to be honest with his daughter, but he was not eager to address that particular question. Depending upon where they emerged on I-70, it could be up to two hundred miles to their destination. Walking at a pace of two to three miles per hour, it might take ten days, seven if they put in long hours. But how many times would they be delayed, hiding from the Feds in the bushes? And what if I-70 was patrolled and they had to travel on back roads? Furthermore, how long could they last on thirteen MREs? They had eaten two in less than twenty-four hours. They would need to be on the lookout for other sources of nutrition, but Leonard did not know how to tell one berry from another or which mushrooms were poisonous.


  “Dad?”


  “Let’s just say it’s far. We need to pack up and get going.”


  “How far? How long will it take us?”


  “A week. Maybe longer.”


  Natalia’s eyes widened; shock and despondency transformed her features.


  Leonard maintained a stoic expression. He swiftly returned to their campsite and began repacking the supplies.


  ***


  Traveling up the bare side of a mountain midday was not the brightest plan. The sun, especially intense through the thin, arid atmosphere, beat down on them mercilessly. Even though the temperature was no more than fifty-five degrees, Leonard could almost feel his skin burn as the power of the solar rays besieged him. When they were about halfway up, bursts of wind took them by surprise. The rushing air momentarily relieved the burning sensation, but the gusts were unpredictable and distracting. Nevertheless, as suddenly as they appeared, they vanished within a half-hour.


  Although steep, the hike didn’t take as long as Leonard expected. By mid-afternoon, the travelers met up with a trail that led to the crest. Leonard’s anxiety dissipated somewhat, but he did not let down his guard. They still had no cover. During the journey, the pressing fear of being discovered kept Leonard alert — his ears trained for even the slightest thump and his eyes scoping out possible pockets in which they might hide.


  When they finally reached the summit, they gasped simultaneously. The trail ran along the cliff and then snaked down into a magnificent valley, brimming with trees. Natalia burst into a run, scampering and sliding where steep, making her way to the first available patch of evergreens.


  Leonard, considerably less agile than his daughter, hurried to the best of his ability. He thought it wise not to strain any critical muscles in the process. When he reached Natalia’s location, he found her lying on her back staring up at the trees, a half-empty bottle of water by her side.


  “I hope the water was purified,” she said, closing her eyes.


  “Should have taken twenty minutes at the most.”


  “Good.”


  “Do you want something to eat?”


  “Let’s see how far we can get on a granola bar.”


  “Nat—”


  “If we’re not going to have enough MREs for the trip, we’re screwed.”


  “I suppose as the days wear on, we’ll get comfortable doing with less.”


  “Exactly. I’d rather be hungry off and on than hungry for four days straight.”


  “Good point,” he acknowledged and they let the subject rest.


  Following a well-deserved respite, the Tramers descended into the valley, comforted by their lush surroundings. The trail met up with a river from time to time. They took small breaks to drink water and refill their bottles in the stream.


  About an hour after they began their descent, they surmounted a hill in a clearing. Leonard stopped and grabbed Natalia’s arm. In the distance, perhaps two miles away, he saw it — a straight, grayish-brown patch running perpendicular to their current path. It could be nothing else. They had made it. Before them lay I-70.


  The closer they approached, the more cautious Leonard became. He listened for the sounds of vehicles, helicopters, and voices but the valley was eerily quiet. In the early evening they reached a paved road and, from there, wandered directly onto the interstate.


  The condition of the road was appalling. Large potholes, formed through neglect and inclimate weather, dotted the interstate. Stubborn bushes forced their way through cracks in the asphalt. The thoroughfare appeared abandoned, as if no vehicles had passed in several years.


  Leonard consulted the compass to confirm his decision to take a right, heading west.


  Although Natalia knew no better, Leonard found the brisk stroll along I-70 surreal. The once chaotic passageway was now void of all sounds of civilization. Natalia absentmindedly kicked a rock with her left foot. It skittered across the pavement and bounced off a bulging crack a dozen feet away.


  As twilight descended, they stopped and pulled out their hoodies. Soon, they would need them.


  Casually rounding a bend, Leonard debated whether or not to stop for the night. Since they were clearly not being followed, it now seemed safer to travel during the day. His daughter had been wise to be concerned with predators in the woods.


  Natalia halted suddenly and whispered, “What’s that?” Her voice conveyed both intrigue and fear.


  A cement structure in the side of the mountain loomed in the distance. It bore a remote resemblance to the ugly government buildings at the infirmary. Leonard’s heart rate accelerated and he grabbed Natalia, pulling her from the road. After examining the building for some time, he nearly laughed.


  “Eisenhower.”


  “What?”


  “That’s the Eisenhower tunnel.”


  Natalia nodded, unable to take her eyes off the structure as they approached, the silver glow of twilight fading with each step.


  Leonard furrowed his brow. Everything they had passed thus far had been in a state of disrepair, indicating possibly years of neglect. The Eisenhower Tunnel stretched more than a mile and a half inside the mountain. Given the condition of their surroundings, would the tunnel be safe? Still, the alternative, attempting to climb over, would add considerable time to their journey as well as deplete their already waning energy and resources.


  The sun sank behind the mountains and the temperature dropped dramatically as darkness swiftly took hold. Leonard donned his hoodie and insisted Natalia do the same.


  “Will it be colder in there?” she asked.


  “Probably, but we should wait until morning anyway.”


  “What about traveling at night?”


  “They don’t appear to be following us and we need to get some sleep.”


  Actually, Leonard wanted to evaluate the durability of the structure before they entered it. Now that darkness engulfed them, such a task would prove impossible. The Tramers made camp near the side of the road. Leonard hoped the thermal hoodies and sleeping bags would protect them. He still did not dare light a fire. They shared another MRE, eating only the main course and saving the snacks for the following day.


  ***


  Eager to inspect the tunnel, Leonard wiggled out of his sleeping bag the following morning, neglecting to awaken Natalia.


  The cement face of Eisenhower contained two separate, rectangular tunnels. The electronic arrows, signs, and tubular lighting had long since been out of operation. A thick layer of grime covered the walls and ceiling, making the tunnel look as though it were hewn out of dirt.


  It made only a smidge of difference to wait until morning. Leonard could see into the tunnel a couple hundred feet at the most, since it immediately curved to the right. Still, it was two hundred feet more than he could see last night.


  “Why didn’t you wake me?” a cranky voice grumbled.


  “Sorry,” Leonard said, distracted. “I just wanted to take a look.”


  “You could have woke me up,” she complained. But curiosity squelched her anger. She approached the westbound segment of the tunnel, her eyes wide.


  Leonard stepped inside and ran his hand along the wall. Small white tiles appeared as he swept away the dirt. A couple of cracked tiles here and there, but otherwise fairly sturdy. He ran a few paces ahead and tested another location. He found no fissures on the walls or significant cracks in the pavement. Then he tipped his head back to visually examine the ceiling. Although dirty, the surface appeared smooth. No signs of imminent collapse. After several more steps Leonard realized, to his horror, that a good portion of their trek through the mountain would be made in total darkness.


  “It’s a long walk,” he said. “We’re going to be in the dark for at least half an hour.”


  Natalia shuddered. “I’m a big girl.”


  “I mean pitch dark.”


  She threw her hands up in exasperation. “What do you want to do, Dad? Climb over the mountain?”


  He concurred that their other option was rather formidable. “Looks safe,” he concluded. “Let’s pack up and get on our way.”


  After a brief snack, they tied their sleeping bags onto their backpacks and headed out.


  Leonard grasped Natalia’s hand and led her to a guardrail on the left. A platform for emergency crew ran along the side, but Leonard suggested they stay on the road and use the guardrail as a guide.


  “I have no idea if there are stairs along that walkway, and I’d rather not find out the hard way.”


  Slowly, one step at a time, they progressed through the mountain. The light behind them faded as they pressed on. Within minutes they strode into total darkness. Claustrophobia set in as the journey dragged on. After what felt like half an hour, Leonard’s palms started to sweat. Then he caught sight of a faint speck of light in the distance.


  Natalia took in a breath of delight. “Dad, look.” Her voice echoed in the corridor.


  He gripped her hand tightly. “That’s it.”


  As the rectangle of light grew larger, they quickened their pace. A slight howl promised wind upon their exit. When the dim light finally provided enough illumination for them to see the pavement, they sprinted ahead, laughing as they ran. Their laughter bounced off the walls and escaped through the end of the tunnel. Evergreens swayed and the sun beat down on the worn blacktop.


  A few yards from the exit, Leonard grabbed Natalia and kissed her on the head.


  “That wasn’t so bad,” he shouted, relief and joy filling his spirit.


  “Not bad at all!” She beamed.


  Their serenity was short-lived, however, for when they emerged from the tunnel a not-so-peaceful welcoming party awaited them.


  Two persons dressed in black leather, their faces covered by dark motorcycle helmets, had positioned themselves on either side of the exit. They each sat on a Harley, shotguns raised and aimed directly at Leonard and Natalia.


  The father and daughter stopped dead in their tracks and slowly raised their arms.


  


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  “Look what we have here, Aiden,” the motorcyclist on the left purred. “A couple of vagabonds.”


  The other rider propped his shotgun against the Harley and removed his helmet. A teenager, no older than fifteen, regarded Natalia with amusement. His dark brown hair, disheveled and blowing around his smooth face, failed to conceal a pair of mischievous, brown eyes. Tipping his head to one side, he grinned playfully.


  “If she’s a Fed, she’s the cutest Fed I’ve ever seen.”


