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Prologue: The Countdown
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Seventeen days remained until the first series of attacks were set to take place. The world had engraved this timeline in their mind, whether they were staring at the updated countdown website, ticking days off of a calendar, or even carving the numbers on a tree trunk in the rural abyss. Those who were not prepared to take the threat fled to the hills, while others built what they could and hunkered down while they were waiting. The multi-pronged risk of chemical attacks and threats to the water supply left many demoralized, quietly accepting the inevitable downturn.

While peace agreements had been well established in the last five years, three countries had revealed capabilities in new areas: advanced salination of water supplies, targeted crop destructions, and other methods to instill massive damage in a manner of weeks. The greatest asset, in the eyes of the three strikers, was the land, second to the population. In an ironic twist, the people were commoditized and the commodities idolized.

The world perhaps owed eternal gratitude to the tiny town of Cusco, with just two hundred thousand residents, that had intercepted these planned attacks through its digital surveillance methods, which left the identity of countries anonymous in a last-ditch effort to preserve global peace. A new agreement, including a voluntary sharing of these technologies, could help usher in a new age, one in which planet exploration and technological prowess outpaced the desire to quarrel over the limited resources of the earth. Could the world really overlook these sinister plans and move toward peace?

But perhaps it didn’t matter. Everyone had their own cross to bear in these times, and there was no guarantee that the urgency of these strikes would be a strong enough catalyst to restore mutual cooperation. Each sovereign nation faltered on its own, and most carried their own economic burdens and paid no mind to global struggles. 

The limited communication methods and widespread distrust offset any of the benefits of the small pockets of technological innovation that had been spread worldwide. Jaded by the decades of strikes, food shortages, and political turmoil, most leaders felt that such a strike would be a mere blip in the struggles ahead. Nothing could be done to stop the aggressor and prepare the victims.

A day-by-day mindset ensued in the European, Eastern, and Western States. The neon lights and altered climatic state represented an omen, judgment, or an agrarian apocalypse, depending on who you asked. For some, a strike would be a welcome distraction and a means to help them escape the greater challenges that engulfed each region. It would serve as a convenient distraction from their plight away from a much slower, but certain, decay. 

Walt pulled into the back parking lot of Bismarck Mining Corporation. It was the first January in history that there had been no snow, but the air still felt chilly that evening. His daughter Natalie’s dance medals hung suspended from the dashboard, gently rocking during what he hoped was his last trip to the mine.

The CEO greeted him as he exited his vehicle, seemingly enchanted by the upcoming encounter, accompanied by two subservient men who slowly exited the back vehicle behind him.

“We’ve always owned ya,” exclaimed the leader, blowing smoke into the dry Dakota air as he slipped Walt a wad of cash. “One more job means eternal slavery, don’t ya know.”

Nobody would be driving near this abandoned parking lot at 2 a.m., and anyone who did would know better and steer away as quickly as possible. Walt questioned himself, his motives, and how he had landed himself in this trap again.

He recoiled and pushed back as sensibly as one could in this state. “I’m beginning to learn this. Perhaps my precision would be better if I knew you could reconsider. This load that you’re moving to Oregon next week, this isn’t some Mickey Mouse stunt. You do remember who greases the wheels in this region, don't you?”

“Around two weeks until the strike. You do know your leverage, I guess. Just remember our contacts run deep as well. All over the world. Not just agriculture, but the arts, dance even, if you know what I mean.”

Defeat never felt more painful. Walt nodded and gave a slight bow to the group. “I’ll hit the road tomorrow. No telling where they’ll strike and how hard.”

Henri paced through the Vaganova Art Center on the third floor, directly below the school’s new dance studio, which was planned to welcome students in the following year. The telecommunication system was down for the third day in a row, and he had been unable to phone his parents, whom he hoped were safe from the upcoming chaos in rural Maine. Both locations sat nestled far away from some of the key energy infrastructure in France, the Permian Basin, and the Dakotas.

He imagined things would be worse in eleven days when the countdown ended, as the tech and military of this region lagged behind most of the world. Either way, Henri had missed his chance to return. Flights were fully booked, and he would be lucky to find a last-minute boat departing, with no guarantee of safety in the sea. Europe was his base for now, and he couldn’t help the nihilism that hit him. He had bigger issues now, and a strike might even distract future aggressors.

Henri shuffled through his business cards and eventually found the one from Vlad, the CEO of the region’s largest uranium plant. Even amid the geopolitical chaos, the financial burdens weighed on his heart.

