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            ANDY

          

        

      

    

    
      Andy had never heard of death feeling like an earthquake. The ground rumbled, shaking him from his stupor. Pain in his side jabbed up through his neck with a slight thrum. Noise reverberated from underground as if from far off.

      Just as suddenly as it began, the grumbles stopped.

      Fevers made a person hallucinate. Maybe he had a fever. He breathed as shallow as possible, careful not to jostle the camouflage he’d been buried under. Just in case. Plus, what would he do if it was an earthquake? Doubtful in the area, but one never knew.

      A footfall rustled the damp leaves and pine needles maybe ten yards downhill from his spot. Another fell, followed by a frantic whisper in the mid-day stillness. “Andy?”

      Someone knew his name and was there looking for him. Andy sighed, relief warmed his cold extremities. He didn’t recognize the voice behind the whisper, but that could be due to any number of things, his infection acting as one of the main proponents. The voice had to be Josh. Andy breathed in, unsure if he’d be able to inhale enough to speak, but if he didn’t his friend wouldn’t be able to find him.

      The moment saved his life.

      A separate voice carried to him, the tone muffled by distance. “I don’t see him. Maybe he’s dead.”

      The much closer man shushed the other and replied in a lowered voice. “I don’t care if he’s dead. We need his body or Doctor Parker won’t be interested in what Doctor Bastian has to offer.” A step or two in random directions. The jerk-wad had no idea where to look.

      No answer from the cynical partner.

      And no answer from Andy.

      The pain dulled compared to the sharp anxiety rising in him. Where had his warming relief disappeared to? His arms and feet froze with fear and he struggled to keep his cool.

      Okay, break it down, Andy. One, they wanted him for something. Two, they knew where he was stashed – if not exactly. Three, Doctor Parker must be Rachel - his Rachel. Four, they needed Andy’s body which meant dead or alive and that didn’t bode all that well for Andy.

      Crackles and snaps from the first man grew louder. He moved in Andy’s direction. The paralyzing fear that had crashed over Andy in the gym before his escape consumed him like fire. Andy imagined each step shook the ground like a giant.

      What if Andy was just a body the next time Rachel saw him?

      He wanted to fight. Get up and run. Do anything but lie there. His injuries prevented a response from either the fight or flight arena. He could use a gun. Why hadn’t Josh given him a gun? Where had Josh gone? Oh, the questions were redundant and Andy would’ve given anything for an answer to something, even something as simple as what time of day it was.

      Pop! Followed by the quietest whisper of air splitting sang over him, feet above his position. A thud followed and the footsteps in his direction ceased.

      If possible, Andy froze further. He closed his searching eyes. Breathed in through his nose and out through his parted lips. Screw the men after him. He was in danger of hyperventilating and passing out – maybe to suffocate under the moldy smelling brush. Although passing out and then being killed didn’t sound like such a bad idea compared to an end filled with torture or disease. Lying in the dirt with injuries that hurt like his couldn’t be good toward warding off infection.

      A hand grabbed him between the elbow and shoulder. Andy jerked and squeezed his eyes shut. Holy shit, he might have an accident.

      “I got you, Andy.” Josh’s murmur slowed Andy’s racing heart. He swallowed the sudden sob that pushed up from his stomach – most likely a cough. Josh swept the layers of leaves and pine needles off Andy’s face. “I’m here.”

      But Andy couldn’t give in to the comforting expression on his best-friend’s face. Not completely. Not until they were both in the clear. Pure adrenaline pulsed in his blood, enough to fuel him with the energy to utter, “There’s another one.”

      Josh snapped his head up. His smile whipped off his face. He squinted into the forest and listened. A cock of the head and he closed his eyes. Without warning, he scuttled in a crouch across the sloping forest floor out of Andy’s range of view. The noise of his departure faded.

      Andy strained to hear something. One, two, three, four – he counted his heartbeats to keep time. Eight, nine, ten. Another quieter pop sounded from further down. Another thud. Slight rustling headed his way again.

      Relax, man. You’re fine. Josh was the only one who knew exactly where Andy was.

      Andy’s pain made its presence known. The damn ache came back with a vengeance. He groaned.