  Taken aback, Leonard looked from the boy to Natalia. His daughter blushed beneath a layer of dust. She glanced at her feet and bit her lip.


  “Hold your position, Aiden,” the first man ordered. “I had a notion something was not right, didn’t I? Good thing we came up here. We might’ve been ambushed in our sleep.”


  Aiden swished his hand down dismissively. “For God’s sake, Father, look at them. They look like they just crawled out of a mine.”


  “I know what they look like. That doesn’t mean they’re not up to something.” He slackened his stance for a second and flipped up his visor. A gray moustache and stern eyes glared at Leonard. “Where did you come from?”


  “We…uh…escaped from the infirmary.”


  “Where are your orange jumpsuits?”


  Sensing that the situation was about to get out of hand, Leonard spoke rapidly. “We were only there for a few hours.”


  “You just slipped right out of their hands, hmm?”


  “A soldier helped us escape.”


  Addressing Aiden, the older man asked, “You know of any counter-revs at the infirmary?”


  “Nope.” Aiden shook his head and stared at Leonard.


  “He only helped us because of Natalia,” Leonard explained hastily. “He wished his daughter would run away, too.”


  “I like your name,” Aiden said, the words tumbling out awkwardly.


  The stranger glared at his son. Then he swung one leg over his Harley and realigned his weapon. “You know they can track you, idiot. That’s why the bastard helped you.”


  “No. We disabled our transmitters back in Denver.”


  “Really?” The man’s mustache twitched. He sounded intrigued.


  “Yes, my wife is a doctor. She ran us through an MRI machine.”


  “Is that so?”


  “It appears to have worked.”


  “Yes, it works.” The man scrutinized Natalia. “Where’s your mom?”


  Natalia looked at the ground.


  Leonard stammered. “She…uh…she stayed behind.” The enormity of Alina’s sacrifice overwhelmed Leonard yet again. “She stayed behind, so that we could get away.”


  “I see,” the man said skeptically.


  Aiden dismounted, folded his shotgun in the middle, and laid it on the ground.


  “I said hold your position, God dammit, Aiden.”


  “Father,” he said impatiently. “They’re unarmed.”


  “How do you know? Frisk them.”


  Aiden rolled his eyes and approached Leonard. After a rough and thorough pat-down, he turned to Natalia. Her face flushed, she refused to look at the boy.


  “I’m sorry about this, Natalia.” He took a deep breath and appeared momentarily flustered. “My father’s a careful man. That’s why we’re still alive.” He patted her down gingerly, politely avoiding her chest and inner thighs.


  “Clear,” he declared.


  Aiden’s father hesitated for a moment before he lowered his gun and removed his helmet. A full head of curly gray hair and a grizzly beard emerged. Maintaining a firm grip on the shotgun with his left hand, the man offered his right.


  “Chester Woods.”


  “Leonard Tramer. And this is my daughter, Natalia.”


  “Aiden Woods,” the boy said, smiling coyly, his eyes fixed on Natalia.


  She inclined her head in acknowledgement. Then she giggled, clearly embarrassed.


  Dismayed that his daughter was flirting with the mysterious mountain boy, Leonard glanced back and forth between Aiden and Chester, his mouth hanging open.


  Suddenly gushing with hospitality, Chester Woods slapped Leonard on the back heartily. “Welcome to the free world, Tramer.”


  “Uh…” The full impact of the situation finally dawned on Leonard. They had escaped the infirmary, eluded the helicopters, hiked over a mountain, and traversed the Eisenhower Tunnel. With likely allies standing before them, they wouldn’t starve. They were free.


  “Is there a community in Silverthorne then?”


  Chester’s eyes darkened, something more akin to sorrow than anger. “No,” he said softly. “Just us.”


  “Oh.”


  “But I’m assuming you’re headed to Grand Junction?”


  “Yes,” Leonard replied, relieved that the man knew of Grand Junction; that the free community was not just a myth. “Yes, sir, we are.”


  “Call me Chester please, Tramer.”


  “Leonard.”


  Chester smirked. “I rather prefer Tramer. Leonard sounds a little like a guy who’d never survive escaping the Feds and hiking through the mountains.”


  Leonard winced. “As you wish.”


  “Oh, all right, Leonard.” He thumped him on the back again. “Just giving you a hard time.” He folded his shotgun and secured it to a jerry-rigged holster on the handlebars of the Harley. Aiden did the same.


  “Come on, Natalia,” Aiden called and Natalia rushed to his side.


  Leonard watched in horror as Natalia jumped on the back of the boy’s motorcycle. Aiden gave Natalia his helmet and helped her secure it to her head.


  “Would you rather she ride on the back of a grizzly old geezer’s Harley?” Chester said, chuckling.


  “No…I uh…”


  “Come on,” he barked. “Get on.”


  Leonard climbed tentatively onto the back of Chester Woods’ motorcycle.


  “I don’t bite,” Chester said in mock reassurance. “And I sure as hell don’t kiss.”


  After having stared at the muzzle of the man’s double-barrel shotgun for nearly fifteen minutes, Leonard wasn’t entirely sure about the biting part, but he had no concern that the volatile stranger would try to kiss him. Nonetheless, it was with reluctance that he grabbed Chester’s midsection and held on for the ride.


  The experience pleasantly surprised Leonard. The wind blew across his face and through his hair, amplifying his growing sense of freedom. Chester maneuvered the machine smoothly around potholes and loose rocks. Glancing to his right, Leonard observed Aiden and his daughter. Natalia’s face was not visible beneath the helmet, so he did not know whether she was exhilarated or frightened. Nevertheless, Aiden appeared to be driving very carefully, not weaving in and out dramatically — the behavior one might anticipate from a teenage boy.


  Rolling hills and mountains in the distance warmed Leonard’s spirit. They approached the valley where the cities of Silverthorne, Dillon, and Frisco lay nestled in the mountains. Leonard closed his eyes for a moment to concentrate on the soothing tactile sensations.


  When he opened them, he frowned. Something was wrong. The valley seemed dark. Given the lack of precipitation and the fact that autumn was on their doorstep, Leonard had not expected the valley to be green. Nonetheless, the dark hues disturbed him and a prickly sensation sprinted up his spine. It didn’t look right. Bleakness tainted the valley. The emptiness of an abandoned city? No. It was definitely more than that. Something more ominous.


  As they approached the outskirts, Leonard understood the source of the desolation. The land was scorched as far as he could see.


  A variety of strange plants and yellow grasses had taken hold in the scarred landscape, popping up around the blackened trees; nature’s feeble attempt to soften the impact of the destruction.


  During the final descent, the magnitude of the devastation horrified him. It appeared as if every building in the once vibrant community had been burned or bombed, except the dam that preserved the reservoir. Lake Dillon sparked in the morning sun, a dissonant twinkle in a hideous landscape.


  What the hell happened here?


  


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  For the duration of the ride, Leonard detached himself emotionally, gazing at the surroundings as if he were traveling in a foreign land.


  Chester Woods led them through the charred ruins of Dillon and into the outskirts of the White River National Forest, along what remained of Highway 6. Severely bombed and hastily repaired with boards and slabs of concrete, the road functioned well enough for a meticulously careful motorcyclist, but would not have been traversable by car. Nevertheless, Chester and Aiden steered them to safety with their refined driving skills. After several miles of damaged highway, they returned to a functional road with minimal potholes.


  When they arrived at the Woods’ homestead, an eclectic arrangement greeted their eyes. Goats and chickens wandered in pens. A large tent made out of translucent plastic stood in a patch of sunlight. It appeared to be a greenhouse. Leonard surmised that the trees had been cleared to give the greenhouse just enough sunlight to support a modest vegetable garden. Babbling gently, a substantial stream ran through the property about one hundred yards from the Woods’ cabin. Their home was a small house patched up with new trees and the remnants of blasted buildings.


  A black lab ran to welcome the travelers after their engines settled into silence. His tail wagging enthusiastically, the dog ran in circles and barked happily.


  “Hey, Hayek,” Aiden called and the lab ran over and licked the teenager’s hand.


  Aiden led Leonard and Natalia to a bathroom in the cabin, which contained a water pump, several buckets, and a tiled washing area.


  “If you need to use the other facilities, they are out back.”


  Leonard expected Natalia to cringe at the thought of using an outhouse, so he was surprised to see a pleasant expression on her face.


  Aiden opened a small cupboard and pointed at a stack of green towels. “Here are the towels. I will heat some water for you,” he said, addressing Natalia.


  “I can use cold,” Leonard offered, as if anyone cared.


  “And I may have clean sweats,” the boy added. “They will be a little big for you, but you can roll them up.


  Leonard slipped into the bathroom, closed the door, and dropped a hook into an eye on the wall; thus providing a thin layer of privacy. He filled a bucket with water and splashed it on his face. The cold liquid stimulated his senses and he proceeded to wash his neck and arms. He didn’t realize how filthy he had become over the previous forty-eight hours.


  After Leonard and Natalia cleaned up, the four of them gathered around the Woods’ rough, wooden dining table. Natalia, decked in a navy blue sweat suit, with sleeves rolled back and pant legs folded under, sat next to Aiden. Chester settled in at the head of the table and Leonard took a seat directly across from his daughter.


  Each place was set with a mismatched array of plates and silverware as well as tall glasses of water. In the middle of the table, a variety of items — including vegetables, flatbread, and some kind of jerky — awaited the visitors.


  “Dig in,” Chester said. Famished, as well as reluctant to disobey their commanding host, Leonard reached for the jerky.


