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PART 1:

THE OUTBREAK

“And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, slouches toward Bethlehem to be born?” —William Butler Yeats  
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PROLOGUE
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Burbank, Texas 11:59 pm, July 3rd.

The moment of the arrival.

––––––––
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Leroy Parks solemnly locked the door of the quick stop precisely at midnight. Tonight, traffic on the boulevard was uncharacteristically light. The quick stop sat next to Interstate 90 on the edge of the dusty desert town of Burbank, Texas USA, halfway between nothing and nowhere. Business was bad, worse than Leroy had ever seen. Gas and diesel prices were at an all-time high and though he knew folks had to fill up, he suspected some were stretching what they had in their tanks for as long as possible. All night long, over on the highway, trucks and cars droned past without stopping. Ah, well, he thought bitterly, life sucks then you die.

The only place along the strip with any real activity was across the boulevard at the Dunes Diner. People had to eat. That was the truth. And tonight, the Dunes looked like it had more than its share of hungry patrons.

Leroy worked for the man. His quick stop was part of a chain, just one of a little million of them scattered all over the southwest, and although he was the manager, his salary was low, benefits were barely adequate, and it was a struggle getting by. The only light at the end of the tunnel was Wendy. He’d go home and crawl in bed with her, feel the warmth of her body as she spooned her buttocks against him, and he would dream about the two of them escaping to some tropical island where they would both live happily ever after.

But by the time Leroy made it across the lot to his pickup truck all thoughts of Wendy and happily-ever-after had fled from his mind. 

The Night Wind had begun to blow ... 

... Leroy took a few robust whiffs of it, liked its flavor, and decided not to go home after all. Instead he decided to go across the street to the diner and murder some people. He wound his pickup truck dangerously across four lanes of traffic, taking out fences and guardrails as he did so. Horns blared, and tires howled as oncoming vehicles desperately tried to avoid colliding with him. Leroy barely noticed. He brought the nearly ruined truck to a spitting, shuddering halt directly in front of the diner’s front door, noticing without any real interest that everywhere people seemed to be engaged in some sort of conflict. Over by the phone booth two men were feeding each other knuckle sandwiches. In front of the exit two women were rolling around on the tarmac, pulling hair and screeching like banshees. There were more skirmishes in the back lot and several people had rammed their cars into other vehicles. One of them looked pretty bad. A man with blood on his face hung from an open window of a smashed vehicle while his wife stood by screaming for help. And beneath the lighted awning, in full view of everyone, a man’s head came apart like it had contained an explosive charge. Leroy barely gave all of this carnage a second glance. He was a man with a mission. He grabbed his .357 magnum from the holster strapped beneath the seat, spun the cylinder and strode determinedly into the diner. Wow, was Fred Weir, the diner’s owner, going to be surprised to see him. The son of a bitch would never make eyes at Wendy again. That was the truth.
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CHAPTER 1
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Somewhere in the northern Maine wilderness, 8:30 am July 5th. 

Two days after the arrival. 

––––––––
[image: image]


“I’m going out there,” Doug told Annie. “I need to see what’s happening.” They were standing on the front porch of their small wilderness cabin staring across the clearing to the dark woods beyond as Ariel, their four-year-old daughter, stood at their feet clutching “Cabby” her tattered old Cabbage Patch doll—the one Rick Jennings had brought her when she was a year old—tightly to her bosom.

“Nothing’s happening,” Annie said. “The noise stopped two days ago.”

Doug nodded thoughtfully. “My point exactly. Just about the time those guys paid us that visit.”

“So, you don’t think it’s just coincidence?” Annie said.

Doug shook his head. “Something’s wrong and I need to find out what. I’ve waited long enough, maybe too long.”

Annie hugged her arms to her body and glanced down at Ariel. “I don’t want you to go, Doug. I almost lost you once. I can’t go through that again.”

Doug took Annie in his arms. He knew exactly what she was talking about. It had been a terrible time in their lives. There were moments when he believed he’d never see her again. There were moments when he believed Ariel would never be born. But so much had happened since. He looked down at the child and his heart swelled with love. She had made a believer out of him. 

“You know I have to do this,” he said.

Annie pushed away a little petulantly. Her face had deepened from fear to something worse, but she didn’t say anything, only looked at him.

“We knew it couldn’t last,” he said. “We’ve gone over this how many times? We knew that eventually we’d have to resort to plan B.”

“But we’re not actually sure anything’s wrong yet, are we?” There was a slight tone of hope in Annie’s voice.

Doug kissed Annie on the nose. “Nope,” he said trying to sound upbeat but not really feeling it. “But I need to make sure. What happened two nights ago has really been bugging me.”

“But they went away.”

“Yes, they went away. That’s what bothers me. It makes no sense. They walked right through the outer perimeter but stayed well back from the inner one. Why do you think that is, Annie? It’s almost like they were aware of the inner one ... but hadn’t yet gotten an update on the new one.” He paused letting what he’d just said sink in.

“So, how do you think they knew?”

“I’m not saying they did. I’m just speculating. It seems fishy, that’s all. Think about it. If they got that close, and it’s the first time they’ve been here, then why did they go away? There has to be a reason.”

Annie shivered. “So, you’re saying it might not be the first time they’ve been out there? That maybe they’ve been ... watching us? Maybe they’re just waiting for the right ... moment?”

Doug did not reply. Annie had pretty much summed up his thoughts in a nutshell. He sat down and began determinedly lacing his boots. Afterward he went to the rack and took down his rifle, slung it over his shoulder, picked his two-way radio up off the table, clipped it to his belt. “I just turned off the sensors,” he said. “I’ll key you when I get out beyond them. Turn them back on until you hear from me.”

Annie nodded. Normally they turned the sensors off during the day, but since the incident the other night they’d been keeping both perimeters on twenty-four/seven.

“You know what to do if I ...” He didn’t finish the sentence because of course Annie knew exactly what to do and he didn’t want to say it in front of Ariel. If you lose contact with me and I don’t come back within a “reasonable” time frame, get yourself and Ariel up to the ice caves and wait.

Wait for what? Annie was thinking but she didn’t say it. Wait for Rick to come and save us, or wait for something else entirely? If I have to keep waiting I think I might go crazy.

Annie also knew the rest of what she was supposed to do: If anyone with harmful intent comes within range and I’m not around, then it’s up to you to blow the perimeter. If that doesn’t work and they somehow still get through, then set the cabin to blow and get Ariel up to the caves as fast as possible. 

