
  [image: Cover]


  SCORCHED EARTH


  By Lisa von Biela


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  A Gordian Knot Production


  Gordian Knot is an imprint of Crossroad Press


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Digital Edition Copyright © 2019 Lisa von Biela


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  


  Meet the Author


  Lisa began writing dark fiction just after the turn of the century. Her very first short story appeared in Greg F. Gifune’s small press ’zine The Edge in 2002. After working in Information Technology for 25 years, Lisa dropped out of everything—including writing—to attend the University of Minnesota Law School. She graduated magna cum laude in 2009, and now practices law and writes in the Seattle area. On the writing front, she's made up for lost time since law school and is now the author of the thriller novels THE GENESIS CODE, THE JANUS LEGACY, BLOCKBUSTER, BROKEN CHAIN, DOWN THE BRINK, and INCIDENTAL FINDINGS, as well as the novellas ASH AND BONE, SKINSHIFT, and MOON OVER RUIN.


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit the Crossroad site for information about all available products and its authors


  Check out our blog


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  
    
      [image: cp]
    

  


  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  DEDICATION


  For David, with love.


  


  


  Table of Contents


  


  SUMMER 2032


  CHAPTER 1


  CHAPTER 2


  CHAPTER 3


  CHAPTER 4


  CHAPTER 5


  CHAPTER 6


  CHAPTER 7


  CHAPTER 8


  CHAPTER 9


  CHAPTER 10


  CHAPTER 11


  CHAPTER 12


  CHAPTER 13


  CHAPTER 14


  CHAPTER 15


  CHAPTER 16


  CHAPTER 17


  CHAPTER 18


  CHAPTER 19


  CHAPTER 20


  CHAPTER 21


  CHAPTER 22


  CHAPTER 23


  CHAPTER 24


  CHAPTER 25


  CHAPTER 26


  CHAPTER 27


  CHAPTER 28


  CHAPTER 29


  CHAPTER 30


  CHAPTER 31


  CHAPTER 32


  CHAPTER 33


  CHAPTER 34


  CHAPTER 35


  CHAPTER 36


  CHAPTER 37


  CHAPTER 38


  CHAPTER 39


  CHAPTER 40


  CHAPTER 41


  CHAPTER 42


  CHAPTER 43


  CHAPTER 44


  CHAPTER 45


  CHAPTER 46


  CHAPTER 47


  CHAPTER 48


  CHAPTER 49


  CHAPTER 50


  CHAPTER 51


  CHAPTER 52


  CHAPTER 53


  CHAPTER 54


  CHAPTER 55


  CHAPTER 56


  CHAPTER 57


  CHAPTER 58


  CHAPTER 59


  CHAPTER 60


  CHAPTER 61


  CHAPTER 62


  CHAPTER 63


  CHAPTER 64


  CHAPTER 65


  CHAPTER 66


  CHAPTER 67


  SIX MONTHS LATER


  CHAPTER 68


  SUMMER 2032


  CHAPTER 1


  Sweat streamed down his face, down his entire body. His clothes lay plastered against his skin like someone had hit him with the business end of a firehose. Nothing new about that. Just another night working the kitchen at Jerry’s Steakhouse. No amount of air conditioning ever managed to overcome the sweltering heat that built up in there.


  But Jake Morgan didn’t care. Not tonight, anyway.


  He broke into a wide, giddy smile as he scrubbed down the grill just so. What a night! Adam ran a two-for-one special, and it seemed like damned near everybody in town came by. The place hadn’t been that busy on a weeknight in years. Hell, hardly anyone showed up at all these days, even on Saturday nights. But tonight, the orders came in so fast, he had to hustle over the scorching-hot grill like a madman just to keep up.


  And everyone wanted the sirloin steak. Rare, well-done, and everything in between. Blew right through their inventory. He tossed the scraper aside, grabbed a pad, and started his list for tomorrow’s order: eight-ounce sirloins, potatoes, butter substitute, medium shrimp, assorted vegetable mix. Too bad they couldn’t get some nice vine-ripened tomatoes—the kind that smelled like summer, the way it used to be. They’d go great with the steaks. But those days had been over for quite a while now.


