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Chapter One

Sometimes, it seemed like Mother Nature, Gaia, was out to get us...

"Snow!" I stopped dead in my tracks inside the physics building's glass front doors, astonished to see a blanket of white outside. Colorado's Front Range rarely got snow anymore. And we never got snow on the Gulf Coast of Missouri, where I grew up.

"Whoa, Kathy. Lookout. Sorry." Jake Moretti, a new physics grad student, almost ran into me. We awkwardly stepped away from one another. My initial impression was that he was adorable with his swimmer's physique and his earnestness. "Yeah, it was a huge blizzard!" He chuckled, looking out the glass doors. "It's cool. Ha ha. Pun intended." He pushed his wire-rimmed glasses up the bridge of his nose. "Why didn't you notice it when you came into work?"

I'd wondered why everyone was suddenly wearing jackets. I'd hardly seen any coats this past winter, so I didn't expect to see any now that March was here. "I didn't come into work this morning." I couldn't even remember the last time I'd left the physics building—but I was not a workaholic. Definitely not. It was just that graduate students had a lot to do. 

Jake stopped chuckling. "It was all over the news, too."

"Ellen, what's in the news?" Ellen was the digital personal assistant app on my fon, currently in my pocket. I'd had her since I was a girl. I'd named her after the awesome astronaut Ellen Ochoa from way back in the 1990s.

"March 4, 2098: Blizzard Blankets Colorado," she said. 

I interrupted her. "New directive: Give me a news report every morning." I reached for the front doors as if under a spell. Snow! I needed to frolic outside immediately.

Gopal Khan, my Ph.D. advisor, jostled me as he sped past us on the ground floor landing. "Kathy, what are you doing? The physics department meeting is about to start." He checked his worn watch and glared. "It's mandatory. You too, Jake."

When Gopal got cross with me, which was often for some reason, he reminded me of a bear with his bulky physique and shaggy brown beard and hair. Of course, I'd never actually seen a bear, so I could have been way off. 

"But, look." I pointed out the doors. "It snowed."

"I know." He gazed outside for a moment, rubbing his beard. "It's remarkable and pretty. But we still have to go to the meeting." 

Ellen said, "The physics department meeting starts in ten seconds." 

Gopal flinched. "Now, we're going to be late." He shot me a dark look. "Tell me Lars is already in the meeting room."

I shrugged. "I can tell you that, but I'm pretty sure he went out for a toke, so it would be a lie." I pointed out the door. Lars Karlsson, Gopal's purported second-in-command in the neutrino physics group, had a problem with authority. And marijuana. It had to be because of his overbearing physicist father, Hans. If Hans had been my father, I'd have problems, too.

"Kathy, go outside and see if you can find Lars," Gopal said. "It makes me look bad as the group leader when he doesn't show up for meetings."

I rubbed my hands together. Snow, here I come! "Gosh, Gopal, if you really want me to, I will."

"Hurry up," he said. 

I threw open the doors, stepped outside, and squinted. The sunlight reflecting off the snow was blinding; it was like being caught inside a very sparkly diamond. My eyes started watering profusely. A cold diamond; it was definitely cold out here. I shivered. I leaned down, grabbed a handful of (cold!) snow, and made a snowball. I threw it at a red sandstone boulder peeking through the sea of white, and it splattered into a million pieces. It smelled cold and clean out here. Everything seemed fresh and new. I took a deep breath. 

"Gopal says, 'Hurry up,'" Ellen interrupted my adventure.

I sighed but started down the path through the snow away from the building: stomp, squish, stomp, squish. I couldn't help grinning; this was fun. 

I heard a distant crack of thunder and looked away from my snowy path. I didn't see any clouds. Huh. The snow-covered foothills less than a half kilometer west looked beautiful as they rose majestically into the blue sky. 

Focus, Kath! Now, where had Lars gone? 

Following footsteps in the snow and the sweet tang of pot smoke, I found Lars behind a big red boulder. "You know smoking will kill you," I said as I approached.

He held the joint carefully with his thumb and forefinger. "I should live so long." He inhaled and held in the smoke.

"C'mon," I said. "Gopal sent me out here to get you. The department meeting isn't optional."

Lars brushed his shoulder-length blond hair out of his green eyes and let out his breath. "Tell Gopal I'll be there in a couple of minutes. This Colorado Gold I got at the farmers' market is excellent. Do you want some?" 

"No, I don't want some. And tell Gopal yourself. I'm a physicist, not your errand girl." I stomped my boots in the snow as my feet started to chill.

"Kathy, you haven't finished your dissertation, so you're not a physicist yet." He flashed his perfect white teeth at me. "But you could be my errand girl if you played your cards right."

I snorted. "In your dreams, Lars." I had mixed feelings about Lars. Based on a disastrous relationship in my past, I'd vowed never again to date a fellow physicist. But Lars was unusually good-looking for a scientist. Unfortunately, that also meant his ego was unusually large.

I heard snow squishing under another pair of shoes as Jake appeared around the boulder. When he saw us, he smiled.

Caught in Jake's smile, I got a sense of the sweet gangly teenager he used to be.

"What are you guys doing?" Jake said. "Gopal sent me out to get you." 

In the bright sunlight, Jake's intense blue eyes were the color of a pristine alpine lake. 

Uh oh. Focus, Kath! "Uh, nothing. We're not doing anything. We're on our way back to the meeting." I waved my hand around. "Jake, this is Lars; Lars, this is Jake. He's thinking of joining our group." I shivered. My lumpy brown handmade sweater wasn't doing its job, but then how often did it drop below 45 degrees these days?

Jake noticed. "It's chilly out here. Do you want to borrow my coat, Kathy?" He slipped it off and put it around my shoulders. It was cavernous on my tiny frame. 

Lars smirked and took another toke.

"Thanks, Jake." I snuggled into it. It smelled faintly of sweat and some kind of cologne. I took a deep breath. "What a gentleman." I shot a glare at Lars, but he didn't notice.

"I don't understand how the blizzard of the last few days could have been because of global warming." Jake pushed a lock of brown wavy hair away from his eyes.

"Easy." I felt a smile take over my face. I loved talking science. "Global warming means there's more moisture in the atmosphere and more energy available for weather systems, so storms have increased precipitation, which can be snow." My nose started to run. I resisted the urge to wipe it on the sleeve of Jake's coat.

Lars stubbed out his now-tiny joint. 

Another loud crack of thunder made us look up.

"That's weird." Jake searched the sky. "There aren't any clouds. How can there be thunder?"

The thunder continued to rumble.

Lars stood up and looked to the west, over the boulder. "I think it's from over there."

The rumbling got louder. "What's that?" I pointed west. A massive cloud of white moved down the mountain slope toward us. It was huge, awe-inspiring. Terrifying. "Look!"

"Huh." Lars giggled. "Pretty."

"What?" Jake asked. "Where?"

"There!" I said. "There! West! I'm telling you, there's a huge white mass of something headed right for us!" My extended finger trembled. 

"Is it possible?" Jake asked. "Gaia! I've never seen a what-do-you-call-it, an avalanche, before. Shouldn't we get back to the building?" He turned.

An avalanche! It had been snowing for days and days in the mountains to the west of us, and now all that snow was heading our way. 

I felt a sudden strong gust of cold air. And it was coming straight for us! "There's no time! Take cover!" I grabbed Jake and Lars and pulled them down behind the boulder just as the first icy tendrils of snow kissed my bare neck. 