      Josh ran in a slouch to Andy’s side and grinned when he met his friend’s gaze. He searched Andy’s face. “Are you okay?” A quick glance over a white bandaged shoulder poking from under his flannel punctuated the urgency to their reunion.

      “I’m dying.” Andy whispered. They’d watched Tombstone enough times together, if Josh didn’t smile, Andy would have to waste more energy trying to crack another joke. He made jokes at funerals – his own if need’s be.

      “No, you’re not. But nice try. And you sure as hell aren’t Val Kilmer. I think even Rachel would agree with me on that one, bro.” Josh pointed up the hill. “I’ve got one of your quads up a ways. I need to get it down here. Can you hang on a second?”

      His breath spent, Andy nodded the best he could. So many questions piled on the ones already culminating in his head. Had Josh seen Rachel? Had they spoken? What had her reaction been? Had she been grieving too much to remember Josh or maybe she didn’t care? Or maybe, just maybe, she fell into Josh’s arms and they… Ugh. Different thoughts, different thoughts. Andy didn’t have a clear time frame between when he’d last seen Rachel and when he’d been “rescued” by Josh and then dumped. He had to focus on something else.

      Jealousy warred with Andy’s pain and the two raged inside him, struggling for a foothold. Or was that fever? He wasn’t an insecure man, but how else should he feel, if his wife thought he was dead – had to – and had rediscovered her what-if-guy? His discomfort had to be due to fever. His friend would never screw him over. His wife loved him.

      His quad purred. Oh, yeah. Andy’s eyes closed. Josh was there. No matter what else happened, his friend was there for him. Andy would see Rachel again, if the pain in his side didn’t kill him.

      Josh stopped the vehicle a foot from Andy’s head. The emergency brake creaked. He climbed from the seat.

      Andy could feel the heat from his friend’s leg reach over the damp, cold ground. He imagined he could turn his head and see the leg an inch from his ear. Andy took the moment to take in the overcast day. No sign of the sun to indicate the time. With the light leaking through the flat clouds, it could be early morning, late evening, or noon. Not that Andy cared.

      Josh moved above Andy and froze. He looked left, right, around in a slow circle. Like a dog catching something on the wind, Josh searched and searched, unsatisfied with the quiet. He glanced at Andy and his mouth quirked at the side. “I feel like Rambo.”

      The butt of a gun came down on Josh’s head with a hollow thump. He crumpled to the ground beside Andy.

      A man dressed in black fatigues and a black hat stood above the pair. He watched Andy and tilted his head. In a thick accent Andy was too tired to identify, he said, “Mr. Parker. Your presence is requested.” He knelt down beside Andy, his features blankly average. He busied his hands out of Andy’s view.

      Everything was happening too fast. Was Josh dead? He couldn’t hear any sounds to indicate he still breathed, but Josh’s face had turned from Andy as he’d fallen and Andy couldn’t turn his head to investigate further.

      The man leaned closer and prodded Andy’s neck with covered fingers. He avoided Andy’s eyes. A sharp prick overrode the pain in Andy’s side for the briefest second and then it disappeared. The man stood and chucked something into the brush behind him.

      Thu-thump, thu-thump. Andy’s heart rate slowed. A hazy gray film covered his sight and the man disappeared. Working his chin, Andy forced his tongue to move, but sudden dryness made anything else impossible.

      His eyes closed. His presence was requested? What the hell was that? An invitation to tea with the Queen?
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      Beau rubbed his nose, spreading the dirty smudge up the bridge and down the side by his eye. “Aunt Brenda, how come we can’t go back home? What’s going on?”

      How did someone explain the end of the world to a four-year-old? Brenda’s mouth fell slack as she took in the expectant face of her nephew. She had nothing, and she knew it.

      He ducked his tow-head an inch, lifting his blonde eyebrows. “Aunt Brenda? If you don’t know, that’s okay.” But still he watched her.

      A bit of paranoia crept up to itch the brand on her neck like a flea. The pain was receding but in its wake the discomfort of healing was nearly unbearable.

      Kayli walked up behind her brother and nudged his shoulder. “Leave Aunt Brenda alone. Mom said she’s dramatized.”

