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Thank you for your ongoing patience and
support!


Book One: Omniphage

Dedication – This story would not have been
possible without the patience and support of two beautiful women,
my wife, Brenda, and my editor, Elise. Thank you both!

Uninteresting Times

A blacktop ribbon disappeared into the
distance between rows of waist-high corn while a distant rumble
grew louder and coalesced into a lime-green sports car. Frantically
waving cornstalks several yards behind were visual proof of its
hundred mile per hour passage.

This farmyard was like hundreds of others.
It held a large barn, several small storage sheds, machinery shop,
and a sprawling nineteen fifties style ranch home of burnt brick
with a windbreak wall of evergreens on the north side.

The bilious green of the '69 AMX seemed out
of place as it rolled up the driveway and rumbled for a moment
alongside the well-worked pickup.

"Dammit Victoria!" Mrs. Veski’s voice echoed
through the kitchen and out the back door as she moved onto the
back steps. ."Yer gonna kill yerself with one of those damn cars
yet."

"Not today Mom, I'm looking forward to some
of your pie and ice cream." Tall and slender, the woman climbing
out of the vintage hot rod was good-looking in an average way.
"Where's Dad?" she asked as she hugged the buxom woman.

"He's back in the shop workin' on some ol'
El Camino."

She walked around to the garage-cum-shop
under the old barn and could see the back of a classic Chevy pickup
sticking out. "Yo! Dad! Where are ya?"

"In here Vicki!" He hollered from in front
of the pickup.

She gave him a hug and pointed at the
pickup. "Where'd ya get this?"

"You remember the Kozio boys over near
Gary?"

She nodded.

"Well, one of them bought this new in '62
and ran it at US30 Drag strip for a coupla seasons. When he got
beat a few times, he put it up on stands in the garage. He was
going to put a new engine in it later on."

"What's it got now?"

"Well now, he got real busy and kinda forgot
about it for a few years and never did anything else with it." He
pointed under the hood. "That's a stock 409 with a factory
tri-power set-up!"

"You've got to be kidding! I didn't know
Chevy even made a triple carburetor manifold."

"That just goes to show they don't teach ya
everything at college. Anyway, old man Kozio got tired of tripping
over this thing last month and I bought it off of him for five
grand. Take a look. I buffed out the paint, only 28,000 original
miles, seat fabric is intact, and all the instruments work."

"This is a real classic, isn't it Dad?"

"I'm going to put this one on the show
circuit it's so damn clean. In a year or two somebody's going to
offer me fifty or sixty grand and I'll let him talk me into
it."

"How about a ride?"

"Not now, I'm still tweaking those carbs. In
a coupla weeks, if you've got some time. I'll let you take it to
the lab and impress all those other doctors. Speaking of which-
what's the latest on that nanite project you got the grant
for?"

"It's progressing really well. I think we
solved the rejection problem finally and this should allow us to
adapt the new rhino-virus to anyone's blood type."

"Well now, what do you think will be the
outcome?"

"If all goes well, we should be able to show
a targeted destruction of cancerous cells within the year. If there
are no long-term side-effects, we could have a commercial cure for
most types of cancer within five years. Oh, and by the way, don't
tell anyone about this. We don't want to raise hopes until we've
got all the bugs worked out."

"I understand, baby." He stopped and
listened for a second to his wife's voice over the intercom.

"You two better come and get dinner before I
feed it to the dog." Her voice was laughing. "... and Victoria, I
expect you and your father to wash up first!"

Wakeup Call

Donald Samuelson was face-down, naked, on
the waterbed. His wife Marsha, also naked, was astride him and
slowly rubbing oil into his tired shoulders.

"Uhh... that feels great." He muttered.

"Shhhsss... " She leaned forward rubbed her
breasts on his back and whispered in his ear. "Just relax and let
me work these knots out."

At fifty-five he was in pretty good shape.
He jogged when he got the chance and watched his diet. Marsha was
forty-eight and his wife of thirty years. She was slightly
overweight but carried it in the right proportions.

When she finished the massage, she climbed
off, he rolled over and she started on the front. In a few minutes,
she mounted him and they were furiously thrusting when the phone
rang.

She leaned carefully over and lifted the
receiver from the night stand. "This better be good!" She warned
the caller in a husky voice.

"This is Dr. Witham. I'm sorry to disturb
your Sunday afternoon Mrs. Samuelson, but I've got to speak with
your husband as soon as possible."

She handed him the phone. "John Witham."

"What is it John?"

"You know that batch of test rats we
injected Friday night?"

"What's the matter with them?"

“That's just it. There's nothing the matter
with them. I came in this morning to check things out and Kathi was
examining one of them. I asked her why the Sunday work and she
pointed to this particular rat's medical record."

Marsha grasped a breast in each hand and
presented them as she slowly moved her hips.

Her husband moved in response to her
eroticism.

"Can you speed this up? I really am very...
uh... busy right now..."

"Just let me finish. The rat she was
examining had been written up as having several major, visible
tumors and a general bad skin condition. We didn't think it would
live until the end of summer. When she checked on it this morning
it looked like a six-month old house pet. There were no traces of
any disease."

"Did you call me to tell me some of our
records have been tampered with?"

"Not that simple Don. I thought it was a
paperwork error too. Then we started to check the rest of the lab.
Get this. Every one of the rats we injected with that last batch on
Friday was the same. They all appear to be in perfect health. And
something else interesting, I found every cage was filthy and
bloody. It looked like they had been torn apart in there. The food
and water was almost gone in each cage too.

"Do you think we've been sabotaged by some
animal-rights group?"

"I don't think so. Nothing else has been
bothered and all the alarms seem to be working. I really think you
should see this, Don. Besides, several of the test animals had
video tapes running on them. I know it's Sunday afternoon, but this
looks like we may have something really unusual."

"Okay, okay, I'll be down in an hour or so.
Don't touch anything else until I get there."

He handed the receiver to Marsha and, as she
stretched over him to hang it up, he grabbed her breasts and stuck
the nearest nipple in his mouth. She arched, threw her head back
and moaned low.

Hope Glimmers

"Hi Kathi, John. What've we got here?" Dr.
Samuelson inquired of his team mates as he pulled on his lab
coat.

"Come over here Doctor and take a look at
this video from yesterday."

"Good afternoon, Don. You are not going to
believe this tape. I've watched it three times with Kathi and I
still can't believe it's not some Hollywood special effect."

"Go ahead Kathi, let's see what we've
got."

Kathi pressed "play" then the "fast-forward"
button. "If you'll watch the timer, you'll see this tape starts
just after we injected this batch with the new nanite group.

The accelerated movements of the rat slowed
down as it appeared to go to sleep. In a few moments, it started to
twitch and curl into a fetal position, almost as if it were in
pain. It still appeared to be unconscious though. Fresh, shiny fur
started to push out all over and the exposed tumors shriveled up
and fell off like old scabs. It sneezed several times and clots of
blood containing small chunks of tissue were expelled. Its urine
and feces also showed large amounts of blood. After about ten
minutes, the small animal looked as if it had lost a third of its
body weight but was in otherwise much better condition than when
the tape had started. Waking up, the rat shook itself several times
and staggered over to the watering tube where it drank for a long
time. The food tray was the next target and it ate until her belly
was distended. Obviously uncomfortable, it wandered around the cage
for a few minutes, regurgitated most of the meal, then went back to
drinking and eating.