  The meat tasted gamey, unlike anything Leonard had ever tried before. He thought it best not to inquire about the origin of the jerky. Such knowledge might actually kill his appetite and he needed to regain his strength. Raccoon, coyote, squirrel — it really didn’t matter. Natalia, on the other hand, appeared to be struggling. She regarded the substance suspiciously, taking small bites with ample sips of water. Nevertheless, the flatbread tasted fresh and the Tramers consumed it with gusto.


  Aiden nibbled sporadically, glancing up every once and a while to watch Natalia. Leonard kept one eye on him but said nothing. Chester appeared oblivious.


  Eventually, Natalia noticed Aiden’s unabashed gawking, and she asked softly, “What are you looking at?”


  The boy didn’t miss a beat. Grinning, he replied, “The prettiest girl I’ve ever seen.”


  “I don’t imagine you see many girls up here,” she bantered, but her playful intentions got lost in the sliver of space between them.


  Aiden frowned, his blithe manner draining instantly. He narrowed his eyes and spoke firmly with a voice that aged by years within the breadth of a second. “I had a life before all of this. We lost my mother in the Raze.” He faltered. “I know a thing or two about the world, little girl.”


  Natalia blanched and was unable to speak. After a long pause, she offered a meek apology. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


  It occurred to Leonard that Natalia might never see her own mother again. Still, she could cling to the hope that they might one day be reunited.


  Aiden touched her lightly on the arm. “It’s okay. You didn’t know.”


  Recognizing that now was as good a time as any, Leonard dove in, posing the question he’d been dying to ask since they descended into the valley.


  “What happened here?”


  Chester wiped the corner of his lip with the edge of his hand and stared at Leonard. Chewing slowly, he finished a large bite of jerky, swallowed, and placed his hands on the table.


  “What happened here?” the man repeated coldly. “If only more people knew.”


  Sensing it was best to remain quiet, Leonard waited patiently.


  “What happened in this valley should be drilled into the heads of every middle grade student in the country. But the Department of Education will ensure that not a scrap of information related to the Raze ever finds its way into the public schools.”


  “I’d like to hear about it,” Natalia said.


  Chester regarded her with a hint of admiration. He nodded. Gazing into the distance, Chester spoke clearly. “People began to migrate to the Silverthorne-Breckenridge area shortly after the Twenty-Eighth Amendment passed.”


  “Which one was the Twenty-Eighth again?” Leonard interrupted.


  Chester immediately focused on Leonard. Contempt tainted his face. “You know, if people paid attention in the first place, we might have avoided a lot of suffering.”


  “I’m sorry, I—”


  “The Twenty-Eighth changed the minimum age for elected officials. Representatives from twenty-five to twenty. Senators from thirty to twenty-five. And president…” He sighed. “…from thirty-five to thirty.”


  Leonard’s brain juggled this new information. Why bother?


  “Do you even understand this?”


  “Uh…” Leonard stammered. Words from one of Stehlen’s documentaries floated through his mind. In the current crisis, I say the younger the better. “So, uh, Stehlen could be elected president, of course.” He smiled triumphantly.


  Chester put his head in one hand. When he looked up an expression of outrage dominated his features. “He was already president when we found out, Leonard. He descended upon the country like a political blitzkrieg, coming out of nowhere. He ran for the House of Representatives when he was twenty. The senate when he was twenty-five. And when he was sworn in as president, he was biologically thirty-and-a-half years old.”


  “How is that possible?”


  “He forged a counterfeit identity after he graduated high school. Gave himself a new name and a college degree in Political Science.”


  Leonard listened attentively, afraid to speak.


  “I can’t believe you don’t know this!” he shouted, pounding one fist on the table. “My God. Millions of people across the country imprisoned or killed by the Feds, and you just missed all of this corruption as it unfolded?”


  Leonard looked down.


  The bearded man sighed and turned to Natalia. “So in the beginning, people moved out here hoping to put some distance between themselves and all the things going on in the city. Housing reassignments, nationalization of banks and mortgages. We started a barter system as the federal government began taking over corporations and killing off small businesses. I guess news of our efforts reached Metro Denver. Another wave of settlers arrived when the Feds began drastically changing the public school curriculum.”


  “The schools around here were not DEPS schools?” Natalia asked.


  “Well, they were, but the Youth Brigade and the radical new ideology were established in the major cities first. The DOE knew that everyone would end up in the cities eventually. I don’t think the Feds wanted to bother reeducating all the rural teachers.”


  “Oh.”


  “Then, of course, they started confiscating computers. That motivated folks who were still waiting to see. By the time the Wall went up, it was too late. No one could move without permission from the Department of Housing and Relocation.”


  “Why didn’t people protest?” Leonard asked quietly.


  “Look who’s talking. Mister Informed.”


  “The people who were paying attention,” Leonard said, “why didn’t they protest?”


  “Protesters quickly learned that speaking out led to rather severe consequences. Having their businesses confiscated in less than twenty-four hours, records and inventory destroyed. Premises desecrated. Some people received atrocious housing assignments. Or worse, they were sent to prison on questionable charges,” he said bitterly. Then his face softened. “All too often, the threats were directed at the dissenter’s loved ones. Heroes are willing to go to prison for a cause, but threats aimed at family and friends are quite another burden to bear.”


  Leonard bit his lip. Another wave of shame engulfed him.


  “Of course, after Stehlen called the National Emergency, the Feds rounded people up with relative ease.” Chester allowed the words to trail away.


  “And new people came to Denver,” Natalia said. “When I was in elementary school, lots of new kids arrived from all around the state.”


  Chester returned his attention to Natalia. “The CARS scam enabled the Feds to flush out folks living in small cities across the nation. Busloads, trainloads, boatloads — however they could bring them into the nearest major city. Colorado has only one central location. Metro Denver.”


  Leonard digested the information quickly, hoping not to divulge his fascination. Government housing, mass relocations, and multiple gates and walls. In spite of his revulsion, he found the magnitude of the project impressive.


  “When they posted the schedule of evacuations, they intended to do this area, Summit County, last,” he explained to Natalia. Then he turned abruptly to Leonard and snapped, “Did you pay attention to any of this at the time?”


  Leonard shrugged. It was futile to pretend he had a clue. If he feigned any knowledge, Chester might well quiz him, and Leonard was not particularly interested in seeing the muzzle of the shotgun again.


  “I thought not,” Chester mumbled. “The front range was first. Then Eastern Colorado. Finally, starting at Grand Junction, they moved east across the Rockies, like a bulldozer rolling through a landfill. People who did not wish to board the train fled here. By the time the Feds closed the border, we had over one hundred thousand people living in Summit County. Doubled and tripled up in condos, living in tented shelters wherever they could find room.”


  “So they initially cleared Grand Junction?”


  “Yes, but after a couple of months, counterrevolutionaries migrated back, especially the engineers and computer techs. Someone alerted us to the tracking system, and a team of techs and doctors set up MRI stations all over Summit County. Ex-military folks smuggled weapons in before moving on to Grand Junction. They intended to create a more secure and technologically advanced community in Mesa County. Clearly, we did not have enough room for everyone to stay in these valleys, and we knew the evacuation project would make its way here eventually.


  “Some people actually believed it would all pass. They wanted to wait it out. We were in the last year of Stehlen’s second term.” He sighed. “Then, of course, the Twenty-Ninth Amendment was proposed and rammed down our throats.”


  This one Leonard remembered. “Repeal of term limits.”


  Chester shook his head disapprovingly, as if this one snippet of knowledge did not excuse the plethora of things Leonard did not know.


  “But when did that happen?” Leonard gestured toward the charred ruins, painfully aware of the devastation that lingered miles beyond the walls of the Woods’ cabin.


  “Almost four years ago, a few weeks before our scheduled evacuation date in December.” He examined his hands, scowling. “Thousands of us made some noise about staying put.”


  “So you did protest.”


  “Right before the end.” The lines on Chester’s face seemed more pronounced than they had only a moment before, and a sense of deep remorse befouled the air. He paused for quite some time before resuming. “The Feds caught us completely unaware, a hundred thousand people living their lives and minding their own business. We were sitting ducks.


  “They came in helicopters and fighter jets, dropping bombs without so much as a warning. If it weren’t for the reservoir, I have no doubt they would have launched a small nuclear warhead. Would have saved them time. Nevertheless, within an hour, they nearly obliterated the area. People were either dead, running through the streets, or hiding in the sewers.”


  Leonard glanced at Natalia. She trembled. Aiden put an arm around her shoulder.


  “Then they landed. Helicopter after helicopter delivering soldiers. They gunned down anything that moved and destroyed what few buildings remained standing.”


  “How did you escape?”


  “A small group of us made our way to the sewer system. Aiden and I were among them.” Chester put his head in his hand. “I watched — watched — from a drain at the side of the road. Even with the bombs dropping, I could not pull myself away. What kind of man—?”


  “You had to protect your son.”


  Chester continued as if Leonard were not present. “People screaming and I just stood there. A coward. I used to be in the Air Force. Can you believe it? I should have fought.”


  “With what? Did you happen to have rocket launchers in your home?”


  “I do now,” he said matter-of-factly.


  Leonard had no response to this new piece of data.


  Chester closed his eyes. “I didn’t even look for Caroline…my wife. She was at work in Frisco when the bombs hit. Aiden and I were hanging out by the marina.” He cleared his throat. “So instead of going to save her, I went underground with Aiden.”


  “You would have all been killed otherwise.”


  “When I saw the soldiers landing, I led a few dozen people deep into the sewers. The Feds never looked down there if you can believe it. We were hiding for days. Drank water from drainage areas that I prayed were clean enough.”