Henri knocked on the door and placed the yellow envelope directly on Vlad’s desk.

Vlad nodded slightly, engulfed in a mountain of paperwork, before finally talking. This was their third time speaking, and Henri gave this meeting thirty seconds max based on their previous interactions.

“If the terms are acceptable on your end and we are pleased with the paperwork, you will hear from us in three days. No sense hoarding savings with this countdown. Good day, sir!” Vlad said, before turning his attention back to the files.

“Thank you, sir,” said Henri, nervously exiting the office, wondering if he had just attended the world’s shortest meeting.

The cool air was a nice repose from the brief clash he had just escaped. Obtaining financing was his only way forward, and the threat of widespread global attacks only helped his odds in some way, as it may deter the debt collectors.

Lost in thought, Henri exited the door, awkwardly slamming into a tall man who was entering the building. Their papers collided, and a pack of Lucky Strike cigarettes lay by his shoe.

“Care for a smoke?” said Dean, oddly relaxed and unphased by the encounter.

Dean carried an odd charm buried behind what Henri could see entailed decades of intensity and hidden pain. Henri nodded, placing a match against the end of a cigarette and holding the smoke against his lungs for good measure.

“This your ticket out, I suppose?” Henri finally inquired.

Dean nodded. “Funny you should say that, as I’m working in transport. And it’s not just my ticket. Sometimes decades pass in weeks or even a handful of meetings. And we are rather short on time, aren’t we. I’ll be going now. Wish you the best.”

Henri nodded and paused as Dean exited the door, tossing his half-finished cigarette on the ground. The motion of humanity had aligned, perhaps. Everyone was cashing in what they could.

Rick called for his second beer at the Miraflores pub surrounded by the usual crew of expats and other government officials who worked in wildlife preservation.

After months of concealing his intentions and findings, Rick was now a loose cannon. Nothing could change his course now.

“Just five days left. If they were going to transfer me, they’d have transferred me already. I know what they were hiding in these buildings, and they know that I am aware that they have been onto me. Not sure if it’ll be a first class flight or a black bag on my head. Life’s a riddle, innit?” he exclaimed, looking down to see he had already gulped a third of his beer.

The bartender nodded before addressing Rick. “You wouldn’t be the first to go, but I tell you, I don’t think the wildlife rangers are at the top of their list. Aren’t you more worried about the strike, anyway?”

“I tell you a strike would be good. I could move somewhere new. They could forget I was on their trail. But they can’t hide this tech from the world forever. I've never seen it, but the Western States are picking up now. Those pharma companies. There’s stuff they brew that makes ayahuasca seem like a happy meal. It's only a matter of time. They’ll be sending drones of expats and government officials here soon.”

Rick paused after a chorus of nods and half-hearted agreements. Sometimes, it was better to be thought mad.

Jeremy paced about Milaflores, eyeing a taxi stand. “I trust the product has been moved securely?” he inquired. 

His flight was due in two hours, and soon he would be on a much brighter task in the Western States.

“Everything is secure, sir. All the contents have been routed to Caspian Pharma in the Western States, hard drives wiped, and no trace of any of the other materials. Our paper trail will be left inside the embassy. The press are coming by in an hour to hear the story that we, and the flames I reckon, cooked up for them.”

“Very well, then.”

Sid glanced at the clock in the upper corner of his apartment, which read 9:50 a.m., thirty minutes after his scheduled appointment at the Lima embassy. His alarm had survived the blow of his left hand, yet the batteries lay apathetically on the floor, nestled against the nearly empty Suntory bottle. Even if he managed to hail a taxi in the next five minutes, he would still be there nearly an hour late.

No prize for arriving on time to your termination meeting, anyway, he thought to himself as he took a swig of the remaining contents of the bottle.

Perhaps they had scheduled the meeting six days before the strikes in anticipation of his aloofness, the same aloofness that had indeed sent him back to the United States. After shuffling through his drawers, Sid let out an unsatisfied grunt, realizing he had run out of paracetamol. No sense in rushing to the store or his meeting. He flipped on the television and plunged on the couch, waiting for the calls and the inquiries.

He eventually settled on Channel 7 which displayed the city’s news. The words slowly boosted his pulse and brought his mind back to life.

“Breaking news just reported at the embassy in Lima. An explosion of unknown origins has just hit the Lima embassy and three other technological facilities in the surrounding area. At least a hundred have been reported dead, and there is no update about the remains inside the building. We advise everyone to stay inside and to avoid Miraflores until further notice.”