I scrunched up against the boulder and held Jake's coat above my head as the snow started to cascade over it. I couldn't catch a breath and felt as if I was suffocating. The snow fell in bigger and bigger chunks, and the patter of snow landing on the jacket turned into pounding. I tried to angle my impromptu tent so the snow would slide off me and away from the others. Wispy streams of snowflakes drifted down in the slight gap between the jacket and the rock. My ankles and shins were freezing. My legs were already half-buried. I stamped my feet and tried to get on top of the snow. 

After what seemed like an eternity, the pounding changed back to pattering. I opened my eyes and peeked out from under the jacket. We lucked out. "I think it's over." Jake and Lars crouched next to me in only a meter of new snow. 

They blinked and brushed snow off themselves.

"Cool." Lars stood up.

"We're okay! I can't believe it." Jake wiped snow off his clothes.

"Those rock formations above us must have diverted most of it away from us." I brushed snow off Jake's coat and handed it back to him. "Thanks a lot, Jake." 

"So, where'd the snow go?" Jake glanced around.

Lars pointed back toward the physics building. "Look."

Our gaze followed his finger. Snow buried one side of the physics building up to the second-floor windows, and it looked like some of them were broken. That couldn't be good.

"Oh no!" The meeting was on the first floor there. I fumbled for my fon. "Ellen, call emergency services. There's been an accident, an avalanche, on campus at the physics building."

"Message acknowledged," Ellen said. "Calling emergency crews now." 

"C'mon, you guys, we have to go help!" I said.

I tried to run to the physics building, but it seemed to take forever as my feet sunk into the snow. It was like some horrible dream where I could only move in slow motion.

After about a million years, Jake and I got to the front door and had to kick the snow away from it to get it to open. Lars was lagging far behind. 

Jake and I ran towards the conference room, past broken windows and through snow drifts in the hall. 

Inside the conference room, the snow had crashed through all the windows. People were already digging frantically. 

Lily, the physics department's administrative assistant, saw us come into the room. She usually seemed like someone's granny with her quick smile, short gray hair, and conservative clothes, but today she barked orders like a drill sergeant. "You guys, come here, dig next to me. A bunch of people were sitting right here." 

I went to where she indicated. I dogpaddled through the snow, shoving it behind me. My fingers felt so cold they burned, but soon they went numb. 

Soon, some wiggling fingers appeared right in front of me.

I uncovered the rest of the hand and the arm, followed it to the torso, and exposed the face. I recognized Marcello, my old officemate. His thinning dark hair was plastered to his head, and his skin was red and blotchy. He gasped and opened his eyes. I unearthed more of him and found he still sat in a chair. "Hold on, Marcello! I'll get you out." I moved more snow, grabbed a chair arm, and rolled it out.

He gasped and brushed snow off himself. "Grazie, Kathy!" 

"Prego, Marcello," I said. 

I saw another chair arm sticking out of the snow. Quickly I turned my attention from Marcello and scooped snow away from where another head might be. Success. It was a woman, Gabrielle, one of the members of the fusion group. I finished exposing her face, but she didn't seem to be breathing. 

I yanked the chair out of the drift. 

Lily caught my eye. "Is she all right?"

"I'm not sure," I said. "I don't think so."

Lily moved towards us. "Here, let me check for a pulse. I know CPR; I'll take her. Keep digging."

I found another chair arm and tugged on it, but it wouldn't budge. I kept pulling on it. It had to move! I pulled some more. Did it move a little? I was starting to get frantic.

Jake reached over me and started brushing snow away from head level. "Uncover the face first." His voice was high-pitched with stress.

I started brushing snow away from the face area. "Right, I knew that." We uncovered a male head. 

I felt his neck for a pulse. Nothing. "I can't find a pulse! He's not breathing!" I was barely breathing myself. I realized we had managed to clear all the way around the conference table. Most of the snow had been spread around the room. We had uncovered everyone. Several people were doing mouth-to-mouth resuscitation or CPR on fallen colleagues.

Gopal stood on the other side of the chair next to me. His neat beard had snow caked on it, and his brown eyes were solemn and unblinking as he examined the man next to me. "Kathy, get out of the way." He lowered the man onto the floor and started mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.

Lily came over. "I'll start CPR."

I scanned the room. "Is everyone accounted for?" There weren't any large piles of snow left. We must have uncovered everyone.

"Lars? Where's Lars?" Gopal asked.

"Still outside," I said. "Or maybe in the hall."

Now that the immediate danger was over, I was panicking. I leaned my head down, resting my numb hands on my knees. Between labored breaths, I said, "Lars is fine."

A piece of window glass fell, shattering on the floor. We all startled at the loud noise.

"Careful, everyone!" I yelled. "Move into the hall if you can." 

I took the arm of a very pale Marcello and led him out of the room.

I felt exhausted and couldn't tell if I still had fingers, they were so numb. I put my hands under my armpits to try to thaw them. As I stood in the hall with my shaken colleagues, I heard ambulance sirens approaching. 

We trudged down the hall, and someone pulled out a chair for me. "Kathy, sit."

How could I've been so idiotic with that last guy? I knew, I knew, I should have uncovered his face first. Did my mistake kill him? Gaia, I didn't even notice who it was. I leaned forward in the chair as my hands started to burn. 

Off in the distance, far away, I heard talking. I rocked back and forth. Who did I kill?

"Miss!" Someone put his hand on my back. "Miss, are you all right? What's your name?"

I gazed at the medic leaning over me. His cheeks were flushed. "Do you know your name? Do you know where you are?"

I nodded. Kathy.

Jake came up. "That's Kathy. I think she called emergency services. She seemed all right a little while ago." He leaned down and peered into my face. "Kathy?"

"Jake. What? What do you want?" I focused on his face.

"Are you all right?" He gazed into my eyes, and his forehead was wrinkled in concern.

I nodded. "I think so. Who didn't I get to in time?"

"You did the best you could," Jake said.

"Who was it?" I asked.

"It was Professor Guy Cassou, one of the French guys in the fusion group. He didn't make it." Jake shook his head.

The medic straightened up. "I doubt you could have done anything more, but if you called emergency services, you saved lives. You're a hero."

"You hear that, Kathy? You're a hero." Jake rubbed my back.

I didn't feel like a hero.

"Anyway, Miss, if you're okay, please move into the other room. We're still assessing the situation." He pointed further down the hall, and we stumbled off in that direction.

Gopal stood in the hallway and checked us off on a list as we went into one of the classrooms. His clothes were soaked. "Thank Gaia, you are all right. Not everyone was so lucky."

I realized I was pretty wet myself. "Who?" My lips trembled so much that it was hard to talk. "Who didn't make it?"

Gopal consulted the list as if such horrible news couldn't be held in the brain. "Uh, let's see, we lost Professor Cassou and his student, Gabrielle." Gopal paused and sniffed, wiping his nose with his palm.

Gaia! That was awful. I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

Gopal stared stony-eyed at his checklist for a few moments. "It's too horrible to believe ...but we lost everyone in the fusion group. They're all gone."

Jake gasped.

"Jean-Phillipe? Everyone?" I asked. Jean-Phillipe was Gabrielle's significant other; they'd come here to Colorado together.

Gopal just nodded.

I collapsed against the doorjamb.

An EMT came up, and Gopal's face turned white as he conferred with him quietly.

Jake and I just looked at each other in disbelief. 

I couldn't process this.

The emergency worker shook his head as he walked away. 

Gopal's slack face seemed to grow more haggard, and his eyes more haunted as he looked at us. "That was, that was about the department chair, Joe Davidson. He didn't make it either. He had a heart attack."