She pressed the off button and stood with
her arms folded.

Dr. Samuelson sat quietly for a few moments
staring at the blank screen. "Have you examined that rat?"

"Only superficially. Before I saw that tape
I gave it a quick exam and decided, like you had suggested, that
somebody was screwing around with our experiment. I couldn't
understand why someone would go to so much trouble though. I
figured the tape would show at the very least, when the animal was
switched.” She shook her head. “Boy, was I surprised. That's when I
called in Dr. Witham to verify the rest of these. We've been here
for almost seven hours going over the other two tapes that were
running. The one rat died after going through about the same stages
as the other two. We wanted to wait until you were here before we
went any further.

"Thanks for calling me. You two have done
well. Let's get a cup of coffee and examine each of the rest of
this batch. Oh, and by the way, I don't think I need to remind you
two of the obvious need for secrecy until we can confirm these
findings. This still might turn out to be a very elaborate
practical joke some unfunny colleague is playing on us."

Discovery

"We've been testing batch 471 for the past
ten days." Dr. Samuelson looked around the conference table at his
staff. "I think we're all in agreement as to the effects if not the
exact mechanism this strain is using." He paused.

"Anyone want to clarify a few points for
me?" Bob Lorraine, their computer simulation guru and physicist,
spoke up. "I know I helped design these little fellows, but I
thought they just targeted cancerous cells. From what I've heard
over the last few days they seem to cure everything from Leukemia
to athlete's foot. What gives?"

"It's really rather simple when you look at
it." Vicki started. "Excuse me Don, but I think I've got a pretty
good handle on what's going on here."

"Go ahead Vicki. Maybe you can help clarify
it for the rest of us."

"Well, the way I see it, the nanites grown
in batch 471 are completely neutral when we produce them. They are
small semi-biological engines with a missing component. This
component matches the human DNA double-helix perfectly. It has
already been structured with the basic healthy DNA pattern. All the
so-called junk DNA along with markers for things like sex,
eye-color, and hair color are in place, but need to be filled. When
they come in contact with a sample of DNA that matches this basic
pattern, they grab it, incorporate it into their own structure and
begin looking for more. If there are conflicts that match known
genetic diseases, it replaces them with a neutral marker. Whenever
that particular nanite runs into another cell, it checks for a DNA
match. If it matches, nothing happens and it moves on; if it
doesn't match, the nanite attempts to rebuild the cell's DNA to
match the pattern its holding. This process either completely
rejuvenates the cell on the molecular level or it destroys it."

Dr. John Witham spoke up. "Excuse me, but I
think we're all beating around the bush because we don't want to
say what we're really thinking."

"And what's that John?" Don could always
count on his mentor shaking things up a bit.

"Very easy... we've have stumbled onto the
proverbial "Fountain of Youth" and you're all a little
hesitant."

"Whoa now!" Bob cut in. "I think we're
getting a little ahead of ourselves here. After all we're talking
about a small sample and a few test..."

John interrupted him. "You've tested it on
over sixty terminally-ill rodents, a dozen guinea pigs and three
sick old alley cats that Vicki brought in from her dad's farm. Out
of all those you lost one cat and three rats who were so far gone
to begin with that they probably wouldn't have lasted the night."
He took a sip of water and they waited for him to go on. "Correct
me if I'm wrong, but it seems to me that if any patient is well
enough to withstand the loss of ten to fifteen percent of their
body weight, they'll end up with a brand-new, healthy-in-every-way
body within a few hours of treatment."

"This is potentially very explosive." Don
began.

"HA! That's an understatement if I ever
heard one."

Don gave him a pained look and continued.
"Let's keep a tight wrap on this until we get some more
information. Vicki, can you arrange to get us some larger farm
animals to test this on?"

"I'll have to be careful. My folks are cool,
but they have a very healthy farm. If I ask the neighbors to bring
in all their sick critters, they're going to start asking
questions."

"We can't afford that right now. Let's take
it real easy until we've gotten some more tests documented and a
few more species confirmed." He stood up. "Bob, how much 471 do we
have left?"

"Enough of the serum-base for about fifty
rodent tests. Oh and while I'm on the subject. I would like to
propose another test."

"What's that?"

"The nanites are grown and injected in a
serum medium of course. I was wondering if the first-stage serum
and liquid by-products could be drained and provide us with a
stable, crystalline compound that we could store without
refrigeration. The computer simulations I've run in the last few
days seem to indicate it would work and they would go into emulsion
almost immediately when exposed to whole blood."

"That would greatly simplify storage and
transport, go ahead and take half of batch 471-F and experiment
with that. If it works the same over the next week or so, then
we'll take it from there. Good work Bob." Don opened the conference
door. "Everyone agreed?"

They all nodded and went back to work.

Deathly Scared

"Sit down Mrs. Samuelson." The doctor
pointed toward a chair. He sat on the corner of his desk, crossed
his arms and sighed. "I'm afraid I've got some bad news for you.
That lump you felt isn't alone. The scan showed several smaller
tumors in both breasts. At this point, I'm afraid I must recommend
a radical mastectomy. You'll be checking into the hospital on
Monday." He placed his hand on her shoulder as she sat staring out
the window. Her face was ashen with fear. "Have you told your
husband yet?"

"No." Her voice was soft, controlled. "He's
been very busy at work these last few weeks. I told him it was just
a routine check-up."

"Do you want me to see him this
afternoon...?"

"No. That's all right. I'll tell him tonight
and he can make arrangements to be with me on Monday." She looked
at him with tears in her eyes. "Doctor... Do you think... That
is... What are my chances?"

"If we get all the major tumors in the
breast area, we may be able to arrest the ones in the lymphatic
system through radiation and chemotherapy. We have had some very
high survival rates in this area." He tried to be positive.

***

"This is crazy! Have you lost your mind? I
can think of at least a half-dozen federal laws that would be
violated." Dr. Samuelson stared around the table.

Vicki pleaded. "Don, listen to me. If Marsha
signs a complete set of release papers and you get her doctor to
give you a written diagnosis of terminal cancer, then we may be
able to save her life with 471-G."

"...or kill her within days!" A mixture of
emotions played across his continence. He covered his face with his
hands for a moment then laid them flat on the table. His expression
was cold and distant as he looked at his colleagues. "I love my
wife more than anything in the world... but we cannot use her for a
guinea pig. We have no way of knowing what sort of side effects
this may have. It's way too soon for a human volunteer... and the
FDA won't even..."

Dr. Witham waved him to silence. "A thorough
testing schedule will take five to eight years when the FDA hears
of what we've got. You and I both know Marsha has six, maybe ten
months."

Don looked at each face for a few seconds.
"You understand that this will probably put all of our careers in
jeopardy? We might even end up in prison."

Dr. Witham smiled. "My career is almost over
anyhow."

Kathi shrugged and nodded.

