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I spent a lot of my childhood in a small town in eastern Nebraska, surrounded by farmland. It’s how I imagine heaven. So, it should come as no surprise that my love of farms, and farmers, inspired this book. This one is for the men and women who work hard to keep the rest of the world fed. Thank you.

God gave me this story. He told me to write it. As with everything else, I couldn’t have done it without Him.
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​Prologue: The Past
 

A cold wind blew down from the snow-capped mountaintops, driving flurries into the faces of the climbers. Each covered his or her face against the driving wind with one arm while the other held the rope tied about their waists. In the lead, Dr. Harrison Jacks crouched close to the ground, avoiding the worst of it, and gritted his teeth. Though the expedition stood on a shelf on the side of the mountain, their footing was unsure. The ground beneath them was slick with ice and snow. To their right, the stone of the mountain sloped up, offering no protection from the elements. To their left, open air, the ground a faint mirage thousands of feet below.

As quickly as it came, the gust ended. Jacks stood and wiped his goggles, then glanced over his shoulder. “OK, let’s keep going!” He set off again, the rest of his team in tow.

“Dr. Jacks, we can’t continue,” a voice in the column said. Caroline Lewis, a student of the doctor’s, struggled to keep up. “We have to turn back! Even if there is a cave ahead, we have no idea what’s inside! And we’re dangerously low on supplies! Doctor! Can-”

“I’ve heard your concerns, Ms. Lewis,” Jacks said. “We keep going.”

Grumbling, Caroline fell as silent as the rest of the expedition. Tied together by a long, sturdy rope, they all followed the professor. Jacks trudged forward through waste-deep snowdrifts, carving a path along the cliff top. Ahead, a shadow in the mountainside captivated Jacks’ attention. It was toward that dark line that he drove the expedition. They’d spotted the darkness hours earlier. Only as sunset approached had they seemed to move closer. With the sky reddening overhead, their destination was almost within their reach.

It was another hour before Jacks carved a path to the strange shadow. He stepped in front of it, discovering a cavern mouth, high in the stone cliff-side of the mountains. Laughing, he marched into the cave, followed by the rest of his team. The last in the line, Jacob Greenlee, finally crossed the stone threshold and removed his goggles. “You were right, professor! There’s a cave!”

Caroline smiled as she agreed. “I never should have doubted you.”

“No, you should have,” Jacks said. “I found a cave. That’s not definitive proof of what we’re looking for. This could just be a crack in the rocks for all we know.” The expedition laughed. “Alright, now that we have some shelter, let’s unpack and warm up a bit.”

Nodding their agreement, Caroline, Jacob, and the rest of the expedition prepared a camp. Thick, insulated sleeping bags were rolled out on flat surfaces, and a cooking area was established in the center. No one spoke as they worked, though smiles never left their faces. Once they were done, Jacks looked over his students. “OK, let’s take a few minutes to rest, then we’ll get started.”

Jacob laughed. Several other students followed his example. “No offense, professor, but I’d rather look around now. I mean, this is incredible! Why not explore right away?” The rest of the expedition agreed.

“If you say so,” Jacks said. The students and their teacher retrieved lights from their campsites, then turned quickly to the task of lighting the cavern around them. Cold was forgotten in the excitement of discovery. Within minutes of their arrival, the expedition’s lights scoured the walls, ceiling, and floor of the cave. Despite decades of experience, Jacks was infected with the expedition’s excitement.

Slowly, the expedition spread out, sweeping the walls of the cave. At the rear of the cave, a shocked cry burst from Jacob’s mouth. “Doctor!”

Jacks rushed over to his student. “What is-” His words failed as Jacob’s flashlight shone into a tunnel, carved into the stone at the back of the cavern, leading deeper into the mountain. The two explorers laughed. “Well,” Jacks said, “we should see where it goes.”

“Carefully,” Caroline said. “We should be really careful.”

The expedition’s director nodded. “Yes, carefully. Everyone, keep your eyes open, both for signs of civilization and for dangers.”

Cautious laughs and sideways glances filled the chamber as the expedition lined up behind Jacks. With a smile, the doctor gestured for Jacob to lead the way. The student, a proud grin on his own face, nodded, then stepped into the tunnel.

Inside, the bare stone of the mountain soon showed signs of work. Tool marks lined the walls, forming a squared pattern. The squares surrounded the expedition, on the walls, arched ceiling, and floor, for a dozen yards before open patches appeared. On their left, a mural was cut into the stone, depicting a star falling from the sky. A few yards on, another mural filled the wall on their left, this one of a burning, ruined city. Deeper, a third mural appeared on the left, a scene of death and war etched into the ancient stone. As the expedition went on, they passed more murals, each more disturbing than the previous.

After a few hundred yards, Jacob slowed. Jacks glanced at the young man, then beyond him. Ahead, the tunnel ended, opening up into another cavern. The two men shared a look. Jacks bit his lip, then nodded. Jacob shrugged and continued. Unease grew within the expedition as their pace slowed. Still, they marched in line into that distant cavern.

At last, Jacob stepped into another chamber, deep within the mountain. The rest of the expedition followed, spreading out in the space beyond that stifling tunnel. Flashlights once again swept the area. Their first examination revealed few details other than pillars, carved from the native stone, that held up a high, domed ceiling. Some kind of statue rested against the far wall, so large their feeble beams of light revealed little. Jacks’ eyes darted in every direction, and a laugh, involuntary, escaped his lips. It echoed in the darkness, its mirth turning ominous. “Well, Ms. Lewis, it appears I might have been right after-”

Dust fell from the ceiling as the cavern shook suddenly. The expedition members frantically searched for safety. Jacks held out a hand, signaling for calm, and the rest of the expedition froze. He grinned. “See? There’s-”

The cavern shook once again. As it did, the space was filled with light as ancient torches, hung from holders mounted onto the pillars, burst into flames. The cave was immediately illuminated. Jacks froze, rooted in place. He stared at the far side of the room, meeting the empty eyes of the form he’d thought a statue. Instead, emerging from the rock, was the enormous skull of some prehistoric, titanic being.

At once, Jacks body was seized by some unseen force. He was lifted into the air, crushed within the grip of some unseen titan. Around him, the rest of the expedition stood still, then straightened, arms at their sides, and faced the wall of stone and bone. Their eyes stared off into nothing. Blood began to pool, then pour, from their eyes and noses. Despite his best efforts, Jack could not move, could not scream, could not look away. As one, every member of the expedition fell to the ground.

Then, as one, every member of the expedition stood.

Jacks watched in stunned, silent horror as the expedition members turned and focused on him. Their faces were devoid of emotion, the only sign of life the blood that still dripped from their eyes, their noses, their lips. Each member opened their mouth, but they all spoke with one voice.

“You will serve.”

Terror filled Jacks’ mind as he stared at the animated corpses of his students. His face twisted in a silent scream. Unable to breathe, the light stretched away as oxygen deprivation took him. Panic tried to force him to inhale, but there was nothing to be done against the otherworldly hold about his body. Slowly, his face softened as unconsciousness took hold.

Without warning, the invisible hand released Jacks. He slumped to the ground. Lying on the cold stone, he coughed as his lungs gulped for air. Jacks slowly rolled onto his side, then up to his hands and knees. There, he then froze again as Jacob’s feet appeared in his peripheral view. Gasping, he scurried away, only to be stopped as his back struck Caroline’s legs. He spun, then climbed to his feet. He fought back the revulsion that threatened to void his stomach, then failed. 