  Jake set down his pencil and shook his head, that brief rush of optimism suddenly as distant as those tomatoes and everything they represented. He could wish and imagine all he wanted, but there would be no fresh tomatoes like that again. Not in the foreseeable future, anyway.


  Customers nowadays had to settle for those utilitarian veggies the BigAg companies invented. Veggies that thrived on untreated sea water. Ugly, pale, malformed-looking things, even if they were supposed to be ultra-nutritious. Took an awful lot of skill and effort to make them look even halfway attractive on a dinner plate. At least they could still get real steaks—though the price was through the roof and getting higher by the day. Adam may have brought in a good crowd tonight, but charging two-for-one prices for those sirloin dinners must have cost him dearly.


  Jake shrugged and got back to work. Daydreaming about the good old days wasn’t going to help him wrap up for the night and get home to Lexi and Ava. He gave the corners of the grill one last scrape, then stood back and scrutinized his work. Nice and clean, ready for tomorrow night.


  To save water, he’d taken to cranking the grill up to the max, turning any residue to a crisp char that came right off when it cooled. Department of Health would never have let him get away with his little trick back before all the trouble started, but it actually worked pretty damned well. Maybe even better than cleaning the old-fashioned way.


  But it heated up the kitchen like Hades itself. Big downside, there. Unnecessary sweating was never a good idea with water at such a premium.


  “Jake, can you come out to the dining room?” Adam stood in the kitchen doorway, his face pallid and emotionless.


  “Sure. I’ll be all wrapped up in a couple minutes.”


  “Now. Please.” Adam turned and walked away.


  Jake dropped his scraper in the sink and dried his hands on a towel. Something was wrong, terribly wrong. Adam never took a tone like that. If anything, he bent over backwards to keep everybody’s morale up, no matter what. Jerry’s had been in his family for generations, and he’d cared for it like his own child since he took it over from his parents nearly twenty years ago. Nurturing his staff, keeping standards high—or as high as possible under the circumstances, anyway. Most of the staff had worked there for years, loving the place nearly as much as Adam did.


  Frowning, Jake tossed the towel onto the counter and went into the dining room. The rest of the staff stood scattered amongst the empty tables, arms crossed, faces apprehensive. Adam turned and motioned for him to join them. Then he thrust his hands into his pockets and stood silent for several minutes, visibly fighting to keep his composure.


  Head bowed, shoulders slumped, he opened his mouth, then closed it. He cleared his throat and tried again.


  “I never dreamed I’d have to say what I’m about to say. I’ve tried everything possible to avoid it.” Adam cleared his throat again, raised his head. His eyes glittered with unshed tears. “I ran the special tonight to give our customers—and everyone here—a night to remember. A night like it used to be.” He choked and stared down at the floor for several moments before he could continue.


  “Because this is our last night.”


  Everyone let out a gasp. No one said a word. Jake felt like all the air had gone out of the room, as if he couldn’t take a breath.


  Adam sniffed, looked away, and struggled to get his words out. “I can’t make it work anymore. I’ve tried…and tried. With rationing, I can never get enough water—even if I could afford it. And supplies. I’ve been losing money with every steak dinner. Every single one.” He rubbed his hands over his face. “How can I run a steakhouse when beef’s nearly impossible to get? I can’t price the dinners so people can afford them.” He shook his head. “Can’t do it.”


  Tara, an older woman who’d worked at the steakhouse all her adult life, ran toward the bathroom, sobbing. Crying herself, Jeannie, her best friend, caught up with her, cradled her in her arms and tried to comfort her. Everyone else stood rooted in place, eyes wide, stunned into silence.


  Adam reached inside his sport coat and pulled out a stack of envelopes, rubber-banded together. He held the stack in both hands, staring down at it for a moment before speaking once more, his voice breaking this time.


  “These’re your final paychecks. They cover your hours up through tonight and include a month of severance. I wish I could do more, but it’s all I have left.” He set the stack down on the table next to him. “I am so sorry.” Shoulders trembling, he turned away, strode quickly back to his office, and slammed the door shut.


  Jake flinched. The slam of the door jolted him like a physical blow. He glanced around the room at the shocked faces surrounding him. He hadn’t worked there as long as many of the others—only eight years—but it still felt like home to him, like he belonged there. Jerry’s was a fixture in town, the kind of place people went to for special dinners and celebrations. He loved being a part of that, making sure each meal they served was something to remember. A hollow feeling stole into his gut as the loss began to sink in.