"No." My eyes finally overflowed. This was just all too much and all wrong. I stumbled to the floor.

"Miss? Miss?" The EMT ran back to me. "Are you..."

Everything went black. 

Chapter Two

"Kathy, wake up. You must get out of bed." A perfunctory female voice, Ellen's voice, barged into my dream. Bed was nice; I'd been here for days. I wasn't sick, and I'd recovered physically from the avalanche, but emotionally was another matter. When I was in bed, I didn't have to think or to remember...

I cracked my eyelids and saw sunlight shining on my bright orange-, red-, pink- and yellow-flowered patchwork quilt. Its bright colors conflicted with my dark mood. "Ellen, shut up!"

"I am sorry, Kathy, but that would contradict your earlier instructions. Get up." Ellen's voice got louder.

A thumping noise came from the north wall of my bedroom. My roommate Megan MacDonald yelled, "Shut off your app!" Megan was a computer genius and also a computer science grad student at the university. 

Okay, okay. I sat up and scanned the room, looking for my fon. I saw my old wooden desk covered with piles of papers and books. Some of the papers overflowed onto the floor and mixed with piles of laundry, throw pillows, and other flotsam and jetsam of life. 

Megan shoved open my bedroom door, banging it against the wall. Her short, curly, brown, and purple hair stuck out every which way. "Shut off your flooding wake-up call, or I'll shut it off for you. Permanently." Her violet eyes flashed in tempo with a throbbing vein on her forehead. Yikes.

"Be my guest." I waved my hand around the room. "I don't know where it is."

"Just order your app to stop—she's your flooding app, after all." Megan glared at me. "She has to do what you say, doesn't she?"

"Stopping before Kathy gets out of bed would contradict previous instructions. Get up!" Ellen said blaringly.

"Ellen, why do you have such strict instructions today?" Megan asked.

"Kathy told me she must get up in time to go to the memorial service for the fusion energy group this morning. Get up, Kathy!"

I shivered and burrowed back under the covers. I couldn't seem to get warm since the avalanche.

"Oh." Megan leaned against the wall and ran her fingers through her unruly hair. "I can't blame you for wanting to stay under the covers." She straightened. "But you've hardly gotten out of bed for days. Don't you think it's time? You need to get up and get on with your life."

She had a point, but I felt so depressed. People, good people, had died just trying to do their jobs. I shrugged. "Would you come with me to the service? I don't think I can face it alone."

"Get up now, Kathy!" Ellen was deafening.

"Yes, yes," Megan said. "Just turn off that stupid alarm!" 

"Ellen, where are you?" I asked.

"I am approximately two meters north of you," she said. 

I swung my legs out of bed, lunged across the room, and scooped up a pile that turned out to be a quilt. Sure enough, Ellen hid underneath it. I grabbed her and turned off the alarm. "Satisfied?" I turned to Megan.

Her eyes were wide open, and the corners of her mouth were turned down. "Gaia! You look awful."

From what I could tell, my wrinkled pajamas didn't look that bad. I patted my hair; it did feel a bit askew. I turned and looked in the mirror over my dresser. Yikes! My head looked like a giant bird's nest. "As you said, I've hardly been out of bed lately. Does that mean I get the shower first?"

Megan swallowed. "By all means." 

I brought Ellen with me into the bathroom for a news update—after the blizzard debacle, I had vowed to stay better informed.

March 8, 2098: Influenza Vaccine Failure:

Government officials warn that this year's flu vaccine has become ineffective due to an unanticipated antigenic shift in the influenza A viruses.

In a typical year, with an effective vaccine, 20% of the population gets the flu, thousands are hospitalized from flu complications, and approximately 10% of these die from flu. Influenza infections this year promise to be even more virulent.

In light of the vaccine failure, U.S. Health Officials strongly urge residents to utilize good health habits to avoid contracting the potentially lethal flu, including avoiding close contact, especially with people who have the flu. Also, avoid touching your eyes, nose, or mouth, and wash your hands often.

Despite the hot water sloughing off my back, I shivered again. 

After a deliciously long shower, I stood in front of the mirror in my bedroom, debating whether I needed a scarf to spiff up my black suit, when I heard a scream from the bathroom.

Megan appeared in my doorway, wrapped in a towel and dripping wet. "I can't believe you used up all the hot water!" That vein in her forehead throbbed, and she shot me her die-under-painful circumstances glare.

I felt guilty. And a little scared. "Sorry."

Megan interrupted her glare with a sneeze.

I looked at her with concern. "Gaia bless you. You should dry off and get dressed before you catch cold."

She shivered. "Are you almost ready to go then? I'll be ready in a couple of minutes."

"Yeah, I just want to dry my hair." I decided not to ask her advice about the scarf. She seemed kind of snippy this morning.

Megan snorted. "Good luck with that. It's an odd-numbered day of the month. No electricity this morning—or didn't you notice the light wasn't working in the bathroom?"

I lifted my shoulders. "I just thought the bulb burned out."

"Girl, you really are out of it."

Ellen interrupted. "The memorial service begins in twenty-five minutes. If you travel at Kathy's average speed, I estimate you need to depart within five minutes."

Yikes! 

Eight minutes later, I followed Megan out the front door with my bike. It was like a swamp outside since all the snow had been melting over the weekend. The temperature had quickly risen back to normal levels.

At least the traffic was light. We only saw a few other bikes and the light rail on the century-old streets as we pedaled next to Bear Creek. As usual, I marveled at how wide the roads were; they'd been built for cars, which had apparently been very wide. I was trying to think about anything and everything except where we were going and why.

As Megan and I rode along, drops of water from the street started hitting my back, jolting my attention back to the matter at hand. The snowmelt had begun to overflow the banks of the creek and run into the street. When we reached the southeast corner of campus, water completely filled the street and flowed over the curb. This was a low spot in town. Our speed decreased as we rode through the rising water. I glanced at Megan as she grimly pedaled on, flinching as water splashed up on her. Suddenly, her bike was horizontal, and she splashed into the now foot-deep water.

"Megan!" I yelled.

"Help," she gurgled. She flailed her arms and tried to get up, but the current made it difficult. She slowly slid away from me down the flooded street. 

I threw down my bike and tried to run after her as she was swept down the street. "I'm coming!" The water was almost up to my knees as I reached her. 

She clutched desperately at my outstretched hands, and I pulled her upright. "Thanks," she said shakily. "It's not that deep. I don't know what happened."

We stood, catching our breath for a moment as the current swirled around us. This had all the makings of a flash flood.

"C'mon, let's try to get over to the light rail shelter," I said. It was about three meters away in the direction the current wanted to take us. It consisted of three plexiglass walls with a roof on top and benches, and a trash can inside. The water was much shallower there above the curb.

She nodded, looking relieved. "Yeah. This water seems to be rising quickly." 

Clutching each other, we trudged through the knee-high water and thankfully stepped up onto the curb. 

As we entered the station, an automated message was generated. "Warning, this station is not presently in service. Warning. Environmental hazards detected. Warning."

I shook my head. That was an understatement.

"Do you see our bikes anywhere?" Megan asked.

As it flowed by, the water was making a loud whooshing sound.

From the shelter, we scrutinized the area for our bikes. I pointed at a street light with a lot of turbulent water underneath it. "That might be one. I think I see some handlebars. Yes."

"Good." Megan pointed at another area of muddy, turbulent water. "I think the other one might be over there." 