  “Obviously we lived,” Aiden whispered.


  “Later, we heard that the soldiers gathered up the remaining survivors and executed them Che-Guevara-style. Great celebration over dead center hits to the forehead. They put others on the ski lifts in Breckenridge. Picked ’em off one at a time. Used them as sniper practice. We found piles of bodies at the foot of the ski slopes.”


  Leonard’s throat constricted. “Perhaps Natalia doesn’t need to be hearing this.”


  Chester leapt from his chair and screamed, “Perhaps it would do her some good to take notes and spread the word. This practice of sanitizing history has got to end.” He began to pace in agitation.


  “It’s okay, Dad,” Natalia said, but her voice betrayed fear.


  “If people understood why this ideology is inherently flawed, we might prevent the horrors it unleashes.” Chester’s voice trembled and he stopped in his tracks, trying to compose himself. He resumed a moment later filled with vigor and rage. “The problem with Marxism is that intelligence and ingenuity are not required for success. Only party loyalty, or in our case loyalty to the administration, is rewarded. It is a breeding ground for an oligarchy of thugs. People with no skills whatsoever, who pander to the Feds, move up the ladder into positions of privilege. Violence and torture are just games they play along the way.”


  By this time, Natalia was sobbing. Aiden ushered her out of the cabin. Grateful for the boy’s gesture, Leonard breathed a sigh of relief.


  Returning to his seat, Chester appeared unfazed. “Yet the ideologues cannot recognize the source behind decades of misery. It’s as if there’s a federally mandated cap on the number of neurons allowed to cross their synapses.”


  Leonard chuckled inadvertently. His gut was churning and he felt that if he didn’t dilute the impact of the details, they might consume him.


  Chester stared, but he did not seem angered by Leonard’s nervous laughter. He almost appeared to understand. Jaded, the bearded man muttered, “So that’s what happened here.”


  


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  Leonard wandered outside to get some fresh air, trying to block the images of horror and destruction that threatened to shatter the thin sheath protecting his sanity.


  Natalia sat on a large rock by the stream and Aiden threw a tennis ball for the black lab.


  “Come on, Hayek,” he shouted. “That’s a good boy. Such a good boy.” He ruffled the fur on the dog’s head.


  Hayek leaned in to give Natalia a slobbery dog kiss. She giggled and wiped her face.


  “That’s not how we kiss the ladies, Hayek,” Aiden scolded. “Shame on you.” He threw the ball and the eager pooch took off running.


  Leonard did not appreciate a teenage boy talking to his daughter about kissing, but he resisted an impulse to interfere. After everything they heard inside, Leonard was surprised to see Natalia looking modestly happy. He realized then that the gentle boy and the playful dog were just what his daughter needed at that moment. Chester’s shocking account of the Raze was only one of many miseries Natalia had endured in the previous forty-eight hours. Kidnapped by her brother and tossed into a motel, wrenched away from her mother and thrown into prison, not to mention hiking over a mountain and being held at gunpoint. If the tough young lady were capable of reaching a tipping point, she would have collapsed by now.


  Hayek returned with the ball time after time, never tiring of the game. As Leonard watched the three of them — laughing, wagging, and enjoying one another’s company — he smiled. With no leash or kennel, Hayek’s life epitomized the dream of every dog; a snapshot of freedom so innocent it nearly overwhelmed Leonard. He looked away, tears forming in his eyes.


  Why are you so choked up over a dog? Get a hold of yourself.


  But something deep inside Leonard stirred. He knew it really had nothing to do with Hayek. Natalia talked and laughed with the boy, flirting casually. Leonard, new to fatherhood, felt distrustful and protective. Still, one day he would have to step aside and allow Natalia to pursue her own life. As he observed his daughter forging a connection with her new friend, he understood that he could not stifle that urge to freedom. Like all creatures, she would seek it. The quest for independence is a natural instinct.


  The distant sound of motorized vehicles interrupted Leonard’s revelations. Natalia and Aiden turned suddenly to investigate the source of the noise. They wandered over to where Leonard stood.


  Two motorcycles raced up the hill and stopped abruptly at the end of the driveway. The riders simultaneously reached for their pistols. They regarded Leonard and Natalia for a moment before relaxing their grip and removing their helmets.


  A husky, dark-skinned man dismounted and ambled toward Leonard. His companion, a petite blond woman in her twenties, followed. A huge smile lit up her pretty face.


  “Newbies,” she said, winking. “Welcome to the free world.”


  The large man offered his hand and announced, “I’m Russ.”


  “Leonard.”


  “Wicker,” the young woman chimed in, shaking Leonard’s hand.


  Natalia stepped forward and Aiden made the introductions.


  “We were worried we’d lost you,” Wicker said in a lighthearted tone.


  Lost us?


  “Where did Ches’ drag y’all from?”


  “The aye…Eisenhower Tunnel,” Leonard stammered. “We walked through and…” He considered saying and they held us at gunpoint, but he thought better of it.


  She whistled. “Impressive. How far did you hike?”


  “We lost our car at the infirmary.”


  Grinning, Wicker said, “I’ll bet that’s quite a story.”


  Chester emerged from the cabin. Wicker sidled up to him and gave him a kiss on the cheek.


  “How ya doin’, Teddy Bear?” she cooed.


  He grabbed her for a brief, platonic hug before turning to Russ. “What the devil, Lambert? You have amazing timing. I snagged a couple of runaways.”


  “That’s why we’re here, Ches’,” Russ said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “We’ve been trying to call you.”


  Intrigued, Leonard asked, “Don’t the Feds intercept your calls?”


  “We’ve got a microwave network,” Russ explained.


  “The signal is transmitted across short distances, from dish to dish, along a line of sight,” Chester added. “We only have a problem when we get a huge snow dump.”


  “Which luckily, or unfortunately, depending upon how you look at it, we haven’t endured this year.”


  “One of your dishes must be out of alignment, Teddy Bear.” Wicker gestured at Natalia and Leonard. “We knew they were coming and wanted to warn you.”


  “So I wouldn’t shoot them?”


  She laughed and lightly punched him on the shoulder. “I got a message from Shinskey this morning.”


  “Max?” Leonard asked.


  Wicker smirked. “Yeah. Max. He thinks he’s really cool with his undercover code name.”


  “We indulge him,” Russ said.


  “Did he talk to Alina?” Leonard asked, hoping for comforting details.


  Wicker and Russ exchanged a somber look. It was as if a large cloud swiftly covered the sun.


  “What?”


  “She’s in prison,” Russ said. “They grabbed her yesterday afternoon.”


  Natalia put her hands over her mouth.


  “But Max can get her out, can’t he?” Leonard asked optimistically.


  Russ shook his head. “We have over a dozen moles in the prison system. One of our sources sent an encrypted email to the intelligence team in Grand Junction. According to him, Alina’s in Arvada Maximum. No one’s ever broken out of AM.”


  “Maximum security? Alina?”


  “She’s lucky she didn’t end up in the infirmary. She’s suspected of a political crime. Wiping is a serious offense.”


  “Wiping?”


  Russ tilted his head to one side, a slight frown forming on his face. “You two, from what I understand.”


  “You mean, disabling our transmitters?”


  “You’re clean, aren’t you?”


  Leonard staggered and hobbled over to a tree. He placed his hand on the rough bark and buried his head in his arm. “My God. What have I done?”


  A moment later, a gentle touch on his shoulder sent a quiver through his body.


  Her voice brimming with compassion, Wicker said softly, “We all know the risks when we become counter-revs. Shinskey…uh, Max…spoke very highly of your wife.”


  “He loves her,” Leonard whispered, almost choking on the words.


  “I’m sorry?”


  “He loves her, doesn’t he?”


  Wicker leaned against the tree and lifted Leonard’s chin with her finger. “I don’t know the answer to that question, Leonard, but I do know Shinskey thought Alina was an extraordinary, brave woman.”


  He nodded, as if her reply affirmed his hypothesis. “He loves her,” Leonard said.


  Wicker shrugged. “Maybe.”


  She took his hand and led him over to where Russ and Chester stood. Aiden and Alina sat fifty yards away on a large tree stump, the young girl’s head upon Aiden’s shoulder, his arm around her back.


  “So Alina’s lucky she ended up in prison, huh?” Leonard asked dryly. “Why didn’t they just send her to the infirmary?”


  Wicker bit her lip and gazed at Russ, her eyes saying something Leonard could not quite decipher.


  “There was someone who wanted visiting rights,” Russ explained gravely.


  Wicker stomped on Russ’s foot.


  For a moment, Leonard assumed they spoke of Max, but that arrangement didn’t make sense. Max would not have the clout to tell the Feds where to place Alina. In fact if he interfered, they’d just haul him away, too. A split second before the thought made a complete circle through his brain, Leonard’s heart dropped like a grapefruit rolling off the counter and onto a cold, tile floor.


  “Carlyle,” he muttered, his mind struggling with the concept.


  Wicker turned her lips inside until they formed a thin, pink line. Natalia and Aiden reappeared. Thankfully, they had not heard Leonard’s remark.


  “Let’s go inside,” Chester said, stirring the dismal silence. “We still have some squirrel jerky on the table.”


  Leonard felt a wave of nausea rip through his stomach. Natalia visibly gagged. The three other adults missed the spectacle, but Aiden stifled a laugh. Surely the boy understood that snickering in the wake of his new friend’s devastating news was entirely distasteful. Leonard nearly told him off.