  And Lexi had only just returned to work! Her maternity leave had decimated their savings, and they’d counted on getting their finances on track once they were back to two incomes. Fat chance of that now. Jobs in their little town were few and far between, and there was no telling when he’d find something again. They’d have to budget like never before to make that month’s severance last.


  Sobs and murmurs replaced the silence as, one by one, his coworkers hesitantly approached the table to pick up their paychecks. Most took their envelope and left quietly. Some stood in small clusters around the room, shaking their heads and talking softly like mourners at a wake. Jake wondered what would become of them all, how many would have to leave town to find work. Sighing, he trudged over, took his check, and stuffed it into his pocket without opening the envelope. Might as well go on home and tell Lexi. Delaying the news wouldn’t make it any easier to take.


  He slipped out of the dining room alone, then paused at Adam’s closed office door on his way to the rear exit. Maybe he should say something to him, but he couldn’t think of anything the least bit useful. Besides, Adam probably wanted his privacy right now. He would, if he were in Adam’s position. The pain on his coworkers’ faces was unbearable for him to see—and it had to be a thousand times worse for Adam, watching the death of his beloved steakhouse.


  Jake opened the back door and stepped outside. It took all his energy to push through the thick wall of hot, humid air to get to his car. The night seemed alive and malignant, like it wanted to trap him in its dark, oppressive hell.


  CHAPTER 2


  Lexi Morgan indulged in an epic, from-the-core-of-her-being yawn, then bent over to tuck Ava in for the night. And hoped (a girl can hope, can’t she?) she would be an exceptionally good baby tonight and sleep straight through for once. She planted a soft kiss on Ava’s cheek, then straightened up and eased the kinks from her lower back.


  Exhaustion held her firm in its filthy clutches these days, and she wondered when she’d see the end of it. That last trimester had been hell, with the baby squashing all her internal organs—lungs in particular. Pretty hard to sleep when you can barely breathe. Then came the long, difficult birth, and a single full night of delicious, uninterrupted sleep seemed about as elusive as a unicorn sporting a diamond tiara.


  Damned vicious cycle, it was. Kept her too tired to get back into her exercise routine, so she hadn’t yet dumped the baby fat and regained her usual stamina. She shrugged. No point beating herself up over it. This would pass. Eventually. At some point, Ava would start sleeping through and she could get back to her pre-pregnancy body and energy level. Then everything would be easier.


  It’s not like she didn’t know having a baby would be a challenge on all sorts of levels. But knowing it and experiencing it were two very different things. Still, she didn’t regret it. Not for a minute. She smiled as she gazed at her perfect, sweet baby girl, already asleep in her little yellow jammies. A tiny, living treasure. And the only baby she would ever have.


  Lexi absently rubbed her stomach where the laparoscopic surgery left behind three tiny incisions. Razor-thin, each a deep, fresh, angry red. Reminders of her enforced sterility. Mandatory scars. One baby per woman. No exceptions, no matter what. And good luck to women who had trouble conceiving on their own. To protect the dwindling water supply, the government outlawed fertility treatments of any and all kinds several years ago. Population growth—no matter how small—was no longer an option. Hell, she heard they’d even started rationing certain life-extending treatments.


  The constant barrage of doomsday news about the seemingly endless drought had made it all the harder to convince Jake they should have even the one baby. It had been an uphill battle all the way, spurring argument after argument over the past few years. Things got so bad she’d sometimes thought about leaving him, finding someone who really wanted a kid, and starting over before her biological clock ticked off into oblivion.


  Kids never interested Jake that much in the first place—and he was such a worrier on top of that. Could they afford the additional water they’d need for a family of three? Could they handle the responsibility? One worry, one objection after another. But at last he gave in and fell completely in love with Ava at first sight.


  Exhaustion notwithstanding, it was all good now. She and Jake were closer than ever, both totally devoted to Ava, and they were settling into a normal new-parent routine now that she was back to work. Of course she’d rather stay home with Ava, but with her out of the house on weekdays, their water bill had dropped back to a more manageable level. And they’d soon be caught up on all the bills that had stacked up during her maternity leave. Lexi smiled and tucked a corner of Ava’s blanket beneath her little pink cheek. Yep, it was all good.