Shivering as we sat down on the benches in the shelter, I said, "You know, this isn't the first time I've been caught in a flash flood. Last summer Gabrielle, Jean-Phillipe, two of the students we lost in the avalanche, and I got caught in a flash flood west of campus." I sighed. Poor Gabrielle and Jean-Phillipe. I couldn't believe they were gone.

"Really?" Megan lifted her feet up out of the water and crossed her legs under her on the bench.

"Yeah. We were hiking on those trails behind the physics building during our lunch hour. We were at the top of a ridge when it suddenly started pouring rain and hail. We ran for a tree when the lightning started. That was our first mistake. We realized it was the wrong place to be in a lightning storm, so we slid down the hill through blinding rain and pea-sized hail to a gully. That was our second mistake." As I spoke, the water covered my feet, and I followed Megan's lead and tucked them up under me on the bench.

"We were trying to catch our breath in this gully when a wall of water slammed into us. Now that was scary. This is nothing."

"It does sound scary," Megan said. "What happened next?"

In the shelter, the floodwater was rising quickly. The whoosh was turning into a roar. I almost forgot the thread of my story I was getting so nervous. We'd have to stand up on the benches soon. Maybe we should have tried to make a run for it. 

"The initial wave knocked Gabrielle and Jean-Phillipe over into the water, but it knocked me into a tree. I grabbed onto it for dear life. The current swept Jean-Phillipe into me, so I grabbed him. He was able to grab Gabrielle. We all made it over to the edge of the gully, but it was too muddy and slippery to climb back up." 

"We climbed up some trees on the edge of the gully. Which isn't a bad idea, come to think of it." I jumped up and stood on the bench.

Megan followed my lead and surveyed our situation. "But everything turned out okay, right? And it was deeper than this, right?"

A good-sized branch floated by in the current. The flood here looked a bit deeper now than last summer, but Megan didn't need to know that. After surviving an avalanche, surely, I wouldn't die in a flash flood, would I? Focus, Kath.

"So, then I asked them how the fusion project was going," I said.

In the shelter, standing on the benches, the water covered our feet. I was beginning to wonder how high it could get. 

"And then, at some point, Jean-Phillipe put his arm around Gabrielle, and I realized they were a couple," I said.

Megan giggled nervously. "So, what happened then?" 

"They talked about their fusion experiment, telling me they succeeded in creating a very large magnetic field in a very small area." 

Now, the floodwater approached our knees. It was frigid. My feet were starting to feel numb.

"And the next thing I knew, the rain stopped, and the flood started going down," I said. The water fell as quickly as it rose, and the three of us were on our way in no time."

"How long did all that take?" Megan asked, watching our floodwater intently. "Is the water going down now? I think it's going down."

I thought it was wishful thinking on Megan's part. My knees were immersed. Brr. The water was c-o-l-d. "I don't remember exactly—but less than an hour. Plus, the water was much higher then." I was a big liar. It was lower then. We might not make it out of here now. 

I took a deep breath and continued my hopefully uplifting story. "Anyway, at the tea break the next day, the three of us regaled the other physicists with our adventures. Gabrielle even praised me for grabbing them and distracting them with the fusion discussion. I didn't have the heart to tell them I was scared, too. I meant to tell them. Now they'll never know." My eyes started leaking. 

Megan politely pretended not to notice. "Does it look like the water's going down?" She leaned over. "Look, I can see your knees again! And mine. I think it's going down!"

She was right; the flood was receding. Thank Gaia. "Do you want to go home?"

She shook her head. "No. The memorial is important. But I'm freezing."

"Thank you." I shrugged out of my jacket. "Here, take my coat. It's mostly dry."

When we finally retrieved our bikes and arrived at the outdoor campus amphitheater, a considerable crowd was already there. 

The amphitheater was constructed completely of red sandstone: benches, floor, and stage. In happier times, they hosted the university's famous Shakespeare Festival here.

"I'm cold." Megan crossed her arms in front of her. Considering she was wearing my coat, she had to be at least a little warmer than me.

"Me too. It's no wonder—we got rather wet. Between you and me, I was a little worried there for a minute in the shelter. Thanks for coming with me today. I don't think I could have handled all this alone. You're a good friend." I put my arm around her.

"Yes, I am," she said, nodding. "But, so are you. Thank you for rescuing me. You might have saved my life back there. I owe you one."

I gave her a big hug. 

There were a lot of somber-looking people sitting on the sandstone benches, watching the speaker on the stage. There weren't many seats left. Thinking of the vaccine failure, I realized people weren't really avoiding close contact. I guess because we were outside? Presumably, if anyone was sick, he or she would have stayed home.

I rubbed my arms. "I don't know where we're going to sit." As we stood in the entrance surveying the crowd, I saw a black-clad arm waving. I scrutinized the head attached to it and recognized Jake. 

He motioned us toward him. 

"Look, it's Jake. He's waving us over," I said.

Megan wrinkled her brow. "Who?"

"Jake. He's a new grad student in my group. I'll introduce you." 

Megan and I snuck through the crowd to him.

When we got there, he pointed at the bench. "Hey, Kathy. I saved you a seat," he whispered. "Why are you so wet?"

"We got caught in a little flash flood," I said quietly. 

He widened his eyes. "Are you all right?"

I nodded. "Yeah, thanks for asking. Megan, this is Jake, the new guy in the neutrino group." I waved my hands back and forth. "Jake, this is Megan, my roommate." 

"Nice to meet you." Megan scanned Jake, then turned and gave me the raised-eyebrow approval.

Jake finally noticed Megan. "Uh, hi. I didn't see you there. Nice to meet you too. Purple hair!" He smiled so easily, and naturally, we were infected with smiles of our own despite the somber occasion.

"Thanks. Is there room for us both?" Megan whispered.

"Sure, sure, plenty of room," I said. Megan and I squeezed in. 

Jake turned to me. "Just to let you know, Kathy, I haven't decided about the neutrino group yet."

I grunted. "Okay." How could he resist such a fascinating project with such fascinating people? But I guessed now wasn't the time to try and convince him. 

I turned my attention to the service. On stage, Gopal was speaking in front of a row of pictures on easels. The fusion group members. My breath caught in my throat. All gone, far too soon. My eyes felt hot. 

Gopal looked uncomfortable in his black suit, tugging the jacket down. I'd never seen him in a suit before. 

"So, in conclusion," he said, "these past few days have been somber for the university and the world scientific community. We will dearly miss these special people, and our hearts go out to their families." 

"Tomorrow at three o'clock is the funeral for Professor Davidson at the university chapel. Dr. Davidson mentored me when I first arrived here at the university many years ago. His passing is difficult for me, as I'm sure it is for many of you." He wiped the corner of his eye. "I hope to see you tomorrow at the service." 

I recalled the first time I'd gone to Professor Davidson's office hours, very nervous after he'd berated our graduate analytical mechanics class for our ignorance. To my amazement, he was a total sweetheart, helping me picture the physical setups of the various ladders, pulleys, pendulums, and the like. It was the beginning of an unlikely friendship—a friendship that was gone now. I had to wipe the corner of my eye.

Gopal cleared his throat. "We may never get over this tragedy, but starting today, the university will have several counselors available for those who need them." He put his finger under his shirt collar and tugged it away from his neck. "After today's service and after tomorrow's service, we will have receptions at the physics department. You are all invited." He sighed and wiped his forehead. "Our next speaker today is Dr. Karlsson. Hans?"