Bob Loraine was frowning until he realized
everyone was expecting an answer. "What th’ hell! I can always take
that around-the-world cruise on my sailboat if the shit hits the
fan. You guys can help me handle lines."

Vicki spoke last. "None of us can stand by
and watch Marsha die when we may be able to save her. John is
right. If the FDA doesn't slap a lid on this, think what the
lobbyists representing the drug companies will be up to. Don,
Marsha can't wait."

Bob spoke up. "Classes start in three weeks.
The board of regents is going to want to see you before then for an
update on the research." He laughed. "Boy! Are they going to get
their money's worth this time."

Don took a deep breath, let it out, and
stood up. "Okay. I'll ask her if she wants to be the first human
volunteer."

Dr. Witham stood up. "You all know I have a
cabin in the mountains. There is a clinic nearby where I've donated
quite a bit of time and money. I'll arrange for a room for Marsha
and afterwards she can recuperate up in the woods. It may be a
little cramped, but we can take turns looking out for her. There
shouldn't be any problem with security leaks this way."

After the others left the room Vicki noticed
a concerned look on the elder surgeon. "Don't worry, John. My
intuition tells me this is going to work."

He gave her a lopsided smile. "She's a
strong woman. I'm more worried about long-term results."

"We've seen none in any of the test
animals."

"I don't mean her individual case. I mean
the impact this could have. This single, rather economical
treatment could cure every known disease within a few years."

"Overpopulation could be a problem if it was
used indiscriminately... but I don't think..." She stopped.

His smile broadened. "You thought of it too,
didn't you? Who decides? Who gets treated and who is left to
die?

"Federal controls..."

"Hah! There isn't a government in the world
that can stop ten percent of their population from smoking
marijuana. What makes you think they could put a cap on the
ultimate cure? Hell if they tried, their own office staff would
lynch them."

She continued, looking for excuses. "You
need a modern lab first and... yeah, I know, they have excellent
labs for making several dozen illicit drugs. You're right. Well?
What can we do? We can't just forget about it and let Marsha die
while we look for answers to questions people have been wrestling
with for a very long time already."

"I'm just a semi-retired surgeon; not a
philosopher, nor a politician." The smile slowly left his face. "I
am scared though. This discovery probably means the end of our
society." He stared at a painting on the wall. "I only hope we like
what comes next."

"Remember that old Chinese curse?"

"Huh?"

"May you live in interesting times."

He nodded, still not smiling.

Life Renewed

The following Friday afternoon, two SUVs and
a minivan left the lab parking lot. Once on the interstate, a
low-slung, orange pickup pulled up behind.

“Lab One, this is Lab Four. Everything
okay?”

“Everything went well on our end, Lab Four.
Where did you get that thing? It is bound to attract
attention.”

“That's the idea. People will be distracted
by and remember my Dad's bright orange El Camino with camping
supplies in the back. They are not going to remember a couple of
modern SUVs parked alongside it.”

It was later that night, when the little
caravan slowly wound up the gravel driveway to a large log
cabin.

“Vicki, you can park that thing in the
machinery shed, alongside my tractor. Unpacking can wait until
morning. I called up and had the caretaker put fresh linens on all
the beds, including the guest room over the garage. Right now, I
think we could all use some sleep.”

A muttered chorus of agreements followed him
up the steps and into the great room.

“Wow! Nice digs, Doc.”

“Thanks! Don, you and Marsha take my suite
off the kitchen. It will be a good recovery room. I'll take the
guest room downstairs. Kathi and Vicki get one bedroom upstairs and
Bob gets the other. Oh, and don't be surprised if you see a young
fellow poking around outside tomorrow. That's Mark Brownam; our
caretaker. I told him there would be guests for a couple of
weeks.”

Free Will

The clock on the wall of the private clinic
showed eight in the morning.

“Give us a moment alone, please.”

They nodded and went to wait in the
hall.

“Darling. Are you absolutely sure you want
to go ahead with this?”

Her voice was soft, but firm... “We've been
over it a dozen times and I know the risks. All I ask is that you
stay with me no matter how it resolves. Now get the team back in
here and let's get this over with.”

He held and kissed her for a moment, then
opened the door. “Let's do it.”

Doc Witham inserted the syringe half full of
white powder into the IV shunt. Slowly, he opened it and allowed it
to fill with bright red blood. As it mixed, the powder instantly
went into solution. He paused for a moment once it was full, then
slowly depressed the plunger until it was empty.

They were all watching as her arm muscles
started to tighten. “Oooh... I can tell this isn't going to be
fun.” She winced and clenched her hands. “I can feel something
moving up my arm and it's burning and itching at the same time... “
She gritted her teeth, arched her back and let out a low moan.
“Damnit! This is really starting to hurt now. Shit! Shit!”
Suddenly, she let out a deep moan and clutched her arms to her
chest. She started to convulse, but they held her down. Her eyes
went wide and she screamed in agony for only a moment and then
passed out. Her body continued twitching once in a while, but the
convulsions were over.

Aside from some minor irregularities in
physical symptoms over the next few hours, she seemed to be in a
coma. As her bowls and bladder spontaneously emptied, the two
doctors collected it as specimens and carefully cleaned her up.
Each member of the team took two hours at a turn watching her,
while the others remained nearby.

A little after two in the morning, Marsha
moaned softly. Vicki leaned close. “Marsha. How do you feel?”

She blinked several times in the dim light
and focused on her nurse. “Like I've been run over with a tractor.
What do I look like?”

“You look tired and you have lost some
weight, as we expected. You also have a pair of black eyes, but I
expect they will clear up shortly. Want something to drink?”

“God, yes! I'm parched and famished too. How
long was I out?”

“About eighteen hours. You've had a few
nightmares, but this is the first time you've been coherent.”

“Damn! I stink! I can smell myself. Let me
at the bathroom.”

Vicki smiled. “I just paged Don and John
and...”

The door burst open as the two physicians
ran in.

“Hon! You're awake!” His relief evident, Don
leaned in close to give her a kiss.”

“No!” She pushed him back. “I need to use
the bathroom, NOW!”

He helped her and although weak and a bit
unsteady, she made it to the bath while Vicki opened a sports
bottle of distilled water.

The next afternoon, she was taken out in a
wheelchair and they returned to the cabin. She was more than thirty
pounds lighter and her hair was falling out. She complained of
itching and where ever she had an old scar or skin flaw, it was
flaking off and only fresh, smooth, pink flesh was underneath. She
had a ravenous appetite and there was still blood and wasted pieces
of flesh in her stool and urine.

Four days later, she was almost bald and had
flawless skin. The black eyes and other bruising had long faded
away and she seemed much stronger and physically stable.

Another couple of days, she had a short crop
of auburn hair, the same shade she had as a teenager and was
starting to put on weight. She also felt more energetic than she
had in years and started an exercise program that included dance,
yoga, and running on the trails around the cabin.

One week to the day, they returned to the
clinic and put her through a series of diagnostics, including an
MRI. All traces of the tumors were gone. Aside from some tooth
aches, she was in perfect health and had the body of a teenage
athlete.

Unanswered Questions

“Hi there. Got a few minutes, Nicholas?”