  She turned out the light and padded into the living room to read while she waited for Jake to get home from the restaurant. She wished they could have dinner together as a family more often, but his working the dinner shift had its advantages. He saved them a ton of money on child care by staying home with Ava during the day. And while he was out working, she and Ava had their special time together before Ava’s bedtime, then she got some quiet time to herself. Not a bad arrangement, all in all. Her friends with young children led much more harried lives, trying to juggle everything with both parents working during the day.


  Lexi curled up on the couch, picked up her e-reader, and let out a long, relaxed breath as she settled in. She missed actual books, the feel and smell of them. The physicality of turning the pages. Another casualty of the drought. Paper had become way too expensive to use for mere novels. She turned on the reader and skipped back a page to remind herself where she’d left off. Then she sunk back into the story, mesmerized by the endless twists and turns of a killer plot.


  The sound of the front door closing startled her back into reality sooner than she expected. Frowning, she set aside her reader and glanced up. Eyes downcast, Jake leaned against the wall beside the door and rubbed his hands over his face.


  “Jeez, Jake. What’s the matter—tough night?”


  His body sagged as he let out a long sigh and spoke without making eye contact. “Worse than that. Way worse. Adam’s closing the steakhouse. He let us all go tonight.”


  “What—” Lexi’s throat felt tight, like she could barely push out the word.


  Jake shuffled over and sank down onto the couch next to her. He shook his head and stared at the floor, elbows on knees, then muttered in a low rush, almost as if he were talking to himself.


  “Should have seen it coming, but I didn’t want to see the signs right in front of my eyes. Fewer and fewer people had been coming in. The place was like a graveyard most nights. I know Adam wanted—needed—to raise his prices to cover costs, but he knew he’d lose what little business he had left. I did the ordering. I saw the invoices. Costs kept rising—a lot. For everything, but especially the beef. He had to’ve been running in the red for a while, and finally had to stop the bleeding.”


  “He’s shutting the place down? For good? After all the years it’s been in his family?”


  “’Fraid so. I don’t see it coming back. I know it killed him to have to do it.” He covered his eyes, rubbed them. “I’ll never forget the look on his face when he told us. Shattered.”


  “Well, what now?”


  Jake let out a bitter chuckle. “I don’t know. Still trying to wrap my mind around it. I doubt I’ll find anything similar, though. Hardly any restaurants left open in town and now all of us he let go’ll be competing for what few jobs there might be—if there are any at all. I’ll start looking tomorrow, see what’s out there.”


  “When’s he closing it?”


  “Tonight was it. He ran a special, got a great crowd in. Just like the old days. Sort of a last hurrah for the place.” He reached into his shirt pocket, took out an envelope and tossed it onto the coffee table. “He paid us up through tonight, plus a month’s severance. Took the last of his cash to do it, I’m sure.”


  Lexi put her hand on her chest, felt her heart pounding like it wanted to smother her. They couldn’t weather another income drop right now. They hadn’t yet caught up on the bills that had accumulated during her leave.


  “I can’t believe it. I mean, I know I shouldn’t really be surprised. A lot of restaurants—all kinds of businesses—have gone under because of the damned drought. But I never thought Adam…I guess I’ve been too preoccupied to think about it, with Ava and all.” She smiled. “Well, if worse comes to worst, I’m sure my family would be happy to help out.”


  Jake’s face darkened. “No. This is my family. I’m responsible. I’ll find something, no matter what.” He clenched his jaw. “I will not take charity. Not from your family. Not from anyone.”


  “It’s not charity. It’s what family does. Just because your—”


  Jake glared at her. “Don’t go there, Lexi. Just don’t. We’ll get through this, and we’ll do it without taking handouts.” He pointed at the envelope. “Got a month’s pay sitting there. I’ll figure something out. I promise you.”


  Chewing her lip, Lexi stared at the envelope. She didn’t doubt for a minute Jake would do everything in his power to get back to work. But he couldn’t do the impossible. The job market being what it was, a month was a mighty slim buffer.


  About as slim as that envelope.