Hans Karlsson glided up to the podium. Unlike Gopal, he looked like he had been born in his black pinstripe suit. 

I looked around for Lars, Hans' son, but there was no sign of him.

Hans rubbed his hands together. "The scientists of the fusion energy group will be missed. Their demise was a severe setback to the project. This disaster will put us behind schedule, but I will make every effort to ensure the project stays on track." Gee, he was all heart.

"Is he in the fusion group?" Megan asked quietly.

I shook my head.

"It sounds like he's campaigning for something," Jake whispered.

Hans didn't seem sad at all. He reminded me of a politician trying to convince us to elect him to something. 

I tuned him out and thought about the people we were there to remember. In contrast to Hans, Gabrielle and Jean-Phillipe were charming. They loved France and always had an amusing anecdote ready about their homeland despite their emigrating. They spoke French whenever possible; I often heard their cheerful Bonjours in the halls. 

It was the ultimate cruel irony that these people had died in an avalanche. They'd moved here because southern France, in fact, all of southern Europe, was fast becoming uninhabitable because of the heat. There was no snow there; that was for sure. I wiped the corner of my eye again.

Megan patted my shoulder.

"Allergies," I whispered to her.

Sure." She nodded her head and patted my shoulder again. "I think it's almost over."

"Good." I shifted in my seat, cold, wet, and depressed. My friends didn't deserve to die.

Hans droned on, smiling and smoothing his hair. I tried to ignore him.

The members of the fusion group were heroes. They tried to develop a pollution-free energy source to possibly save the planet from global warming and gave their lives for it. Nuclear fusion was a safe, low-cost energy source. It could eliminate the need for any fossil-fuel-based power plants or vehicles. It could power as many desalination plants as needed—ending any freshwater shortages. It could even power chemical plants that remove carbon dioxide from the air.

I sighed, hoping that someday I could make that kind of positive difference in the world. 

Megan poked me. "It's over." People were starting to get up. "I guess we missed most of it."

"Well." Jake shook his head. "That was really something." 

Megan grunted. "That Hans is a real piece of work." 

"Let's go." I turned to the aisle. "Maybe we can get a hot drink at the reception."

We didn't move fast enough and got caught in the crowd. I felt like a cow being funneled into the slaughterhouse in one of those old western movies. Moo. It made me wonder what cow tasted like. Since they were endangered now and kept only in zoos and special preserves, I'd never know.

As we slowly approached the physics building, I was surprised to see they'd already replaced most of the broken windows. Since most of the snow had melted, you could hardly tell there'd been an avalanche. Somehow, that didn't seem right. 

Eventually, we made it into the building. Usually, I loved the physics building; it was one of the only places I knew of that had electricity all the time. It filled me with a sense of purpose and possibilities.

Today, black outfits and blacker expressions overflowed the lobby in a sea of sorrow, and the muted conversation ebbed and flowed like the tide going in and out.

Jake spoke up. "Can I get you something to drink, Kathy? You too, Megan?"

"Yeah." I grunted. "Something hot if they have it. Thanks."

"Sure. That would be nice, Jake," Megan said. As Jake elbowed his way through the crowd, Megan said, "Did you say he's new? He seems to be your age."

"I think he took some time off school before college," I said.

"He's sweet," she said. "I think he likes you."

Megan knew I didn't like talking about this stuff because I was so inept at it. All my previous relationships had ended poorly. Why had she brought it up? "I wonder what kind of drinks he'll bring back?" 

Megan sneezed. "I may leave when Jake comes back. I'm not feeling so well, I think it's a cold, and I have to go to work at three o'clock. We're still trying to repair the network problems that the avalanche caused."

"I understand if you think you have to go." I gave her my most pathetic expression, the one with sad eyes and a delicate frown.

"Aw." Megan chuckled and hugged me. "I've seen that face before. I think you'll be all right."

A few minutes later, Jake showed up, juggling three glasses of red liquid. "Sorry, it took so long."

Megan took a glass. "No problem. It was kind of you to go. Thanks." She elbowed me.

"Yeah. Thanks." I took a glass. "What is this?"

"It's supposed to be fruit punch," he said.

I sipped the sweet, but not fruity, concoction. "What kind of fruit?"

Megan smiled. "Red." She gulped her punch and had a bright red mustache when she lowered her glass.

"Jake, did you get any napkins?" I asked, pointing at Megan's face.

He pulled out a stack of wrinkled navy-blue napkins from the pocket of his black sports coat.

Megan wiped most of her new mustache off.

"And that's not all." He fished around again. "I got sandwiches too." He held one out with a big dent in it. "They're only a little smushed."

Megan smiled. "As tempting as that is, I need to go. Nice meeting you, Jake. See you at home, Kathy." She made a quick getaway.

I took a dented sandwich from Jake. "More for us." One hand held my cup and the other a sandwich wrapped in wax paper. I held it up to my face, attempting to nudge open the paper with my nose. I needed another hand. "Let's go to my office."

Later, after we had trekked up to the deserted sixth floor and finished the cheeze and veggie sandwiches, Jake leaned back in a wooden chair, "What were they like, the French guys? I didn't know them."

"They were all really nice and good scientists too. In fact, Jean-Phillipe and Gabrielle and I were caught in a flash flood together last summer." I told him the story.

Jake appeared suitably impressed. "Wow. Weren't you scared?"

"Nope. I knew we'd be okay." I paused. "No. Actually, that's a lie. I was scared. We helped each other through it."

Jake nodded. "Cool."

"They told me at the tea break last week...." I trailed off. They wouldn't be coming to any more tea breaks, excited about some new milestone they'd reached. I wiped my eyes with my crumpled napkin.

Jake pushed his glasses up. "They told you what?"

"They said they've been making good progress."

"Cool." We were silent for a few minutes. "It's neat how they said, 'Bonjour,'" Jake said.

I nodded as I checked the time. "It's time for our group meeting. Do you want to come? If so, we better get down to the lab."

As we walked into the neutrino lab, Jake and I spontaneously said 'Bonjour' to Gopal.

Gopal smiled in spite of himself. "Bonjour." He'd already lost his jacket and tie and unbuttoned the collar of his formal white shirt. He sat on a lab stool surrounded by banks of computers and other electrical equipment. We sat down on lab stools too.

"Jake, does the fact that you're here mean you want to join the neutrino group?" Gopal asked.

Jake glanced at me and grinned. "I'm leaning that way."

Of course. We were an excellent group. I flashed him a 100-Watt smile.

"You may want to hold off on that decision," Gopal said.

Why would he say a thing like that?

After a couple of minutes of waiting for Lars, Gopal shrugged. "This is stupid. This week's tough enough without waiting around for a prima donna." He shot another glance at the door. "Anyway, the physics Faculty Forum met yesterday afternoon and discussed what to do about the fusion energy program. It's one of the most important research programs at the university. Some good news: we're going to try to get some new fusion physicists here as soon as possible. The Chinese and the Europeans both said they would try to send some scientists since it's an emergency." He stopped to take a breath. "With the avalanche damage, we'll need some so-called new computers, so the faculty gave us the go-ahead to order some. It's too bad supercomputer research, and development stopped in the mid-twenty-first century because of all the natural disasters.

"Yeah." I nodded. "But the faculty actually agreed on something?" I asked, glancing up. The Faculty Forum I had attended had been surprisingly vociferous. Gopal usually seemed so grumpy at them that I made a point of avoiding him afterward.

Gopal grimaced. "On the fusion project stuff, yes, we agreed. You don't want to know about the 'discussion' about a new department chair."