This was the part that was hardest for Annie to accept. For the past four years the cabin had been their home, their lives, their only sanctuary. And she was supposed to just blow it up and destroy the only home—the only life—Ariel had ever known. Annie picked Ariel up and put on a brave face. Doug took them both in his arms in an extended bear hug. Ariel clutched Cabby as if her life depended on it.

“I love you, Papa,” Ariel said, kissing him on the cheek. “Cabby loves you too.”

“Me too, Sunshine. You take care of your mother, okay?”

“I always will.”

Together Annie and Ariel watched Doug cross the small clearing and disappear into the forest beyond.

“Papa’s gone,” Ariel said, pointing after her father.

Annie shivered at Ariel’s prophetic pronouncement.

“Only for a short while, Ariel,” Annie said. “He’ll be back.”

“Maybe not this time,” Ariel said, and a chill crawled the length of Annie’s spine. 

Out beyond the cabin, Doug assumed stealth mode, moving as quickly and as quietly as possible through the harsh environment that surrounded his world. He was careful not to use the same track he’d used last time or the time before that. In the four years since coming here he’d gotten very good at navigating his way through this rough and unforgiving land. He’d learned how to move without leaving a trail, how to track animals for food, and he’d become equally adept at locating errant humans who’d wandered too close to the compound for comfort. For several miles around the perimeter of the cabin he and Rick Jennings had installed motion detectors, and closer in, security cameras. Over the past four years a handful of hunters, hikers and just plain nosy had wandered into their space. Doug and Annie had always informed these interlopers, in the politest way possible, that this was private property and that they were not welcome here.

Suspicious, and increasingly uncomfortable with their situation, Doug had installed a new series of sensors out beyond the original perimeter. And just like that, it had been breached. It made him wonder how long they had been out there, out of sight, but so damned close. And if it was true, if they were out there watching them, what the hell were they waiting for? They knew Ariel was safe here. It’s the only thing that made any sense. She was being nurtured by loving parents. She was too young to be of any use to them now. No, they would wait. And they would watch. And when they felt the time was right they would pounce.

The thought made Doug’s blood run cold. 

Two nights ago, when the outer perimeter detectors had gone off, Doug sat on the porch the remainder of that long night with his rifle across his lap and his finger on the inner perimeter detonator while Annie and Ariel slept soundly, unaware that anything was amiss. When dawn broke and all was quiet Doug struck off and found a series of fresh human tracks less than a quarter mile from the encampment. There were three separate sets of them, and on closer inspection he discovered that they’d been made with military-style combat boots. He followed them in a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree circumnavigation of the cabin. They had not ventured closer than the original quarter mile perimeter, as though they were aware of these limitations.

The unsettling thought had been eating at Doug ever since, that perhaps the feds had known where they were from the beginning. Jennings still worked as a law enforcement officer in Portland, and of course the feds had suspected from the beginning that he’d had something to do with Doug’s and Annie’s disappearance. Despite Rick’s assurances Doug often wondered how hard it would be for them to learn what they needed to know. Rick made regular but infrequent trips carrying supplies into Parker Pond with his float plane. The feds weren’t stupid.

Doug followed the trail until it disappeared in a small clearing at the foot of Stonewall Mountain five miles to the east. In the grass there he’d detected two long, straight indents that could only have been made by helicopter skids.

His heart sank. Coincidentally, or perhaps not so coincidental, it was the same day the noise had stopped. To Doug it felt like the world had taken a deep breath and was holding it. His instincts told him that something in the world had gone horribly awry. Something more than the fact that they’d been found. He wasn’t sure what it was, but long ago he’d learned to trust his instincts. Surely their time here in the wilderness had come to an end and they needed to move on. After all they had been through, after all they’d fought for and sacrificed, they would never be safe no matter how far they ran. The thought depressed Doug. He was tired of running. Even more, he was tired of hiding.

The only light at the end of their long, dark tunnel was Ariel. In the years since her birth, she had become his and Annie’s entire world. She was the most amazing child they’d ever known. He was aware that all parents thought that about their own children; it was natural, a built-in mechanism that caused you to love and protect your own above all others. But Ariel was different. She had an aura about her that could not be denied. Almost four years had passed since her birth and she was talking like a child more than three times her age. Her IQ was off the charts. She was asking questions no child her age had a right to ask. She was intensely interested in all things scientific, from how Earth and its amazing array of living species happened, to the stars and planets in the night sky, wondering if there were others like us out there.

Rick had been flying books in for her and she had been devouring them like sustenance. Even so, her curiosity never waned. Doug and Annie had answered all her questions to the best of their abilities, but there was so much they didn’t know. College and life experience had given them a reasonable amount of knowledge in many areas, but coming up with accurate answers to some of Ariel’s amazing questions frustrated them both. And how much harder would the questions become as she grew older? They understood one thing clearly: there would come a time in the very near future when Ariel would need to draw on the wisdom of those much more learned than her parents.

The thought simultaneously scared Doug to death and gave him an intense sense of pride. How could he be the father of such an amazing child? How could he ever let her go? Sometimes late at night he’d come awake with a terrible fear inside him, growing, filling him up, until he was unsure if he had the strength to fight it. That’s when he’d get out of bed and sit for a long time watching Annie and Ariel sleep. An overwhelming love would replace the fear when he realized what a gift they were. He had to be strong. They depended on him for survival and he would do anything to ensure their safety. 

Even as he dreaded what the future was certain to hold, he knew deep in his heart that he would someday have to set Ariel free. Then who would protect her? There were those out there in the world who knew about her. They’d been aware of her since long before her birth, or even her conception. Some wanted to use her, some wanted to worship her, and some desperately wanted her gone from this Earth. If she survived she would become a great prophet, she would inspire millions, and perhaps be the one with enough power and knowledge to lead humans up out of the cradle of their own civilization to the stars. Doug and Annie both knew there were those who would go to any length to control that power.

Regardless of her brilliance, Ariel was now still a fragile little girl who needed to be protected. And Doug would protect her to his dying breath. 

He hated leaving Annie and Ariel even for a few moments, but he needed to see for himself why the noise that had become so prevalent in their lives had stopped. Doug moved on toward the outer perimeter, every nerve in his body tense.

The silence was deafening. There was an edge to it that made his hackles rise. He didn’t remember it ever being this quiet here. Not even before the machines had arrived.