  CHAPTER 3


  Teeth clenched, Jake fidgeted beneath the covers. Might as well give up trying to sleep. Pointless to lie in bed staring into the darkness hour after hour. He’d tried it all. Counting backward, yogic relaxation tricks. Nothing was working. Too much to think about. How long would his severance have to last? And where the hell was he going to find a job in their dinky one-horse town?


  After delivering the bad news, he’d put on a relentlessly confident front the rest of the evening. No sense rattling Lexi any more than he already had. Better to keep his worries to himself. And there was plenty to worry about. The way things were, it could be a long, long time before he found any kind of work at all. What’s more, he couldn’t get the faces of Adam and all his coworkers out of his mind. They were all in a world of shit.


  Lexi lay by his side, breathing softly, finally asleep after Ava’s last feeding. He glanced at the digital clock on his nightstand. Four in the morning. As good a time as any to get started.


  He slipped out from beneath the covers, careful not to wake Lexi, then tiptoed toward the hallway. He gave her one last look before quietly shutting the bedroom door behind him. No matter what it took, he could not—would not—let her and Ava down. He’d find a way to get them all through this.


  Jake went into the study, switched on the desk lamp, and plopped down in his chair. Anxious to get started, he opened his laptop and rubbed his hands together. At this ungodly hour of the night, silence surrounded him, and it was still full-on dark outside. Good time to be up and about in the relative cool, now that the hideously hot days of summer were upon them. He logged in, found a job search site, and typed in the broadest criteria he could think of. Better cast as wide a net as possible.


  He glanced at the results and muttered a curse. This was going to be every bit as hard as he thought—maybe even worse. Nothing local came up. Not a single listing. Everything was a couple-hour drive or more away. A commute that long would be a deal breaker in every way. His hybrid wouldn’t go that far without backup gas—insanely expensive now that the drought made fracking impossible. And it would make for way too long a day. He had to be able to mesh his schedule with Lexi’s, or child care costs would take a huge bite out of his paycheck. The net result wouldn’t be worth the effort.


  Frowning, he stared out the window into the darkness. If only he hadn’t given in to Lexi’s constant harping about having a baby. Then they wouldn’t have all the extra expense and responsibility, and he’d have far more flexibility in hunting for a new job. Ava was a cute kid—and he loved her—but if he had it to do over again, he wouldn’t. He shook his head. Never did understand why Lexi felt so…incomplete…without a baby. Their pre-Ava life had been just fine. Aside from the drought, anyway.


  He turned back to his laptop and tried another job site. Same damned thing. Not a good start. Not a good start at all. He’d have to think of some clever strategy, though what that might be, he had no idea yet. To make matters worse, he’d be competing against his former workmates—good people, every single one of them—for whatever jobs there might be. This damned Podunk town. Times like this, he wished he’d never left Omaha. At least in a bigger city, there’d be more jobs to pick from. Not like out here in Smalltown, Nebraska.


  That was another thing he regretted letting Lexi talk him into. She just had to live near her family. Her big, dysfunctional, annoying family. Every time there was a gathering, he had to grit his teeth and reach for a drink to get through it. They say when you marry someone, you marry their family, too. Spot on, though he wished it weren’t. Lexi’s father, in particular, never missed a chance to take a dig at him, like he wasn’t good enough for her. Like he was incapable of managing his own household.


  His family was microscopic by comparison, and that suited him just fine. Nothing warm and fuzzy about them, but they’d taken the job of raising him seriously. Whatever else he thought of his parents, they made sure he understood what it meant to be responsible, and that he had the skills to be self-sufficient. It was a point of pride for him, which made Lexi’s father’s constant insinuations all the more insufferable.


  The study door opened, and Lexi shuffled in, rubbing her eyes.


  “What—” She yawned with her entire being. “Are you doing up at this hour?”


  “I didn’t wake you, did I?”


  “No, no. I thought I heard Ava starting up, but she settled back down without me. And now I’m awake.” She plunked down in a chair and sighed. “So, what’re you doing up?”


  He gestured toward the laptop. “Figured I’d get started looking for a job.”


  “Find anything interesting?”


  “No, not yet. I’ll keep looking.”


  Her eyebrows rose. “Nothing at all?”