Paul gulped, his adrenaline pumping more from this meeting than the imminent threat of all-out war four days from now.

He was seated adjacent to three members of the UN and three private consortiums that would soon control seventy percent of the world’s agricultural production. Small-scale farming had clearly failed amid the solar maximum, and concentrated efforts were needed to keep people at bay. This especially rang true as threats of war grew.

His journalism career had flatlined for decades, but he felt he was nearly set. Once the strikes started, he would apply for asylum in Europe and continue as one of the most groundbreaking journalists in the region.

“When the strikes occur,” the panel board began, “we will be positioned to close in the gap. An attack of this magnitude would make agriculture desolate in most regions, and with transport down, most cities would only last a week. The political leverage of such a timely delivery can not be understated.”

Paul nodded and concurred he was ready to serve as the regional journalist covering this transition. He had sworn to the constitution, and one day this would enable him to expose all with no fear of repercussions. Until then, he was under their thumb, typing away their puff pieces.

Three days before the targeted strike, over a hundred countries had gathered in Lima, Peru to establish a plan to move toward peace. All such members with the technological capabilities, only four to the best of everyone’s knowledge, came forward with their technology specifics, agreeing to stand down and asserting that the strategies were only developed as defense systems. As promised in the treaty, there were no repercussions for developing such a program. Some of the techniques were adjusted so that countries could move forward with other plans, such as desalination efforts to fight water scarcity.

The council, through the use of Watson technology, had mapped out all probable outcomes of the offensive, leading to a less than optimistic view from each supposed attacking party. Every country had a bottleneck, whether it was aviation transport, agriculture, or other economic factors, the achilles heel of its otherwise respected hegemony.

The Peruvian government broadcasted the peace agreement, with the names of the potential strikers kept secret. Most countries didn’t care, anyway, and already had their suspicions. For once, the idea of peace became reality as the world united on a solid plan to deter strikes, ones which most countries could barely afford to finance, anyway. Most countries had only known economic scarcity and political strikes for years, activities which had amplified in the previous months.

The council provided a onetime stipend for all citizens, providing them with the time off to celebrate the evasion of global war and the promise of economic certainty. For the first time, streets around the world were filled, not with protests but glowing celebrations.

January 1, 2041, just six days after the peace summit, was noted as the climatic day of the century by most surviving journalistic companies in the world, the ones where the populations were able to maintain their ground.

Amid peak sentiment, Mother Gaia struck, ushering in a new challenge. A new solar storm struck the earth for three days before stabilizing into a decade-long solar maximum, which took its toll on agriculture and economic stability. Crop production dwindled as most countries’ agrarian industries couldn’t adapt to the rising heat and other weather modifications. 

Decades of coordination in areas like climate control, agriculture, and, most importantly, peace were poured down the drain. The earth birthed a new series of struggles, ones which trounced the previous shocks they thought they had dodged. No political coalition could undo this trend, the natural cycle of the earth, and the inevitable response from the population.
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Break a Leg
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Natalie slammed the door and raced outside through the fresh layer of snow. She took seven quick steps before passing the porch and heading down the outdoor stairs, luckily possessing the dexterity to avoid crashing into the screen. Her brother’s hockey equipment, which was stacked against the wall, tumbled loudly on the porch, blocking the front door from closing and sending the sound of the howling wind inside the kitchen.

Her heartbeat thumped like loose change in a dryer as she dashed across the snow and approached the mailbox. In her frenzied state, she could not hear her father, Walt, shout a warning that the city had not salted the surrounding roads. The council would probably send someone to the street next week. Resources were low, since this was one of the few towns that still attracted stunted snowfall levels every year.

It was not long before Natalie reached their mailbox, luckily without slipping on the ice. Years of dance practice had helped her master her coordination and made her more or less immune to accidents like these. She shuffled nervously through the mailbox contents, examining department store ads and other junk mail. After only seconds of searching, she finally pinpointed her destination. A bright red stamp with the Vaganova School’s logo danced on the letter next to her name.

Natalie reached down to grab two of the other letters that were trenched in the snow and retreated home. The neighborhood was glowing white from the second storm of the year, which was unusual considering it was only the third week of January and they had been accustomed to receiving storms every week in prior years.

Many students and parents in the tiny town of Grafton worked hard, but a corresponding payoff was quite rare. However, Natalie’s ten years of training were perhaps not in vain, as this letter potentially offered her a full-ride scholarship to study dance and guaranteed a work placement afterward. 