For more than a year now the paper company had been harvesting timber beyond the perimeter of privately owned property around Parker Pond. Doug and Annie had gotten used to the distant rumbling of heavy machinery. Just the same, Doug didn’t like the paper companies. In his eyes they were spoilers who raped the forest with impunity. They hauled the trees to the mill where they were ground into chips and mixed with chemicals to make wood mash which, in turn was used to manufacture such things as newspapers, cardboard boxes and magazines. In the process, habitat for countless species of plant and animal was being destroyed, brooks and streams were warming and becoming unfit for native fish species, while rivers far downstream were polluted with dioxin. The companies that committed these crimes against nature were merciless. Everything and anything was justified in the quest for the almighty dollar. And there was nothing anyone could do about it. The paper companies owned the land and they could do whatever they wished with it.

In the past year or so Ariel had been waking in the night crying in anguish over the lives that were being lost because of the forest’s destruction. When Doug and Annie had quizzed the child about what lives she was referring to she’d been unable to provide clear answers. “Just lives,” she’d replied, and both parents had finally concluded that Ariel was referring to all life; trees, deer, moose, fish, cats, rodents and worms. Somehow, she knew that every living species on Earth was connected, and that all life had value. A realization that most humans never came to. Yet a four-year-old child had. Ariel wasn’t just brilliant, she was ultra-sensitive, and Doug often wondered if she had some sort of direct psychic connection with nature. 

He guessed that our status at the top of the food chain caused us to be arrogant in the face of these truths. Humans put themselves above all other life forms. Ariel knew instinctively that this was a mistake. Thanks to Ariel’s keen intuition, Doug and Annie had become increasingly more aware of these and other human crimes perpetrated against nature and wondered how much the planet could take before rebelling. 

Finally, after more than a year, two days ago the far off but relentless sound of the machines had stopped. Just like that. And the sudden quiet was both a relief and a little unnerving.

And something else had happened at about the same time. Something they did not want to talk about because there was no rational explanation for it. When they turned on the radio, all they got was static. When they arrived here almost four years ago Doug and Rick had erected a small windmill in order to keep essential batteries charged. Atop the tower they had installed an AM/FM antenna. They were able to pick up a station in St. John, one in Millinocket, a few in Bangor, and on nights when atmospheric conditions were just right they could pick up a few FM stations from as far away as Portland and Boston. Now, no matter where they tuned the radio dial, all they got was static. 

The tower was also equipped as a cell phone receiver/transmitter. Doug and Rick had installed it when they’d first come here, only to be used in case of emergency. They had all learned the hard way just how easy it was for those searching for signals to zero in on cell phones. The assumption was that cell towers were monitored for activity. There had been plenty of evidence of this over the past several years. The case of Edward Snowden for instance. He had exposed the government’s penchant for monitoring cell phones as well as internet activity. Conversations were being listened to and analyzed. Homeland Security had computer programs with sophisticated software. Individual words could trigger alerts. Doug, Rick and Annie had all agreed that the phone would be used only if absolutely necessary. After the incident the other night they’d broken protocol and tried calling Rick Jennings.

They hadn’t gotten as much as a dial tone.

It was as if there was no longer an outgoing signal. Doug had tested all the settings on the tower and they all seemed to be working correctly. The disquieting thought struck him that perhaps the problem wasn’t on his end. 

Before reaching the cutoff Doug keyed the transmitter on his two-way. “Annie, can you hear me?”

A moment of static was followed by Annie’s voice. “Loud and clear.”

“You can turn the sensors back on.”

“Done. How are things?”

“So far, so good. I’ll give you an update when I reach the cutoff.”

“Be careful, Doug.”

“Will do. Over and out.”

Once he reached the edge of the forest where it met the massive cutoff, Doug stopped and stood very still watching for movement. Nothing stirred. Not even the leaves on the trees. It occurred to him that he hadn’t seen so much as a rabbit or a squirrel all morning. The preternatural silence, coupled with the forest’s stillness, was like an omen, giving him pause, making him stand and gaze out over the cut longer than he should have.

The road down through the cutoff was littered with trucks, mostly late models, most of them four-wheel drives with North Woods Timber stenciled on the doors. All sat motionless. The huge tree harvesters all stood motionless as well. They looked like the calcified remains of some alien Transformer species.

Rarely did he stray this far from the compound, and he would never voluntarily expose his presence to these forest workers, although he was quite certain they knew about them. Were any of them out there watching him now, wondering who this strange person with camouflage clothing and the slung rifle was? From what he could see, he doubted it. He almost wished they were there. Perhaps the sight of another living human would help to ease the tension building in him.  

But Doug saw no human activity. 

And heard no noise. 

This was all wrong. If their work here was done, then the machines should have been gone.

Doug surveyed the road beyond the motionless vehicles. It was made of dirt and stone, and ran in a convolution of perhaps ten miles down through the barren cut where forest had once stood. Purple saw-tooth mountains that hadn’t been visible when they’d first come here now broke the distant horizon. 

Doug remained very still, breathing in, and breathing out. The smell of gasoline and burnt motor oil and hydraulic fluid drifted across the cut and mixed with the dead smells of dust, rot and old wood.

He trained his eyes skyward. He’d gotten used to the contrails of jetliners high up in the atmosphere as they flew their routes between Europe and the U.S. and back again. Though the sky was clean and blue and cloudless, he saw no contrails. He hadn’t seen a contrail in two days. 

Finally, Doug left his vantage point at the edge of the forest and carefully worked his way out into the cut toward the motionless vehicles. Cautiously he approached the closest vehicle to him, a forest green Ford F-250 with the driver side door standing wide open. He leaned around the open door and peered into the cab. It was empty, and although the door was open the dome light was not lit. Doug saw that the ignition key was turned to the ON position. He reached in and turned it to start. The starter clicked. Once. Twice. Then died.

No life left in the battery. This truck had been sitting here with the door open for quite some time.

He moved cautiously along the road until he came to another vehicle. It too sat empty. As did the next. The fourth vehicle was a Grapple Yarder, a giant of a vehicle with tracks like a tank and a long, articulated arm with a grapple hook attached to the end. This machine was designed to stack logs along the sides of roads, and later to load them into the beds of trucks.  

Doug inched cautiously closer to the vehicle. Like the first pickup truck the door stood open. A man without a head hung from the cab. 

Doug backed carefully away, turned, and began sprinting back toward the woods.

A distant buzz-saw sound made him stop.

At first, he could not identify it, but as the noise grew louder, and closer, instinctively, he understood what he was hearing.

He plucked the two-way radio off his belt and keyed the button as he resumed his run toward the perimeter. “Annie! Get away from the cabin now!” he cried through grunts of exertion.

Static sounded, and Annie’s voice came back to him. “What’s wrong?”