I nodded. That sounded more like it.

He paused and drew his eyebrows together. "We also decided to shift some people to the fusion group immediately to try to assess the situation and get the equipment back in shape. In terms of apparatus, our group has some stuff that is similar. So..."

I was starting to get a bad feeling about this. "Yes?"

"So, we're it. The neutrino group is suspended, at least for the time being." 

Of course, I wanted to help the fusion group, but my group was suspended? My degree was suspended? 

He turned to Jake. "Jake? I hope we can count on your help with the fusion project."

Jake nodded.

"Gaia." I could see four years of my life circling the drain. "Can't I work on fusion after I finish my dissertation? Or part-time? You know I've spent years on my neutrino dissertation, and I'm almost done. I only need a little more data. Is this decision final?"

I waited, heart thumping, for his response.

Gopal locked eyes with me. "Yes. It's final."

Chapter Three

Monday morning, since I was running late, I got the news update from Ellen as I rode my bike to work. It had been about a week since Gopal gave me the bad news. He claimed it was only a temporary setback and that I could return to my research as soon as the replacement fusion scientists arrived. I hoped he was right

March 15, 2098: Class One SARS Outbreak: The Beijing Morning ePost says the infectious disease early warning system in China's capital has announced another Class One outbreak of the deadly Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome, known as SARS. Class One is the most severe type of outbreak and is only invoked when more than 100 people are infected by a disease that expands by more than 20 percent in two months.

Three public hospitals, including Ditan Hospital, which handled many of Beijing's SARS cases in last year's outbreak, and one military hospital have been designated as treatment centers for the current SARS outbreak.

China has issued emergency instructions to hospitals nationwide to isolate patients suffering from SARS and again banned the cooking and selling of the civet cat, the animal considered the primary human source of SARS. "Any person found possessing one or more civet cats, alive or dead, will be dealt with most severely," a government official said.

SARS is a viral respiratory illness caused by a coronavirus and was first reported in Asia near the turn of the 21st century. In general, SARS symptoms begin with a high fever, and other symptoms include headaches and body aches. Some people also have respiratory symptoms, diarrhea, and/or a dry cough. Most patients develop pneumonia. SARS spreads through close person-to-person contact via respiratory droplets.

Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome has emerged many times in China's southern provinces and typically soon spreads by travelers worldwide. The disease has killed thousands of people worldwide and infected tens of thousands more.

In related news, U.S. public health authorities say that all airline flights from China are prohibited from landing on U.S. soil for the foreseeable future. If safety concerns force such flights to land, passengers and airline personnel will not be released from quarantine unless and until they can be certified SARS-free. Relations between the U.S. and China are becoming more and more strained.

Before I knew it, I'd made it up to my sixth-floor office in the physics building. 

I stopped outside the men's room and took a sip of tea from my travel mug. I glared at the battered wooden door with its prominent 'MEN' sign. The closest ladies' room sat five floors below me. One of these days, I would commandeer this bathroom and put a big 'WOMEN' sign up. None of the professors who had offices on this floor ever came up here anyway.

I shifted my too-full backpack and made it the rest of the way down the hall to my office. Luckily the door stood open, so I didn't have to fish out my keys. I shared my office with the rest of the neutrino group students; I guessed that was the former neutrino group now. The neutrino lab was all the way down in the basement.

New-guy Jake sat inside the office. Apparently, he was an early bird.

There were four once-stately but worn wooden desks placed on three walls of the room. An avalanche of papers buried my desk; the other desks were clear. My desk had an ancient scrawl-covered chalkboard above it, and the other walls had a variety of posters advertising the scientific meetings of yesteryear. A huge window with a ratty orange plaid couch underneath it stretched along the fourth wall. Outside the window, there was a fire escape. Occasionally, I crawled out on said fire escape to get some air and take a little break.

"Bonjour. Morning, Kathy." Jake gave me a big twinkly-eyed smile.

I set my load down atop the pile already balanced precipitously on my desk. It wobbled but held. I sank down in my old office surplus metal chair, which also wobbled but held. I smelled chalk and too many musty papers.

"Bonjour." I missed Gabrielle and the others we'd lost. Contemplating him, I took another sip of tea. Something about him seemed different today—maybe it was just that we weren't at a funeral. I went to five funerals last week besides the big memorial service at the campus amphitheater. "You seem more cheerful today." Maybe that blue shirt brought out the color of his eyes? Or, again, maybe it was the lack of a funeral.

His head wiggled up and down like one of those old-fashioned bobblehead dolls. "I'm looking forward to getting to some physics." Of course, as the new guy, Jake hadn't known the people that died.

I nodded. "I hear that." I took another sip.

"So, I haven't talked to you since Professor Davidson's funeral last week." He brushed a wavy lock of hair back from his face.

Now it was my turn to be the bobblehead doll. "Yep."

"That was sad when Gopal lost it and blubbered like that," Jake said. "I felt bad for him."

"I agree. Me too." But it did take the attention off some other people who might have been on the verge of blubbering, like me, for instance.

"Did you hear that big argument at the reception afterward?" he asked.

I shook my head. "Argument?"

"Dr. Karlsson and some other bigwigs were yelling at each other. Gopal screamed it 'wasn't appropriate' and stormed off."

I leaned back in my chair. "No. I must have left before then. Do you know what it was about?"

Jake pulled his chair over to mine, sat, and leaned toward me. "I think they argued about who's going to be the new physics department chair," he said softly.

I leaned toward him. "Interesting." I gazed into his eyes. He looked really cute up close.

Lars appeared in the doorway. "Good. Hey, Kath." He stopped short in the doorway. "Oh, hey, Jake." He paused. "I'm not interrupting something, am I?" He smirked and brushed his hand through his blond hair.

I jumped up. "What?" I scrunched up my face. Just what was he implying? "No. What are you talking about? We were talking about physics. Right, Jake?"

Jake backed away a little. "Uh, yeah, right."

Lars leaned against the doorjamb, scowling. "By all means, continue. I know how you love to talk about physics, Kathy."

I took another sip of tea and cleared my throat. "So, as I was saying, the main piece of fusion equipment is a Tokamak, in which plasma is heated and confined by magnetic fields." Yes, I had been cramming fusion physics.

"What's the plasma again?" Jake asked, playing along.

"High-energy positively-charged heavy hydrogen ions and negatively-charged electrons make up the plasma. Pay attention," I said and then glanced at Lars, who'd crossed his arms.

Lars gave me an amused look, the corners of his mouth tugging upward.

I continued in lecture mode. "When these heavy hydrogen ions fuse together to form alpha-particles, they release energy. The goal is to reach ignition when the power from these alpha-particles gets high enough to maintain the plasma temperature, and the reaction becomes self-heating." I glanced at Lars again. "Alpha particles are...." I grabbed some chalk and started drawing some alpha particles on the chalkboard.

Jake scowled at me and interrupted. "I know what an alpha particle is: a helium nucleus, two protons, and two neutrons. I do have a bachelor's degree in physics, you know." 

Lars came in and sat on his pristine desk. "What are you guys talking about this crap for? How come you're not down in the neutrino lab? I just tried to get in, and my key didn't work." 

I noticed his left eye twitched. Uh, oh. That usually meant he'd had a run-in with his father. "The neutrino lab?" I asked in what I hoped was an innocent tone. Lars had a rude awakening coming; namely, the neutrino group was defunct, but I didn't want to be the one to tell him. Since he was almost ready to defend his neutrino dissertation, I had a feeling he would take the end of the neutrino project worse than I had—if that was even possible.