  “Nothing local. Closest thing was clear on the other side of the next county. Too long a drive to coordinate our schedules for Ava. And the gas I’d need for a drive like that would eat into whatever I brought home.”


  Lexi slumped in her chair and yawned again. “Don’t worry about Ava. Mom would be happy to sit her if we needed her to.”


  “No, Lexi. Once in a while is one thing. But I don’t want to depend on your family for day-to-day needs like that.”


  Lexi sat up, scowling. “Why do you have to be like that? They’re happy to help.”


  “Let’s not argue about this again. You know how I feel about dumping my responsibilities on others.”


  “It’s not dumping! It’s their grandkid, for God’s sake. They love her, and they want to help.”


  “Like I said, once in a while is one thing. Relying on them all the time to take care of our kid is another.”


  “You can be so fucking stubborn about things.”


  “And you don’t seem to understand how important this is to me. Our family is my responsibility, and I’ll figure something out. We’ll be fine. Trust me, okay?”


  Lexi raised her hands, palms out. “Whatever. Guess I’m not getting back to sleep now. Might as well feed Ava and go in to work, rack up a little overtime pay.” She stomped out of the room and down the hall.


  Jake started to say something, then stopped. Lexi’s family was the one topic that could escalate into a full-on argument in the blink of an eye. No point in feeding the fire. Especially when he had more urgent matters to attend to. He turned to his laptop to try another job site.


  There had to be something out there. He just had to find it and make it work. And soon.


  CHAPTER 4


  Lexi groaned as her car detected the blockage up ahead and braked. The light at the intersection was as green as it could be. No reason for traffic to come to an abrupt halt. So much for getting into the office early and picking up a little overtime. What else could possibly go wrong?


  Blasting the radio usually helped clear her mind. She cranked up the volume and tried to let the music distract her, but this morning, it only stoked her irritation. She turned it off with an angry flick of her wrist, then shifted in her seat and waited some more. Nothing was moving, not even an inch. Lexi drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, feeling trapped and powerless. And not just because of the traffic jam.


  Last night was a disaster, all the way through. Hard to imagine it going worse, really. Jake kicked it off with a bang by announcing he’d lost his job. Then somehow, despite that lovely bit of news, she later managed to fall into a deep, restful, dream-state sleep for the first time in forever. It was as delicious as it was short-lived, because, right on cue, Ava started fussing and woke her. For nothing, as it turned out. If it weren’t for that, she could have slept another hour or two before she really had to be up instead of getting into another fight with Jake over her family.


  She tensed her jaw. When would he get over that independent streak and accept a little help without kicking and fighting about it? Though most of the time, it was nice being with someone who took responsibility seriously. Someone she could depend on to take care of what needed taking care of. Not like that wishy-washy lout she used to date before she met Jake. Still. Sometimes he took it a little too far.


  At last, traffic started to inch ahead. Just in time for another red light. Lexi slammed her fist on the wheel and glared at the signal, willing it to turn green. How the hell could traffic get this screwed up? Sure, it was the main drag through town, but for God’s sake, it wasn’t that big of a town. That’s one of the things she liked about it. Rarely any congestion and everything was nearby. Her job, her parents, all her friends. Errands took almost no time at all. A great little town to live in, with none of those big-city problems.


  Green. Finally. And the jam appeared to be clearing at last. Lexi blew out a long breath as the car started picking up speed. A couple of blocks ahead, emergency lights awaited. Red, blue and yellow. Traffic was still moving slowly enough for her to get a good look at what was going on.


  Three black-and-whites, their lightbars flashing, were parked in front of a run-down house on her right. One of the cars blocked the driveway, and a Water and Power truck was parked behind it, yellow emergency lights blinking. A uniformed Water and Power man stood in the front yard, talking to one of the cops. As Lexi passed by, she saw two other cops hauling a man out of the house in cuffs. And none too gently. The man appeared to be screaming and pleading, without apparent success.


  Shivering, she looked away. She was so sick of the goddamned drought. Sick of constantly hearing about it, and sick of living with it and all the damage it had done, all the changes it had brought. And she wasn’t the only one. Everyone was getting desperate now, tired of all the water usage restrictions that had been in effect for so long. At first, the powers that be tried to control consumption with aggressive fines. But that wasn’t enough. People treated the fines as part of their water bill and soon became more and more bold about their usage. She could hardly blame them.