“Don’t ask questions. Just do it, now! Take Ariel and run as fast as you can to the caves. Don’t stop and don’t look back. I’ll meet you there. Go! Now!”

“We’re on our way,” Annie’s breathless voice answered back, and Doug knew she was running.

Doug was close to the perimeter of trees now, his powerful legs pumping like pistons. He pulled his weapon from around his neck and jacked a round into the chamber. He made the perimeter just as the large Predator drone screamed over his head. A moment later, twin missiles fired from the drone’s undercarriage followed by a series of powerful explosions that shook the earth and staggered him. In the distance a small mushroom cloud rose above the trees.

Doug stopped, his breath coming in massive spasms. He could not believe his eyes. Horrified, he stood and watched smoke and fire belch above the forest. 

The cabin had been destroyed.

In the next instant the inner perimeter detonated, a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree circle of fiery staccato blasts that lifted Doug off his feet and blew him ten feet back from where he’d been standing. He came down hard on his back, the wind punched from his lungs. He lay breathing in spasms, feeling like his lungs had been flash fried. He did a quick pat down of his body to make sure he wasn’t on fire. He wasn’t.

Even as Doug struggled to his feet, he heard the drone’s engines whine above the crackling sound of the burning forest, and knew that it was banking back around for another go. Doug pictured a room with a technician/pilot sitting behind a console directing the drone’s flight path. Behind him stood members of a shadow government ordering his every move.

Was it possible that he’d been seen? Was the drone retracing its flight path so that it could fire at him, or had it spotted Annie and Ariel making their way up toward the ice caves? He prayed that they’d heard the explosions and had taken cover until the drone had passed overhead. 

Either way the drone must not be allowed to unleash any more hellfire. Doug’s weapon was an AR-15 assault rifle with a fully automatic function. He snapped the switch to automatic. Up ahead there was a small clearing. He sprinted towards it hoping for a shot unencumbered by tree tops. The drone was gaining fast, however, looping back around, and taking the same path as before. He knew he was vulnerable standing out in the open. But he did not care. Annie and Ariel must be protected at all costs. He faced the direction of the oncoming drone aiming his weapon skyward. As it approached, the drone unleashed a volley of .50 Caliber rounds which churned up the forest in their haste to reach the small clearing in which Doug stood. 

He had been seen. There was no doubt about it.

Doug aimed his weapon skyward and placed the sight directly on the nose of the screeching drone. Not waiting for the aircraft to get any closer he depressed the trigger. In fully automatic mode the AR-15 fires at the rate of 800 rounds per minute. As the weapon hammered his sore shoulder, Doug drew the sight along a straight line just ahead of the drone’s flight path, and then lifted the barrel higher and faster, spreading the line of fire out ahead of the drone. In theory the drone would fly directly into his volley. 

Doug stood his ground even as the .50 caliber rounds spitting from the drone inched ever closer, chewing off the tops off trees and tearing up the forest floor. In a matter of seconds, the rounds would strafe the clearing and cut him down.

Still Doug did not move. He would fire until the rifle’s magazine was empty. 

A sudden explosion rocked the drone, its left side sagging, sending its .50 caliber rounds flying wildly off into the forest. The drone began to tumble, a fiery pinwheel rolling toward the earth on a trajectory directly toward the clearing in which Doug stood. 

He did not wait around to see what would happen but exploded into a run. He’d made perhaps fifty yards when the drone struck the earth, erupting in a singeing burst of orange fire. A second later a dull boom rolled across the forest on a pressure wave strong enough to stagger him and knock him to his knees.

Doug felt heat on his back and smelled hair burning as he scratched his way to his feet and kept running. He did not venture a glance back, but kept moving in the direction of the cabin, through the perimeter of diminishing flame, his hand reaching for the two-way radio on his belt. 

Annie, with Ariel clinging tightly to her, ran like the wind toward the woods behind the cabin. Doug had been so insistent that she get going immediately there hadn’t been time to salvage anything. What she would have salvaged was a little vague. She’d come here with nothing, and in four years they had purposely not accumulated much, knowing that this life was temporary and if they had to run they wouldn’t be burdened by “things”. She supposed all along that this was how it would end. Their mostly quiet life interrupted suddenly, perhaps violently, by something totally unpredictable. But so far nothing unexpected or violent had happened. What was so urgent?

Her internal question was answered by the annoying buzz of a low-flying aircraft which caused her to pick up her pace. The forest was heavy here and just ahead lay a boulder the size of a house. The woods here were filled with such rocks, deposited by glaciers during the last ice age. If she could reach the boulder before the plane went over, perhaps she and Ariel would not be seen.

Behind them the cabin exploded in a hive of noise and a brilliant flash of light. Annie ducked behind the boulder sheltering Ariel with her body. Thankfully, they were deep enough in the woods to escape the effects of the explosion.

The buzz-bomb whined overhead and then began to bank back around. Annie was reasonably certain they hadn’t been seen. Not waiting around to see what would happen next, she picked Ariel up and resumed her run up the twisting trail through the tall trees, moving like the wind, panic breathing down her neck. 

She did not look back until she’d reached the halfway point. In the past she and Doug had used a variety of trails which all led, one way or another, in the general direction of the caves, sometimes altering their route drastically so as not to leave a distinctive human footprint. Most of these trails were here before they came, of course, beat into the earth long ago by Indians or game. None ended directly at the cave entrance, however, so it would be reasonably difficult for anyone to locate the caves strictly by following one of the trails. 

“Mama, I hear something,” Ariel said.

Annie stopped. She was at the point of exhaustion anyway and needed to put Ariel down. 

“What is it, Ariel?” Annie stood very still beside her daughter waiting for her heart and her breathing to settle down. The weather had been extremely hot and humid in recent days and sweat poured off her in rivulets. Once she had herself under control she strained to hear the sound Ariel had spoken of, but could not make out anything above the steady pounding of her own heart. They were far enough up the trail so that the noise of the burning cabin was no longer a factor.

But there was something. Annie felt it more than heard it, a heavy, charged feeling in the air, that sense of barely contained thunder one feels just before a lightning storm. It felt like something was about to happen. Annie could not imagine what, but she certainly knew how she felt. 

“Do you hear it, Mama?”

Annie took her daughter’s hand and squeezed it. She remembered Ariel’s birth here in the wilderness, how within just a few weeks of being born both she and Doug knew that Ariel was a very special little human being. She had instincts like no one else they’d ever known. They had learned to trust her, and Annie was not about to stop now. “I feel it, sweetheart, but I don’t hear anything. Is that what you mean? You feel it more than you hear it?”

Ariel nodded wide-eyed. “Uh huh.”