“Donald! Of course. I was going to call you
this week. What's this I hear about your lab being left in the
hands of a few interns for the last ten days?”

“That's why I'm here, Nicholas. We need to
talk.”

The Dean narrowed his eyes at the expression
on his old friend's face. “Is something wrong, Don?”

“Yes and no... That's why I asked you to
meet me here at my place instead of your office.”

“You're being cryptic and that always makes
me nervous. I thought you were making some good progress? Did
something go wrong?”

Over the next hour, Donald explained the
events of the last few weeks. The Dean asked a few questions,
stared at the photographs and charts and watched a few video clips.
Finally, he just sat and let it sink in for a few minutes while Don
sipped his drink and said nothing.

“The more I think of this, the more is
scares the hell out of me.”

“Join the club. We've been batting the
consequences around for the last week and so far, have got nothing
but more questions. I knew I had to give you a report, but we all
realized we needed to get some help in how to spin it so that it
doesn't totally destabilize the entire economy.”

“As you well know, more than two-thirds of
our budget is derived from grants from two major pharmaceutical
companies. When word of this gets out, they will be bankrupt within
a year.”

“Believe me, we have been thinking the same
thing. We keep coming back to the idea of sharing the data with all
of our major contributors and the FDA and allowing them to
simultaneously test in controlled environments while they prepare
the market.” He took another sip of his drink. “But we're not
economists, nor philosophers. There are going to be a lot of
questions for which we're not going to have answers. The way I see
it, the lab can be left in caretaker mode for another month or so.
Nobody will ask too many questions there. The hard part is going to
be keeping a lid on this until we can come up with some answers. My
team is okay for now... But I know that sooner or later, somebody
is going to slip.”

“I have an idea. Everybody is going to be
back on campus next Monday, right?”

“Except for my wife, yes. She's going to lay
low for another few weeks and if needed, we can tell people that
she has been to a special clinic for a face lift. That should give
us a few more months.”

“Agreed. I'm going to talk to the economist,
Madeline Squire and George Englesheart...”

“Englesheart” The name is familiar, but I
don't recall...”

“He's the English fellow that took over the
philosophy department this past spring. You'll like him.”

“Ah yes. I recall seeing him at graduation,
but didn't get a chance to chat. Madeline is a good choice too. She
can give us an idea of how this will effect the balance of
trade.”

Burning Times

“Well, it's about time you got home. What
kept you at the university so late, dear?”

“Sorry, Hon, but we've a bit of a crisis
brewing and I really have to stay on top of it. Things are going to
get really interesting in the next few months.” He hung up his
jacket, loosened his tie and accepted a drink from his wife.

“Well, we had a marvelous prayer meeting
tonight and the new minister is just so excited about being called
to serve in a college town. There is so much sin to confront on a
daily basis, that he's just not sure where to start. What do you
think, dear?”

“You already know my answer on that issue,
Hon. Anyone that bent on finding sin is going to find it first, on
their own doorstep. 'Let he who is without sin... etc.' You know
what I mean.”

“Well, I'm sure you've each got a point.
We'll have to all sit down, together some evening.”

With his face turned away, Dean Blackstone
rolled his eyes and whispered fervently, “Please Lord. Deliver me
from your followers.”

“What's that, dear?”

“Nothing, Hon... nothing at all.” He
arranged his face in a smile and turned back toward her. “While
we're on the subject of meetings, I'm going to have Dr. Samuelson
and his team over for some meetings in the next couple of weeks.
We're going to be going over some things relating to this coming
year's funding and staff allocations. It's all part of heading off
that impeding crisis I mentioned earlier.”

“Oh dear! I must get the service in to clean
the living and dining room then. How many should I tell the caterer
to expect?”

“Oh no, please no caterers or extra effort.
This is not going to be a black tie affair. We're just going to
meet in the basement and brainstorm some things. I'll be setting up
for a series of multimedia presentations. I really do want to keep
this as low key as possible.”

Joan Blackstone didn't seem to think much of
this manner of entertaining, but she knew when not to argue with
her husband. Perhaps she would be able to talk to some of the lab
team afterwards. It was a sure thing that some of them could stand
to hear a bit of the Lord's word.

Difficult Answers

“Well, I'm really glad you brought me in on
this, Nicholas. Dr. Samuelson and his team are correct in that
we've got to keep a lid on the situation for the near-term. We owe
it to our sponsors to give the FDA time to test this Omniphage and
for them to gear up for large-scale release. What's your take on
it, George?”

“Oh, I agree that this will have a
destabilizing influence, but to be honest, I don't think the
repercussions will be as bad as you think. There have been a great
many lifestyle-changing technologies over the centuries and humans
do seem to adapt.” He waved his hand dismissively. “Oh, there will
be a few problems, perhaps even some civil disorder, but I think
that overall, this will be just another wonderful moment for
science. Just how long before you think the FDA testing and
clearance process will release this for general usage?”

“General usage? Are you mad, man!” Madeline
was honestly shocked. “Do you have any idea what this really means?
If there are no major problems, then this is the proverbial
fountain of youth. Death, as we know it, will no longer be an
accepted part of growing older. I've not done the math yet, but if
this goes into general use, we can expect the world wide population
to double in the next five to seven years. Our food, water and
housing resources just won't handle that. It is more than possible
that the entire world could be at war in the next couple of
years.”

“Well, if you're not going to make it
available for general usage, who is going to decide who lives and
who dies? Now that becomes a very sticky ethical question that I'm
not sure I would even want to discuss, much less suggest an answer
for.”

Don Samuelson waved them to silence.
“Please, friends... let's not bicker among ourselves. These are the
same sort of arguments my team has been considering. With your
support, Nicholas...” He nodded at the Dean. “I suggest we assign
our lab to other uses for this Fall quarter. I've already arranged
for a place in the country where my team and I can set up some more
studies. In the meantime, we're putting together a presentation
package including samples. Once we are finished, Dean Blackstone is
going to arrange a dog and pony show with our sponsors and the FDA.
Each of them will get one of the packages and it will be up to them
to sort out when and were it is approved and released.

***

Joan closed the door as the last of their
guests were pulling out of the driveway. “Dear? I am a bit
concerned.”

“About what, Hon?”

“Well, I know it's none of my business, but
I couldn't help but overhear some of your discussion. Is it true
that Don has found a cure-all drug?”

“Well, it does appear that way. So far
though, they hadn't told anyone outside their team about this. It
is still too new and we haven't all the data yet.”

“Well, Marsha was dying of cancer, wasn't
she? And it brought her back from the edge of the grave. I would
call that a miracle. I'll bet she gave thanks to the Lord for her
recovery.” She paused. “Why are you smiling?”

“Because I seriously doubt she gave thanks
as she is agnostic.”

“Oh my goodness! That's terrible. Why was
she saved then?” Her brows furrowed as another thought crossed her
mind. “Will this drug work on a dead body?”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

“Just that... if somebody is killed in a car
crash and you pump this drug into their body... will they rise once
more?”

“Oh don't be silly. Of course not. It will
only work if your heart is pumping and moving the nanites through
your entire body so they can repair things.”