      Dramatized? “You mean traumatized?” Brenda yawned. The six hours of sleep she’d scraped together after Rachel and Josh had left hadn’t even scratched the surface. The kids would head to bed as soon as the sun sent shadows across the clearing.

      Her six-year-old niece nodded her head. “Before she left, Mom said you got hurt and we’re supposed to take care of you.” Kayli patted Beau’s back, sounding more like a twelve-year-old. “Are you ready to eat dinner? Mom left us some anti-chili and for dessert, her special trail mix.”

      Beau’s somber expression split into a smile. “Yeah.” He abandoned his question about what was going on out in the real world and ran to the kitchen in the bunker-style house his dad had built into the mountain.

      Oh, it’d be awesome to be child again. “That’s a great idea, Kayli, thank you.” Brenda left the couch and angled around the chair and small table against the wall. She peeked out the door since the windows were covered in tin foil.

      Twenty-four hours before, the clearing had been masked with a random pattern of “mole hills” acting as raised gardens. The area had been clean and relatively empty. Now, a thick layer of dirt and rocks covered the grass. Large boulders rested against damaged trees across from the dwelling.

      Rachel, Brenda’s sister, had put the dirt bike Brenda had escaped on into the lean-to style garage tucked beside the house. Where Brenda had propped the bike against a tree stump, a pile of rock and debris held together a stack of crushed tree limbs and brush.

      The bombs hadn’t fallen in the clearing or on the hillside harboring Rachel’s house, but had terminated the mountainside north of there, where the plane had crashed – according to Rachel and Josh. Josh had hinted at erasing evidence of something, but Brenda hadn’t caught what.

      Kayli handed Brenda the dish of anti-chili – which just meant it had a whole lot more than just beans in it – from the cooler, a cave-like room cooled by an underwater spring in the rock. Beau reached for bowls and spoons, while Brenda rummaged in the cupboards for a pan. Even in a survival aspect, her super-organized sister annoyed Brenda… even when she wasn’t around.

      And Josh. Josh had fallen through the front door, his shoulder lacerated by thrown rock, while the bombs crashed outside. He’d saved her from the captives in town, well kind of. Brenda had orchestrated a mass escape but at the end, things had fallen apart and Josh had been there to help out.

      But he’d left Rachel’s husband – his best-friend – Andy, somewhere in the forest with an infected wound and lost Cole, Rachel’s oldest son, to the militia. His résumé wasn’t looking too good for “knight in shining armor”.

      Brenda’s attraction to Josh had nothing to do with his broad shoulders or blue eyes. She just had a thing for the wrong-type of man. Look at the sick attraction she’d had for Daniel, her captor. And the most infuriating part about the illogical attraction was that she couldn’t control it. Damn men. And damn her insecurities.

      Soup sloshed into the pan. Tomato chunks and ground meat blended with green peppers, dark red kidney beans, and onions. The red color reminded her of the blood in the gym, when they’d shot people. In front of her. She winced and looked away. A wave of nausea rolled over her.

      Dinner was going to be a long ordeal, if she couldn’t get past the memories of the last few days. Rachel and Josh had more on their plates than she did. Brenda just had to focus on the kids and figure out the best way to help Andy, if Josh got him to her before he died.

      All of it was going to be a long ordeal.
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            TOM

          

        

      

    

    
      Tom’s lungs ached for a deep breath of fresh air. A prehistoric-sized rock pinned him to the side of the mountain. From his angle, the rock looked like a statue of a turtle.

      He wiggled his toes. Good he could move them. His fingers, too.

      He closed his eyes and strained to hear something – anything – in the after-avalanche silence. He reopened them and glanced as far around as his pinioned torso would allow. From the looks of things, he’d slid down about a hundred yards from Jenny and his dad.

      Shale sucked.

      A shout from above echoed down over the newly laid landscape. Tom closed his eyes. He didn’t recognize the voice – or the language.

      Tom’s dad answered in the same language, but from the other side of the trail, where Tom had left him. Since when did his dad know how to speak anything but English? The bigoted ass had always made comments about “coming to America and speaking the language”.

      Maybe only the shale clearing had been affected by the falling debris. But that didn’t make sense. A rock slide from that high up would decimate trees and other items as it crashed toward the bottom. His dad, Jenny, and the bastards with Farnham hadn’t even been that far into the protection of the forests. How had they escaped?