  But, out of the blue, Natalia burgeoned with emotion, as if the situation fed her need to release anger. She shoved Aiden, causing him to stumble backward. Clumsily, he steadied himself. Advancing on the poor boy, Natalia shouted, “Squirrel jerky? You fed us squirrel jerky? That’s so sick.”


  He chuckled and held up his hands in surrender. “Actually, Miss City Girl, starving to death is sick.” A smile remained on his face but the impact of his words hit their target. Natalia nodded, capitulating, and Aiden put an arm over her shoulder.


  Leading her to the cabin, he said, “We have peaches.”


  “Peaches?” she said skeptically.


  “Yeah. Peaches. They grow in trees.”


  “Where the squirrels live.”


  “Right. And on a good day, we can catch a whole meal with one stone.”


  She looked at him, incredulous. “You hunt with stones?”


  “No, goofball. We use traps. You’re so damn gullible.”


  She punched him several times as he escorted her up the steps and through the door. They passed right by Leonard as if he were not there.


  ***


  After Russ and Wicker polished off the squirrel jerky and traded stories with Chester, Aiden divided up the peaches. Lush and tender, they were the perfect afternoon snack.


  Wiping his hands on a cloth napkin, Russ pushed away from the table. “Let me get the supplies,” he said, as he exited the cabin.


  What about Alina?


  Leonard wondered why the subject of his wife’s fate no longer occupied the minds of his companions. Because her fate is settled, he lamented. The realization gored his conscience. Every step he took in the free world and every breath of mountain air had come at the price of Alina’s freedom. He would never forgive himself.


  I should go back to Denver. Turn myself in. Make Carlyle use his influence to get Alina out. The thoughts buzzed in his brain like a cloud of locusts on the descent. Then his eyes caught Natalia’s.


  Please, Leonard…make it count.


  Alina gave up everything. It was Leonard’s duty to honor his wife’s parting request and make her sacrifice count for something — their daughter’s new life in Grand Junction.


  I will, Alina. I promise.


  Russ returned with a backpack. He laid it on the table and pulled out a bottle of shampoo, a half-dozen batteries, a box of ammunition, four rolls of toilet paper, and two peaches carefully wrapped. Russ also retrieved several silver coins from his pocket.


  “Perfect,” Chester said in delight. “The Browning twenty-two is cleaned and ready to go.”


  Staring at the silver coins, Leonard’s heart sank. “You don’t use regular dollars in Mesa County?”


  “No worries,” Russ said. “Woods here won’t take paper money, but we still have plenty in circulation.”


  “We don’t have any money, Dad,” Natalia whispered in panic.


  “Supposedly your mother sewed our savings into the sleeping bags. But since we were missing maps and flashlights, perhaps we ought to verify that it’s really there.”


  Leonard spread the sleeping bags out on the floor and caressed them gently. Nothing crinkled.


  Aiden handed him a pocketknife. “Just poke around a little,” the boy suggested.


  After cutting several small holes, Leonard discovered something near the bottom of his sleeping bag. Hundred dollar bills. Natalia’s bag also contained them. The Tramers fished through the bags and began counting the cash.


  Wicker grinned. “That oughta get you set up real nicely.”


  “Good,” Chester said. “The newbies are financially covered. Let’s finish our transaction, Russ.” He made his way to the front door. “I’ll turn on the generator.”


  A moment later, a soft hum purred somewhere behind the premises. Chester returned and wandered to the back of the cabin. Wicker and Russ followed. In curiosity, Leonard trailed behind them, leaving Natalia to stack the money and tuck it into his backpack.


  Chester stopped at a large wooden door with several locks. He pulled out a ring of keys and unlocked the door, using a different key for each bolt. The door swung open with a creak. Chester flipped on a switch and a seventy-five-watt light bulb popped on, providing adequate illumination for the ten-by-twenty foot, windowless room.


  Leonard gasped. Rifles and shotguns hung on the left wall and four gun safes lined the back. On the right, shelves of books reached from floor to ceiling. The room appeared to serve as both a library and an arsenal.


  Leonard’s companions stepped inside. Chester made a beeline for a safe in the far corner. A mild odor of smoke or gunpowder wafted into the hallway, causing Leonard to hesitate before stepping across the threshold. Once inside, he jumped back suddenly. On his right what appeared to be two rocket launchers were affixed firmly to the wall.


  He wasn’t kidding.


  Chester handed a semi-automatic pistol to Russ. The dark wood inlay on the grip gave the gun a classic appeal. Russ turned it over before opening the action and taking a peek inside. Then he popped out the empty magazine and tested the spring mechanism.


  “Almost good as new,” Chester bragged. “An awesome target practice pistol.”


  Russ nodded. “Thanks, Ches’. It’s perfect.”


  Wicker carefully took possession of the weapon, reinserted the magazine, and snapped the action closed. Pointing away, she looked down the sights. “Feels good in small hands. Laura’s going to love it.”


  While they chatted, Leonard wandered over to the library section. One bookshelf contained volumes about firearms and hunting plus a number of books on aviation and aircraft. Shelves of political, economic, and history texts towered to the ceiling. A few spines with the word Stasi in the title caught Leonard’s eye, although Chester had collected volumes on the Soviets and the Nazis as well as Mao, Stalin, and other heinous dictators that had come and gone. Thumbing the spines on the next shelf, Leonard noticed an author called Hayek, and he wondered if that was where the Labrador got his name. All of the books were worn and a few had water damage. Others appeared to have been rescued from a fire. Leonard sniffed. The musty, smoky smell emanated from the bookshelves, not the gun safes.


  “Need some bedtime reading?” Chester asked as he appeared at Leonard’s side.


  “I…no. I was just looking.”


  Chester sighed. “It would do the world good if more people studied these books.”


  “Have you read them all?”


  “Most of them. Some came from what remained of our house. Others from the Summit County Library, which had collapsed but not burned. I rescued a few others here and there.”


  “And I found a bunch for him in Junction,” Wicker said, looking slightly put out that he had forgotten to mention it. Then she shuddered. “It feels weird, walking into someone else’s abandoned home and taking things. All those people, uprooted so quickly. Most of them left nearly everything behind.” Her mood lightened. “Of course people have since moved in. We’ve got quite a community.”


  Chester smiled at the young woman. “She’s a good girl. I gave her a book list and she found all kinds of stuff for me.”


  Wicker punched him hard in the back of the shoulder. “Not a girl. I can outrun you and outshoot you, mister.”


  “Bullshit.”


  “You know it’s true, Teddy Bear,” she cooed, tipping her head coyly.


  Chester scowled playfully at Wicker. Then he turned his head abruptly and addressed Leonard. “She is the only person on the planet allowed to call me Teddy Bear, got that?”


  “Yes, sir,” Leonard shot back. I have no intention of calling you Teddy Bear.


  After Chester relocked the door and they returned to the main room, everyone settled back down at the table. Aiden made some coffee before Chester turned off the generator.


  While pouring coffee for the guests, Aiden said, “It was Natalia’s birthday yesterday. Did you know that, Father?”


  Chester snorted. “‘Did you know that, Father?’ Of course I didn’t know that.” He turned to Natalia and smiled. “Happy birthday, sweetheart.”


  Natalia blushed.


  “Go, girl!” Wicker said, raising her chipped coffee mug. “How old are you?”


  “Thirteen.”


  “Thirteen. Damn! You’ve got yourself a teenager now. How about that, Leo?”


  Leonard cringed. Why did girls think he enjoyed being called Leo? What gave this feisty little blonde the impression she could develop her own nicknames? Then again, it was a far cry better than being dubbed Teddy Bear, so Leonard decided to let it go.


  “So I thought,” Aiden continued, as he poured his father’s coffee, “it might be nice to dip into the candy reserve.” He raised his eyebrows roguishly.


  “Oh you thought, did you?” Chester retorted. “And here I believed you were being hospitable to your new friend.”


  “I am.” Aiden touched his chest in mock indignation. “What could be more hospitable than a stashed Reese’s?”


  Chester rolled his eyes, stood up, and fumbled with his keys. He pulled a small flashlight out of his left pocket. After their host disappeared in the back of the cabin, Leonard asked, “He keeps the candy locked up?”


  “In a gun safe.” Aiden grinned, sitting down next to Natalia, his body touching hers at the hips — a little too close for Leonard’s comfort.


  “A gun safe?” Leonard coughed, wondering how a Reese’s peanut butter cup with a hint of gunpowder would taste.


  Aiden nodded, clearly pleased with himself. “He’s got a teenage boy to contend with.”


  “Just exactly how old are you, Aiden?”


  “Fifteen next month.”


  “Natalia’s thirteen,” Leonard reemphasized.


  Aiden cast him a puzzled, amused look. “I know.” He paused as if waiting for his response to sink in. “We were just talking about that, remember?”


  She’s jailbait to you in three years, Leonard thought disdainfully, but he kept his disapproval to himself. We’ll see who’s laughing then. The moment the thought crossed his synapses, Leonard felt a wave of shame. Having briefly been in prison, he realized that the concept of tossing around casual references to incarceration was no longer humorous. After all, here was a charming, although somewhat precocious, teenage boy who had witnessed horrors Leonard could only imagine. Aiden endured the tragedy, yet maintained his agreeable personality. The young man was courageous, a survivor. Clearly taken with Natalia, as boys will be, Aiden had done nothing criminal. Observing the two of them talking softly as if they shared some secret, Leonard glanced away.


  Chester returned, lugging a large plastic container filled with old Halloween candy. He allowed Natalia to choose first and she fished out a Reese’s.


