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Dedication
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This series has been a dream of mine to write for a long time – I’ve known and worked with these characters for years. My thanks always to Darwin, my best friend and hubby, and to the girls – Bette, Joy, Jan and Susan who’ve stood by me more years than they want you to know.
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From Book One – The  Infection
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Dr. David Morrow indicated the sign—"Verde Vida, an Eco-Friendly Village". He pulled in, seeing that the gate stood open and drove down the short tree-lined drive to the complex. No one came rushing out to greet them.

David looked over at the love of his life, Amanda Sutton. "Whatever happens, will you live with me?"

"Always."
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Prologue
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It began in the North, in the ancient cold from before the birth of man. Whether from the actions of man or the cycles of the planet, the primordial ice was melting and bringing back to the atmosphere a virus. One with no known cure for modern day humans.

Innocent tourists and hard working crew members alike were exposed to the illness and when the enormous cruise ships docked back at their home bases and scattered their inhabitants, the virus went with them. To Italy, Japan, Southern California and Mississippi, to New York City and Jakarta, Indonesia. And this miniscule life form continued to disperse and bring down the top of the evolutionary ladder.

David Morrow, world renown scholar in global warming and sustainability and Amanda Sutton, physician turned researcher are swept up in the pandemic. She receives one of the precious doses of a vaccine that is developed too late. But he recovers, the only one found to have done so.

Both lived at what used to be the CDC, but civilization is not what it once was.
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Chapter One
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CDC Headquarters

Meg Adams left the meeting with a profound sense of depression. She hadn't spent much time with Dr. Sutton, Amanda, as things got busier and none with her partner, David Morrow, but to know they had really left, escaped, along with Joe Dula who had worked here long before her, made all of the hardships more real. She straightened her shoulders and took a steadying breath.

She would handle this too, she had no choice, but she would miss Amanda’s friendship and support. She'd been glad to be here at the CDC when the pandemic broke out. She'd accepted the safety of the place, the security of the vaccine. Amanda had been the only doctor to really talk to her and the staff, explaining things to them as if they too were important to the project. Meg had listened to Amanda in several meetings, her passionate attempts to get some relief for Meg's group falling short. Would anyone speak up for them now? Would they listen to her?

It was almost funny, she had been the office manager, not head of facilities, and she knew nothing about plumbing except to stop her toilet from running at what used to be her apartment. Now she supervised such a variety of skills it was a joke. Goodness knew she understood responsibility. She'd had to take charge for as long as she could remember, but this . . . Fortunately her group didn't need a lot of hands on from her. They understood what was really happening and kept at it.

But for how long?

It wasn’t like a paycheck meant anything anymore. There was nothing to buy. Food and shelter were all that mattered, despite what the officials said. Those two items were about the only things that kept people here for now.

The powerful men that had come down from DC were taking over. She supposed that was what they did best, but they would have been more help outside of meetings. Connor Nash, from South Carolina was troubling, though she couldn’t put her finger on why exactly. She knew nothing about his background or politics, but something about him scared her. Looking into his eyes had been like looking into the eyes of the shark at the aquarium, empty, and somehow malevolent. He had his little entourage of fellow congressmen, Leonard Burton and Elsworth Keithley and their aides. They were about the same age and thought alike. There was trouble coming and Meg couldn’t see a way to stop it, because she couldn’t see what it would be.

A movement caused her to look down the hall. She brushed her curly dark hair out of her face to get a better look. A man in military fatigues observed her. He had the short military cut to his dark hair but at this distance she could make out few details. He did look muscular, strong. Meg’s lungs refused to function for an instant. There was no one else around. She was vulnerable. Had she seen him before? As her breath returned she felt herself calm, his stance wasn't menacing as much as protective. Or was she naive? Who was he?

Caught unaware, Meg looked up as Vic Lawson and Celine Ferguson approached.

"Headed back to your room?" Vic asked. He loomed over her. If there were someone who could frighten a person, it would have been him. He was six foot six and built like a professional tackle from some long gone NFL team. Of course she knew what a sweetheart he was. He towered over Celine, but Meg had seen how protective he was of her and the other women who worked here. Meg didn’t think they were “together” but Vic was usually wherever Celine was when off duty. The tiny African American woman looked like a child beside him, but he didn’t look at her that way.