Annie made a fist and put it over her heart. “The feeling that something’s wrong right here?”

“Yes, Mama,” Ariel said and began to cry.

Annie got down on her knees and took Ariel in her arms, hugging her fiercely. God, she was so small, and so damned fragile. No one would ever lay a hand on this child as long as she was alive. And then a thought struck Annie that made her weak all over. It took everything inside her to ask Ariel the question. “It’s not Papa, is it sweetheart?”

Ariel hesitated a moment before answering. “Papa’s coming,” she said. “I can feel him. He wants us to be safe.”

“But is he safe Ariel?”

Ariel shook her head as tears continued to spill from her eyes. “Someone very bad is after him, Mama. But he says it doesn’t matter. We have to be safe first.”

Annie stood up and looked back down the trail. Gooseflesh crawled across her body, feeling like a swarm of insects. “Damn ...” she said, knowing in her heart that both Doug and Ariel were right. At all costs their first priority was keeping Ariel safe. Then she remembered the two-way clipped to her belt. She pulled it off and keyed the talk button. “Do you hear me, Doug?”

Nothing.

A sudden and terrible silence descended over the forest. In the four years since coming here Annie could not remember it ever being this quiet, this still. Not even in winter, when the deep snowpack muffled most sounds. 

“We need to go, Mama.” Ariel was standing rigid, wary as an animal, a three-foot-tall kid, but every bit an adult by the look of complex concentration on her face. “We don’t have much time.”

Spooked, Annie scooped Ariel up in her arms and continued her run up the trail toward the caves. There were weapons there, and deep dark sections of caverns to hide in, if necessary.

A pile of burning rubble was all that remained of the cabin when Doug arrived, out of breath and close to panic. The heat was intense. No way could he get close enough to see if Annie and Ariel were in there. He circumnavigated the cabin anyway, his heart hammering in his chest. 

Of course, they’re not in there. You heard her say she was on her way to the caves.

He searched anyway. Once he was positive they were nowhere in the immediate vicinity, he keyed the two-way’s talk button. “Annie, where are you?” 

No answer.

Perhaps she was too busy running with Ariel in her arms to answer his call or maybe they were already inside the caves. And then another thought struck him. Unpleasant as it was, he had to consider it. Perhaps their pursuers knew everything about them. Perhaps they knew their plans and had scoped out the caves long ago. Maybe the drone had only been part of the plan. Perhaps they’d had men waiting at the caves or had sentries stationed along the trails and had intercepted Annie before she could reach them. 

Doug’s mind was running wild on him. His adrenaline was up and all sorts of unpleasant scenarios were coming at him.

He needed to step back and look at the situation rationally. 

He knew that the very nature of the ice caves made it almost impossible for radio signals to get through. They’d tested them long ago. If Annie had made it to the caves, and they were inside, then there was no way she could hear him. In any event, he had only one option left; make his way up there and see for himself.

He walked to the edge of the woods before stopping to take one final glance back at the destroyed cabin. Something caught his eye. He’d seen movement on the far side and just to the left of the burning building. Doug crouched down in a thicket and waited for a better view, both hoping and not hoping that what he’d seen was Annie and Ariel.

It was not. At first, he could not fathom what he was looking at. There were at least four of them. They were men carrying weapons, this was clear, but there was something odd about them. As they inched cautiously closer to the cabin he saw what was different. They were all wearing strange suits and face masks.

Not waiting around to ponder why these men were wearing hazmat suits, Doug slipped into the forest and began moving quickly up the trail. It was not an easy trek, several miles of rough upward terrain, and in this high summer heat it was even worse. Over the years they had resisted the urge to keep a couple of all-terrain vehicles for these treks. There were two reasons. First, they knew that the trails and the heat signatures created by ATVs would be easy to spot from the air or satellites in space. Also, they had opted for walking because it kept them in great physical condition and gave them a chance to alter their routes so as not to leave a definitive human trail. 

The ice caves were a series of caverns that cut deeply into the earth on the side of a wooded mountain. The terrain here was beautiful, almost primordial, as if time had passed it by. And in a sense, it had. Doug always expected to see some sort of prehistoric creature in these deep dark woods. 

The caverns were originally discovered by Rick Jennings’s father sometime back in the 1940s. On exploring them he’d discovered one in particular that contained a narrow opening and a fairly large chamber inside big enough to set up housekeeping. He hadn’t taken it seriously until he’d begun taking his son Rick there years later. As Rick had grown older and taken an interest in the caverns the two of them had built a cozy little hideaway in the main cavern with bunks and storage pantries supplied with pretty much everything they would need if they ever encountered an emergency situation that called for its use.

As a boy, Jennings had derived an immense amount of pleasure playing in and exploring the caverns. He’d discovered that they cut deeply into the earth, a maze of tunnels too complex to ever explore thoroughly. Later, after Jennings’s father had died and Rick had begun bringing Doug here, Doug had become as fascinated with the caverns as Rick had been. They were a treasure trove of underground passages, a place made for exploration, and over the years the two of them had mapped out a good portion of the maze. 

For now, as far as they knew, the caverns were still a private place, but both Doug and Rick expected it would only be a matter of time before the outside world discovered them. In the meantime, they would covet and protect them at all costs.

Doug supposed that this was the emergency situation they’d been preparing for. He knew the caves would provide safe haven for an extended period of time, but he was not fool enough to think they wouldn’t be discovered if enough bodies were to comb these rugged hills looking for them. By then they would hopefully be well on their way to plan C.

One of the most amazing features of the ice caves was the ice that stayed in parts of them year-round, hence, their name. From above, rain and ground water in the form of springs filtered down through the earth and rock and dripped through cracks in the cave’s ceiling, providing an endless supply of clean drinking water. In winter the water froze and built up. Parts of the caves were so far beneath the mountain that even on the hottest summer days a good portion of the ice stayed frozen and built up over time to form what could only be described as miniature subterranean glaciers that provided natural air conditioning, refrigeration to keep food fresh, and clean fresh water year-round. It was really a miracle of nature. But the real miracle was what lay deep beneath the ice caves, an amazing ecosystem that defied both definition and explanation, a place that neither Rick nor Doug had ever shared with anyone. 

Since coming here nearly four years ago, they had been stockpiling supplies for just such an eventuality. Food rations, medicine and enough weapons and ammo to hold off a small army—perhaps not indefinitely—but at least for an extended period of time.