  “What did I tell you?” Aiden cried enthusiastically. “Aiden Woods always knows what the ladies like.”


  Leonard choked but kept his mouth shut.


  After everyone had selected a piece, Chester returned the delicacies to their hiding place. The candy bars were stale, but Leonard could not detect any gunpowder.


  During a moment of silence, while everyone was savoring their candy, Leonard ventured into uncharted territory. “Why do you need so many guns?”


  Three adult heads turned simultaneously.


  “Have a gun phobia, do you?” Chester said.


  Leonard held his hands in the air defensively. “No, no. I’m just asking. Do the Feds come here often?”


  “Not anymore,” Russ replied, his deep voice soothing Leonard’s frazzled nerves.


  “Oh,” Leonard said softly, silently grateful that he wouldn’t have to participate in a gunfight. Glancing to his left, he noticed Hayek near a throw rug. The dog lay with his chin on the floor, front legs stretched out before him. His head remained in one position while his dark brown eyes moved from face to face.


  “We had to hold our ground for several months, though,” Russ continued. “Right after the Raze.”


  “Those of us who survived,” Chester added.


  “And nearly a thousand people we recruited from Junction,” Russ said. “Plus a few dozen from Wyoming.”


  “There are people in Wyoming?” Leonard asked in awe.


  “Free communities operate under the radar throughout the U.S. Our communication with them is off and on.”


  “Changes in the underground computer network are endless,” Wicker said. “It’s hard enough maintaining communication with Denver.”


  Leonard chewed laboriously. His Snickers bar was especially sticky. “So what happened after the Raze?”


  Russ looked at Chester. The older man appeared weary of recounting the past, so the large, dark-skinned man launched into the details. “After the Raze, the soldiers rounded up survivors.”


  “We heard that part,” Leonard interrupted, hoping to spare Natalia a repeat of the ugly details.


  Russ frowned, slightly annoyed. “So after the soldiers thought they killed everyone, they left.” He paused, staring at Leonard. “That part okay for you?”


  “Yes, sorry. Please go on.”


  “Those of us who were in hiding emerged over a period of days. We searched for other survivors. One team buried the dead while another team made their way to Grand Junction. They went through Buena Vista, taking a long, roundabout route. Those of us who remained in Summit County gathered as many guns as we could find in abandoned buildings. We tested vehicles and located unharmed gas tanks. Our Junction team returned with recruits a few days later and several truckloads of weapons, including six rocket launchers.”


  “Where did they get rocket launchers?”


  “A private collection. The owner came along for the fight. Thankfully, he had a shitload of ammo.”


  Leonard glanced at Wicker. She listened politely but had nothing to add. He surmised that she had not been a participant. After all, she would have barely been an adult at the time.


  “We did not see any activity for a week, so we started to relax a little. People planned to return to Mesa County and continue their efforts to fortify Grand Junction.”


  “Then one afternoon, we heard them,” Chester mumbled. “The whap, whap, whap of the birds.”


  “Helicopters?” Natalia asked, her eyes wide.


  Leonard tried to imagine the depth of fear and pain such a noise would elicit in a man who’d survived a brutal attack like the Raze.


  Russ smiled. “But we were ready for them.”


  Chester’s hardened expression lightened. “Yes, we were,” he said proudly.


  “The first two helicopters were probably scouts. We blasted them out of the sky. When their scouts failed to return, the Feds sent more. Over the next several days, we shot down every helicopter that came into view. We had launchers posted at six strategic points across Summit County.”


  “You downed every helicopter?”


  “Yup,” Russ said, placing both hands on the table with a slap.


  “Wow.”


  “Very satisfying,” Chester added.


  “Then they sent a couple of fighter jets,” Russ continued. “Too fast for our gunmen.”


  Chester glowered, gazing somewhere off in the distance. “Sweeping over the cities, dropping more bombs…all over again.”


  Russ put a hand on Chester’s shoulder. “They didn’t triumph that day. We fired flares and actually caused one pilot to crash.”


  “Obviously a novice,” Chester said.


  “Then one of our gunmen got in a lucky shot with the rocket launcher.”


  “He shot down a fighter?”


  “Almost dead on. Two fighters in one day, neither pilot survived.”


  Leonard whistled.


  “It was quiet for several days before an army came through on foot. Tanks, troops, and a variety of weapons.”


  Chester chuckled.


  Leonard didn’t think it was very funny. What a nightmare. How could a small band of rebels hold off the Feds? As Russ continued, the situation clarified itself.


  “But they all came through the tunnel, the idiots. We nailed them as they emerged. The tanks didn’t do well against the rocket launchers. It was like no one thought of coming through the forest.” Russ threw his hands in the air.


  “But they did come through the forest,” Chester said.


  “Days later. The defectors. They brought us weapons, but they arrived with their hands in the air, hundreds of them.”


  “And you trusted them?” Leonard asked.


  “We stood guard over them. Do you think we were idiots?”


  “So they weren’t defectors?” Leonard’s head spun with confusion.


  “After several weeks of hearing their horror stories, we began to release them one at a time. The defectors helped us prepare for the final attack. The Feds came with soldiers and fighter jets the following spring. We took them down.”


  Leonard shook his head in disbelief. “That is amazing.”


  “We jammed their communications and set up huge mirrors to blind the pilots. Then snipers took down a majority of the troops. Eventually, the remaining soldiers surrendered.”


  “What did you do with them? The POWs?”


  Russ looked at Chester grimly.


  Chester glanced at Aiden and Natalia. Then he shrugged.


  Russ cleared his throat. “We stripped them of their weapons and vehicles and drove them to Nevada.”


  Leonard’s stomach turned.


  “Some of them survived, I’m sure.”


  I’m sure. Leonard looked away.


  “We might have a few enemies out there regrouping,” Chester added nonchalantly.


  But most of them probably starved to death.


  Russ prattled on as if dumping people in the desert was a casual affair. “Anyway, a number of defectors returned to Denver in the functional tanks.”


  “You let the defectors go? What if they were spies?”


  “They saved our lives. They promised to report that the resistance had been quashed and no rebels survived.”


  “So you think they did?”


  “The Feds never came back. And many of our defectors managed to make it to Mesa County within the year. Others operate as moles in government and military facilities.”


  “Like your contact in Alina’s prison?”


  “Exactly…You know, we’re looking to place a mole at the infirmary. What was the name of the soldier who helped you escape?”


  “Sanders,” Natalia said.


  Leonard touched his daughter’s hand and recaptured Russ’s attention. “What stops the Feds from targeting Grand Junction?”


  “They don’t know we’re there.”


  “No way.”


  “We’ve got their satellites jammed with images of a deserted city.”


  Leonard tipped his head, impressed. “You must have some pretty sharp IT guys.”


  “The best. Intelligent people don’t do well in a coddling welfare state. A lot of our guys left Denver long before they closed the borders.”


  Leonard considered Russ’s theory. Then why did you stay, Leonard? An encouraging voice in his head suggested, Maybe you were rebelling from the inside. A more cynical voice countered, Or maybe you were just a coward. He would never fully comprehend the decisions made by the Leonard who preceded him in the alternate reality, so he decided it was best to forget the mystery and move on. Whatever the Leonard-that-came-before’s motivation, it mattered no more.


  “Maybe I can help,” Leonard offered as a form of penance. “I work…I used to work in the DID’s new spy satellite program.”


  Everyone at the table turned abruptly. Russ scowled. Wicker smiled.


  “The Stasi?” she asked.


  “The Feds have a spy satellite called the Stasi?” Chester exclaimed. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”


  “Satellites,” Leonard corrected. “I designed the prototype,” he said sheepishly, looking at Hayek. The dog bore him no grudge. Compassion emanated from the canine’s corner.


  “Wait,” Wicker said. “What did you say your name was?”


  “Leonard.”


  “Leonard what?”


  “Leonard Tramer.”


  “Tramer!” She laughed, swishing her hand at him playfully. “We’re in the presence of a genius, gentleman.” She looked at Leonard, almost indignantly. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  Leonard didn’t know what to say, but all eyes turned to Wicker.


  “My boyfriend, Seamus, practically runs the satellite division of the IT. About three weeks ago, he received an encrypted email with all kinds of information about a spy satellite program called the Stasi. The contact was the satellite’s designer. A guy named Tramer. Obviously you, you little stinker.” She grinned at Leonard, her eyes dancing.


  Natalia’s face lit up. The mystery of her father’s peculiar behavior over the past three weeks revealed itself. She seemed satisfied.


  Chester was not so enchanted. He narrowed his eyes. “Yet you knew nothing of the political revolution? I find that dubious at best.”


  “I…”


  “He only contacted us a few weeks ago,” Wicker said in his defense.


  “The DID messed with his brain,” Natalia blurted.


  Wicker winced. She tapped her head, gazing at Leonard. “You’re not right?”


  “I’ll be plenty useful to your IT guy. I just lost a lot of memories.”


  “Family memories included,” Natalia added. This appeared to drum up sympathy.


  “Those bastards,” Russ snarled. “A double welcome to the free world, Leonard. I’m truly sorry.”


  “It’s okay. I’d rather have Alina here than my memories.”


  Everyone was silent.


  “Oh, boo hoo,” Chester said. “How do we know he’s not a spy? What a perfect cover. Supposedly handing over secrets. Escaping with his daughter. I can’t believe you people are so trusting.”


  Natalia withdrew in shock.


  Aiden jumped to his feet. “You know, Father, I’m getting really tired of your freaking paranoia.”