Meg nodded and managed a tired smile.

"We'll walk you."

"You don't have to do that. I'm over in Building Three."

"We know." Celine spoke. "You shouldn't be walking alone."

Meg looked over at her startled. "You think it's not safe?"

"We know it isn't. They attacked Dr. A. They've started getting too personal with some of us."

"If someone's bothering you or the other girls—"

Celine looked at her until Meg's eyes dropped. "Shit."

"Yeah. I think Amanda and David had the right idea, escaping this place."

Meg looked up at Vic for confirmation and he nodded. Like she needed confirmation that quick. She closed her eyes for a moment then smiled at the two of them. "I'd love to walk with you."

When she glanced back, the soldier was gone.
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Jim Stephens slipped away after seeing the big white guy with the pretty little black woman approach Meg. She would be safe getting back to her room now.

He wasn't sure why he hadn't approached her outright and offered to escort her himself, but he hadn't wanted to frighten her. Jim hadn't even been introduced but he'd seen Meg around, in the cafeteria most often. Their work didn't overlap. He found that a shame, because something about her drew him.

Now that he was no longer driving a truck in the caravans, he'd been placed on sentry duty. There was no need for a sentry. There were tons more critical jobs to be done, but he was still following orders—for now. He’d been in the military long enough to know the score. His four tours to the sandbox had taught him that if nothing else. He didn’t like the direction he felt this place going.

Meg's small staff was being overwhelmed and they were virtually volunteers now. Payday hadn't come around lately, but they did have shelter and food. When more troops were brought in, and Jim was sure they would be if they had received the vaccine in time, they should have some relief after the assignments were evened out. Jim hadn't noticed the suits being that much help but they sure did have a lot of meetings.

He headed toward the building where his assigned bed resided. Might as well catch a few Z's so he wouldn't nod off at the thrilling adventure of sentry duty tomorrow.
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Vic and Celine said goodnight to Meg after cautioning her to lock her door and secure it. After the meeting there was no way to know how the others would react.

Next Vic led Celine to her room. "You'll follow your own advice about the door?"

"Already on it. Thanks for walking me here."

Vic smiled down at the small woman. "Always a pleasure." He thought about giving her a goodnight kiss, but that might not be welcome. He didn't want her to think he was like those others.

"See you in the morning."

After waiting to hear that her room was secured, Vic headed toward his own building and bed. Morning always came early.

He stopped just inside the door. No one was here, he had enough light to see that, but someone had been. Was anything missing? What felt . . . off?

He gave the room a second look from where he stood at the door and his eyes fell on his bed. The pillow. It had been moved. Vic wasn't a meticulous housekeeper, but his mama had taught him the way a bed should be made. Who would have messed with that anyway? He had nothing of value here. No one had anything of value these days unless it was extra food.

Vic strode to the bed and lifted the pillow to reveal a small composition book. What the hell? He picked it up and opened the first page.

I don't have a lot of time. This information might come in handy. Do what you think best with it. David.

David Morrow? He'd come in here and left this before he and Dr. A took off? Vic sank down onto the bed, turning his flashlight back on, then kept reading.

Plans, drawings, suggestions for ways to make power for when the gas ran out. Windmills, water channels.

Jesus, this book was priceless. Vic could already see how to manufacture some of this stuff. Those morons had lost a lot more than they realized.
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Chapter Two
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Verde Vita

Joe Dula shifted in the small space left for him to sit in the back of the loaded van as David pulled to a stop. "I got the Verde, that's green, but I never learned a bunch of languages. What's Vida?" 

David grinned, his hazel eyes less wary now that they had arrived. "Life, green life is what they decided on. They've completed a couple more houses since I was here," David looked around. His smile faded.

"Do you think they're watching us? What if they don’t want us here? It might not be your friends and they’re afraid to come out." Amanda looked up and down the row of houses. It was like one side of a street with very eclectic buildings. A log cabin stood beside a geodesic dome beside a house with one wall of glass.

"No one’s here. It’s deserted." 