“You will serve,” that same hate-filled voice said. “Artandt will burn. You see to it.”

Jacks scanned the chamber, then sprinted toward the door. One of his students stepped forward, blocking his path. The professor recoiled. “No,” he said, his voice barely audible. “No, I have to get out-”

The corpses’ faces twisted in anger. “Artandt will burn!” The expedition leader flinched. “You are curious. You will be taught. These were your students,” the bodies indicated one another, “they will serve you as you serve me.”

For a moment, Jacks stared. His hands shook as his eyes darted from the face of one former student to another. At last, with a cracking, frantic voice, Jacks spoke. “What are you?”

“I am old,” the voice said. “Older than your stars, older than your mountains and kingdoms. This world imprisons me. I will be free of it. Your world must be torn asunder to free me, but, first, I will avenge myself against Artandt!”

The walking corpses closed in around Jacks. Cowering, he nodded. “Yes, OK, right, I understand.” He let out a terrified whimper. “I, I will serve.”

The faces of Jacks’ dead students twisted into the closest approximation of a smile the ancient, hate-filled mind could form. “You will.” Light shone from the corpses’ eyes, a glow that was echoed in the deepest recesses of the skull’s hollow sockets. “First, you must learn.”

Jacks nodded. Before he could speak, his jaw clenched. Pain, sharp but light, stabbed from behind his eyes. He shook his head, but the headache grew quickly. Suffering filled his mind. With it came knowledge. The doctor fell to his knees and screamed as the voice educated him.

“Now, your first lesson.”
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​Chapter 1: Lawless and Corrupt
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George Robinson sat in the living room of his four-bedroom ranch-style home and gritted his teeth at the television. On the screen, a news reporter commented on a video that played in a small window beside her face. In that video, Horilan soldiers moved up a street, rifles in hand, engaged in a firefight with Carligian terrorists. As the scene played out, the reporter discussed troop movements and losses, reporting casualties to the Horilan people. George sneered. In the chair beside his, Martha, his wife, rolled her eyes. “You need to stop watching the news before bed. It always puts you in a bad mood.”

“Well, shouldn’t it?” George asked. “I mean, two years ago, if the news showed this video, they would have said how brave those soldiers are to face the terrorists and that we needed to keep fighting the war. But now that we have a president they don’t like, sure, they’re saying the president wants to institute a draft. Carol could be over there any day now, and the news is playing politics.”

Martha scoffed. “They love the president, they’re not trying to make him look bad. They’re trying to shame Congress for cutting funding for the war. Next year’s an election, remember? They want to make Congress look bad so everyone votes for the president’s party. That way, their preferred candidates get in, they actually can draft people, and the war stays funded. See? Completely different.” George frowned. Martha smiled. “Now, turn off the news before you start yelling and wake up Chris.”

“I’m not asleep, mom,” Chris said, seated on a nearby couch. The boy held up a book. “I’m just reading.”

Though George chuckled, he also turned off the television. “Stop it. I haven’t yelled like that in years. I’ve grown. Besides, I’m old. I’m allowed to be stuck in my ways.”

“You’re fifty-eight, George Robinson,” Martha said, “and I want you around for a few more decades. So, stop getting stressed out by the TV.” George nodded, then climbed to his feet. Martha glanced up at him. “Oh, while you’re up, the trash needs to be taken out.”

George chuckled. “No problem.” He gave his wife a sideways glance, ruffled his youngest son’s hair, then left the living room. He crossed the house and opened the door into the garage before passing through that and out the side door. Outside, he stood in a side yard, seven feet across, with trash bins lined up against the property's outer wall. The outer gate was opened and George followed a habitual route to take the household waste to the street’s curb.

Streetlights lit the road outside the Robinson house. Beyond that, the sky was impenetrably dark. Few stars shone in that inky blackness. Placing his trash bins at the curb, George looked up and frowned. Light on the horizon in every direction reduced the visibility of the night sky. With a shake of his head, he looked down from the view and trudged back toward the house for another refuse bin.

Inside the alley beside the house, George rolled another trash bin toward the gate. He was nearly there when the sound of shattering glass broke his reverie. Eyes wide, he pushed the bin aside and rushed into his driveway. Sprinting out the gate, George came to a stop in his driveway and stared at his own car, parked at the end, gaping.

Four vehicles were parked on the family’s cramped driveway. Two under protective covers were parked closer to the garage door, but the outer two were exposed and ready. One, the utility-style vehicle usually driven by George, had its door open and window shattered. The light inside the cab illuminated a figure, bedraggled and unwashed, rummaging through the compartments. George stared at the scene. His heart rate quickened. His cheeks flushed. His hands compressed into fists. “Hey!”

George’s voice echoed through the neighborhood. Inside the truck, the would-be thief jumped back. His head swung in every direction, searching for danger, his eyes widening when he spotted George. The thief stood his ground as the vehicle’s owner approached. “Hey, stay-”

“Get away from my truck,” George said, thrusting a finger toward the man. He hurried toward the truck, his hands flexing into fists, then relaxing. At the truck, he placed one hand on the door. The other gripped the thief’s arm. “Get out of-”

Steel glinted under the streetlight. George saw it just in time, jumping back as the thief’s knife slashed the space he’d just vacated. With a gasp, George put the door between himself and the thief’s knife. Reflexively, his hand went to the back of his belt, then froze there. His heart skipped a beat. George gritted his teeth and fought to keep his panic out of his eyes. His attention still on the invader, he raised his voice yet again. “Martha!”

At the call, the thief jumped. He glanced around, hands shaking, then turned and ran. George watched the man go. Behind him, the front door of the house was pulled open. Lit from behind, Martha stood in the doorway, a rifle in hand, and scanned the area. “George?” she asked. “What is it?”

“Oh, thank the king,” George said. A hand went to his chest, over his racing heart. He moved around his truck and approached the front door. “Someone was breaking into my truck! I tried to stop him, and the guy pulled a knife on me!”

The blood drained from Martha’s face. “Oh!” A hand came to her mouth as she looked over her husband. “Are you OK?”

“Dad?” a voice asked from inside the house. “Is everything OK? I heard something out front.”

George stopped just outside the front door and nodded. “I’m fine, Jenny.” He then lowered his voice and looked at his wife. “Call the police. I’ll look over the truck.”

With a nod, Martha went back into the house, rifle in hand, closing the door behind her. Alone again, George returned to his truck. A plate of tempered glass, shattered inward, lay on the driver’s seat, a small sledgehammer atop it. George stared at the window for a moment, eyes distant, face drawn. At last, he sighed. Shaking his head, he turned from the ruined window and looked over the rest of the cab. Though the storage bins had been opened, George couldn’t see that anything was missing.

While George searched, neighbors left their houses. A few familiar faces joined him in the driveway. Questions were asked and answered as best he could. Ten minutes after the thief’s departure, Martha joined her husband. On their driveway, with the backdrop of George’s invaded truck, the Robinsons held court. Inquiries were answered. Fears were addressed. Laments about the neighborhood’s decline were affirmed. In the end, though, George and Martha’s neighbors were left afraid and frustrated. The neighbors were made only more so when the police arrived an hour after they were called.

The black police car pulled to a stop at the mouth of the Robinson’s driveway, and two officers climbed out. George and Martha left the small crowd and approached the police. One officer nodded. “You’re George Robinson?”