Joan smiled and headed for bed. There would
be time enough in the morning to get Reverend Barstow's opinion on
this. She was sure the Lord spoke through him and it would all be
so very clear then.

Righteous Mob

“And he was positive that this could not
raise the dead, but merely heal the living?”

“Oh yes, Reverend. He was adamant on that. I
was almost hoping that this was a sign that the Christ has risen,
but it was false hope.”

“Well, you were half right, my child. It is
a sign. But not the sort of sign that God-fearing Christians like
ourselves want. If I recall correctly, one of the signs of the
devil incarnate, is that he can perform some false miracles since
he was once a beloved angel of the Lord. But the one thing he
cannot do is raise the dead. That power is reserved only to Christ,
Almighty!” His resonant voice had gone up both in volume and pitch
as the power of his convictions washed over them both.

It was Wednesday evening and his usual flock
of devout Christians filled about a third of the seats in his small
church. He had hoped for more, but he thought this would be enough
to spread the warning. He was a patient man. If he was careful in
his delivery, his star would soon shine very bright indeed. Since
he didn't want to give the enemy time to mount a counter-campaign,
he had suggested that Joan remain home for the next few Wednesday
nights, in order to gather more information so they might know more
about this evil. She didn't realize he wanted to make sure the
information flow was one-way and her husband would have no idea he
was about to become very famous as the Antichrist. He held up his
hands and the murmuring from the pews grew silent.

“Brothers and Sisters... Tonight, we are
going to contemplate the public face of evil. And you better
believe that evil walks among us, even as we speak. Some of this is
the usual, petty evil that we see every day. The shoplifter, the
liar at work, the whore on a street corner... or movie poster. Some
of it is deeper and not so obvious because it hides under the guise
of doing good for all humanity” He paused to savor the moment. “One
of my flock has brought me word of a terrible evil that is about to
be released among us. Brother, would you please dim the lights so
we can see some of these images on the laptop on that table, over
there? Thank you...”

When his sermon was over and the prayer
meeting ended, he pulled aside a couple of the strong, young
fellows. “Tell me, boys... if it really comes down to it, are you
on the Lord's side, standing tall and proud to protest this
evil?”

They nodded and asked what he had in
mind.

“Well, I have heard that they are going to
be scheduling another meeting of their terrible coven and as soon
as I know when and where, we can throw open their doors to allow
God's light to scatter them like roaches. If we expose their evil
for what it is, they will be forced to close down that abomination
of a lab and we can lock up those devil worshipers.”

“Don't worry, Reverend... We're with
ya!”

The Reverend Barstow was pleased, because he
knew the lad was a journalism student and his father was an editor
for one of the sensationalist rags one sees in supermarket checkout
stands.

Tabloid Truths

The caller ID showed Vicki.

“Don? I thought we had agreed to keep a lid
on this?”

“Yes. Of course, why?”

“Well, as we speak, there is a reporter
saying she has an appointment with you to discuss the fountain of
youth drug. And to make matters worse, she brought a camera crew
with her.”

“I don't recall authorizing any sort of
interview, but I will try to defuse this as quickly as possible.
Tell her, I'll be right there.”

As he pulled into his parking place, a
half-dozen people approached. Two of them carrying cameras and
others with hand-held recorders.

“Dr. Samuleson? My name is Dorothy Meyers
with “Basic Truth” magazine. I understand you're in charge of the
fountain of youth project?”

“Pleased to meet you, Miss Meyers. But to be
honest, I'm not sure what you are talking about. This is a genetics
research lab and we have had an interesting summer, but there is
nothing ready for public release as of yet.”

“What about these images then? How do you
explain a human experiment that restored your wife's youth and
vitality after she was diagnosed with terminal cancer?” She held up
a clipboard with images from their lab notes.

“Where did you get these? They were to be
part of a report that will be published in a medical journal.”

We cannot disclose our sources, but you
don't deny these are images of your wife, undergoing a
groundbreaking procedure with a new drug?”

He moved to go around her, towards the side
door to the lab. “I have no comment on research that has not been
authorized for release.”

She stepped in front of him and the
cameraman blocked him from the other side. “But surely the release
of these images proves that you have a fountain of youth drug. I
was discussing this with some members of the University Board of
Regents and they haven't heard much from the lab during these long
summer months. School is going to start in another week. The
administrators wanted to know what has been going on and why
haven't they been appraised of your findings.”

“You are dealing with stolen data and we
will prosecute the thief. I said no comment and I meant it. Now get
out of my way.” He pushed the cameraman to one side and smiled at
the campus security guard. “Please keep these people out of the
lab. It is a secure area and they cannot enter.”

“You can't keep us out forever, Dr. The
public has a right to know what sort of drugs you are creating in
there.” As he entered the building, she turned back to the camera.
“There you have it, folks. Just another case of trying to hide the
truth. Don't worry, though. We will not be deterred so easily. In
the meantime, let's get some feedback from some of the concerned
bystanders... You sir, what is your name and what do you have to
say about all this?”

“I'm Reverend Rod Barstow and we had heard
of a so-called miracle just this morning. I must admit that I am
very concerned, however.”

“Why is that, Reverend?”

“Well, it has been said that the devil
himself is capable of healing, but that only the Lord, our God
Almighty, can raise the dead. It is my understanding that Mrs.
Samuelson was terminally ill with cancer and this miraculous drug
appears to have restored her youth and vitality. Since they appear
to want to keep this secret, I'm worried about what side effects
they may be hiding.”

“What do you mean by side effects?”

“As we all know, there is always some cost
for everything. Sometimes the cost is not obvious. If this truly
restored her as the images you have and those secret reports seem
to show, then what did she give up to gain it? As a man of the
cloth, I'm naturally most concerned for her soul.”

“Are you saying this might be the work of
the devil, Reverend?”

“We shall have to see how forthcoming they
are with the information and how much of this are they going to
devote to the Lord's work.”

Inside the lab, Don closed the door and
hollered. “Vicki! Kathi! Bob! You three in my office in twenty
minutes. The rest of you, do a safe shut down of whatever you're
working on and get out of here. Take the north door and do not talk
to the media! Oh! And Bob... Make sure you lock up behind everyone
before you come to my office.”

***

“Okay. We're here. What's going on, Don?”
Vicki closed the door as Bob followed Kathi into his office.

“We've got some serious problems. Somebody
got a copy of Marsha's test files, including the images, and gave
it to some TV reporter. I just got ambushed in the South lot by a
news crew.”

“Damn! Who in the world...?”

“Never mind who! Right now, the important
thing is what we're going to do about it. I just got off the phone
with Nicholas and he agrees that we had better lay real low until
we can get a handle on things. That means this lab is shutting down
as of now. Whatever records you have on OmniPhage are to be boxed
up tonight and I'll see about getting some secure transportation.
By tomorrow morning, I want us to be on our way up to the cabin.
You had better call anyone that expects to see you in the next few
days and tell them you're taking a sabbatical prior to
classes.”