"Well, duh." Lars frowned.

"Lars, I hate to tell you, but—" Jake said.

I interrupted. "You should go down and talk to Gopal. He's been trying to get a hold of you."

"Tell me what?" Lars scrutinized Jake. He sidled over next to him and gave him his best smile. "C'mon, buddy, what's up?"

Jake looked at me, shrugged, and looked back at Lars. "Yeah, you should talk to Gopal."

"As your boss, I could order you two to tell me," Lars said.

I snorted. "The only thing you're the boss of is your so-called harem, and even that's iffy." Damn. Why had I brought that up?

At the mention of a harem, Jake perked up. "What's this about a harem? That sounds interesting."

Lars folded his arms and grinned. "Ah yes, my 'harem.' I happen to have a couple of openings if you're interested, Kathy...."

He did seem to have a lot of dates, but his harem was basically a figment of his imagination. "Dream on, Lars." I forced myself to smile. He used his charm as a weapon. I wasn't going to let him get to me. I knew better.

Lars turned to Jake, "Jake? I'm an equal opportunity employer." He flashed him a wickedly bawdy grin. 

Jake turned beet red from the edge of his collar to the roots of his hair. 

How cute. I couldn't help relishing Jake's discomfort a bit. 

"What? Er, no, I don't think that would be appropriate." Jake shook his head a little.

Lars laughed and lightly punched Jake on the shoulder. "Chill, kid, I was joking."

Jake leaned back in his chair and relaxed a bit. "Oh." He smiled tentatively.

"Mostly." Lars grew back that wicked grin.

I felt relieved Lars' evil powers of persuasion weren't focused on me. Truth be told, I wasn't sure I was totally immune to them. Few people were. "So, anyway, go. Go see Gopal; he's waiting to see you." 

Lars chuckled. "All right. I'll go ask him about this little mystery if it's too much for you two." He sauntered out of the room.

Jake let out a sigh of relief. "What was that? Was he flirting with me? I think that was inappropriate; he's my boss!"

"Not really your boss. Gopal's your boss." Hmm. Since I had a few years of seniority over Jake in grad school, at least, did that make me his boss, too? Did that mean he and I couldn't get together? Did I want to get together? I shook my head. Get a grip, Kath! "Don't worry about it, Jake. Lars flirts with everyone. It's a power play for him. He just tried to get you off balance." And it totally worked! 

Jake leaned back in his chair. "Well, sure, I didn't think he was flirting. I mean—"

The fon on my desk rang. I answered it.

"Bad news, Kathy," Gopal said on the fon. "Because of the SARS outbreak and the fatalities from the last one, the government won't let anyone from Asia into the country."

I groaned. "So, the Chinese fusion experts that were supposed to come to help us...?"

"We're out of luck." Gopal sighed loudly. "Can you and Jake go down to the fusion energy lab and check it out? The university's Safety Committee signed off on it, but they don't have your expertise. Just a sec. Hi Lars. I've got to go, Kathy. Lars finally deigned to show up." 

"Jake, it looks like it's back to the desalination plant for us," I said, hanging up.

He pushed up his glasses. "Huh?"

Yes, possibly, I was the geekiest person in the room. "Salt mines." I forced a grin. "We have to get back to work." For a few moments, I sat there trying to psyche myself up for entering the lab of my dead friends.

We eventually made our way down to the fusion energy lab in the northwest corner of the basement. 

I braced myself and opened the unlocked door. Breathe, Kathy, breathe. I had to do this; Gabrielle and the others would want me to do this. I took one cautious step inside, examining the dim lab. The large, high-ceilinged room seemed very moist and chaotic, with a lot of equipment against the east wall. "I don't like the looks of this." I sidestepped a puddle. The garden-level windows had been repaired where the snow had crashed through, but I could definitely feel a lot of humidity in there. Frankly, I was surprised the Safety Committee had deemed it safe. 

"I don't think we should go in," I said. I wasn't procrastinating. "I'm going to go to the circuit box under the stairs and make sure the power is off to the room." Water and electricity don't mix. "Jake, can you stay here and make sure nobody goes in?"

He nodded. "Yeah." 

A little while later, I returned, my electrical mission completed, and we ventured inside. Water pooled on the floor. Except for the big metal cylinder bolted in the middle of the room, most of the equipment had been pushed against the east wall by the avalanche. The snow must have crashed through the windows. If I recalled correctly, from what Gabrielle had said, most of the equipment was sensitive, so this wasn't a good thing. 

"Let's unplug everything so I can restore the power," I said, "and we can turn on the lights to see what we've got here." We made quick work of it, and soon I returned from another successful mission to the circuit boxes. 

With the lights on, the situation looked dismal. The room was flooded, with a thin layer of water and broken glass all over the floor. The expensive cutting-edge apparatus was now an expensive, jumbled, possibly broken puzzle. 

"Well, crap monkey!" Jake scowled.

An involuntary laugh escaped from me. "What? What the heck is a crap monkey?"

He faced me. "Oh, you know, it's a bad situation, a crap monkey."

Again, I couldn't help laughing. "No, I can't say as I do know."

He smiled back at me. "Yeah, okay, I just made it up. This looks bad, though."

A voice in the doorway echoed his thoughts. "It sure does." Gopal's face resembled a Red Giant star. "What's going on here?"

I pointed at the disarrayed equipment. "It looks like the avalanche did quite a bit of damage," I said. "We turned off the electricity to the room."

Jake nodded. "We should be safe. We were just getting ready to inspect everything."

"Yeah," I said. "What happened with Lars?" 

Gopal rubbed his beard ruefully. "I told Lars about the neutrino project being canceled for the time being. He didn't take it well."

I felt relieved that Gopal had borne Lars' wrath instead of me, but I quickly pushed those thoughts out of my head. 

"Hans was up to his old tricks yelling at Lars again this morning," Gopal said. "I could hear him from my office all the way down the hall. I feel sorry for Lars. But I had to tell him I couldn't avoid putting him on probation since he's been MIA for over a week. He didn't take that well either."

Poor Gopal and poor Lars. Sometimes it seemed Lars was caught between a rock and a harder rock, what with his ambition and his dad's. 

Gopal continued, "So anyway, the reason I came down is I've made a decision about the group. I decided to make Kathy the de-facto group leader." He smiled at me.

I must have heard him wrong. "What? Me? I can't be the group leader." I don't want the responsibility! "What about Lars? What about you? What about the Europeans who are coming?"

"Lars is unstable. He's proven that he can't be trusted. When the Europeans get here, we'll revisit the situation." 

Gopal gingerly rubbed his beard. "The faculty noticed your quick thinking during the avalanche. We need someone who can think on his, er, her, feet for this important project and get it going again. It's a high-profile project. It has the potential to really help the human race."

I wasn't sure I was ready to be in charge of something so important. "But what about you?" 

"I will be the official head, but it looks like I'll be stuck doing a lot of bureaucratic nonsense until we get this department head issue resolved." His gaze unfocused, and his attention went somewhere else.

"But if Kathy is my boss, then we can't... I can't ask her...." Jake trailed off.

"Can't ask her what?" Gopal contemplated him.

I stared at the two of them. Good question. Can't ask me what? 

Jake hung his head. "Nothing. Never mind."

I couldn't be in charge; I'd never been in charge of anything. "But I don't have the experience."

Gopal frowned. "Kathy, you've been saying you're ready for more responsibility for quite a while now."