      As the last of the pebbles settled and the dust calmed around him, Tom focused on more noise, more info. If they got too close, they’d take him, and any chance he had of saving Jenny or his dad would be gone.

      “Tom?” His dad called down over the slant. “Tom? Did you make it?”

      Tom wanted to answer his dad, but his gut told him to keep his mouth shut.

      Backbone against the ground, Tom bent his arms at the elbows, flattening his palms against the rough rock. Could he push it off him? The barest amount of pressure, just enough, and it rolled, moved, teased Tom with the briefest moment of room for his lungs to expand. He let his hands pull back and the rock reversed, crushing him with more weight. The air he’d gasped in exhaled on a whoosh.

      Dirt sprinkled from his bangs into his eyes and nose. He smothered a sneeze and whispered to himself. “Okay, I can do this. Push it down and rush for cover. Any cover.”

      He looked up, straining his neck to see over his head and see what lay behind him. Trees further off than he remembered them being at the trail. The increase in distance could be from the rock slide or from the spread of the shed-off as it slid further down the face.

      The stupid turtle-rock blocked his view of exactly how far he had to the opposite side. His decision would have to be split-second. Crap.

      To his left, the mountain hadn’t stood a chance under the onslaught of rock. The shale had been replaced with large boulders. The remains of trees and other vegetation looked like a woman caught upside down in a dress with their roots flapping in the gentle breeze. Only Mother Nature would caress a disaster site after something like that.

      The sound of rock sliding and shifting shattered his planning time. Either the rock was unsteady and about to crash further or they were coming for him. Tom didn’t want to be there to see which it was.

      His dad called out to him, again. “Tom? Can you hear me?”

      Yeah, Dad, I can hear you, but I’m not answering, he thought. Hands repositioned, he closed his eyes and rocked it a bit to his left, then let it recoil just a touch back on him. On the returning roll, Tom pushed with everything he had. Crunch, crash. The rock rolled, slid, rolled, and then slid to a stop twenty feet from Tom. The turtle shape disappeared in a new angle.

      Tom bent at the waist, or tried to. He could move his toes, but his legs didn’t want to do anything. A shout made him force his legs to cooperate. But oh, hell, the friggin’ pain. He’d grind his teeth to a pulp before he’d make a sound.

      In a sitting position, unable to stand, he glanced at his choices again. Forward led to a treed area that wasn’t too far and looked unaffected by the rock slide. The tree line behind him was farther than he’d first realized.

      He glanced up the rock face and winced. His dad and two other men picked their way toward Tom. They’d reach him in five minutes.

      He had to do something. He spared a few seconds to search the trees for Jenny. But he couldn’t see anything.

      The ground to the trees in front of him looked unstable and rocky. Tom bit his lip. The knees of his pants were red and shiny, coated thick with blood. He might not be able to walk. If he couldn’t walk and he couldn’t fly, how the heck was he supposed to get off that mountain in less than five minutes?

      His dad called down to him. “I see you, Tom. We’re coming to get you. Hang on.”

      Crap. Hang on? Seriously, his dad had a mental issue if he thought his reassurances were comforting in any way. His dad’s comment sparked a fire under Tom’s already flaming desire to get moving. If he had the guts, he’d throw himself down the rest of the slide. Nothing would hurt worse than that move and create the least benefit.

      Tom pulled himself around and dragged his body over rocks and trees and brush and weeds. Tears rolled down his cheeks from the pain in his legs and his lower back. His going was slower than damn molasses.

      Come on, Tom, go. He put his hands down and pulled, his biceps screaming. His legs trailed behind him, worthless and filled with an overabundance of pain. Breathing in through his nose and out through his mouth, he pulled and pushed and wiggled his hips and strained with his toes to move. Each glance up the mountain showed his dad and two men moving closer.

      His wrist bent on a slab of quartz and Tom cried out. “Oh, crap.” He shook the limb and tried again, but his wrist collapsed. He held the arm to his stomach and closed his eyes. Down to one arm. One damn arm and no legs. Where was he supposed to go with just one arm?

      Maybe he should just give up. Maybe they wouldn’t hurt Dr. Parker, Jenny, or anyone else. Maybe his dad was in on it, whatever “it” was, and he could get some kind of leniency or something for Tom.