“That’s me,” George said. “This is my wife. That’s the truck.”

While the first officer stayed with the Robinsons, the other went to look over the crime scene. “So, tell me what happened,” the first officer said. “You were taking out your trash and just spotted the guy?”

George nodded. “Yeah. I went back for another bin and heard my window shatter. I came out, there was a guy inside my truck. When I tried to stop him, he pulled a knife and tried to cut me. I shouted for help, and he got scared and ran off.” George pointed down the street. “He headed that way.”

“What took so long?” Martha asked. “I called an hour ago.”

The officer nodded. “Yes, ma’am. We were on another call when we got yours. Unfortunately, everyone’s busy tonight. Pretty much every night, actually. Got out here as fast as we could.”

The Robinsons shared a look. “What do you mean? Nothing like this has happened in our neighborhood for-” George blinked. “Well, ever.”

“Sometimes things happen,” the officer said. “Crime always spreads to neighborhoods after a while. And, the way the city’s going crazy, I’m surprised it’s taken this long.”

“Yeah, but the city’s always been crazy, hasn’t it?” George asked. “It’s why most of us moved out. Officer, there are kids in this neighborhood. How can we keep them safe if the police can’t get here in less than an hour?” Martha nodded.

Despite the admonition, the officer shrugged. “If it were me? I’d get-”

The other officer joined them. “The hammer might have some prints on it, but I couldn’t find anything on the compartment doors.” He looked at George. “Was anything missing, sir?”

George shook his head. “No, not that I could see.”

The second officer held up a clear evidence bag with the thief’s hammer inside. “Well, we’ll check this thing for prints, maybe file B-and-E charges, but there’s not much we can do for now.”

“There really isn’t,” the first officer said. “But if this were my neighborhood, I’d get a bunch of my neighbors, arm ourselves, and patrol the neighborhood as best we could.”

The second officer scoffed. “Yeah, for as long as that works. Things are falling apart out there. Just be glad it took this long to reach the suburbs, I guess.”

Martha put a hand on her husband’s arm while he frowned. “Yeah,” George said, “lucky us.”
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“It’s going to cost how much?” George asked.

Across the counter from him, the service attendant sneered. Though the noise of power tools and heavy equipment from the vehicle maintenance bays beyond the attendant was quieted by the glass between them, it was not silenced. Still, the attendant’s sigh was audible. “Look, we can do the job, but we don’t have many parts anymore. We have to apply a surcharge to all parts until this shortage issue is resolved.” He shrugged. “Sorry.”

George frowned. “How many times have you had to explain that this week?”

“About twelve times a day,” the attendant said. “One for every customer I talk to. But good news, we should have it done today. So, there’s that. When it’s done, I’ll call the number on file. Is that up to date?”

“Yes, it is,” George said, patting his hip pocket. “Thanks.” The attendant nodded. With his business concluded, George left the repair shop’s front office and made his way to a nearby passenger vehicle. There he rounded the front of the vehicle and opened the passenger door. “Well, the good news is, it should be done today.”

In the driver’s seat, Martha frowned. “What’s the bad news?” George told her the price. “Wow, that’s really bad news. That’s twice what I would have thought! We’ve had windows replaced here before. What happened?”

Buckling his seat belt, George shrugged. “Shortages. I guess things aren’t getting over the mountains or in from the harbor. Paulist is the biggest port in western Horilan, but we can’t get stuff here.”

From the back seat, Jenny huffed. “That’s dumb. I bet they don’t have problems like that in North Falpori. We should just go to grandpa’s farm.”

“You always want to go to the farm,” Chris, seated beside her, said. Jenny glared at her younger brother.

As Martha pulled out of the mechanic’s parking lot, George arched an eyebrow at her. “Why are they out of school?”

Martha rolled her eyes. Before she could answer, though, Chris interrupted. “Someone called in a bomb threat!”

“It’s stupid,” Jenny said with a sneer. “There wasn’t even a bomb either. Some kid just did it for attention. But we have to miss school now because they don’t want to ‘encourage copycats’ or something. Like anyone’s stupid enough to do that again.”

In the front seat, George and Martha shared an unconvinced glance. George grimaced. “Well, I guess we might as well do something, then. What needs to get done today?”

“Grocery shopping,” Martha said. While she huffed, George nodded and settled in for a ride.

The drive from the mechanic’s shop to the grocery store was short, though it seemed to take an eternity. At every red light, groups of homeless panhandled and offered services to the parked vehicles. Between the lights, business, either closed or near collapse, sat dark and empty. Shattered windows and abandoned vehicles were visible everywhere. At one light, George looked out the window and spotted a form lying in the doorway of an empty furniture store. Though the figure seemed to be sleeping, George narrowed his eyes as he noticed the body’s chest wasn’t rising with breath. He looked back at the kids, neither of whom was looking out the window, and sighed.

At last, Martha drove the passenger truck into the grocery store’s parking lot. George scanned the lot. “Is it always so empty?”

“More and more these days,” Martha said. “I should make you come grocery shopping with me more often. You need to get out of that office of yours, Mr. Author.”

George grinned. “Publishers want books like patients want treatment, Nurse Bedside Manner.”

Chris tilted his head. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“It doesn’t have to,” George said. “I make stuff up for a living. How do you think we can afford a house here and keep the farm running?”

Jenny groaned. “Let’s save money and just move to the farm.”

Again, George and Martha shared a look, this time before climbing out of the vehicle. Once all of them were out, the family met behind the truck. Martha led them inside, but at the door, George diverted to acquire a shopping cart. Then, together, they walked inside.

Within the grocery store, the shelves and aisles were nearly as empty as the parking lot outside. Still, the Robinson family perused the wares. The produce section had been picked almost entirely clean, but Martha took what fruit and vegetables she could. In the bread aisle, the Robinsons found fewer options and came out with less than they’d planned. Martha huffed. “It’s OK, we have a few extra loaves at home. We won’t starve.”

Though Jenny and Chris shared a worried look, then turned to their father, George simply pushed the cart along. In the cereal aisle, Martha picked the last box of pancake mix with a sigh. Though soup cans were plentiful, the nearby shelves for pasta and various sauces were nearly empty. Martha placed far more cans than usual in the cart. The dairy section echoed as George opened the glass door. He frowned at the lack of milk, cheese, and cream. Both the pre-package meats and the butcher’s counter were devoid of product.

By the time the Robinson family reached the end of the aisles, their cart was only half filled. Martha glared at the slim pickings, the empty shelves, the store itself as they all stopped in the sanitary aisle. “This is ridiculous. There have been shortages lately, but-” Lost for words, she gaped.

“Things are hard,” George said. “Things have been hard before. The King will get us through until they get better.”

Martha begrudgingly agreed. Jenny nodded, but before she could speak, she stepped aside as someone coughed behind her. The man moved past them, continuing to cough, and approached the baby food section. Jenny sneered at the man’s back, then crossed her arms. “Why isn’t there food here, though? Dad said it in the car, we’re in the biggest port in western Horilan. We shouldn’t be out of food!”

Martha put a hand on her daughter’s arm. “Sometimes, things happen that we can’t control.” Jenny rolled her eyes, but her expression softened.

Behind Jenny, Chris cowered as he stared down the aisle. “Dad?”