After groups of families fled at the beginning of the solar maximum, there were still around five thousand people left in the town. The core businesses, like the post office, bakeries, cafes, and department stores, remained intact, while some of the other businesses were abandoned, keys left in the mailbox with a note to the bank. Those who remained had essentially been swallowed by the city at this point. The first movers had secured the advantages offered in other labor markets, making a move outside difficult even if one had the funds to leave.

Natalie paused just before the doorstep to open the letter, composing herself so as not to tear the contents. She quickly raced back to the kitchen to tell her family the news as they sat at the breakfast table. 

“I’m in. I’m in. Full scholarship!" she shouted, as she ran up the stairs to her room. She placed the letter in her desk, buried in a folder to protect it from an unfortunate accident. Her brother had a knack for spilling things and even randomly setting fire to some of her possessions when she was younger.

She raced down the stairs trying to find her composure, awaiting her parents’ response. Natalie knew her parents were not being aloof but sensed some tension as they sat at the table. Were they concerned about the expenses? Too occupied with the recent protests?

“Glad they are paying all of it”, exclaimed her father in the kitchen, with as much strength as one could muster ninety minutes before his third consecutive eighteen-hour shift. “I’d given up hope. Hell, I guess everyone in this town has, but you’ve always been the exception. Don’t know where you got it from.”

The phone rang suddenly, interrupting Natalie’s chance to respond. Walt made his way to answer it, as he knew there was only one reason anyone ever called the house.

Her mother grabbed the plates and cut Natalie off from assisting. “Why don’t you go get ready, dear?” she said, as she gathered the plates and began walking toward the kitchen sink. “We’ll all have time to chat later tonight if your father finishes early.”

Natalie quickly shuffled her belongings into her bag and prepared to rush to Grafton Middle School to meet her dance teacher. The snow was lighter now, and she thought that she would make the journey on her own.

“Tell Dad I’m walking there today,” she shouted, as she made her way out the door. If she walked quickly enough, she could still arrive around ten minutes earlier and avoid having to wait for her brother, who would inevitably forget his books, notebook, gloves, or perhaps an unnecessary item that he would still insist was key to his day. 

Natalie raced down the street, only pausing to tilt her head and double-check that there were not any cars approaching. Once she passed Congress Avenue, the journey became much easier, as the city had gotten around to salting these roads. 

She heard a loud beep and turned to see that her father’s car had stopped right behind her. Today is another day of miracles, she thought, as her brother had managed to be ready early. She hopped in the car and gave her brother a gentle slug on the arm.

The North Dakota snow gently massaged her father’s Honda CR-V as they slowly approached her school. Her brother tapped his feet against the car floor to keep them warm until they arrived at the gate and prepared for the upcoming day.

“My protractor!” exclaimed Natalie’s brother, moments before he exited the car. “Can you bring it later? I don’t want to fail math.”

“Hey, you’ve survived worse, son. I’m sure you’ll be okay today,” said their father as he reached into the trunk to help them gather their things.

“He can borrow mine today,” exclaimed Natalie. “I’m asking for permission to skip fourth and fifth period, anyway.”

Natalie raced inside to begin what she knew could be her last semester at Grafton Middle School.

Mrs. Reynolds, a dance instructor hailing from New York City who consistently encouraged her to apply, had been checking in with her every week about the process of her application. However, Natalie always sensed a mild hesitation in her insistence, as she often hedged her advice with recommendations to examine other reputable state programs. She must have grown weary being trapped there, leading each student to their fate of being stuck in Grafton, and finding for herself the temporary joys of dissociation through the virtues of art, community, and other pillars of life. Having given up on the prospects of foreign employment, she felt underwhelmingly qualified to be advocating for a small-towner’s escape.

“I imagine this will be the first time anyone has left North Dakota since the 2030s,” said Mrs. Reynolds, as they sat in the common room and discussed the upcoming transition. The on-duty teacher had agreed to take over the class while they chatted about Natalie’s plans.

Her teacher prepared tea, slightly delayed by the interruption of a brief power outage, one of Grafton’s most reliable industrial productions. Natalie fidgeted in her chair, glowing from what felt like the first realization of success she had stumbled upon. Her father and teachers all meant well but had been cautious about pushing things too much. Perhaps this was the curse of being a dreamer in this town.

“I want to thank you for believing in me. The other teachers didn’t understand. I can’t even tell any of the students here. Everything’s so hollow in this place.”