      The rocks slid under the men’s weight, closer, closer.

      Tom eyed his dad, the only one without a gun. Dr. Mason’s eyes shifted here and there and wouldn’t settle on Tom. The other men, however, had no problem staring at Tom with disgusted arrogance in the tilt of their chins and squinting eyes.

      Closer. Closer. They jumped into the spot where Tom had been pinned and crossed to him in seconds. The same distance Tom had needed minutes to maneuver over.

      His dad stopped three feet shy of Tom’s motionless feet and let the men surround his son. Tom didn’t react, just absorbed what he could through the rough grasping of the arms as they reached for him and dragged him without care over the uneven terrain. He’d be damned if they heard one peep of pain from him.

      His dad followed, watching Tom’s face. Tom’s feet screamed to be cut off, burned off, anything to get away from the jostling he was being subjected to.

      Tom checked his dad’s face for any emotion. Anything to suggest things were going to be okay. But the bastard didn’t express any concern. His shiftiness had faded but to where?

      Rotors slapping through the air caught Tom’s attention. Who would fly a chopper out that way unless they were the “bad guys” or associated with Farnham – the other bad guys? Heck, wasn’t anyone good anymore?

      The bird came from the base of the mountain to hover over their location. A bull horn sounded from above. Had Tom heard correctly? Had they been calling for Rachel Parker?

      Which left the question – who were the good guys? And why the hell was the helicopter lowering a rescue basket with a man inside pointing an automatic weapon their way?
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            RACHEL

          

        

      

    

    
      Turning a blind-eye to the raped streets was harder than Rachel had expected it to be. The closest pharmacy would be Walgreens in Hayden. She’d have to make it through ransacked neighborhoods, past shelled out houses whose cracked exteriors resembled painted Easter eggs, past intact cars parallel parked between crushed husks of metal. Not that she wanted to get to the damn pharmacy. She’d dropped that lie as soon as she could.

      Rachel stopped her mad trek into town and leaned on a street light. She lowered her head and pinched the bridge of her nose. She’d lied. Bald-faced. And not only to her kids about everything being okay, or to Josh about the plausibility of Andy being okay, but to Brenda about… well everything. The lies never stopped. Damn web was stretching and spinning and getting bigger every moment.

      Finding a pharmacy was the last thing on her mind. Andy had prepared for everything and if they could get him back to the cabin, he’d tell them where to get the antibiotics. He’d hidden them in the spring behind the cave along with an armory and other medical aids. Rachel had demanded he keep possibly dangerous things out of the kids’ reach. She only had to ask him, but the entire project had seemed unnecessary at times – planning for the end of the world.

      Dropping the broken-down, teary-eyed, frail exterior when she’d passed through the jacked-up clearing had been easy. Fear didn’t exist for her. Not anymore. Even true fear rang hollow regarding Andy. She’d survived his “death” and might not even believe he was actually alive or would be. Nah, she’d worry before she’d fear. Anything.

      Rachel shoved off the pole and stepped off the curb. She walked a few steps and stopped beside a large truck. Nothing moved to the north, south, east, or west of her. Nothing. Wind had stopped. Clouds covered the sky, but not fluffy or even detailed - more the white-gray blanket of an overcast day.

      “Where is everybody?” She muttered to no one. Not even body parts met her search.

      The remains of a three-car crash blocked the intersection to her right. Watching for any movement, anything, Rachel crossed to the cars. In the first car, no one was in the driver’s seat… or any seat. The same followed for the remaining two cars.

      She spun in a circle. No bodies? A motor vehicle accident with no bodies? Impossible.

      The silence wrapped around her in a vise-like grip. Was she being watched? Daniel’s style fit the setup. Something unconventional, eerie to confuse the hell out of the test subject, and then he’d sit around and watch for the mice to walk into his maze.

      Rachel shaded her eyes. Even the gray cloud cover felt like a spotlight. Where are you, Daniel?

      And Cole. Where was Cole? The high school was down three blocks. She hadn’t gotten all the info from Josh or Brenda, but if that’s where people were being kept, maybe Cole would be there. She hadn’t asked Brenda the questions she’d wanted to. Her sister would’ve known… Rachel shook her head. Known what? Rachel didn’t even know. The confusion was definitely getting to her.