Now, a little more than an hour into his climb, as Doug was entering the last leg of his journey, hoping upon hope that he would find his wife and daughter alive and safe, he stopped to catch his breath. He was sweat soaked and breathing in spasms, and his mind was spinning with terrible possibilities. He kept glancing back, but so far, he hadn’t seen any evidence that he was being followed. He knew, however, that the government had all sorts of state-of-the-art tracking technology and most likely it was just a matter of time before they were found. 

Normally the hike up to the caves from the cabin took a little over two hours. Adrenaline and a need to see Annie and Ariel alive had cut the journey nearly in half.

He knew the lay of the land here and realized he was about ten minutes away from the well concealed cave entrance. From here he slowed his approach, moving like a cat stalking prey, keenly aware of all natural forest sounds, able to separate them from those that did not belong here: the sound of a man breathing, or an errant cough; the shifting of a body against the trunk of a tree.

He heard none of these sounds, nor did he detect any unusual movement. But no matter how keen his senses were, Doug knew that there were those who were better at this than him, those who were trained from the time they were no more than kids, to hide better and fight better and kill better than he ever could.

Doug was a carpenter who only wanted to be left alone to love Annie and live a quiet and happy life. He would always love Annie, true, but sadly, his dream of living a quiet and uneventful life was not to be. He was a man who had been thrust headlong into events that he was powerless to control, and now his life was about protecting one of the most important human beings in human history, their daughter Ariel. 

As he approached the cave entrance he hoped with all his heart that he hadn’t failed her.

The entrance was impossible to detect unless you were specifically looking for it. Doug carefully made his way around the obstacles and booby traps they had, over the years, installed to hide the cave’s opening and warn them of intruders, watching each footfall, careful to cover every track he made as he proceeded. Once there he located the tripwire and carefully stepped over it. Reaching down and grasping it he pulled 1, 2, 3 times, a prearranged sequence that said, ‘I’m not just someone stumbling in here, I’m a friendly.’ 

While Doug stood and waited for Annie’s reply he set his ear to listening. A twig snapped behind him. He spun and raised his rifle almost pulling the trigger. Dear God, it was just a running deer, flag up. Perhaps it had gotten his scent, or maybe the scent of someone else approaching. Then he saw another deer, and another. Very strange to see so many deer at once.

Spooked, Doug waited and watched. In the distance he heard the unmistakable droning of an aircraft engine. 
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CHAPTER 2
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St. Petersburg, Florida, July 2nd.

Thirty-six hours before the arrival. 

––––––––
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Dr. Danielle Peterson never expected her grandfather to die in such a heartbreakingly gruesome manner. He was going to die. There was no doubt about that. Considering his age and his terminal condition, she knew that it was only a matter of time. She had, however, expected him to hang in there for at least another few months. He was, after all, still mobile and coherent, and the pain hadn’t yet become too debilitating. Danielle had been keeping it under control with drugs, and thus far he’d proven surprisingly resilient. 

But the way he had died had been so brutal and so unexpected that for two days running Danielle had been a total basket case, unable to eat, unable to sleep, unable to even think straight, avoiding her well-wishing friends, shunning her work—although she had patients who needed her—grieving unmercifully, crying at just the thought of Grampy Joe. 

Someone had jimmied the lock on the back door of Grampy Joe’s house, entered under the cover of darkness, put a gun to the sleeping man’s head and pulled the trigger. Then, whoever had done the horrible deed had proceeded to ransack the place, pulling clothes from the dressers and closets, smashing dishes, overturning furniture and ripping the upholstery to shreds. Danielle had found him the next morning when she’d come to pay him her daily visit and administer his medication. 

This was Florida’s Sun Coast, after all, and Danielle knew, given the huge number of retired people who resided here, that some of them would always be victims. The area drew crooks and scam artists for just such purposes. There were stories in the papers every day of robberies and other heinous crimes perpetrated against some defenseless senior citizen, usually for the money or prize possessions these people owned, collected over a lifetime. 

But dear God in heaven, why Grampy Joe? As far as Danielle knew he didn’t have much to take. Why hadn’t they just robbed him? Why did they have to kill him in his bed? Grampy Joe was such a kind and gentle old fellow. He wouldn’t have hurt a fly.

It was obvious to Danielle as well as to the police that the person or persons who’d committed this gruesome crime had been looking for something specific. Why else would they have ripped the place up so badly? The police had wanted Danielle to take an inventory for them, inform them of items missing; it would help them in their search for the guilty parties, they had explained, but Danielle had not been much help. Although she’d grown up in his house, it had been years since she’d lived there, and she’d never been one to pry into Grampy Joe’s personal affairs. She had no idea what private things he might have kept, and furthermore he had never confided in her. At first glance there didn’t seem to be anything missing, just a lot of senseless destruction, and that’s what she told the police, and they were as baffled as she was by the entire episode. But the rest, whatever money or private things he may have kept to himself and might now be missing was beyond Danielle’s ability to determine. 

It had been her duty, however, considering the fact of her being his one and only heir, to go through his things—a heartbreaking and daunting task—and try to make some sense of the whole mess. And it was while she was doing this, two days after his death—still numb and grieving for the wonderful old man who had raised her to womanhood—that she found the file, and the object. In the very top of one of the kitchen cupboards—where he kept fancy stemware and crystal that was rarely used and was now lying shattered to bits on the kitchen floor—Danielle had noticed an anomaly in the cupboard’s back wall. A closer inspection revealed lines of suspicious origin. She’d noticed also that the back wall seemed slightly thicker than the cupboard wall on either side of it. Anyone else might never have noticed, but Danielle had a keen eye for detail. She took a kitchen knife and pried into the crack, and the entire board popped free, revealing that it was indeed a false back. In the cubby behind the false wall she found the file inside an old manila envelope—addressed to her—and wrapped delicately in a soft piece of cotton flannel, a strange object. 

She set the envelope aside, transfixed momentarily by the object. She had never seen anything like it. It was made of some metal she did not recognize, gold in color but lighter than gold, almost airy. It had a decidedly futuristic look about it, molded into the shape of a triangle, or perhaps one side of a pyramid, with markings on one side that were like nothing she had ever seen. To Danielle they looked like some sort of hieroglyphs. Some inner sense told her that she was looking at words or symbols of a language that did not belong here on Earth. She reached her hand out tentatively, and touched the object with the end of her index finger. It began to glow and pulse with a strange alien light, as though a switch had been flipped on. Startled, Danielle pulled her hand back. The pulsing ceased immediately. Experimentally she touched it again, gingerly, with the exact same result. Finally deciding that it was not going to harm her, she picked it up and cupped it in her palm. It glowed and pulsed there like a tiny living extension of her very being. 