George looked at the boy, then followed his gaze. Near the end of the aisle, the man who’d just passed them stood near an almost-empty shelf of baby formula. After searching the shelves, the man grasped the final can of formula with one hand while he covered more coughing with the other. Prize in hand, he turned to leave. He stopped, his path blocked by a woman. The man coughed. “Excuse me.”

“Get behind me, kids,” George said in a quiet voice. The children obeyed.

The woman looked up at the man. “Please, my kid’s hungry. We’re almost out of formula. Can I please have the can?”

“I’m sorry,” the man said. “I know it’s hard, but I’m out, too. I have kids at home, too, and the baby needs formula. I have to take care of my kid first.” He tried to step around the woman.

Her eyes pleading, the woman stepped in front of the man. “Please, sir, my baby’s starving.”

The man shrugged. “I’m sorry, lady, but I can’t help you.” Tears welled up in the woman’s eyes. She nodded to the man. He tried once again to step past her. That was when she pounced.

Leaping forward, the woman clawed for the can of formula. Her hands wrapped around it, but even coughing, the man held on firmly. The pair struggled against one another, shouting and pleading loudly. At the other end of the aisle, Martha pulled Chris and Jenny back while George stayed in front of them. Finally, with a pained grunt, the man spun and pushed the woman away. She fell back, stumbling against a shelf and landing hard on the floor.

While the woman looked up at the man, crying, he glared at her. “Look, lady, I’m sorry, but I can’t give you the can!” He shook his head at her, then moved past.

Jenny let out a frantic giggle. “I’m glad that’s-”

“Stay there,” George said.

At the end of the aisle, the woman wept. Her desperate sobs echoed up the aisle, even as the man began walking away. As he passed, though, the woman’s crying cut short. Instead, her face hardened as she climbed to her feet, then reached into her purse. George gasped. He cried out, shouting incoherently as the woman drew a pistol and fired. The bullet struck the man’s back, and he fell to the ground. A pool of blood collected under the man as the can of formula rolled out of his reach. Her eyes sharp and wide, the woman rushed forward, grabbed the can, and sprinted toward the door.

George stared at the scene, his eyes wide and hands shaking. Jenny screamed and Chris moaned in terror. Behind them all, Martha clutched her children close and whispered panicked, soothing words. After a second, George swallowed, then spun toward his family. “OK, everyone, go back the other way. Let’s go back.” They started walking. “That’s good, keep going.”

As they walked, Jenny looked up at her father, tears in her eyes. “Dad? I want to go to the farm!”
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​Chapter 2: Escape Plans
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Though the Intensive Care Unit was always full, for the last few weeks it had been occupied beyond capacity. On the fifth floor of Paulist’s largest hospital, the ICU was busy around the clock and especially so in the late afternoon. Standing in one patient’s room, Dr. John Robinson stood beside the bed and read through the chart on a nearby computer terminal. “Heart rate’s elevated, blood-oxygen level is decreasing, and fever is pretty constant. I’ll add another antibiotic to the list of ineffective treatments, then.”

A nearby nurse scoffed. “That list’s getting pretty long, Dr. Robinson.”

“If this keeps up, it’ll probably get longer,” John said. With a sigh, he rubbed his eyes. “This is my fifth patient today with no change. Maybe we need to send them down to respiration, see if they can figure anything out. It looks like it starts in the lungs, after all.”

The nurse shrugged. “If you say so. I heard they don’t know anything, but they’re overwhelmed with lung cancer cases. You know, all the patients we can’t take here because we’re too busy?”

John nodded. “Yes, I know. I don’t like it, but I’m not in charge. You’ll have to talk to Dr. Mullens to change any of that.” He clicked a few boxes on the screen, then another to electronically sign his name. “I’ve just put in a prescription for some anti-inflammatory meds for her. If we can reduce the inflammation in her esophagus, maybe we can reduce the coughing somewhat. Then, we can intubate if needed. Let’s also put her on a stronger antibiotic. If this one doesn’t work, we’re going to have to try something else.”

“Are there any stronger antibiotics?” the nurse asked. John grimaced, then shrugged. “I’ll get her on them. Not that I think it’ll make a difference.”

As he signed out of the computer terminal, John nodded. “Still, we can’t just do nothing. Besides, it is making a difference. We have patients who’ve been in the ICU for a week with this,” he waved at the bedridden patient beside him, “whatever this is. We medicate, treat as best we can, and their conditions aren’t deteriorating. I don’t know how, but we’re holding this thing back.” He paused. “Again, whatever it is.”

With a faint grin, the nurse stared at the doctor. “You’re optimistic.”

John chuckled. “I have to be.” He arched back as he walked to the door. “I’m also tired, my shift’s almost over. Put her on the antibiotics for now. I’ll check in with Dr. Mullens and see if he’s heard anything.” The nurse offered her best wishes as John left the room. In the hall, more of the hospital’s medical staff moved as they went about their duties. John waited for a moment, watching the flow of traffic, then trudged in. Moving away from the ICU, he reached some double doors, then turned left. After a few more turns, he stood at an office door. The sign beside it read ‘Dr. Mullens – Chief of Medicine’. John knocked.

After a second’s wait, a voice from inside the office spoke. “Come in.” John opened the door and stepped through. Inside, the office was occupied by a desk, some chairs, and shelves along one wall. Seated at the desk, Dr. Mullens smiled at John. “Dr. Robinson, what brings you by?”

John closed the door. “I was just with a patient, one of the respiratory infection cases. I put her on stronger antibiotics, but there isn’t much left. I was wondering if you had any ideas about treatment. Maybe someone had mentioned something, or you had an idea.”

“I assure you, Dr. Robinson,” Mullens said, “if I knew anything, I would inform everyone. I doubt stronger antibiotics will do anything, though. At this point, there isn’t much left.”

“What about other meds?” John asked. “I’ve put one patient on anti-inflammatory meds for now. Hopefully, we can bring down inflammation from the coughing and maybe find a break there.”

Mullens nodded. “That’s not a bad idea, but again, I don’t see anything coming from it. What does your department head say?”

Forcing a grin through his grimace, John spread his hands in surrender. “Dr. Kim isn’t in tonight. Neither are any of the attendings, actually. It’s just us residents tonight. Not the first time, either.” He blinked, then shook his head. “Not that we can’t handle it, of course, and we can talk to the attendings and Dr. Kim whenever we need.”

The chief of medicine smiled as he nodded. “You’re just looking for answers. I was a resident once, too, John. Plus, I had this conversation with Jeremy and every one of the ICU attendings a few days ago. We’re all looking for answers. Still, you should speak with them before you come to me. A hospital falls apart without its procedures.”

“Right,” John said. “Sorry.”

“That’s alright, Dr. Robinson,” Mullens said. “How many patients do you have with this respiratory infection?”

John’s eyes went distant for a moment. “Seven right now. I handed a few of them to other doctors as their caseloads lightened.”

Mullens chuckled. “I hope they enjoyed the lighter patient count for those three minutes. Still, seven patients with the same condition will wear on you, especially if you can’t find a treatment.” He held up a finger. “If you do think of something, let me know as soon as you can. We can overlook this breach of protocol as long as you promise another. Questions demand answers, after all.”

Smiling, John nodded. “I’ll come straight to you. Thank you. And sorry.”

“All’s forgiven,” Mullens said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to answer some emails before I head home for the night.”