  Now, a nationwide crackdown with some real teeth was in effect. Arrests for water crimes were becoming commonplace. Last year, counties all across the country—hers included—criminalized violations. And harshly. Something that used to get you a twenty-dollar fine became a misdemeanor with up to a year in the local jail. Anything that used to involve a fine of fifty bucks or more became a felony. A year in prison minimum, and it went up from there, depending on the egregiousness of the violation. Water and Power had taken to wireless water meter monitoring to make sure violators were caught and prosecuted promptly.


  Lexi shook her head. Crazy, just crazy. Used to be, having a toilet that ran or leaked a little just meant a higher water bill. Now it meant jail time—prison if it wasn’t fixed after the first warning. Watering a lawn? You might as well plan on a good long time in prison for that one. She barely remembered how it used to be, back when she was a kid and it was still legal to play in the sprinklers on a hot day. How much worse could it get before it got better?


  Would it ever get better?


  “We’ve got you down for ten-thirty next Wednesday for your annual eye exam, with Dr. Reynolds. Remember to bring your insurance card. See you then.”


  Lexi hung up the phone and stared down at her keyboard. Good thing she could touch-type, because the letters all looked mighty blurry today. If only she’d gotten those last couple hours of sleep last night. She stifled a yawn. Soon. Soon she would start getting more sleep and feeling more normal. This was all part of having a four-month-old baby at home—and a newly unemployed husband. Just hang on, everything would work out. It always did. She rubbed her eyes and tried to focus.


  “Lexi? You okay?” Dr. Reynolds stood by her desk, a concerned look on his kind, grandfatherly face.


  She waved her hand. “Just a little tired is all. I’ll be all right.”


  “Lexi, if you need a little more leave, we can work something out. I can get a temp for a few weeks, give you a little more time to rest and recover.”


  “Oh, I’ll be fine, thanks.” She chuckled. “I’m almost getting used to being awake half the night. I’m even starting to like the night better than the day. So much cooler. And nice to look at something outside other than the sun beating down.”


  Dr. Reynolds smiled. “Well, if you’re sure. But seriously, don’t hesitate to ask if you need a little more time. You need to stay healthy for that little girl of yours.”


  “I know. I’ll let you know. Thanks for offering.” She glanced out at the waiting room. “Are you ready for your two o’clock?”


  “Yes, send her in.”


  “Alicia, you can go in now.”


  Lexi took her mug into the break room and poured herself another cup of coffee. She took a sip and closed her eyes, imagining the dark liquid flowing through her veins, washing away the grogginess with its caffeine payload. Awfully nice of Dr. Reynolds to make that offer. If Jake hadn’t just lost his job, she’d have taken him up on it in a heartbeat. Some days, the exhaustion felt just like a dark curtain coming down on her.


  Nope, she couldn’t afford to miss a single day—not even a single hour—of work. Not right now. Until Jake found something new, they’d better watch every single dime.


  She topped her mug and clutched it like a lifeline. At least she got free coffee at the office. Nice and strong. And all she could drink.


  CHAPTER 5


  Jake rubbed his eyes. They felt dry, hot like they were on fire. Like they might crumble into dust if he rubbed them too hard. Aside from breaks to deal with Ava’s needs, he’d spent the entire day scowling at his laptop’s screen, searching for a job. Or at least a lead on one. An idea. Anything. But all he had to show for his efforts were a serious case of eyestrain and the warning throbs of a headache in the making. Maybe he should just skip dinner and go right to bed.


  “Aren’t you hungry?” Lexi raised an eyebrow, reached across the table, and poked the edge of his plate with her finger.


  Jake glanced at his untouched dinner, tried to muster some enthusiasm. And utterly failed. Lexi’s cooking wasn’t to blame. No, it was the food itself. Hard to get excited about those limp, flavorless GMO veggies, and ocean cod that was harvested and frozen in mass quantities, so it could be shipped all over the country like car parts. No flavor to be had. And the fish had freezer burn. The culinary skills needed to transform this food into something appetizing simply didn’t exist.


  “Sorry, I’m just not terribly hungry tonight.” Jake picked up his fork, speared a piece of the cod, and made an attempt to choke it down to show Lexi her cooking wasn’t to blame.