Vicki's cellphone chirped. “Yes? Okay, hold
on a moment.” She looked at Don. “Marty needs to get back in the
lab, he was in such a hurry to get out that he missed a notebook.”
She paused thoughtfully... “You know, he's a strong fellow and we
are going to have a lot of boxes tonight. Want me to ask him to
help?”

“If you're sure he can keep his mouth shut
and not ask questions, yeah. While you guys start to pack, I'm
going to call Dean Blackstone and see if we can round up some more
labor.”

“What about the latest run of OmniPhage? We
were gearing up for some large scale tests and to provide samples
for our sponsors. There is almost a kilo in the desiccator right
now.”

“My wife seemed to do well with a single
gram, so let's break them down into hundred gram packages... And
while you're at it, have Marty grab some cases of syringes and
sterile wipes from storage and load some into each of our cars.” He
picked up the phone. “Nicholas? Don here. Yeah. I know, I know.
We're on it as fast as we can. Can you make sure we have a couple
of the college cops to cover us for a moving party?”

Joan Blackstone was furious but didn't show
it. How could her loving husband be involved with these people? The
good Reverend Barstow had as much as stated that they were doing
the devil's work. They were ignoring her, so she stepped out to the
garage and used her cellphone to apprise him of this horrible
situation.

***

By midnight, with Clare and John Witham's
help, they had Vicki's El Camino loaded with boxes of papers that
were tightly tied down with a blue plastic tarp. Sealed plastic
tubs of supplies and other file boxes filled the back of the
Nicholas Blackstone's Escalade, Don's Hummer, Kathi Long and Bob
Lorraine's minivan and Madeline Squire's Jeep. They were all lined
up at the loading dock door of the lab.

“George! What are you doing here? Nicholas
told me you had something to take care of and I wasn't sure we'd
see you.”

“Sorry, I'm late, but I have something for
each of you. I had to stop by the local computer store and pick up
a handful of these new, high-capacity thumb drives. You will
recall, the last couple of days I've been going over the data files
and was putting together a presentation?”

“Yes...”

“Well, I put together the full presentation
along with the lab directions for making OmniPhage, made a single
tarball out of the whole thing and copied it to each of these
little jewels.” He held up a handful of thumb drives on lanyards.
“There is one for each of us. My idea of a safety precaution.”

Suddenly, Dean Blackstone's phone rang.
“Hello? What's that, Hon? He wants to talk to me? But it's after
midnight... What? What do you mean, he's here?” He paused... as the
enormity of her treachery sank in. “Uh.. hold on a moment... Yeah,
I'll come to the front and meet with him. Give me a minute,
though.”

“What's going on, Nicholas?”

His face was white with fury as he took a
moment to collect himself. “My wife! That... bitch... was... our...
leak.” He took another deep breath; fighting for control. “She's
out front, right now... with Reverend Barstow in tow.”

“Now what?” Kathi asked quietly.

“Get in your cars, lock the doors and I'll
get the gate. If we're lucky, they won't see us until we are
turning onto the street.

Break Away

As the gate opened, Don's Hummer was in
front, Nicholas, Clare and John followed in his Escalade, Kathi and
Bob were close behind, in the minivan, Vicki's El Camino was next,
and Madeline came up the rear, in the Jeep.

The chain link gate to the parking garage
was on an alley shared by several other university buildings. When
the Hummer approached the stop sign for the main street, Don
slammed on the brakes and leaned on his horn to avoid hitting
several men with flashlights.

“Stop! In the name of the Lord, Stop now!”
All three of the men appeared drunk and at least one was carrying a
shotgun. He waved back towards the front door and hollered.
“They're over here!!! They're trying to sneak out like you said. We
got 'em!”

Don honked again and drove slowly forward,
pushing the drunk out of the way so that there was room for the
other cars to cut over the curb along side him.

As he passed, Nicholas glanced down the
sidewalk and saw another dozen or so in a crowd, with his wife and
the Reverend in the lead. “Damn that woman,” he muttered under his
breath as he leaned on the horn scaring one of the drunks who was
trying to block them.

That one jumped back a few inches, then
raised his flashlight threateningly.

“Stop them! Stop them before they escape
with that devil's brew!”

Suddenly, the shotgun went off and the
passenger window of the Hummer disappeared. George jerked and fell
over the console. Don felt glass shards and something metallic on
the side of his face. He jerked the wheel to one side and punched
the gas just as Madeline's jeep pulled alongside.

Barely a car length ahead, he glanced in the
rear view mirror and saw the fellow raise the shotgun and crank off
another round. The Jeep windshield shattered, Madeline swerved,
jumped the curb and rammed the corner of the lab. Don saw the drunk
struggling to chamber another round and, not considering the
consequences, slammed on his brakes, threw the Hummer in reverse
and, tires squealing loudly, backed over him.

“Get in!” He hollered at Madeline as he saw
her stumbling from the wreck, bleeding.

She jumped in the back and as soon as he
could, he accelerated up the street, leaving the screaming crowd
behind. “Where the hell is campus security now that we need
them?”

After a few blocks and two quick turns,
there didn't seem to be anyone following them. They all slowed to
the speed limit and headed for the interstate.

“Don? What about George?

He glanced at his friend and didn't answer
for a moment. “There's nothing we can do for him now and if we stop
for any reason, we'll all end up in jail at least overnight and
those fundamentalist assholes will have the media behind them.
Right now, our only chance is to go into hiding until we can get
our story out and stay clear of jail.” He glanced in the mirror.
“Are you okay?”

“I'm fine. Just a bit shook up and not used
to driving around with a corpse.” She didn't tell him her arm was
broken and she was having trouble focusing. “What about you? You're
bleeding, it looks like.”

“It's nothing... just some minor cuts from
the glass. Get the others on the phone and see if anyone else is
hurt.”

Running Times

Mark Brownam met them at the cabin door.
“Looks ta me like you guys really kicked over a hornet's nest.
You're all over the TV news. Soon as I saw the pics of that fire on
campus, I figgered y'all would be here.” He was half-smiling until
the bloody faces and limping figures moved into the porch light.
Then he grew dead serious as he hollered over his shoulder.
“Cheryl! Boil some water and clear the table. We got some
wounded!”

John Witham shook his hand and asked, “What
have they been saying about us?”

“Well, right now, there are bulletins out
for you on all the networks. One channel says you're all a bunch of
devil-worshiper's that drove through a crowd of peaceful protesters
and actually backed up to drive over a man who was trying to get
away. The other networks say you set fire to the lab building in
order to destroy evidence of your illegal research. In all cases,
the FBI has been called in and they say you are to be considered
part of a science 'cult' that may have gone awry.”

“Damn! That didn't take long, did it?”

Clare Witham interrupted them at that point.
“It probably should not surprise you that both Nicholas and
Madeline are hurt much worse than they had reported. She's got a
concussion, a broken arm, at least a couple of broken ribs and who
knows what internal injuries. He's got a mild concussion, a couple
of shotgun pellets in his shoulder and glass shards in the side of
his head. They are both really groggy right now and they should be
in a hospital.”

“Hey! You guys! Come in here and watch this.
I don't believe it!”