With a nod, John retreated through the door, pulling it closed behind him. In the hall outside, he checked his watch, then glanced back at the office door again. Shrugging, he moved down the hall and made his way back toward the ICU. The halls were no less conjested than before. The young doctor passed patients and other medical professionals, then turned to enter the men’s changing room. He was about to push the door open when someone called his name. “Dr. Robinson.”

John stopped, then turned. “Yeah.”

The ICU’s senior nurse approached, a smile on her face. “Sorry, I know you’re almost done for the day, but I wanted to ask about this order you put in. Do you really want to try another antibiotic?”

“Yes, I do,” John said. “I know there’s almost no chance it’ll do anything, but we have to keep trying. I asked Dr. Mullens, and he doesn’t have any suggestions. I’ll ask Dr. Kim and the attendings when they’re in, but, right now, I can’t think of anything else.”

The senior nurse laughed. “You’re fine, Dr. Robinson. I just wanted to make sure before we administered. Besides, Dr. Kim called in sick yesterday. He said he had a cold. Hopefully, that’s what it really is.”

John nodded. “You got that right.” He nodded. “Yeah, I wrote the prescription.”

“OK, thank you,” the nurse said. “OK, I’ll get out of your way. Just watch out, now that you’re the only Robinson in the hospital, you might get a lot more people calling you.” She smiled, then turned to walk away.

His brow furrowed, John hurried to catch up with her. “What do you mean, ‘the only Robinson’?”

“Nurse Robinson?” the senior nurse asked. “Martha? Down in the ER? She’s your mom, right?” John nodded. “I just got word that the ER needs someone to fill in for her. The staff office called around asking for someone to transfer. Anyway, I guess she put in for a leave of absence all of a sudden.”

“She did?” John asked.

“Yeah, she did,” the senior nurse said. “You didn’t know about that?”

John blinked, then shook his head. “No. I had no idea.”
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“Dad, this is crazy,” John said.

The garage of the Robinson house was open, with two of the four vehicles pulled inside. George and Martha maneuvered between them as they carried boxes, suitcases, bags, and other packages to the other two cars. As they went out, Chris and Jenny went back inside. John, the eldest, stood just at the back of his mother’s utility vehicle, arms crossed. Martha moved past him and deposited her load into the car. “Really, John? Not you, too.”

John waved an arm at George’s truck. “Mom, it is! So some guy tries to break into your truck, so what? That happens all the time in my neighborhood. Besides, you got it fixed the next day, didn’t you? That doesn’t mean you have to pull Jenny and Chris from school and run off to the country.”

“I told you to move out of that apartment,” George said.

“It’s close to work,” John said. “Plus, it’s in the middle of the city, there are lots of restaurants and shops nearby, and it’s great. So there’s crime, so what? There’s crime everywhere.”

George deposited his box in the back of his truck and shoved it forward. “It’s not just the crime, John.” The Robinson patriarch straightened, then turned to his son. “How many times have you told us about treating a shooting victim in your hospital? Or a stabbing? How many rapes? It’s not just the crime. It’s the violence. The guy who broke into my car tried to stab me. What if Chris had taken out the trash? Or Jenny?”

Before John could answer, Martha put a hand on his arm. “We have to keep them safe, too.”

“Then don’t let them go out at night?” John asked. “Have you tried that?”

“You mean like when you were a kid?” Jenny asked, walking from the garage. She pulled a wheeled luggage bag behind her and sneered at her oldest brother. “You used to sneak out all the time after dark. But we’re supposed to stay inside?”

Despite his age, John blushed. “Jenny!”

The Robinson parents both let out a knowing chuckle. “Don’t get mad at her,” Martha said, “we knew all about it.”

John’s eyes widened as he looked at his mother. “You did?”

“Sure, we did,” George said. “We would have put a stop to it if you’d been causing trouble. We didn’t see a need.” He stared at his son pointedly. “Because you were safe.”

“And?” John asked. “So, one crime and you guys are running off.”

Martha sighed. “It’s not just this one time, John. Remember the riots last year? What about two years ago when stores almost ran out of food? Oh, Great King, you’re too young to remember, but when you were a little kid, a storm came through and flooded the city. Your father and I had to carry you and Carol out of our flooded apartment. We lost everything, but nothing’s been fixed. They just cleared out the water and let drug addicts and criminals take over that neighborhood.”

John rolled his eyes. “Mom, those people need help.”

“And they’re not getting it,” George said. “The city government isn’t doing anything about them, and the state pays them.” He held up his hands. “I’m not trying to start anything political, I’m just saying, the Paulist city government isn’t really helping the people of Paulist.”

“What about Jenny and Chris and school?” John asked. “You can’t just pull them. They’ll fall behind.”

Jenny scoffed. “Please, they haven’t taught us anything in months. All my teachers talk about is how ‘the war in Carligh is our fault’ and ‘we deserve to lose in Carligh’. It’s stupid! Carol’s in the army. They’re not the bad guys. Besides, we’ve been out of school all week because someone called in a bomb threat.”

John gaped at his little sister. Again, George held up his hands. “Look, John, Jenny and Chris are coming up on a school break, anyway. We’re just heading out a little early. We’ll visit the farm, give all this craziness some time to blow over. If you want, you can stay at the house instead of your apartment. If not, that’s fine.”

“Or,” Martha said, “you could come with us.” Beside her, George nodded.

For once, John’s frown was one of sorrow, not anger. “I can’t. I’ve got back-to-back shifts for the next week.” He chuckled bitterly. “I love being a medical resident.”

Martha smiled as she squeezed her eldest son’s hand. “Try being a nurse.”

Both John and George groaned, each for different reasons. John nodded. “I swear, they teach doctors to be sympathetic, use some ‘bedside manner’, all of that, because nurses can’t even fake it.” He grinned at his glowering mother. “Anyway, I can’t go with you. I have to work, and I’m not crazy.” He turned to his father, a new pain in his eyes. “Come on, Dad, since when do you run?”

“We’re not running, John,” George said. “Your mom and I are just getting the kids somewhere safe. Carol’s already on Fort Bostic out east.” He hesitated. “It’s in East Plavichia, right?”

“Keltop,” Martha said. “We were there last month for her officer school graduation.”

George nodded. “Right, sorry. I forgot. I’ve slept since then and, oh yeah, I was almost stabbed in my own driveway.”

Martha turned her glare on her husband, glancing at Jenny. “Can we try to stay upbeat?”

The girl simply laughed. George grinned. “Well,”  he said, “either way, we’re not running away, John, we’re just getting out of trouble’s way. You’re still welcome to come with us.”

John crossed his arms. “Sorry, Dad, I can’t. While you’re getting out of town, some of us have to stay and help. There are still innocent people in Paulist, believe it or not.”

Despite his son’s indignation, George smiled. He put a hand on his son’s shoulder and squeezed. “You know, I’m proud of you, John. It took a lot of hard work, long hours and sleepless nights to get your doctorate and, now you’re helping people. It’s admirable, and I’m proud to be your father. You know you can’t save the world, but you’re still trying. At some point, though, you’ll be forced to admit that the world can’t be saved.”

“Is that why you’re running?” John asked. “Because the world ‘can’t be saved’?”

“Not by us,” George said. “Only by the King and his son. Besides, we’ve done all we can. Your mom and I volunteer. We help out, we work with charities and government stuff, but it’s not changing anything.”

Martha sighed. “Things are just getting worse.”