There were no cars, but that didn’t mean someone wasn’t watching them from inside one of the houses or . . . 

“It’s a ghost town.”

“What?” Amanda looked back at Joe, who only shrugged.

“I was hoping someone else would have made it.”

“You can’t be sure.” She was feeling exposed. But none of his friends were emerging to check on visitors. Shit, now the place felt creepy.

David reached for the door handle and she grabbed his arm. “I have to check, Amanda. Maybe I’m wrong.”

That’s what she was afraid of. Until just now, the fact that the three of them were totally alone hadn’t really sunk in. Like David, she had imagined this place with people. Even not knowing any of them, she mourned them now.

Amanda tried to shake off the tension. She needed to breathe. There was no movement, no sound. David stepped from the van, his hands out, not over his head, but showing that he was unarmed. "Jerry?" he called.

Amanda jumped at the sound of his voice, but there was no other reaction. She looked back at Joe who shrugged. "Jerry! Stan? Sid? Is anyone here? I've brought more supplies." There was no answer and David moved toward the largest building, a post and beam structure in front of where he had parked. The door was locked, but David moved to the front porch and did something she couldn't see. He came up with the key and unlocked the door. "Jerry?"

After a quick tour inside he returned and headed to her side of the van. "There's no one in there."

"They leave a key under a rock?" She tried for a light tone. No one had attacked him at least.

He gave a small smile then. "No, in one of those little lock-boxes bolted under the railing. I knew the code. Come on inside."

"What about the other houses?"

"We'll check all of them.”

“Someone could be lying in wait, armed.”

“No, it feels deserted, but if they see us in here, they'll know we're familiar with the place. And that we brought gifts.”

“It feels deserted?” Amanda still hesitated to leave the safety of the van. “Is that a good thing?

David shrugged. “You know how you feel when someone’s watching you? That itching on the back of your neck? I don’t feel that so, yeah. Let’s look around. Maybe there’s a note. Come on, it'll be okay."

David gave Joe and Amanda a quick tour of the post and beam building. It was large, created as a meeting place rather than a home. There were several rooms upstairs in the loft area that had doors, but for the most part the area was open with lots of comfortable seating. There was no fireplace, which surprised Amanda, but David explained that the integrity of the building, the natural insulation, would be compromised with each opening and most of the heat generated would go up a large chimney. Instead a large, high efficiency wood stove had been installed that could also be used for cooking. There was even an oven on one side.

"The goal of the community was to live as greenly as possible. Little or no electricity, and that generated by solar or wind, a low impact on the environment. I helped install the geothermal heating for the flooring of several of these places. Running the pump for the thermal heat in the floors was taking less than an hour's sun each day. It was easy to install the hand pump in the kitchens. We didn't install air conditioning, that's one of the reasons for picking this area."

"I thought it was just hard to reach," Amanda’s dry tone brought a smile to his face.

“Yeah, but geologically it's pretty stable, the water supply was good, it's below the top of the mountains, so extreme storms usually jump over it. There's not much fear of tornados for the same reason. It gets cold here, which is why the emphasis on heat. And, when the oceans rise, we're high up enough not to be flooded." Joe and Amanda were staring at him now. "What?"

"Things I didn't spend much time worrying about," Joe mused. "Suppose I should have."

"Don't beat yourself up. This is what I do, did, for a living. The guys that created this village were forward thinking and working for their degrees. They really let their imaginations go."

“Where do you suppose they are?” Amanda asked, glancing toward the door once more.

David shook his head. “There are no vehicles here, so they left or weren’t here if they got sick.”

“Is it okay for us to stay here?”

“Yes. I’m one of the founders. I hope they’re on their way here right now, just like us. We’ll keep the place going for them. And when they get here, they’ll be welcome.”

“Do you think any of them . . . “

“Made it? I hope so. There are farms close by as the crow flies, we’ll see if anyone’s there as well. We need a community, not like what was going on back at the CDC.”

“Amen to that,” Joe said as he looked around the large room.

Amanda wandered over to the far wall, which was lined with books. "These are going to come in handy. I'm not that much of a farmer." She picked up a book on herbs and skimmed through it. "Good pictures, uses, how to preserve." She looked up at David. "They were planning for this."