Mrs. Reynolds paused, sipping her tea, and finally began once her thoughts were gathered. “I always tell myself that the optimist failed in this new world. Even with the standoffs, the ones spared remained crippled, especially the ones left behind to lead.”

The two stayed in the room and talked through the first half of the second period. Natalie slipped awkwardly into her English class twenty minutes late with a note from her dance teacher about this appointment. She kept silent about her news and half-heartedly listened as the English teacher finished discussing the last chapter of the day’s grammar lesson. 

Natalie’s outlook gyrated throughout the day as she began to discuss the visa and residency requirements with her dance teacher and school counselor during subsequent class periods. Among the many requirements were two sets of bank statements and three years of tax returns to prove financial eligibility. These sounded easy enough. But the letter droned on about other complex matters. At that moment, she particularly regretted being a rural resident of America’s then most globally isolated state. 

An opportunity like this was special for anyone from North Dakota. Once accepted, students received a four-year scholarship to study at the academy. She would also be eligible to work in the region for up to three years after the program. While other students, like her best friend Amy, were much more talented in other subjects like biology and anatomy, Natalie had struck a gold mine being one of the few students qualified to apply for this niche program.

Natalie couldn’t help but reflect on how her father would fare in these conditions. The guilt had corroded her spark at times. As she daydreamed through her history lesson on the global south, she imagined her ambitions and needs as a bucket propped on her father’s head. Now, his cleaner work record at the factory came with longer hours, lower pay, and a ticking uncertainty that quietly tore away at the family’s peace. There was a reason why many people risked the illicit work in lieu of the monotonous graveyard shifts, which paid just enough to keep one’s family trapped in town.

The county and state offices were mostly within a short distance. However, the nearest eligible hospital was in Bismarck, which would be a five-hour drive depending on the weather and the agreeability of her father’s vehicle, which had already broken down two times this year. 

Natalie would need to contact the Department of Wellbeing to schedule an appointment and complete the paperwork before the end of January to be eligible for admission in April. Her letter included a voucher for a flight, redeemable after she submitted all of the documentation.

Natalie had only had a brief chance to send Amy a message about her plans to depart and wanted to share more, although she knew this wouldn’t be a surprise to her, only to the others in the town. As the seventh-period bell rang, she made her way to the hallway, searching for Amy so that the two could walk home together.

Natalie had had to clean out trash and strange objects from her locker four times this year already — all artifacts meant to crush the Grafton drifter or escapist — and felt relieved to see there were no issues today. It was her lucky day.

The pair trudged through the snow, enjoying one of the last few moments they would share together. Amy was talented but Grafton was even more proficient in crushing dreams.

“Shouldn’t have skipped dance classes and gone for extra science classes instead. I might have been accepted there, too, ya know,” said Amy as they continued along the street toward Natalie’s home.

“Other ways to that region, I suppose, although most of them are reserved for the Bismarck students, I think.”

“Are we just the commies and hicks, then?” said  Amy, chuckling

“I’ve been called worse,” said Natalie, sighing, as they slowly approached the end of the road, pausing slightly to allow a truck to pass by. 

“You still find any of them nasty letters or rocks in your locker these days?” asked Amy as they approached the John Mavig Bridge.

“Nothing in months. If I keep quiet, it might stay that way. Sports season. Spring. There will be another distraction. Hey, let’s forget that stuff. Want to go for a walk?”

Amy nodded and followed Natalie as she picked up her pace.

Natalie recognized students from her school shouting as they played ice hockey on the nearby lake. They had also constructed a massive swing on the bridge, where students would launch into the water in the spring and summer. Braver ones would occasionally swing off the hill in the winter and swing back, avoiding the thud of the ice or the greater risk of hypothermia if the ice broke. Johnny Randall had become famous in the school from a failed dive attempt that nearly rendered him paralyzed. 

The pair continued past the bridge approaching the residential areas where the majority of families lived, including Amy’s family.

“I’ll keep studying until then, I reckon,” said Amy as they approached her house. “I could always switch subjects, too. Mrs. Reynolds said anything was possible before ninth grade. I'll catch you later.”

“See you tomorrow,” said Natalie.

It had been nearly a year since Walt had been in the parking lot of Dakota Mining, an eerie hour in the morning with nobody around. His presence there always implied that he was in desperate times, unable to escape the lure.