I'd meant it when I'd said it, but now faced with the possibility, it seemed intimidating. Woman up, Kath! I swallowed. "I appreciate it. But..."

Gopal's face was turning red again. "What's the problem? I shouldn't have to tell you how important the fusion project is." 

"I know it's important." That was the problem. "Are you sure?"

"You're all we've got. You have to step up." He held his hand up. "You're in charge. That's final. Congratulations. Just don't disappoint me."

"Uh, thank you." I gulped. "You won't be disappointed." I hoped.

Chapter Four

On my way to work Tuesday morning, Ellen gave me a news report.

March 16, 2098: Flooding along the Mississippi River continues: The Mississippi River and its tributaries are above flood stage in Wisconsin, Minnesota, and Iowa. Waters are expected to continue rising in the coming days. Government officials in these areas have declared states of emergency, and many residents have been piling sandbags to try to protect homes and businesses. This year, the region has received higher-than-average precipitation, with some areas receiving more than double their typical amounts. Individual storms have often dumped volumes of rainfall that completely overwhelmed local streams. The Mississippi is closed to all traffic from Minneapolis, Minnesota, to Muscatine, Iowa. 

"Rising waters are hazardous," said a director of the central office of the National Weather Service. "Do not under any circumstances drive or walk into moving floodwater."

Several people are reported missing and feared dead.

I felt a lot of trepidation when I unlocked the door to the fusion energy lab. I still missed my friends from the group and still couldn't believe they were gone.

The awful news about the Mississippi flooding put my nervousness about the new job into perspective, but I still couldn't believe I was in charge of the group. I knew in my gut Lars would not be happy about our reversed roles, but I hoped he wouldn't be too nasty. 

When I'd told Megan about my new job, she'd laughed uproariously until I convinced her I wasn't joking. Then she'd gotten very quiet and said, 'Well, good luck with that.' That about summed it up—I needed lots of luck. I wanted to have a positive impact on this project; it was important. 

Since we're almost out of fossil fuels and they're so bad for global warming, their use is highly restricted. We desperately needed more alternative energy sources. Nuclear fusion was ideal because it made pollution-free energy out of water. If we could develop cheap fusion energy, we might be able to stop global warming from getting worse. Or, who knows, maybe we could even reverse it. Optimism segued to nausea when I thought about the huge responsibility. 

Yesterday after Gopal's announcements Jake and I had mopped the floor, swept up the glass, and generally picked up. Facilities Operations had finished the repairs, which apparently didn't involve cleaning up. Jake had worked hard but hadn't said much. Frankly, he'd seemed kind of mopey. Men, can't live with 'em, can't boss them around without them getting grumpy. At least after our work yesterday, it didn't look like a disaster area in here anymore.

I set my rucksack on what I'd claimed as my new desk and sat down on my new cushy chair. The equipment here was much more shiny and new than in the neutrino lab down the hall—avalanche notwithstanding. 

Yesterday, I'd also discovered a power kill switch in the fusion lab for emergencies, so my rigmarole with the circuit breakers had been for naught. Live and learn. Yep. I had a new motto. I would—

Jake came into the lab. "Bonjour." 

...lick this whole fusion manager thing. "Bonjour." Mmm. He looked yummy. Egad! That wasn't managerial. Or maybe it was? No. I was just hungry for breakfast; that was it. "Morning, Jake. Good job yesterday." I smiled managerially.

"Thanks. Are you all right?" He peered into my face. "You look a bit odd."

Okay, maybe I should nix the managerial smile. "Sure, thanks for asking. And you, how are you?"

"Fine." He sat down at a desk and leaned back in his chair, balancing on the two back legs. "So? Any sign of Lars? Are we going to do some physics today? What's on the agenda?"

What's on the agenda? Did I even have an agenda? Action item one: get an agenda. I said the first thing that popped into my mind. "How about breakfast?" I wasn't avoiding a confrontation with Lars.

"Fine with me." Jake smiled. "I can always eat."

We decamped to the student union cafeteria. As usual, teenagers and twentysomethings with technicolor hair filled it to overflowing, with a few grown-ups and little kids in animal costumes thrown in for good measure. The costumes must be for Earth Day at the end of the week. Maybe the kids were here to practice the Parade of Species?

As we walked in, Jake waved his hand toward the grill areas. "Carnivores or herbivores?" he asked.

The carnivores line had a giant picture of a Tyrannosaurus Rex, and the herbivores line had a picture of a Brachiosaurus—both painted in tones of cerulean and shocking pink. 

"What do I look like? A thousandaire?" I darted around him into the herbivores' line. "Herbivores, of course." 

He followed me into the line. 

We stood there for a few minutes, as the line didn't go anywhere. It felt awkward. "So...," I said.

"So...," Jake said at the same time.

We laughed uneasily. Why did I feel so nervous?

"You go ahead." Jake waved his hand toward me.

"What are you going to do this weekend for Earth Day?" I asked.

Jake shrugged. "Not much. I don't have any family."

"Bummer." I frowned. Not see your family on Earth Day? Not have any family? That seemed incomprehensible. And depressing.

"My roommate and I will probably just have dinner, maybe invite some friends over," he said. "How about you?"

"Luckily, my folks are coming from Missouri to visit; I haven't seen them in ages." I made a split-second decision. "But you and your roommate must come over to my place. I insist. You can even invite some friends if you like."

Jake shot me a grin as the line inched forward. "Thanks. That sounds nice. I'll have to check with Dave, though."

At that, our conversation reached another standstill, not unlike the food line.

"Do you really think dinosaurs were blue and pink?" I asked.

Jake glanced up at the herbivore sign and chuckled. "Oh, yeah. These signs are pretty garish." 

I liked the way his eyes twinkled when he was amused, and that smile of his was hard to resist.

He pointed over my shoulder. "But look, there's a green dinosaur." 

I turned around to see the child in front of us in a miscellaneous dinosaur costume. "Well, yeah, it's green, and I guess it's a dinosaur, but I couldn't tell you what kind; maybe gimme-breakfast-asaurus."

Jake laughed, and his eyes twinkled again. 

I wasn't staring at him.

"Yeah, or I'm-hungry-asaurus," he said.

I roared with laughter. People turned around and looked at me to see what the commotion was. I wasn't overreacting; Jake was funny. 

My emotions were all over the place lately. Take it down a notch, Kathy!

"Lily, the physics administrative assistant, is a wizard at making costumes," I said. "You should see some of the ones she's making now. She makes them for her daughter, her daughter's friends, and even some adults."

"Next!" someone in front of me yelled.

I turned around to face the front of the line. 

"Yes, you missy. What do you want?" A very large fellow in a greasy formerly-white apron pointed his spatula at me. 

I guessed it was my turn to order. I hadn't even thought about what I wanted yet. "I guess I'll just have a cheeze and bakon omelet and some potatoes with cheeze and onions and toast on the side. And some fruit." Breakfast is my favorite meal.

"Is that all?" Jake muttered. He ordered two eggs and some toast. "So, have you ever had real meat from an animal?" he asked as we stood there waiting for our orders. 

"Sure, all the time." I waved my hand. 

He frowned and pushed up his glasses. "Really?"

"Okay, I exaggerated. When I was little, we had chicken


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































[image: ]














[image: ]









d2d_images/cover.jpg
KARCUEED
ONMINIBUS

INCLUDES THE COMPLETE
SHORT STORY COLLECTION
AND NOVELS NEUTRINO WARNING
AND KAT CUBED

Tl @

ESLEYL SV






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