They spent the next half hour watching a
special news broadcast showing the burning lab and a huge mob of
fundamentalists, greens and some other publicity hounds as they
described a running battle where the crazy scientists had shot, run
into, and driven over peaceful church folk that only wanted to ask
a few questions. The Reverend Barstow was in every other frame,
firing up his righteous indignation. Interviews with people in the
street in several nearby communities showed that people were really
scared and several other bible-belt preachers were telling their
flocks that the devil may very well have risen, gathered the
generals for his army and was, even now, getting ready to rain
terror on the children of men.

“Don?”

“Yes, Clare?”

“I'm really concerned about Nicholas and
Maddy. They are slipping fast but neither wants to go to the
hospital in town. Will you talk to them?”

“You two need medical help that we can't
provide. Let me drive you down...”

“No!” They echoed.

Nicholas half-smiled. “If we turn ourselves
in, we will all be in jail shortly. We need time for all this
hysteria to die down so that we can tell the real story in a calm
and rational manner.”

“What about OmniPhage?” Madeline suggested.
“Clare has already set my arm and a dose of OmniPhage for each of
us, would put us both in the peak of health in a day or so.”

“Oh my God! Look! Some of those fools are
vandalizing the other bio-science labs and the Governor has called
in the National Guard! Look! That's Dr. Napta they're dragging out
of the... Oh no!” Her voice died out as they watched in horror as
the mob beat the researcher with tire irons and bats. The police
carried away a limp figure.

Don turned to his wounded friends. “You two
realize that you will be out of it for at least a day or so,
right?”

“Yes, but we'll be in much better shape to
deal with all this if we're healthy. Do it. Just do it.” He looked
at Madeline.

“Yes. Just do it and get it over with.”

They prepared a couple of syringes and Clare
administered each one, while the rest of the team watched. In a few
moments, the wounded couple were stretched out on a bed, deep in
coma.

“Well, that's it for now. Everybody take
turns grabbing showers and find a place to crash. I'm going to wake
everyone at nine for a conference.” Don turned to Kathi and Bob.
“If you two will help me, let's go out and park all the cars in
position to leave if we must.

No Options

“Okay. I know that a few hour's isn't much
sleep, but we don't have a lot of time. I figure it's only a matter
of hours, or days at the most, before the police will be coming up
this driveway. From what I've seen on the TV this morning, we only
have a couple of options.” Don held up a finger. “One is that we
contact the police and turn ourselves in and let the truth be
known.”

“Yeah, right!” Kathi spoke up. “Bob and I
have been watching the idiot box and so far, two other researchers
are dead, a dozen pre-med and biology major students have been
beaten up and only a few people are in jail for it. The media is
making us out to be the bad guys. I have no desire to spend any
time at all in jail for something I didn't do.”

Most of the heads bobbed in agreement as Don
added, “I understand, but I just wanted to present options and then
we can make some rational decisions. The other thing is to try to
scatter and just lay low while only one of us goes to the
police.”

“But we're not crooks and regardless of how
easy the movies make it look, hiding while on the run can't be a
picnic. Why not just stay here?”

“Because this address and location is known
to several people at the university and a search of public records
will tell the police where we probably are... I'm thinking that
with the FBI involved, we have another day at most. If we are going
to be proactive, then we need to make a decision in the next couple
of hours.”

Bob spoke up. “I'm with Kathi. We have some
friends scattered around that we can visit. They are the quiet type
that won't say anything. I'm going to check out the van and head
out of here in the next few minutes. Here...” He handed Don a card.
“That's one of my private email accounts. I will open a new one in
a couple of days on a foreign server and give everybody here access
to it. We can stay in touch that way, no matter where we are.”

“Well, keep in mind that all of our vehicles
are known and the license numbers are probably on cop car
dashboards right now.”

“That's no problem, Don.” Mark spoke up.
“Vicki has that ugly old hot rod of hers in the shed. Nobody this
side of Indiana knows about it. I've got a Taurus station wagon
that is a bit rusty, but runs real good. I'll trade it for that
minivan if you two are willing. That makes two clean cars that
nobody will notice.”

“Okay. That's Vicki, Kathi and Bob. I'll
stay here with our two patients What about you and Clare,
John?”

“We're okay. I've got an '85 Dodge pickup
with a camper on the back that I've been using around here. It's
been rebuilt and runs good. I'll toss in our camping gear and some
supplies and we can be out of here in the next hour or so.”

“Marsha?” Don turned to his now-gorgeous
young wife. “How are you feeling? Want to hit the road with these
bums until this all sorts itself out?”

She hugged him. “And just where the hell do
you think I should go without you, eh?” I'll stay and help you
nurse those two in the next room.”

He smiled, kissed her and turned to the
caretaker and his wife. “Mark, Cheryl... I think you guys need to
grab whatever you might think useful from here and high-tail it
back to your place. If you're not here when the cops arrive, you
can always claim to just be neighbors.”

“Sounds good to me, Don.”

“Oh... and one other thing... here... “ He
opens a backpack and pulls out a sealed bag of OmniPhage and a box
of syringes. “You watched how it's done. There are approximately a
hundred doses here. It hasn't had a lot of testing yet, but it does
appear to cure damn near anything. I would hide it very carefully,
because it just might be worth a great deal one of these days.”

“Does it have to be refrigerated?”

“No. Just kept perfectly dry, sterile and
out of direct sunlight until you're ready to use it.”

Mark took it, nodded, and headed for the
door, wishing everyone good luck.

“Okay everyone... as soon as you roll out of
here, you need to split up. Do not tell us where you're going. Just
go in opposite directions and as soon as you see an ATM machine,
park out of sight of the camera and withdraw as much cash as your
cards will allow. Once you have the cash, drive a few miles in one
direction, then take some side roads to change directions and
you're on your own. For the next couple of days, lay low, then find
an open wireless access point and check the email link that Bob
Lorraine has given us. It will be awhile before anyone figures out
what it is being used for and in the meantime, we can all use
encryption to keep messages private.”

“Don! Gang! Come here! Check this out!” Bob
looked scared. “I was checking my usual news feeds and found this
posted just a few minutes ago.”

Washington Poster –
Current News Feed

FBI Claims Dangerous New
Drug!

FBI representatives
announced today, that an alleged new 'fountain of youth' drug that
was the root of a major riot at TriState College last night, is
actually a deadly dangerous concoction that only appears to work
miracles by making people 'feel' younger. They warn that the so
called scientists involved in the murderous assault on a peaceful
church group, were responding to threats to unveil their illicit
drug lab, cleverly hidden under the guise of legitimate
research.

The university regents and
the legal representatives have gone on record saying they were
unaware of any illegal activities, but since both Dean Nicholas
Blackstone and the department head, Dr. Donald Samuelson and his
wife Marsha Samuelson are among those wanted for questioning, a
full investigation is underway.

Particularly critical
testimony by Joan Blackstone indicates she has been greatly
concerned about illicit drug activities for some time now and has
been consulting with her religious adviser. She was among the crowd
attacked by the ivy league drug lords, last night.

The running gun battle and
car crash they instigated, may have backfired however, as one or
more of them might have been wounded. Forensic evidence has
revealed a great deal of blood from at least two people.