  “My freaking paranoia has kept your ungrateful little ass alive.”


  “And what about Mom? It’s a little too late for fanatical vigilance now, isn’t it? What you really feel is guilt and—”


  Chester lunged and grabbed his son by the collar. “Don’t you ever talk to me like that about your mother again.”


  Wicker circled the table, pulled on Chester’s shoulders, and guided him back into his seat. “I hate to interrupt this affectionate family exchange, but Leonard and Natalia have already been cleared to continue. Shinskey vouched for them. Said they were, without a doubt, legitimate escapees.”


  Max said that?


  “So I think we can all settle down and move forward,” Wicker said with an air of authority.


  Chester glared at Leonard. “Doesn’t mean I have to play host to them.”


  Aiden sat down, scowling. “I’ll play host then. It’s my house, too.”


  Leonard bit his lip and tried to formulate an acceptable response. “Please, Chester…”


  Chester tilted his head and regarded Leonard skeptically.


  Leonard faltered. “I, too, failed my wife—”


  “Don’t you dare—”


  “And I feel guilty for things I’m not even sure I’ve done. The satellites, for instance. Am I solely responsible?”


  Wicker touched Leonard on the shoulder.


  “All I want to do is honor my wife’s request and bring Natalia safely to Grand Junction. Once we get there, your police force can interrogate me, put me in prison, whatever.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” Wicker scolded.


  Chester’s face softened unexpectedly. He seemed to be undergoing an internal struggle — processing harsh memories and reconciling them with the current conversation. In the end, some form of empathy triumphed. He nodded. “Okay, Leonard. I believe you.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  “Chester for God’s sake,” the bearded man said. “Let’s not revert to groveling now, shall we?”


  Russ took a deep breath. “We’re aligned then?”


  “Yeah,” Chester replied quietly.


  “I think you’ve been out here on your own for long enough,” Russ said. “Everyone else has relocated to Mesa County. You’re welcome to join us, you know. We don’t need a physical lookout post here anymore. Our security team has sophisticated monitoring equipment.”


  Chester shrugged and an air of sadness washed over him. “I just don’t think I’m community material.”


  Leonard gazed at Chester and then examined his son, a boy who was undeniably enchanted by Natalia. The teenagers whispered stealthily. Did it ever occur to Chester that Aiden might not be too enthralled with their reclusive lifestyle?


  ***


  Later that afternoon, Russ and Wicker announced they needed to make it back before dark. All hostilities had melted away and everyone seemed cheerful again.


  “You want us to take these two?” Wicker offered.


  What? Leonard sat up, startled. Aiden’s expression mirrored Leonard’s.


  “Nah,” Chester said. “Let ’em rest. I’ll have Aiden take them tomorrow.”


  “Aiden? Take both of us?” Leonard asked.


  The boy laughed. “Wouldn’t that be cozy? Don’t you ride?”


  Leonard stammered. “I…uh…”


  Chester stood, rolling his eyes. “Maybe not tomorrow then. The next day.”


  “You want me to drive one of your motorcycles? How will you get it back?”


  “I’ll leave mine,” Wicker suggested. “For Aiden to ride,” she added, smirking at Leonard.


  “Perfect,” Chester said, putting his arm over her shoulder. “You ride home with Russ. Aiden and Natalia will take your bike, and we’ll put Leonard on one of ours.”


  “I’ll meet up with y’all when you arrive.” She winked at Leonard. “Show you the ropes.”


  After the visitors left, Chester grabbed a few blankets and led his guests to a mudroom at the side of the cabin. Leonard arranged a couple of rugs in one corner. Natalia excused herself and presumably made her way to the outhouse.


  While she was gone, Aiden removed the pillows from the couch and created a soft place for her. He frowned as he surveyed the makeshift bed. “She can sleep in my room,” he said.


  “No,” Leonard snapped.


  “By herself,” Aiden clarified.


  Too tired to fight, Leonard dozed away. When he awoke in the middle of the night, he found Aiden lolling on the pillows next to him, one arm over his head and both legs dangling off the end.


  


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  Twenty-four hours later, Leonard announced that he was comfortable driving Chester’s older-model Harley. In addition to providing extensive riding lessons, Aiden gave them a brief gun safety course and fitted Leonard with a holster. That evening, Leonard slept on and off; the sounds of revving engines and reverberating shots dominated his dreams, sending an occasional jolt of adrenaline through his system.


  When they were ready to go on Sunday morning, Natalia jumped enthusiastically on the back of Wicker’s bike and put her arms around Aiden’s waist. This time, Leonard made no objections. Natalia was safer, by far, riding with her new friend and Leonard would drive more confidently without having to worry about his daughter.


  They stopped in town to fill up at one of the intact gas stations the counterrevolutionaries had rigged for service.


  Aiden hummed quietly as he filled their tanks.


  “What are you going to do when these underground tanks run out?” Leonard asked.


  “We.”


  “We?”


  “You’re one of us now.”


  Leonard tipped his head to one side. “Okay then. What are we going to do when these tanks run out? And what about electricity?”


  “Our power plants are fueled with coal,” Aiden said. “We’re actively mining in the surrounding area. In addition, there are plenty of pockets of natural gas in Grand Junction. Plus Mesa County’s loaded with oil shale. It’s just a matter of refitting the refineries.”


  “Oh.” Leonard said no more. Not entirely certain what oil shale was, but having the intelligence to recognize that it was a source of energy, he did not wish to further expose his ignorance of Western Colorado’s geological wonders.


  The magnitude of such wonders he had yet to discover. Having never been west of Vail in his lifetime, the beauty of the western slope caught him entirely off guard. The towering red-and-gray walls of the Glenwood Canyon took his breath away, while the rushing Colorado River nurtured a blossoming freedom that stirred in Leonard’s tired soul.


  Deliberately ignoring the desolate towns they passed along the way, he focused instead on maneuvering around cracks and avoiding potholes. But he could not help staring when he saw the ruins of Glenwood Springs Hot Springs — a resort he had heard so much about but never visited. Steaming water trickled over the interstate and into the Colorado River, causing significant road damage. Debris from washed out buildings lined the side of the road. It appeared as if the free community citizens had cleared the wreckage, hauling it just out of the way.


  Aiden slowed down, choosing his path carefully. Leonard followed closely, watching every shift and turn. Once they skillfully navigated the area, Aiden picked up speed. The exhilaration of zooming through the canyon gave Leonard a rush he’d never before experienced.


  Gradually, the rocky canyon walls transitioned into reddish, rolling hills and the area opened up and flattened out. Mesas in the distance came into view. Small oil wells pumped rhythmically at the side of the road. Aiden and Leonard passed two camouflaged vehicles going in the opposite direction before they approached a city formerly known as Palisade.


  Just past Palisade, a barricade in the distance came into view. Nothing compared to the Western Gate, it seemed to be more of a checkpoint. Huge chunks of cement, randomly arranged, covered all but one lane of the interstate. To the left, the cement blocks stretched out almost a hundred feet, and to the right they ran up to the edge of the smooth sandstone hills. A wooden guard’s hut sat on the shoulder.


  Aiden slowed down to about thirty miles per hour for the last mile and coasted to a stop at the guard station. He turned off his engine and Leonard followed his example.


  A tall man wearing jeans, a green wind jacket, and a navy baseball cap approached Aiden cautiously, his right hand hovering near the holster on his belt. With his left hand, he lifted the brim of his hat to get a clearer view. He seemed particularly interested in the folded shotgun fastened to Aiden’s handlebars.


  “Oh, come on, Victor,” Aiden called, pulling off his helmet. “You think I’d turn Fed?”


  “Aiden!” the man shouted. “My God, look at you. How long has it been?”


  Aiden dismounted and met the man halfway, shaking Victor’s hand enthusiastically before punching him on the shoulder. “About a year.”


  Natalia removed her helmet, but she remained on the motorcycle.


  Victor glanced at Leonard briefly, but his eyes lingered on Natalia. “You married now?”


  “Give me a break. I’m fifteen.”


  Leonard slipped off the Harley and approached the pair. “This is my daughter,” he said with fatherly emphasis. “Natalia.”


  Natalia waved shyly.


  Victor swished off his hat to greet the young lady. Then he turned his attention to Leonard, eyeing the newcomer warily. “So what do we have here?”


  “Newbies,” Aiden replied. “Leonard and Natalia Tramer. Father and I found them at the Eisenhower Tunnel.”


  “Uh huh,” Victor said, still regarding Leonard with suspicion.


  “They’re cool.”


  “You sure?”


  “My father cleared them,” Aiden said confidently, as if the matter was already settled.


  Victor’s lips curled up slightly. “Right. Chester Woods is no softy.”


  No shit, Leonard thought, but he appreciated the boy’s determination to persuade others to trust them.


  “Mr. Tramer is an engineer.”


  “Is that so?”


  Leonard nodded, hoping Aiden would leave out the part about the Department of Interrogation and Defense. “I’ll be happy to help in any way I can.”


  “You’ll be expected to,” Victor said dryly. Then he grinned.


  Aiden turned to go. “We’ll be on our way then,” he called as he approached his bike. Natalia slipped off, allowing him to get back on. Then she refastened her helmet and cozied up to her new friend.


  Leonard started the older Harley and Aiden revved his engine a couple of times.


  Victor gave them a mock salute just before they departed.


  A few miles later, Aiden led them off the highway and up a hill. When they reached the top, they turned off their engines and the air stood still. Leonard dismounted, his heart pounding as he walked to the edge of the cliff. Natalia joined him, placing her hand in his. They stared silently at the signs of civilization that filled the valley. The rich landscape, surrounded by rugged bluffs and plateaus, soothed Leonard’s spirit.