"Well, not this, not the virus, but yes, they wanted to know how to live with little outside help. They were realistic though. There're three two hundred and fifty gallon propane tanks behind the greenhouse for emergencies. I hope they’re full."

He looked around the structure and sighed. "I need to check the other buildings."

"I'll come with you," Amanda said before he could turn.

"Want me to start unloading?" Joe asked.

"No, come on with us. We'll unload later." He led them out and turned left. Amanda had to smile at the disparate structures she was seeing—a geodesic dome, bermed houses with both skylights and solar panels, one house looked very much as though a hobbit should emerge and she almost laughed at that. There were adobe-like molded structures and houses with glass walls facing south. Most of the buildings faced south, she noted. The north sides seemed to have few if any windows or openings. They came in a variety of sizes as well, though none were as large as the post and beam house they had visited first.

And there was no one. David had been right in his feelings. But, no bodies either, for which they were all grateful. Finally they turned back to the post and beam structure. "Guess we might as well unpack. There's a full basement under this place, storage, and so on. And there's an icehouse dug into the mountain behind here. All of the houses have at least a root cellar. The plan was to have food for each person for a year, but I don't know how far that got. There weren't a lot of grant funds for things like that, though the ice house did catch the attention from some of the investors."

Amanda took his hand and squeezed. "I'm sorry none of your friends are here."

"Yeah, me too. But none of the cars are here either, so they went somewhere. Maybe . . . I wish I knew what happened, if any of them made it."

After a moment, Joe cleared his throat. "We ought to get started."

David nodded and moved to open the back of the van. He and Joe carried the stuff inside as Amanda looked through the cabinets to see what was already there. She was pleased to see spices and oils in abundance, but opening the walk-in pantry had taken her breath away. She reached for David's hand. "They did it, David. Look at this." A large variety of dried and home canned goods greeted them, in addition to the staples that were stored in heavy plastic or metal containers to discourage vermin.

"They did indeed. We need to look downstairs." He led them to another door and taking a large windup flashlight, started down the stairs.

They all stood silent at what confronted them. One area had been set aside as the root cellar. It was cool, dry, and full of potatoes, onions and carrots. Another area held apples and a large space was stocked with home canned goods, kept in the dark to extend their useful life. It was the bins of rice, beans, flour and other dried goods that caused Amanda's smile.

"We ain't gonna be hungry for awhile," Joe’s relief was palpable.

"No, not for a while," David agreed. "They really listened." He felt Amanda's hand curve around his arm and squeeze again.

“What’s in that big chest?” Joe asked. David moved that way with the light and they followed. David opened it and they all stared.

“Seeds.” Awed, Joe reached into the chest. “Look at this. Hundreds of ‘em. They’ve got ‘em in alphabetical order.”

Amanda leaned forward. “I guess I didn’t even know you grew some of this stuff from seeds. I mean of course I knew that but . . . carrots, cabbage, celery.”

“That’s what the green house is for,” David said. “We get a head start on the season by planting small seedlings rather than putting the seeds in the ground after the last freeze. I’ll be checking out those books upstairs too. There’s a feed store in that town we passed. No big box stores but we’ll need to check everything out down there as well.

"Come on, we have work to do to find a place for what we brought in." David nodded at her words and followed her back up the stairs.

As they worked, Amanda took charge of the placement. Joe looked out the window that showed the houses to the right. "Suppose there're supplies in all of 'em?"

"Yes," David answered. "They wouldn't put all their eggs in one basket, though I'm sure the majority of the stuff is here. This was the gathering place. After work, people would come here for dinner, play cards or study, read. I slept here when I visited, since I didn't have a place of my own, but I've been in most of the places that were completed last time I was here. They were all well built and efficient, but also comfortable."

“I understand grants,” Amanda said, “but for something like this you need seed money. Something to show before you can get a grant. Where did that come from?” She glanced over at David and saw the hesitation. “You? Was I dating a rich man?”

“You couldn’t tell from my lavish apartment?” He relaxed at her laugh. “Yeah, I had some money. I didn’t have any
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