“Welcome back, Walt!” exclaimed the head of Dakota Mining. “I see that we and the world still have some use for you, even without war and the shortages.”

Walt nodded, trapped in a subservient state, before beginning, “My daughter has been accepted, but the hospitals are moving a bit slow. Not sure if we’ll make it without a rush appointment. Do you have any more last-minute work? Would you front me?”

“Again with the one job, I guess. I’ve got the right job for you, better yet, even an appointment at the hospital if you play things right. What do you say to this?”

“There’s only so far a man can go on his own in Bismarck. But my family’s off-limits  for threats if you want to trade out West. Any issue you have with me stays with me alone,” Walt replied.

Walt had left his economic leverage tucked in his pocket, the treasures from the sins of his past, only for the right moment when his family would need it. He was unsure if he would even be able to escape after one job but saw no other option.

His manager nodded. “You have my word. You may very well retire rich, hopefully in a less gloomy world. Until then, let's see your plan.”

Walt pulled out his map and sketches with the detailed transport plan and began pitching away.

Natalie and Walt were on track to arrive forty-five minutes early, assuming there were no vehicle mishaps or highway blockages. Natalie worried that neighboring cities would be protesting the newly proposed copper mining expansion through North Dakota and Montana. Thousands of unemployed people flocked to these main road sites, scraping together what little savings they had from unemployment, to push for these lucrative work contracts.

Natalie was hesitant to ask her father how much the placement fee was, one of the fee expenses that Natalie’s family had to bear. The fee waivers for these types of documents often took months for approval, which led most families to scramble to friends or shady loan sources to make it happen.

Although times had been harder for the family in recent years, she was still grateful that her father had broken ties with the state smugglers who would transport commodities and other essentials to be sold at a premium to states experiencing shortages. These groups had bypassed the country’s pricing and export controls and brought in enough revenue to have a say in how most companies were run in key regional cities.

Amy’s family knew people higher up in this area in other cities, although she never explained her concerns in detail. Natalie was aware that the risks became intricate as one advanced, to the point of risking death or imprisonment after repeated adverse encounters.

They soon drove past the headquarters of Dakota Holdings, the newly formed, state-owned conglomerate that controlled the state’s agriculture exports and energy imports from neighboring western states. The previous months’ strikes had subsided, and the parking lot was overflowing with seasonal workers from some of the adjacent cities, many of whom had just fled Colorado and other states to relocate to the Dakotas. Both Natalie and Walt were encouraged by the initial stretch of the drive, in which they did not encounter malicious traffic or protests.

The pair entered the hospital and checked in at reception, where they were greeted with the news of a subsequent three-hour wait before they could see the doctor. Natalie shuffled through magazines and other material while watching the surrounding patients being called to meet a doctor. 

There wasn’t a hospital in all of the Dakotas that wasn’t overflowing with patients and viciously understaffed. Two kids with sprained ankles and a middle-aged man with a broken arm entered through the doors during the first hour. They had both arrived at the hospital nearly thirty-five minutes after she and her father had arrived. Walt glared briefly and then gained his composure after seeing the glimmer of hope in his daughter’s eyes.

Today was Natalie’s second time inside a hospital—the first  was when she had shown up for a follow-up procedure for a concussion—as most medical issues were attended to at a local clinic or by a visiting house doctor. It was rare to receive an appointment unless there was some form of medical emergency.

After spending ten minutes reviewing her files with the nurse, Natalie was relieved to see the doctor finally come in.

“We’ve got most of your records from last time. Unfortunately, your appointment today is a bit of a formality and a waste of time,” exclaimed the doctor, glancing down at his notepad. “The real dealbreaker for this is the blood work, which we’ll have to schedule a month or two out. With the staffing shortages here and all...”

Natalie gulped and nodded. “I’m still checking about the deadlines. I’ll inform my father, too. Anything else you need from me?”

“Just a bit more patience is all, I’m afraid. Sorry to be the nail in your tire. Say hey to your pops for me.”

Natalie exited the doctor’s office. She glanced awkwardly at a crack across the glass of the front counter, not exactly superior state-of-the-art equipment.

“The soonest we can do is April the seventeenth,” said the receptionist. “We’ve already explained...spoken to your father, and we can hold this appointment for you while you explore other options, too.”

“Thanks. We will check the area,” said Natalie as she searched the room before finding her father, a look of disapproval hanging from his face. Any form of logic, including that the doctor had already performed ninety percent of the analysis and only needed to do blood work, would only fall on deaf ears. Both knew this.
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