      One more glance around the empty neighborhood didn’t give her a sense of security, but shook her nerves instead. Cole wasn’t in the high school. He was with the militia. But where the hell were they? If she went backwards into the woods, she might be able to find the militia and Cole. Or not. She slapped her upper thigh in frustration. A plan, that’s what she needed more than anything. Flying by the seat of her pants fit Brenda’s style, not Rachel’s.

      She turned back to the empty ‘90s Honda and slammed her hand on the hood, regardless of who might hear. Hell, if she didn’t care who would hear, she might as well climb in and drive off. Maybe Daniel had made it to the high school to screw with the captives there. Or maybe she needed to get to the pharmacy and get some meds for herself. Her hands shook and she had an ache in her frontal lobe that hadn’t gone away since she’d decided to face Daniel. Food would be nice, too, and water.

      Daniel was looking for her. He’d burned her sister just to let her know he wanted to see her. Her former lab partner was the key. She had to find him. The idea stirred an ache in her stomach, pleasant and disgusting at once.

      She slid into the front seat and reached for the dangling keys to turn the ignition. The engine turned over, but her fingers came away wet and slick and red. The bodies may be gone, but the evidence they’d been there wasn’t.

      Reverse. The car struggled against the two other jammed vehicles, but she revved the small engine and screeched it free.

      Leaving behind the eerie empty neighborhood, Rachel drove west toward Highway 95. Speed would be ideal, but she’d never get fast enough dodging around abandoned cars and trucks. A mile from her original destination and she couldn’t move any further. Cars lined the street and some had parked up on the shoulder.

      Rachel slammed her hands onto the steering wheel. “Come on!” A traffic jam with no one around. Perfect.

      Every pole she’d passed had a red flier stuck to it. One of the red offenders fluttered softly on a telephone pole two car lengths from her. She peered at it through spider cracks on the windshield. The paper looked new and had a picture in the center which the flapping corner covered and uncovered, covered and uncovered. She couldn’t drag her eyes away.

      The eyes? Or maybe the face shape. She couldn’t quite tell what it was about the picture that had caught her attention, wouldn’t let it go. Someone wouldn’t post missing persons ads when everyone was missing, would they?

      Abandoning the car, Rachel approached the flier on foot, slowly as if she didn’t really want to know but had to find out.

      Left foot. Right foot. Closer and closer. Dread pooled in her pelvis.

      The corner flipped up for a second and Rachel saw herself and the corner flipped back down.

      The picture was of her.

      She stood in front of the pole and reached out, certain the paper was a disguised Cobra about to strike. She flattened the corner and stared at a picture she’d left on Rhode Island. The one Human Resources had taken for her ID. She’d burned the ID with her lab coat before she’d returned home. Their files had supposedly gone into the incinerator at the conclusion of the project.

      Why was she staring at herself in the center of Nowhereville USA? How had her picture gotten there?

      An edge of fog crept across the street. Maybe it was close to raining. But no, the foggy haze moved with intent, creeping across the ground. A bird fell from a tree encompassed in the fog. Ah, she was being drugged. Nice. Driving the car could have given away her position. Or maybe her body temp.

      If they captured her, she wouldn’t have to work so hard to find Daniel. More than likely they were with Daniel. The fog crept closer. Watching it seep over the distance was like trying to watch water boil – it was going to happen, just when was the question.

      No fear, though. She wasn’t even anxious. Nah, whatever was more like. She blinked her eyes, but couldn’t make out the words. Had she seen what they said? Something interesting, hopefully. The pole grew larger or maybe she was shrinking like Alice in Wonderland… the red paper blurred and the world swayed, the movement reminiscent of a test she’d attended… somewhere…
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            ANDY

          

        

      

    

    
      Lava seared through Andy’s veins, the starting point at his left wrist. By the time it reached his ankles the pain had nearly dissipated. Nearly.

      A tick pulsed to his right, subtle like a heartbeat, but kept time more steadily than his erratic breathing.

      Andy groaned, but tried to muffle the sound.