Suddenly a myriad of mixed and confusing emotions that transformed themselves into visuals began moving involuntarily through her mind like a video on fast forward. It was as if she was suddenly able to see her emotions rather than just feel them. But it was more than that. Something told her that she was seeing events that had not yet occurred. The sensation was at once enthralling and chilling. And as the object pulsed in her hand it did not take Danielle long to realize that the pulsing was in perfect sync with her own heartbeat. And the device emitted a slight heat, giving her an instantaneous feeling of well-being, even as the visuals disturbed and confused her. She could not imagine what the object was, from where it had come, or even how such a thing could possibly exist in this world. It was like nothing ever before in her experience. 

Getting down from the cupboard, she set the object aside and opened the rather thick file, scanning quickly through it with trembling hands. Some of it was written in Grampy Joe’s own hand but most of it had been typed. The handwritten part was addressed to Danielle, and it was a stern reminder that if she was reading this, then he, her grandfather was more than likely dead, and if she cared about her own well-being, she would absolutely not confide its existence to anyone, period. “Trust the object,” her grandfather had written. “It will show you the way.”

The first page of the file was a brief account of her grandfather’s secret work as a scientist for the United States Government. And it ended with the words: “I just wanted you to know, Danielle, that in his life your grandfather was an important man; he was something other than the common laborer you were led, out of necessity, to believe. Please forgive me for the deceit. I did it for you. I hope the account that follows will explain why I had to do what I did, why I had to conduct my life in the manner that was so familiar to you.” 

Danielle was stunned. For as long as she could remember, her grandfather had been retired and she’d always been under the impression that he had been a machinist at some huge auto plant in the north, forced into early retirement by a back ailment. She had never had reason to doubt or question this. It is what he had told her, and up until now she believed that Grampy Joe did not lie.

Getting her wits about her she went back to the file and leafed quickly down through it. There was a lot of technical stuff in it that she did not understand; drawings and formulas, mathematical equations that baffled her. It was unlike anything she had learned in college or medical school. Then she came to the part that referenced something Grampy Joe called “The Gift.” She read down through the document quickly and her knees weakened, and her bladder relaxed. She almost peed her pants.

After WWII, Grampy Joe was recruited by the U.S. Government and was sent to New Mexico to work on a number of secret projects. In 1947 an alien spacecraft was shot down by the air force near Roswell New Mexico. Grampy Joe, along with several other scientists had been called in to assess the damage and authenticate the findings. 

Unbeknownst to the government an alien survivor had escaped the wreckage and hidden in the New Mexico hills. Several days following the crash, Grampy Joe and his team of scientists were visited by the alien. Somehow it had managed to get past base security and found its way to the scientists. It was injured and afraid but decidedly alive and extraordinarily intelligent. To the team, the alien passed along a body of prophetic knowledge and something it called a gift. 

The body of knowledge contained a warning that if mankind continued on its present course it would be besieged by a terror, a plague so heinous that few, if any, would survive.

The gift, on the other hand, could be mankind’s salvation, but only if placed in the right hands and only if mankind mended its evil ways.

In urgent need of medical attention, the alien was forced finally to surrender. According to the account, the alien subsequently fell into a black hole of secrecy. Rumors were rampant, however, and some told of interrogation and torture. It was Grampy Joe’s assessment that the alien died before giving them anything.

The team of three scientists, Grampy Joe among them, out of a sense of duty to their country, confided in the government and turned over the body of knowledge, which told of the prophecy. Before doing so, however, they secretly made copies of the work and hid them away. They also made a secret pact not to reveal the existence of the three identical objects that were passed to them by the alien. 

In exchange for their patriotism the government swore the three men to secrecy and forced them into exile. 

Danielle stopped reading. Her heart was pounding, and her breathing had gone ragged. My God, she thought. So, Roswell really did happen. The aliens did come here, but they didn’t crash. They were shot down, tortured and murdered by our own government. And the government had covered it up after all. She reached out and touched the object again, and as if to reaffirm that this was no dream, it immediately came to life, pulsing brightly in sync with her now pounding heartbeat. Visions of some terrible Armageddon whirled rampantly through her mind. And she suddenly knew that the visions were telling her the truth about mankind’s future. She pulled her hand back, not wanting to see anymore. Looking over her shoulder, she was suddenly sure that someone was watching her, feeling like a kid with her hand in the cookie jar. But there was nobody there. She’d become so rattled that she could not read any further. She quickly put the file back in the manila folder, wrapped the object in the soft chamois cloth and dropped that into her pocket. 

Danielle immediately left Grampy Joe’s house, suddenly certain that she was being followed, that every car that came up behind her was filled with government assassins willing to kill any and all in order to obtain the miraculous items she now possessed. It was an irrational fear, of course. But then again, was it? She understood quite clearly that these were the things Grampy Joe had been murdered for and she was not about to take chances with her own life. She surmised that one of the three scientists—or perhaps one of their heirs—must have finally revealed the existence of the objects and now someone was trying to get their hands on them.

Although the object was wrapped in cloth and doubly insulated against her bare skin by the denim jeans that she wore, Danielle could still feel and see some of the prophetic visions that it inspired. 

After several loops around town and a number of detours down side streets she ended up at the Suncoast Federal Credit Union near where she worked in downtown St. Petersburg. She left the car and carried the folder into the bank, all the while looking over her shoulder, certain that she was being followed. Once inside she rented a safe deposit box where she stored the file. Some irrational inspiration caused here to keep the object in her possession. She tried to make logical sense of what she’d read in Grampy Joe’s journal, but it was impossible to do so. There was no logic to be made of it. Her mind reeled with its implications. Some sort of plague was going to destroy humanity. When? Why? How? Would it be soon? Is that why Grampy Joe had been murdered? Did someone else know about this and were they trying to get at the file? Or were they after the miraculous object. Perhaps the three objects together had the power to prevent the catastrophe. Even as she was thinking these thoughts Danielle realized that the object was somehow influencing her entire being, mind and body. 

Danielle would never in a million years have guessed that her grandfather could have been custodian to such a miraculous secret. Or that he had been one of only three recipients of some kind of ... miracle from an alien species he called “The Gift.” Her mind was running wild with speculation as to what the gift could be. Was it the object she now carried in her pocket, or was it something else entirely? What did the symbols on the object mean? Was it some sort of language? A message? A warning? A map that would lead to the gift? Perhaps it was a small piece to an even larger puzzle? What ramifications might it all have for the fate of mankind, and what sort of terrible plague would besiege the planet in the future? And now that she was aware of it, what would be her role in all of this? Would she die because of that knowledge? Would she die in the forthcoming plague? Was it all just a fabrication made up by an imaginative old man? She realized she had to stop all this crazy speculation or go nuts.