  “It’s kinda nice to be able to have dinner together anyway, don’t you think?” Lexi half-smiled.


  “Wish it were under better circumstances.” Jake set down his fork and spit a hardened bit of the cod into his napkin as politely as he could.


  Lexi frowned and stared down into her lap. “Sorry. Just trying to make the best of the situation.”


  Jake reached out and took her hand. “I know you are. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. Of course I enjoy having dinner with you. I’m just…well, I’ll feel better when I have something new lined up, is all.”


  “No luck yet?”


  “No, not yet. I worked on it in between taking care of Ava today. Nothing turned up.” He forced a smile, hoped it looked good enough to pass for the real thing. “But it’s only been one day. I’ll get back on it tomorrow. So, how’d your day go?”


  Lexi rolled her eyes. “Got stuck in a terrible traffic jam on my way in this morning. Cops, Water and Power. They were just dragging some guy out of his house as I passed by. Looked like they meant business. Must have been a pretty serious violation.” She shook her head. “Wouldn’t want to be that guy.”


  “Jeez. I’m all for conserving water, but the cops act like they’re paid on commission these days, they’re so hell-bent to enforce those water laws. If this damned drought ever ends, what do you bet those laws stay on the books as a nice little revenue-generator?”


  “I bet you’re right. The cops, the prisons, lawyers, and everyone down the line…they’re all making money off those laws, and the legislature won’t dare take it away.” She shrugged. “But no one’s predicting the drought will end anytime soon, so it’s probably a moot point.”


  “Feels like the drought will never end.” Jake sighed and pushed away his plate. “I’m sorry, I just can’t finish this.”


  Lexi stood and picked up their plates. “I’m not that hungry, either. I’ll just put some plastic wrap over these and stick ’em in the fridge. Fewer dishes to wash tonight. That much less water to use. Hooray for us. Master water conservers, we are.”


  Jake touched her arm as she passed by. “Hey, I’m really sorry about this morning. I know it’s hard for you, going back to work with Ava still not sleeping through the night. I didn’t mean to make it harder.”


  “Well, you can make it easier on me—on both of us.”


  “Lexi, don’t press too hard, okay? At least give me a chance to handle our own affairs without taking charity.”


  She pulled away from him and headed for the kitchen. “Then don’t apologize if you don’t mean it.”


  Jake put his head in his hands and growled, “It’s only been one day, Lexi. Give me a goddamned break.”


  He picked up his glass, swallowed the last of his water, precious and rationed, then slammed it down on the table. Wiping beads of sweat from his hairline, he stormed back into the study without another word.


  Jake dropped down into his chair and yanked open his laptop. Better get busy finding a job like his life depended on it. Because it very well might. The longer it took, the more likely Lexi’s parents would start sticking their noses into his business, and then he’d have to deal with that on top of everything else. Intolerable.


  The only worse scenario he could imagine was running out of his month’s severance with no job on the horizon.


  He could not let that happen.


  But it very well might.


  He gritted his teeth and tried to push that thought away before it could take root.


  Too late.


  CHAPTER 6


  The daisy-shaped night light cast a soft, warm glow through the nursery. Soothing, peaceful light. Lexi smiled as she gently lowered Ava into her crib. Fed, content, and asleep—for now. Over on the nightstand, the clock’s bright green numerals announced it was shortly after two in the morning. Lexi chuckled softly. Back in college, two in the morning was nothing. She’d been a raging night owl, studying until all hours, sleeping until the last possible minute the next day, then rushing off to class.


  Those were the days. Back when her schedule was her own, and before the drought catapulted the entire country into a seemingly endless state of emergency. Back in the drought’s early stages, when no one yet realized it had come to stay, and all it meant was a few more summer wildfires for the firefighters—not a whole new way of life for everyone on so many levels. She tried not to think about it very often, because she knew all the wishing in the world wouldn’t bring back those days.


  Now she was a creature of the night once more, but not because of her own youthful energy. And not because she had the freedom to live that way. Ava’s needs dictated her rhythms, and there was no sleeping in until a conveniently scheduled afternoon class. Graduating into the working world closed off that option years ago.


  Lexi made sure Ava was asleep, then headed for the study. She
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