Chris, a box in hand, walked by. “It’s like the Signs from the Book. You know how things are supposed to get crazy before the Old One awakens and the world ends?”

Before John could respond, George nodded. “They’re not that bad, Chris, but yes, they are bad. So, your mom and I are going to save the world by taking your brother and sister out to grandpa’s old farm. You can come if you want. We have space for you.”

Jenny scoffed. “He won’t come. John wants to help everyone, even if it kills him.”

“Shut up, Jenny,” John said. “I’m a doctor. I’m trying to help people.”

“You two, stop that,” Martha said. “Jenny’s just going to miss her older brother.” The girl’s glare failed to hide her true feelings. “And John’s going to miss us, isn’t that right?” John vacillated, then acquiesced.

George squeezed John’s shoulder again. “You can join us whenever you want, John. If things get worse, come out to the farm and we’ll throw a party.”

John’s frown lightened slightly. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“We can always hope.”
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​Chapter 3: Cracks in the Foundation
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Sub-Lieutenant Carol Robinson entered the staff building at nine in the morning, greeted her fellow soldiers, and retreated to her office. Inside, she placed her uniform hat on the desk, then sat behind it and stared at the computer screen. A few moment’s manipulation activated the device and, with her workday begun, she went through the list of received messages as quickly as possible. Halfway through the messages, her heart-rate slowed, her blood pressure fell, and the redness in her cheeks began to fade.

Five seconds after Carol relaxed, a hand knocked on the door. “Lieutenant Robinson?” a voice asked. “Do you have a moment?”

Carol looked up from her screen and relied on her training to hide her panic. “Um, yes.” She spotted a soldier at the door, wearing the rank insignia of a staff marshal on his uniform, and smiled. “Come on in, Marshal.”

Staff Marshal Todd Grandchester nodded. “Sorry to interrupt, ma’am, but I had a question. Lieutenant Tabor is on battalion duty so I can’t ask him, but Second Platoon was supposed to head to the range today and we don’t have an officer. You know base rules, have to have an officer around whenever live rounds are being fired. It's a stupid rule, but no one asked me.”

“It’s not stupid,” Carol said, a bit too eagerly. “Base command wants to thin the commission-enlisted divide. If officers go with the soldiers on training, they think the enlisted will have an easier time following that officer.” Her smile was matter-of-fact. “Something about shared misery building camaraderie.”

Grandchester scoffed. “If you say so, ma’am. Either way, my soldiers need to spend some brass, so I need some on a uniform.”

With a quick keystroke, Carol locked her computer. “Let’s go run it by the CO first.” Nodding, Grandchester rose and followed the young officer out of the office. In the hall, they turned left and headed toward the main hall of the building, then stopped outside a closed door. Carol tilted her head at the usually open door before she lifted her hand to knock.

Before her knuckle made contact, the door was pulled open. Suddenly, the two soldiers stood before their commanding officer, Captain Lars Kreig. Startled, the CO blinked, then looked at them both. “Morning, Lieutenant Robinson, Marshal Grandchester. What can I do for you?”

Carol nodded to Grandchester. “Second platoon needs an officer for the range, and their platoon leader is on staff duty. Marshal Grandchester asked if I could fill in. I thought I’d run it by you first.”

Kreig smiled, then gestured for Carol and Grandchester to let him through. “Good thinking.” He headed down the hall toward the entrance. The other soldiers followed. “Unfortunately, I can’t let you do that. Lieutenant Tabor’s on duty, Lieutenant Henry’s on paternity leave, the XO’s on quarters with that cold going around, and Lieutenant Jimenez is clearing division.”

“OK,” Carol said. “And I take it you’re heading somewhere for the rest of the day.”

“Indeed, I am,” Kreig said. He grinned. “Brigade just called. They want every company commander and senior NCO up there right now. You know how these things go. I’ll probably end up out of the office all day, listening to intel briefings and logistics plans while slowly going insane.” He indicated Grandchester. “Frankly, if I weren’t, I’d be going to the range instead.”

Grandchester chuckled. Carol did not. “Um, sir,” the lieutenant said, “that leaves me the only officer here.” Her heart-rate increased again. “I’ve only been with the unit two weeks. I only graduated Officer Candidate School a month ago.”

“Well then, Lieutenant Robinson,” Kreig said, “it sounds like it’s time for you to get to know your soldiers. Since Second Platoon isn’t going to the range, you’ll have to sort some stuff out.”

Carol took a deep breath, trying to calm her suddenly shaking hands, then nodded. “Right. Yes, sir. I’ve got it.”

The CO smirked. “You’ll be fine, Carol. If you have any questions, just ask-” He glanced at Grandchester. His smirk turned sour. “Marshal Grandchester. I’d prefer to send you to Senior Marshal Hopkins, but he’ll be at this meeting, too. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get to brigade headquarters.”

As the door opened, Carol called the company to attention. The CO put them at ease, then left the building. As the door closed, Carol kept her face turned toward it, hiding her reddening cheeks from the NCO behind her. Grandchester chuckled. “Last-minute changes, just like the army ordered. Looks like Second Platoon isn’t going to the range today. What do you have for us now, ma’am?”

Eyes wide and heart pounding, Carol searched for options on the building’s outer wall. For a moment, her hands threatened to start shaking again. With no other choice, she fell back on her training, then calmed her nerves with a few deep breaths. Her pulse slowed, and the blood flowed from her cheeks. Smiling, she turned back to the Marshal. “Why are you asking me? You’re their platoon NCO, Marshal Grandchester. Find something.”

“Dump it on the NCO, huh?” Grandchester asked.

Carol rolled her eyes as she walked past him. “If I’m in command, then I need to see what needs to happen with the company. Second Platoon is your problem. Improvise. If nothing else, draw dummy weapons and have them do a quick combat course through the motor pool.”

Grandchester’s mirth faded. “I’ll come up with something else. The last thing I need is to aggravate the mechanics.”

“You mean again, right?” Carol asked. “Didn’t I hear you caused trouble there last month?” Grandchester grumbled. “That said, it wouldn’t hurt for your platoon to look over their vehicles. You were in the field last maintenance day. That’s probably why the mechanics are always mad at Second Platoon.”

“What do they expect?” Grandchester asked. “We’re weapons, not mortar! We walk everywhere. Why do we even need vehicles? This new army stuff is stupid.” He rolled his eyes, then froze. “Um, present company excluded, ma’am.”

The lieutenant chuckled. “What ‘new army stuff’? Letting females into infantry companies? I’m intelligence, marshal. I sit in the rear, read maps, and tell you where to aim your weapons. It’s still an experimental unit configuration. And you need vehicles because not even weapons platoons can walk everywhere.”

“I’ve got no problem with females in the companies,” Grandchester said. “If nothing else, they make the offices smell better. But having trucks is just one more thing to break. I’ve got privates that can’t keep their own boots tied, how am-”

“Lieutenant,” a voice from the common area said. A private approached, a folder in hand. “Um, we have an issue. I was going to take it to the CO, but he left before we could get it all together.”

Carol looked at the private, then took the offered folder. “What’s the issue?” She looked through the folder, then froze. “Twenty ballistic vests? With plates?” Grandchester looked over her shoulder and swore. Carol gasped. “And night-vision goggles? All missing? Where did-” She groaned. “How would you know, right?”

“We’ve searched, ma’am,” the private said. “We’ve counted everything. And no, the CO didn’t know anything about it yet. Him or Top.”