The funeral was tomorrow and in two days she and Greg Hamel, her boyfriend, were scheduled to leave for Paris on vacation. Now everything had changed. No way could she go flying off to Paris. She needed to tell Greg about all this, and soon. 

Greg was a heart surgeon who worked across the bay at Tampa General. They had met at a party two years ago, introduced by mutual friends. The chemistry had been immediate, but in time had dwindled to something less than inspiring. Greg was in Boston at this very moment attending a cardiology conference and he didn’t yet know about Grampy Joe’s murder. Everything had happened so fast that she had not had the time to call Greg and inform him. She knew he would be totally devastated. She’d call him tonight.

She would wait until after the funeral to begin the daunting task of deciding what to do with the bulk of Grampy Joe’s stuff. Some of his most personal things she would keep, of course, but her condo on Treasure Island could hold only so much. The rest of it she would have to decide, and then she would put the house up for sale. She had already decided that the proceeds would go to Grampy Joe’s favorite charities. She did not need the money and she knew that this was what the old man would have wanted. Thinking about all this caused her to break down in sobs of despair.

Danielle Peterson was an ambitious woman, intelligent and attractive, but most of all she was efficient, seeing to her own affairs, and in recent years to the affairs of her ailing grandfather with the sort of proficiency that never failed to simultaneously baffle and delight those who knew her, professionally and personally. 

Danielle knew very little about her family. Her grandfather, who had raised her, avoided the subject like the plague. Now she knew why. Her parents had been killed in a plane crash in Nevada when she was five, she knew this much, and the old man had raised her to womanhood. She wondered now if her parent’s deaths had truly been an accident. She realized that she knew nothing of the details of the crash. Only what her grandfather had chosen to reveal. Grampy Joe had been very kind to her and very protective of her. He had seen to it that she got the best education, had gone to the finest schools, had a career that would surely sustain her for the rest of her life. 

Danielle was a cancer research specialist at Bayfront Medical Center in St. Petersburg, choosing to work here for two reasons. It had one of the finest oncology units in the country and it was close enough to her grandfather so that they could have a continuing relationship. 

Working with cancer patients was at once gratifying and frustrating for Danielle. She had chosen oncology because she had seen the disease as one of the greatest challenges of the future, and like any idealist, she was sure that given equal doses of hard work and talent, she could eventually make a difference.

So, when eighty-eight-year-old Grampy Joe had first been diagnosed with the disease, beginning in the prostate and quickly spreading into his skeletal and then his lymph system, Danielle had embarked on a one-woman crusade to save the man, to no avail. His condition had been terminal even before diagnosis, and the fact that she was powerless to save the only family member she had ever really known, a man she had loved unmercifully, had cut very deeply into Danielle’s faith in not only God, but in the very medicine she had studied and grown to depend upon. And now, what little there had been left of Grampy Joe’s life had been snatched from him so cruelly that Danielle was having trouble making sense of it. 

The discovery of the file and the object was like an anti-climax to Joe’s life. If she’d only been made aware of it sooner, then perhaps she might have been able to save him.

But her intellect told her that nothing could have saved him. He was eighty-eight years old, for crying out loud. Even without the cancer how many years did he actually have left? So, you’d better get moving, girl. If you die knowing the things you now know, then Grampy Joe’s life will have been lived in vain. Danielle stopped and took a deep breath. Where the hell had that voice come from? 

In truth, Danielle did not have a wit of an idea what she should do. If the things written in the file were true—a forthcoming plague—then she must confide in someone who could translate what it all meant. But Grampy Joe’s warning against such an act had been very clear. If it was fiction, then Grampy Joe had been a deeply troubled individual. But the object, which was communicating with her at this very moment, was reaffirming in an emphatic voice what she already knew: Grampy Joe was not a storyteller.

That very night, restless and troubled, she called Greg at his hotel in Boston to confide in him.

It was late, and she knew that she would probably wake him, but she could not sleep, and her mind would not let her rest.

“Greg,” she said, when she had him on the line. “Grampy Joe’s dead.” She thought she would be able to hold onto her composure, but she was wrong. Just saying the words caused her to break down in heavy sobs.

“I’m so sorry, Danielle,” Greg said with concern but there was no surprise in his voice. Of course, there wouldn’t be. He’d known about Joe’s condition and realized, as did Danielle, that it was only a matter of time. The man was eighty-eight years old. He wasn’t going to live forever. “Are you okay, Danielle?”

“No, I’m not okay,” she said after a few moments of getting herself together. “He was murdered.”

“What? Oh my god! When, Danielle?”

“Day before yesterday.”

“Wait a minute. Why didn’t you call me?”

“I’m calling you now.”

“Danielle, he died two days ago!”

“I knew how important that conference was to you and I didn’t think you needed any distractions.”

“Distractions? Danielle. Your grandfather was murdered. I’m catching the next available flight home. When’s the funeral?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow! Jesus Christ! Were you just going to bury him without even telling me? I don’t believe you.”

“I’m really confused right now, Greg. This whole thing has taken the wind out of my sails ... I ... I can’t even think straight. I need some ... Greg ... there’s something else. Something I need to talk to you about.”

“Danielle?” There was apprehension in Greg’s voice. “Are you giving me the brush off?”

Up until the moment Greg said the words Danielle had not even considered such a thing. She had intended to tell him about her discovery, but in that instant, something terrible flashed in her mind. It was an image of Greg with another woman lying beside him, someone evil and manipulative. It was an image like none she had ever before experienced, so real that her mind spun, and she was suddenly sure that it was true. She had never been the precognitive type, choosing instead to live her life in the here and now. Danielle was a fierce pragmatist. Her medical training had given her that much, so, this sudden flash of precognition took her completely by surprise. Greg and she had been together for almost two years now and she supposed they were happy. But were they really? Was Greg? Now that it was said, an overwhelming flood of relief washed over Danielle, so strong that she could not rationalize it. And it was accompanied by a deep feeling of guilt and regret. Danielle knew right then and there that she and Greg were over. She was not sure if the flash of him with that evil, manipulative woman was something that had already taken place or something that would occur in the future, or something that was occurring right at this very moment. No matter. Danielle was irrevocably sure that it was real, and strangely she felt no jealousy or anger towards him. And she knew that she could never tell him about what she’d found at her grandfather’s house.

“Greg,” she said. “I just need some time, that’s all. I’ve decided not to
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