      He opened his eyes. The sparse room had four cement walls. Directly in front of him a mirror reflected his shadowed shape – more likely one-way glass. At least he thought it was him. He lifted his hand two inches. The cuffs pinning him to the bed didn’t allow for more.

      Andy jerked his hands harder and the restraints clinked on the metal railing. The guy in the mirror matched his movements. Damn. It was him.

      What was going on? The pain in his side had dimmed, either because he was healing or because the burn in his wrist overshadowed it. Searching his skin for the cause, Andy discovered an IV tube protruding from under thick, tight tape. The line led to a bag hanging from an extended pole above his head. He couldn’t reach it with his other hand to pull it out.

      No night stand or other furniture occupied the room. On his opposite side, more equipment beeped in conversation, keeping him company but excluding him from companionship.

      A door slammed outside his room, muffled by cement walls.

      He squinted in the dim lighting. Nothing he owned would be safe from a trade for a solid swallow of water, if he had the chance. He swallowed. “Hello?” Holy hell, was that him? His voice had been replaced by a cartoon chipmunk’s squeak. He cleared his throat to try again. A tougher sound came out, still different from his own, but more manly. Hell, he’d take it. “Hello? Who’s there?”

      Not surprisingly, nobody answered.

      He watched himself in the mirror. Maybe they watched him. Whoever they were.

      The dulled edges of a scream permeated his walls and he looked frantically toward the gray-painted door. The scream belonged to a woman.
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      Son of a bitch! The scream split from her mouth at the same time her lip gave to the fist that cut across her teeth. What a terrible way to be woken from a drugging. She closed her eyes and returned her head to lean against the high back of the chair. No more screaming. No sobbing. No groans or gasps. Hold it together. Even if they brand me… like Brenda.

      The hand came out of nowhere and slapped her again. Rachel opened her eyes but stared at the ceiling.

      “Look at me.” Spittle clung to the corner of his tight mouth. Hard gray eyes matched the cement flooring and walls.

      Rachel bit back the urge to spit in his face. She had more control than that. Physical pain wasn’t tangible. She had experience handling it, it’d just been a while since she’d been shocked by its suddenness. The effort to keep her face smooth and expressionless equaled the energy she’d use to eat chocolate – not much and with some pleasure. People exerting power over others wanted reaction more than they wanted anything else. They wanted to see the consequences of their abuse.

      Her scream had rewarded him more than the blood seeping down her chin. Rachel wouldn’t reward him again. Nothing was getting out of her mouth, unless it dripped in boredom.

      The small man leaned back from her, his shorn hair blending with his hat. She couldn’t place his age. He had to be older than her, but not much. His salt-and-pepper coloring aged his smooth skin. By the slight dark roots at his temples, it wasn’t hard to assume he added the gray to distinguish himself more.

      He turned his back to her and motioned to another man against the far wall. The second man grabbed a chair and set it down in front of Rachel. Her abuser settled into the straight-backed chair, his knees inches from her own. If she hadn’t been practicing total control, she would have jerked from him. But she gazed over his head and acted like nothing was happening.

      He laughed. The bastard laughed. “I enjoy the mind games, doctor. I’ve heard you are excellent at them and I can see that you might have a trick or two up your sleeve.” His accent thickened with enjoyment. He placed his hand on her knee and squeezed while he pointed out the dark windows around the room. “I have a few up mine as well.”

      She lowered her eyes and smiled, but kept quiet. He hadn’t earned a reply and his answering gaze acknowledged that he knew it. “I’m Lieutenant-colonel Gustavson. Your sister wouldn’t talk to me until she had a name.” He held out his hand in her direction. “I assume you have the same formalities. Although, I’m surprised you Americans care about niceties such as those. You have an uncouth air about you I find distasteful.”

      Gustavson. Rachel’s sister. So this was the bastard who’d held Brenda captive. And Andy. Against her better judgment, the skin around Rachel’s eyes tightened and she spoke through taut lips. “I’m Doctor Rachel Parker. But I don’t consult on adults – only children.” She lowered her gaze to his and added. “And I don’t do ‘crazy’.”

      The slow smile that spread across Gustavson’s face chilled Rachel’s nerves. Three, two, one. His hand slipped through the air and delivered a backhanded blow that rattled her chair and left her head spinning. Predictable prick. He leaned close, his lips brushing the soft skin of her ear as he spoke. “We’ll see what you do with what I give you.”