Grandchester scoffed. “I wonder if any weapons are missing.”

It was everything Carol could do not to erupt in a string of profanities. Instead, she breathed slowly and willed her heart rate to slow again. Once her pulse was under control, she nodded to Grandchester. “Probably. One or two vests, or NVGs, missing? Sure, some dumb lieutenant dropped it in the field. Twenty? Someone’s stealing equipment.” She closed the folder. “I hate to do it, but call in every platoon marshal.” She sighed. “Have them meet me in the CO’s office. Mine isn’t big enough for them all.” The private agreed, then ran off to carry out the order.

“Well, I’m here,” Grandchester said.

Without a hint of humor, Carol nodded. “And I’m very glad you are.” She shook her head. “Someone’s stealing from Bravo Company, marshal. I’d bet a month’s pay that’s why brigade called a meeting. They’re upset that people are stealing from everywhere. And the violence. There was another fistfight in the dining hall this morning.”

“World’s falling apart,” Grandchester said with a frown.

Carol’s lips tightened. “Yeah, it is.” With a grunt, she headed out to the building’s largest office, usually occupied by Captain Kreig. “Let’s see if we can keep it from collapsing until the CO gets back.”
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The drive from Paulist, in New Parphelea on the western coast of Horilan, to the Robinson family farm, in the North Falpori plains, took five days. With two vehicles, the family rode in convoy, one behind the other and visible at all times. Jenny and Chris switched vehicles as their moods directed. Breaks were taken, vehicles refueled, and lead cars swapped, but the family continued on.

Two days into the trek, Jenny, Chris, and Martha sat in the family’s passenger vehicle, leading George in the truck. Though every seat not occupied by a passenger was filled with parcels, the interior wasn’t cramped. In the back seat, Chris read a book, occasionally turning his attention to the mountains and valleys beyond his window. In the front seat, Jenny played on a handheld electronic device while her mother drove. An hour into her game, the girl tensed, gritted her teeth, then groaned as her muscles relaxed. Martha smiled. “Did you die?”

“Yeah,” Jenny said. She dropped the device into a cubby with a frown, then looked out the window. The vehicle continued in silence for a moment before Jenny spoke again. “Mom, why is everything so bad now?”

Martha’s smile faded. “What do you mean, baby?”

Her face still turned toward the view, Jenny’s eyes went distant. “I mean, like, Horilan’s at war with Carligh, right? And some guy tried to stab dad a few days ago. And there are fights at my school, like, all the time. And people are getting sick. And that lady who shot that guy in the grocery store! Was it like this when you were a kid?”

“No, baby, it wasn’t,” Martha said. She sighed. “There wasn’t any of this trouble when I was your age. Don’t get me wrong, there was trouble, bad things happened, but it wasn’t like this.”

Jenny turned to her mother. “What happened then?”

Martha shrugged. “I don’t know. Something just changed. Maybe people stopped being nice to each other. Maybe we all got too comfortable. Maybe we started seeing our differences more than our similarities.”

“But we’re still the same,” Chris said from the back seat. “People didn’t change, did they?”

The girl in the front seat nodded. “Yeah, it’s not like people just woke up one day and decided to be mean. Why can’t people just get along?”

For a moment, Martha struggled to find the words. The kids continued to stare at their mother, who kept her own eyes directed at the road ahead. After a few seconds, a sign came into view, hand-painted and suspended from an old power pole, that read ‘The Prince Will Return, Are You Ready?’. Martha smiled. “You know how we got to church?”

Chris smiled. “Yeah!”

“Well, what do they say?” Martha asked.

Jenny rolled her eyes, but her brother accepted the assignment with a smile. “The preacher said that, a long time ago, the Great King founded an empire that filled the whole world! People lived in Artandt and were happy, and the King protected them. Then, one day, the Old One told everyone that they could do whatever they wanted if they let him be the king instead. So they fought the King and said they didn’t want to live the way he said anymore, and he left, because no one wanted him to be king anymore, but the Old One was lying, and then everything was bad.” The boy paused for a breath.

“Everyone in school says none of that stuff’s true,” Jenny said.

“Do they?” Martha asked. “What do they say happened?”

For a moment, Jenny froze. After her initial hesitation, she sneered, shrugged, and turned her attention back out the window. “Nothing. Just, you know, people, like, evolved from monkeys, lived here, and were mean to each other. Nothing special.”

Chris huffed. “No! When the king left, he sent the Prince to take care of people and protect them from the Old One. But people didn’t listen to him either, so he went to the Old One and fought him! He killed the Old One, but he died, too. Someday, though, he’s going to come back and fix everything. Then the Great King will come back and be the king of Artandt again, and everyone will be happy again.” He paused for another breath, then smiled.

Martha chuckled. “Well, you sound certain, Chris.”

The boy blushed. Jenny rolled her eyes again and looked back at her brother. Her resolve cracked at the sight of her brother’s grin, and she couldn’t stop one of her own. “I like your story better.”

“It’s true,” Chris said.

Jenny smiled, then turned forward. “So what? Everything’s bad because of the Old One? Because of an ancient monster or something?”

“I don’t know about that,” Martha said. “Maybe, maybe not. I think ‘everything’s bad’ because people can choose to be bad. Or, they can choose to be good. Whether they choose to do horrible things because of the ‘Old One’ or because we’re all able to do horrible things, it’s still up to us how we live.”

“So, obey the King’s Rules?” Jenny asked. “Don’t attack people, be happy with what you have, serve the King, all that?”

Martha put a hand on Jenny’s and squeezed. “I can think of worse ways to live.”

Jenny’s smile grew. “Then why doesn’t everyone just live like that now? If the King’s really coming back, why can’t we just do it all the time?”

“Is the King really coming back?” Martha asked. “Some people don’t think so. Some people think it’s all a myth. The Great King, the Prince, the Old One, all of it. Like you said, the kids at your school don’t think any of it’s real, right?” Jenny nodded. “Well, that’s their choice. I hate to say it, but, one way or another, we’ll all find out someday.”

The car fell silent for a moment. Martha and Jenny stayed together, hand-in-hand. In the back seat, Chris smiled as he looked out the window. Outside, the desert plains seemed to flash by while the distant mountains hardly moved. Black paved road stretched on ahead for unseen miles, marked only by lines of paint. Together, the Robinsons continued down the road, three in the front vehicle, one in the rear.

At last, driving past a small town, its cemetery the largest marker just outside the borders, Chris sat up. He tilted his head, then looked at the driver’s seat. “Mom, what happens to us when we die?”

Martha laughed. “This is going to be a long drive.”
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​Chapter 4: Nearing Collapse
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The hotels along their route from their home in New Parphelea to their farm North Falpori left a lot to be desired. Where possible, the Robinsons rented one room with space for four sleepers. Conjoined rooms were also acceptable. Doors that opened into an inner hallway were always preferred. However, on multiple occasions, large or connected rooms weren’t available. The family did its best to adapt to what it could get.

Near the end of their voyage, the Robinsons were forced to spend the night in a shady, run-down motel in western North Falpori. There had been two vacant rooms, but they weren’t together. Nor were they on the same floor. Faced with separation, in what seemed a situation they couldn’t win, George and Chris stayed on the lower level while Martha and Jenny took the top floor room. If the motel’s rules forbade firearms in the rooms, neither parent bothered to find out.