The following individuals
are wanted for questioning by the FBI. If you see any of them,
please do not approach them as they may be armed and
dangerous.

Dr. Nicholas Blackstone
[picture]

Dr. Donald Samuelson
[picture]

Marsha Samuelson
[picture]

Dr. John Witham
[picture]

Clare Witham
[picture]

Victoria Veski
[picture]

Dr. George Englesheart
[picture]

Dr. Madeline Squire
[picture]

Kathi Long
[picture]

Robert Lorraine
[picture]

Contact your local law
enforcement agency or dial 911 to report any sightings. Do not
attempt to apprehend these dangerous individuals
yourself.

Until further research is
accomplished, any samples of this new drug, street-named OmniPhage,
are to be considered contraband. FBI researchers have classified it
as a member of stimulates similar to cocaine and have labeled
OmniPhage a Federally Controlled Substance.

“Well, that cuts it. We're now officially
drug runners.”

“Yeah, that didn't take long to spin the
wrong way.” Clare's voice was soft.

Don shook himself. “You guys better get
packed and get rolling. I have a funny feeling Marsha and I will
have to stick around and answer questions. If our two sleeping
beauties wake up in time, they can split too.Otherwise, we'll just
have to let the evidence speak for itself.”

“What about Dr. Englesheart?”

“We wrapped his body in plastic last night
and taped up the side window of the Hummer. That will keep until
you guys are gone and we call the FBI and surrender.”

A little over an hour later, amid tearful
hugs and good byes, an old blue pickup, a rusty gray station wagon
and a bilious green hot rod wound down the gravel drive.

Arm in arm, Don and Marsha went back inside
to care for their patients and watch the news. Behind the machinery
shed, flies were gathering around the bloody Hummer.

Hotrod Run

Once more, Vicki took the rear slot since
her car was the most memorable. When they got to the interstate,
the blue pickup with John and Clare headed east. She followed her
friends in the gray wagon as they headed west. Knowing her folks
would be worried, when they pulled over at a truck stop for gas,
she paid cash for a disposable cell phone.

As she was getting into her car, she saw Bob
and Kathi, carrying their backpacks and waving.

“What th' hell? I thought we were going to
ignore each other from here on out?”

“Sorry, but some asshole in a dually pickup
just backed into the wagon and trashed the front end. We told him
we had to call our folks, since it was their car. He's on the phone
to his insurance company right now.”

“Damn! Get in quick and let's hope nobody is
paying attention.”

With Bob sitting on a backpack and Kathi
riding shotgun, they made a hasty exit. Several miles up the road,
Vicki took to a back road.

“Are we going in a particular
direction?”

“Uh huh. First we're heading north along
these farm roads. The trees will tend to hide us from overhead and
most of these country folk wouldn't give a damn about another old
hot rod. Also, I used to date a fellow up here a ways.”

“Can you trust him not to blow our
cover?”

“Not for a moment. But I also know he and
his dad kept this little fishing shack down by the river and they
only use it on holidays. Since he's in school out on the coast now
and his dad's got a business to run, there's a real good chance we
will have at least one night of peace and quiet. While I repaint
this thing.”

“Repaint?”

“Yeah. Although this is a classic in the
original factory colors, it has already been painted once, when I
was restoring it last year. After this is all over, I can paint it
again, but right now, this green is way too bright and
attention-getting. I'm thinking a coat of gray primer and some duct
tape here and there will make it look like a different car.”

The cabin was really crude, but dry. It was
obvious from the dust and cobwebs that it hadn't been used in a
while.

“You two grab a shower, wash your clothes in
the sink, hang them to dry and then see what you can find for
dinner. We're going to be leaving early tomorrow.” She grabbed a
roll of masking tape and some newspaper and started to mask off the
chrome and windows. Two hours later, it was almost dark and she was
hot and sweaty. The brilliant coupe had been transformed into a
credible rat rod.

As soon as she opened the door, she smiled
at the smell of fried chicken. “Oh my gawd! Where did you find
that?”

Kathi grinned. “The last time we got gas at
that stop-n-rob, I saw fryers on sale. I just figured since you had
that cooler in the back of the car, a bag of ice would keep them at
least overnight. I knew we'd have to stop sooner or later and fried
chicken, a can of corn and some baked potatoes is a good, hearty
meal.”

“Well, my earlier plans included that loaf
of bread and some peanut butter. I'm glad you're ahead of the
curve.”

Bob grinned while chewing, swallowed and
asked, “We going to camp here awhile?”

“Nope. I expect the ex or his dad would show
up here in a couple of days and I don't mind them thinking some
bums stopped in for a bit, but I would rather they not know it was
us.”

“Okay. That makes sense. Any idea where we
can head from here?”

“Yeah. My family has some old friends that
own several large farms about four more hours west of here. I'm
sure they wouldn't say anything and would be happy to let me stash
this crate in one of their barns. A short hike through the woods
will take us to an old hunting camp. My folks can keep us updated
on what is happening and sneak some supplies every couple of
days.

Police Presence

Nicholas Blackstone and Madeline Squire woke
up within minutes of each other. They were a bit weak, very thirsty
and ravenously hungry. Don and Marsha took care to reassure them
that only a day had passed, everyone else had gotten away safely
and nobody had come snooping around.

A couple of hours later, the four of them
were showered, in fresh clothing and sitting down to dinner when
they heard the crunch of driveway gravel.

“Oh well. It was fun while it lasted.”
Marsha sighed.

Don stepped out on the porch. “Good evening,
Deputy.”

“Good evening, Dr. Samuelson. I hear that
you're a wanted man. Care to tell me what that's all about?”

“If you want to hear the whole tale, sure.
Pull up a chair. Care for a cup of coffee while I fill you in?”

“Don't mind if I...” His eyes landed on
Marsha, standing in the doorway. “Oh, I see you have company. Is
this one of your students?”

Don chuckled and Marsha smiled. She was
wearing a thin sun dress that showed more thigh than it hid. “Oh
come on now, Bryan. I remember when you were still a cadet and
helping clean the station. Don't recognize me, do you?”

His brow furrowed and then it dawned on him.
“Oh... my... God... Mrs. Samuelson? Is that you?”

She struck a pose and grinned. “In the
flesh. How do you like my new body?” She wiggled suggestively and
Don just shook his head and continued to smile at the officer's
confusion.

He stared for a moment, then took a seat
next to Don. “I think I will take a cup of coffee. This looks like
it might be an interesting conversation.”

Less than an hour later, he had the gist of
the tale and was shaking his head. “Damn! You sure have stirred up
a hornet's nest with this. I can see why the big money people are
running scared. I don't see why you're still sitting here, wasting
time, chatting with me though. I'd like to think I'm an old friend,
but if I get orders to arrest you guys, I've a family to look out
for, and I will do my job. Right now, I've an excuse that I didn't
think it was the same folks. But that ain't gonna last long.”

“Well, Nicholas and Maddy are still pretty
weak. And to be honest, I don't think that running will accomplish
much. I'd much rather get the truth out there.”

“Speak for yourself, Don. I don't think
they're going to give us much of a chance to tell the truth. Let's
get out of here while we have the chance.”
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