      He stood from the chair and slid dark leather gloves onto his pale hands. “I hear you’re married, have three children, and a sister. I’ve met the husband and the sister, oh, and seen the oldest boy. I’d love to meet the other two children sometime.”

      Rachel kept her face smooth, but a scream started inside her chest and she swallowed it back. Cole? How had he come in contact with Cole?

      He moved to a control panel tucked into the wall beside the mirror to Rachel’s right. Over his shoulder, Gustavson tossed out, “Who would you like to see first?”

      See who first? Rachel kept her mouth shut, not only to piss off Gustavson but to not give away the fact that she had no idea what was going on.

      Her captor turned to face her, resting back against the wall. He fingered a button and watched her with a look that made her skin crawl. Without removing his attention from her, Gustavson flicked his fingers at the other man in the room. The door closed a second later. A distinct heaviness filled the air with his absence.

      Gustavson’s eyes hooded and his hand stilled. “Your sister was willing to work out a trade with me. I’d be willing to consider something with you. I like tall women.” He approached her slow, in a rhythmic stalking pattern. He rounded the chair, and the brief moment of him out of her range of view filled her with dread.

      Trade him for sex. Brenda would never do that. She had to have had something figured out. Although, Brenda had learned a long time ago that she could get just as much with her body that she could with her mind. She was a hard worker who valued results over methods. Admittedly, Rachel envied her ability to dissociate the two.

      He came back into view, close enough to trace his finger down her cheek. She barely controlled the shiver in her skin. “How about a taste? You can work out something with me now and shorten the ‘treat’ I have in store for you.” He raised his eyebrows.

      A sharp smell similar to Old Spice but with a vinegar undertone got the best of her. She cringed. “I’m not Brenda. But thanks.” Rachel turned her face to the side. Blech. He didn’t smell good to her. Too much work on seeming bigger than he was. His size was better for Brenda to seduce, too. Almost six inches separated Rachel and Gustavson and he was desperate to diminish the difference.

      He shrugged and moved away. “Okay, but don’t say I didn’t offer to make this… better.” Gustavson chuckled and returned to the panel. He dawdled there for a moment, humming something under his breath.

      Identify his motivation before he gained more of an upper hand. Humming and smiling, chuckling even, seemed extremely out of character for him unless the payoff was good enough to jar him out of his normal personality traits.

      Sadistic man with a cruel streak. What would make him tick besides hurting others? No, wait. Why was the better question. That was his fuel. Hurting others. How was he going to hurt her? She could prepare for that. She could handle just about anything.

      Biting her lip to keep from talking, Rachel waited. The buttons would be electricity, water, heat, something to increase her pain or discomfort, draw out the tension. Nothing was attached to her head or skin besides the metal restraints holding her to her seat. Those would be the contact points. She clenched her hands to prepare.

      He pressed a button marked with a numeral one.

      Rachel held her breath.
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      He’d been shot. All that time running and escaping bullets and other injuries and he’d been shot on the hill with his dad watching. He must have blacked out because he didn’t remember being transported to the room he was in, being hooked up to an IV, and stashed in a bed. A mirror reflected the grimace twisting his face.

      His damp shirt clung to his chest. He ducked his head to his underarm to check and see if the stale scent of sweat came from him. For the most part, he didn’t stink. He wouldn’t be surprised though. His last shower had been – who the hell knows when?

      He’d never had a thing for dark, contained areas. Especially cement-lined cubicle-sized closets.

      Lights overhead switched on. He blinked in the sudden glare.

      An accented voice, reminiscent of the voices in his house while the men had searched for him, filled the room. “Mr. Mason, welcome. You’re going to be a participant in an experiment. If you clear the ‘tests’, you’ll be free to go.”

      Tom’s eyes widened. He called into the room, unsure where to look or who to face. “What do I have to do?”

      A whirring sound preceded the blast of cold air that hit him in the face. The voice faded behind loud beeps from the IV monitor. “Survive.”

      Tom’s IV seemed to turn to ice. The drip slowed. Air conditioning blew on him, drawing goose bumps
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