In the morning, after an uneasy night’s rest, George stepped out of the ground floor room and scanned the parking lot. Several vehicles were scattered throughout the grounds. Half a dozen streetlights loomed over the space, few of them working. Beyond the lot, sparse traffic flowed over the highway. At the far end of the motel, George had a commanding view of the lot, and his frown softened to see there were no people in the area. George nodded, but before he could speak, Chris appeared at his side. “Do you want me to go get mom and Jenny?”

“Sure,” George said. “You know what? I’ll go with you.”

Smiling, Chris ran back into the room, retrieved the key, then charged out the door. George pulled the door closed, then followed. The boy led the rush up the stairs, his father behind, and climbed to the second floor. At the top, he waited for his elder. “Hurry up, dad,” Chris said. George laughed as he joined his son, then ruffled the boy’s hair. Chris glowered, but it was soon replaced by a smile.

On the balcony that ran around the second floor, George and Chris approached the family’s other room. Closer to the motel’s office, it overlooked a small porte-cochere. Though hidden by an awning, the parking space outside the entrance was visible from above. As they approached, George saw two men, dressed in thick coats and torn pants, leave the motel’s entrance. They walked to the outer pillars of the porte-cochere and stopped there. Without looking directly at them, George gently urged Chris over, placing himself between the boy and the newcomers.

At the motel room door, George stood behind Chris as the boy knocked. A second later, a very tired-looking Jenny opened the door with a yawn. “Hi, dad.” She waved. “Hi, Chris.”

“How’d you two sleep?” George asked.

Jenny shrugged, but it was Martha who answered. “Well enough, I guess.” She stepped into view, then froze. Scanning her husband’s face, she nodded, then went back to the bedside table.

“What’s wrong?” Jenny asked.

Before George or Martha could answer, an engine roared behind them. In the lot below, an expensive sports car swerved off the road, tires squealing, and rushed for the porte-cochere. Dust was kicked into the air as the car came to a stop under the awning. Exhaust smoke flew from the tailpipes before the engine was shut down. A second later, both doors opened. A man, middle-aged and well-kept, climbed from the driver’s seat. Across from him, a woman in a suggestive dress stepped from the passenger side.

“Chris, come inside,” Martha said. As the boy complied, she pulled a pistol from the stand between the two beds.

Jenny’s eyes went wide. “Mom, what’s going on? It’s just a car-”

Below them, shouting filled the air. The two men at the pillars approached the driver, reaching into their coats. Orders for keys were bellowed and guns were drawn. At the sight of the pistols, the driver’s fight-or-flight reaction activated. Laughing, he drew a pistol of his own and aimed at the first of the attackers. The woman caught in the middle fell to her knees and wept, covering her head with her arms.

Martha rushed out the door, weapon in hand. Outside, George drew his own firearm from behind his back. They approached the balcony railing, but it was too late. The moment Martha reached the balustrade, the two men fired. Though the driver got off a lucky shot, he was struck in the chest, time and time again. He stumbled for a moment as the two men stood firm, then fell onto his back. Blood pooled around him as his eyes went distant and dark.

While the elder Robinsons watched, the two thieves rushed to the dead driver. One searched his pockets. The other shouted to the cowering woman. At his gruff command, she stood, wiped her eyes, and approached them. Though she moved slowly, neither George nor Martha missed her smile. She reached the men just as the one found the keys. Together, the trio moved toward the car, celebrating their assumed victory.

The roar of a shotgun ended their party. Weapon in hand, the motel manager stepped outside. She aimed the shotgun at the thieves, then nodded toward a nearby bench. A command was quietly given. The trio paused, shared a look, and laughed. Both men raised their pistols. The motel manager fired. So did the car thieves.

Jenny screamed inside the motel room as the firearms bellowed underneath them. The motel manager’s shotgun blast struck one thief in the chest. At the same instant, the thieves’ bullets hit their target. One thief fell to the ground, his face and chest shredded, and the manager crumpled to the ground like a house of cards. With his compatriot dead, the second thief rushed to the car, the woman screaming behind him. The two survivors climbed into the sports car and gunned the engine. In a cloud of dust and exhaust, they sped onto the road and disappeared into the distance.

Martha leapt to her feet. Scanning the lot, she rushed down the stairs, then toward the porte-cochere. There, she checked the bodies lying on the ground, pistol and medic’s eyes ready. Above her, George turned to the room. “Jenny, Chris, get inside. Close the door. Do not come out until I tell you!”

“Daddy?” Jenny asked. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Beside her, Chris cowered against the wall. “What’s going on, daddy? What happened?”

“Don’t you worry about it,” George said. “Your mom and I are going to help. You stay inside. Do not look out the window. Just stay inside.”

At Jenny’s nod, George hurried down the stairs. On the ground, he joined Martha as his wife checked the hotel manager for a pulse. She spoke to him without turning her attention from the patient. “The other two are dead. The first guy was dead by the time he hit the ground, but the second one took a minute.” She gritted her teeth. “He’s hamburger.”

George instinctively scanned the surrounding area. “What about the manager?”

Martha threw up her hands. “Gone.” She turned and met her husband’s eyes. “What’s going on, George? Opkir wasn’t this random, and that was a war! On another continent! This...” Her voice drifted off as she indicated the corpses around them. “This is just senseless.”

“I know,” George said. “We should call the police.”

Nodding, Martha pushed herself to her feet. “I’ll go. They have a phone in the office.” With one more sigh, Martha checked her patients, then went inside. George stood outside, a sentry among the dead, and glowered at the violence. Beyond the motel’s parking lot, traffic passed on the highway, vehicles and people continuing toward their destinations in oblivious inner focus. George watched them pass with envy.

A few minutes passed while George stood alone, but eventually Martha left the motel office. She shook her head as George turned toward her. “I got a machine. Hold time is an hour. The police response time is two hours. I left a message. I told them what they needed to know.” She pointed to the corner of the porte-cochere. There, a security camera looked back at them. “The security cameras recorded the whole thing, though.”

“Daddy?” Jenny’s quiet, tremulous voice asked from behind them.

George and Martha whirled to find Jenny and Chris standing behind them, eyes high and focused on their parents. “What are you two doing down here?” George asked. “I told you to stay in the room.”

Tears streamed down the children’s faces. Jenny took a deep breath. “Daddy?” The girl’s voice shook as she spoke. “We want to go. Can we go now, please?”

The Robinson parents examined their children, then shared a look. Martha’s eyes softened, and George nodded. “Yeah,” he said, turning back to his kids, “let’s get out of here.”
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The Intensive Care Unit was filled beyond capacity, and John moved between patients, propelled entirely by caffeine and desperation. Leaving one bed, he moved toward a second, then stopped as another doctor rushed in front of him. “Excuse me, John,” she said. “I’ve got this one.”

John held up his hands and stepped back. “All yours, Kendra.” He watched the young doctor go, then continued on to another bed.

Both doctors, along with a handful of others and an army of nurses, checked on patients, all of them lined up in the ICU’s cramped hallway. Orderlies and other medical professionals moved around each other as the internal medicine experts examined patient after patient. Though composed of a broad diversity of ethnicities, ages, and sexes, every patient had similar symptoms. As he studied more and more patients, John saw them all. Fever. Shortness of breath. Fluid in the lungs. Loss of sensation and circulation in extremities. Visual and auditory impairments. Every patient in that hall, in that section of the ICU, had a collection of those symptoms.
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