  “Western Germany,” he said suddenly, soaking up the relevance of the moment.


  Natalia gazed at him, bewildered. “What?”


  He smiled at his daughter. Tears formed at the edges of her eyes, betraying a hint of fragility. Given her courage and stamina over the previous three days, Leonard had almost forgotten how innocent she truly was. Pushing a lock of hair out of her eyes, he answered, “Freedom, Nat.”


  Her tears released and flowed without restraint as she pressed the side of her head into Leonard’s chest and stared at the city before them.


  “I wish Mom were here,” she whispered.


  He kissed the top of her head. A burning sensation moved slowly up the back of his throat and his vision blurred.


  “Me, too.”


  


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  A few months later, the Tramers had settled in, renting a small house just west of downtown. Natalia was delighted with her new, desegregated school. She seemed surprised that the middle school had never been segregated in the first place. Most of the kids in Mesa County were either natives to the area, or they had left Denver before the Department of Education seized control of the public school curriculum. Thus, they had never even heard of Inbreeds and Melting Pots. They flocked to Natalia, regarding her as a worldly young woman with curious stories about the captive world and its cruelties. This gave Natalia a boost of self-confidence, helping her emerge from her shell.


  Leonard procured a position with the IT organization responsible for jamming satellites and feeding false information to the Feds. Affectionately nicknamed the Nerd Brigade by Leonard’s project leader, Seamus McAllister, the company owned an impressive array of equipment. Leonard settled in nicely within a week, cataloguing information he remembered about the Stasi project and developing a plan which would potentially enable the Nerd Brigade to hack into the DID computer network.


  “Theoretically, we could take control of the Stasi Satellites while they’re in orbit,” Leonard said, his eyes ablaze. Obsessive dedication to impossible projects was, after all, his specialty.


  “I have great faith in you,” McAllister replied absentmindedly. The tall, wild-haired redhead appeared possessed, his hands flying across the keyboard. Suddenly, he leapt from his chair, walked across the room, and sat at another terminal.


  “Seamus,” a familiar voice called.


  “Wicker,” Seamus cried.


  “Have you told him?”


  Leonard spun around. “Told who what?”


  Wicker punched her boyfriend in the arm. “I can’t believe you.”


  “Let’s keep him guessing.” Seamus grinned.


  “You’re incorrigible.”


  Their blithe manner comforted Leonard. Whatever the news, it was something pleasant. Still, he had to wonder if it was his destiny to work in the presence of roguish, Irish redheads.


  “Why don’t you tell him?” Seamus said.


  “I would be delighted.” She pulled up a chair and wheeled herself to within a couple of feet of Leonard. “We got news from Shinskey. Dr. Marsh-Tramer is back in practice at the Neil Nelson Medical Center.”


  Leonard’s heart flipped. “Oh my God. How?”


  “Typically, the Feds put on a show trial for political prisoners not infected with CARS,” she explained. “The DA works for the Feds. The court-appointed defense attorney also works for the Feds. The judge is either well lubricated or living in continuous fear of an unexpected dismissal. You get the picture.”


  Leonard nodded.


  “It usually takes less than forty-eight hours to convict,” Wicker continued.


  “So what happened?”


  “Seems a guy named Carlyle…You know him, I think. He’s the commander of the Denver base of the DID?”


  “Yes.” Leonard cringed.


  “Anyway, this Carlyle character stepped in to defend Alina.”


  Leonard’s relief deteriorated into anxiety. If Carlyle helped Alina, it was because he wanted her for himself.


  “Are you listening?” Wicker said.


  “Yeah, but if it was Carlyle, his intentions were not honorable.”


  “I know. He’s the one who wanted visiting rights.”


  “So why be joyful? Alina is now that pervert’s sex slave.”


  “Hang on. Don’t get ahead of me,” Wicker cautioned, as if talking to a toddler. “He intervened, pulled a few favors, and got Alina acquitted on the first day.”


  “Okay.”


  “He gave evidence that everything was your fault, Leonard. That you arranged the entire getaway.” She smiled. “But then several guys stepped forward and accused Carlyle of having ulterior motives, of wanting Alina in a personal way. They accused him of being a soloist. You know what a soloist is?”


  “I’ve heard the term.”


  “Someone who acts on their own behalf, not for the good of the people. An individualist.”


  Leonard tipped his head sideways and acknowledged this definition. “Is that a crime?”


  “In certain cases. Carlyle thwarted justice. He chose his own desires over the safety of the community.”


  “So they still think Alina’s a political criminal?”


  Wicker shook her head. “No. She was acquitted. The judge, bless his otherwise politically purchased heart, refused to see her tried twice for the same crime. He said the judgment stood.”


  “What happened to Carlyle?”


  “In the midst of the whole drama, he mysteriously contracted a nasty case of CARS.”


  “No!”


  “Yes.” Wicker laughed.


  Her merriment should have disturbed Leonard after his experience at the infirmary. Nevertheless, he pictured the passive-aggressive Carlyle squished into a fourteen-by-fourteen inch closet, and he felt not an ounce of empathy.


  “So Alina is safe and sound,” Wicker said. “She insisted that Shinskey get a message to you and Natalia.”


  “Will she be coming to Mesa County?” Leonard asked hopefully.


  Seamus broke in. “She’s got to lay low. Not a good idea to try anything at this point. Look at how difficult it was for you to escape.”


  “Right.” Leonard paused to manage his emotions. “It’s good to know she’s safe. Thank you. Both of you.”


  “Thank Carlyle,” Wicker said, laughing. “The revolting little soloist.” She winked and stood up. “Meet me for lunch, Shay?”


  “Sure,” Seamus replied. “At the deli?”


  “Sounds perfect.” She waltzed away gracefully. Leonard beamed as he watched her go.


  Seamus slapped Leonard on the back. “Great news. I’m happy for you. Score one for the good guys, huh?”


  “Yeah. Score one.” Leonard turned to face his computer and tried to focus on his work, but he remained slightly distracted throughout the morning. Alina is free, he thought, over and over again, and some of his entrenched guilt loosened and slipped away. He had not ruined her life completely, and Natalia would be so relieved to know her mother was safe.


  Maybe it’s enough for now.


  Seamus, humming behind him, further added to his inability to focus on anything productive. The redhead, rolling from one computer to another, multitasked like no one Leonard had ever met.


  A little before eleven o’clock, a video clip purred to life on one of Seamus’ computer screens.


  “Even as a toddler, President Stehlen demonstrated remarkable potential,” a voice announced brightly.


  Leonard dropped his head in one hand. “Seamus, what the hell are you doing?”


  Seamus laughed mischievously. “I just like to see what the government controlled media is up to. They’re wildly entertaining, those sycophants.”


  “Forming complete sentences before the age of two, he delighted his caretakers. One of his nannies told our investigative team ‘Every day he surprised me. Such a precocious boy.’”


  “Really, Seamus. I snuck past the Wall in Idaho Springs, spent an evening in a fourteen-by-fourteen inch closet, hiked to the Eisenhower Tunnel, and drove all the way here for this?”


  Seamus chuckled and started to whistle. The more Leonard griped, the more amused Seamus became.


  “Born Thomas Richardson, the president was nearly killed in a horrible accident that took his mother’s life.”


  “Such a shame.”


  Something stirred inside of Leonard and he turned his head slowly. On the screen, a picture of a mangled car gave way to a photo of a blond man with stylized hair.


  “The driver who caused the accident—”


  “The irresponsible cretin—”


  “Was unavailable for comment as he was transported to an infirmary during the first wave of CARS roundups.”


  “Wait,” Leonard shouted as he jumped out of his chair and rushed to the computer. He sat down and swished the mouse several times.


  “Relax,” Seamus said, wandering over. “You’re such a baby. I’ll turn it off.”


  “It was as if the boy was meant to survive to fulfill his destiny.”


  “Can you rewind?” Leonard asked, frantically searching for the pause button.


  Seamus sighed. “Yes, Nervous Nelly. Give me a second.” He paused the video.


  “Just go back thirty seconds.”


  “Got it. Got it. Relax, will ya?” Seamus hit the rewind button.


  “There.” The picture of the mangled car flew by in reverse. Leonard grabbed the mouse from his colleague’s hand and waited anxiously. Seamus returned to his work, mumbling under his breath. The video resumed.


  “Born Thomas Richardson, the president was nearly killed in a horrible accident that took his mother’s life.”


  With the words horrible accident a wrecked blue sedan lying on the grass popped up on the screen. Then the video zoomed in on the mangled left side of the car.


  “Such a shame.”


  Leonard fumbled with the rewind button.


  “Born Thomas Richardson, the president was nearly killed in a horrible accident—”


  With a quick click of the mouse, Leonard paused the video. He examined the crumpled vehicle, lying on its back in the middle of a greenway. He knew that place very well. It was just off Interstate 225.


  “Thomas Richardson,” Leonard whispered, his heart racing. “Tommy.” The word fell from his mouth like a rock and landed with a hollow thud.


  At that moment, Leonard understood with horrifying clarity that nine-tenths of a second can, indeed, make a difference. Nine-tenths of a second is just enough time to slightly alter a series of events, allowing a red Ford truck to tap its brakes and a yellow sports car to slip across three lanes, causing an accident that killed the mother instead of the child. Leonard spent his life chained to nine-tenths of a second that had the power to alter the course of history. In the end, he succeeded. Nine-tenths of a second changed the world.
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