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			Praise for Marian Rizzo

			Maple Street could be any town, but this fictional small town in New York is the story of Americana: Italian immigrants who passed by our Statue of Liberty seeking a better and new life for their families, who learned about their new home, developed skills, and worked to make America a better place. In The House on Maple Street, Marian Rizzo weaves a tale of exciting intrigue, proving that you really can “come back home” after you leave to find a big city career.

			~Paul Ferguson

			Reporter, Editor, Author, Printer—Retired

			Marian Rizzo’s The Leper is far more than just a simple, uncomplicated Bible story you’ve come to expect from Sunday School; all fluff and flannel graph with no soul, no danger, no depth. Instead, Rizzo imagines a first-century world where real human beings interact with real human motivations: greed, lust, distain, ambition. She crafts a main character with flaws—major flaws—making readers waffle between feeling sorry for Eleazar and truly disliking him. She paints the backdrop between the cosmopolitan melting-pot of Alexandria and first-century Jerusalem with a broad brush, bringing the City of David to life and populating it with the poor and rich; with pompous religious leaders and disdainful Romans; and with those who follow a popular new teacher reported to have miraculous powers. Ultimately, The Leper is a timeless tale of sin and consequences, of damaged people finding faith and redemption.

			~Paula K. Parker

			Author of the Sisters of Lazarus trilogy

			Marian Rizzo gives her readers a realistic look at the life of a young minister and his family in this exciting novel. [Presence in the Pew] is gripping, convincing, and gives a true-life account of a packed narrative. “Perceptive, vivid, and engaging” fits into this novel. A truly astonishing survival tale of ministry and marriage will keep you from putting this book down.

			~Pastor Wayne King

			48 years of pastoral ministry and church planting

			If you are looking for a spine-tingling novel that touches on the reality of spiritual warfare in the church today pick this up! Great warnings of dabbling in the darkness are arrayed against the faithful preaching of the gospel. Don’t miss [Presence in the Pew].

			~Art Ayris

			Kingstone Studios

			[In Search of Felicity] gives voice to those of us who find inspiration and insight into our own lives through great works of literature. Rizzo’s work will resonate with Rawlings fans and even those who will take up her books for the first time.

			~Florence M. Turcotte

			literary manuscripts archivist

			George A. Smathers Libraries

			University of Florida, Gainesville

			Truth be told, I am not a novel guy. But I have to admit, Marian Rizzo’s In Search of the Beloved drew me in from the first page. I love how she weaved her characters in and out of the search for the Apostle John. Great read.

			~Dr. Woodrow Kroll

			Creator of The HELIOS Project

			Radio host, Back to the Bible

			Marian Rizzo is a gifted storyteller, whether it be for news reporting or fiction. She has a keen eye and ear for the intricacies of a story, which translates into very powerful narratives. Marian can turn the mundane into the magnificent through the masterful weaving of character, context, and scene-setting.

			~Susan Smiley-Height

			Longtime journalist and editor in the newspaper industry

			Plague thoughtfully presents the emotional trauma and feelings of helplessness healthcare workers experience while caring for the sick and dying. Its poignancy and vivid exposition highlights how little has changed over the last 100 years of responding to pandemics.

			~David Kuhn, M.D.

			Faith yields courage is what strikes me most about Plague. Marian Rizzo skillfully takes us back a century to remind us we are not the first to pray for God’s protection of America’s brave doctors and nurses, or who had such a desperate need of their aid. 

			~Gerry Harlan Brown

			author of White Squirrels and Other Monsters

			Plague is historic fiction at its most timely! Marian Rizzo’s narrative style is perfectly suited for this clinical yet intimate perspective on how the invisible threats among us tear at family and society. This family drama is wonderfully told from the perspective of a nurse and mother married to the town physician as they witness their community besieged by the deadliest flu in American history.

			~Aaron Shaver

			PR guide

			Author of Furious and other works.
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			Chapter One

			April 23, 2058

			A distant explosion woke me from a sound sleep. I untangled my legs from my quilt and managed to slide out of bed. The hologram on my bedroom wall said Tuesday, 7:45 a.m.—15 minutes short of my normal wakeup call at 8.

			Another distant rumble drew me to the window. The horizon lit up with a flash.

			Next came another rumble, kind of the way thunder follows a lightning strike. I knew the truth. It wasn’t a storm at all, but military drones setting off electrical discharges several miles away. We hadn’t expected our neighborhood to get targeted until next weekend. Another flash—closer—told me they were already near our doorstep.

			Weeks ago we’d received the warning. The new regime was annihilating everything that had been built by the old administration. The Chinese wanted to rebuild America using their own materials and design specifications. They had done what they always wanted to do. They had taken over America.

			Over the last forty years, Chinese immigrants began to filter into the United States. They came legally, with all the appropriate papers, first as college students, then by entering the medical field, then by filling the nation’s workforce, soon outnumbering all other ethnic groups in the nation. Ultimately, their offspring, born legally as American citizens, entered the political realm and created a third party, the People’s Republic, which led to the ousting of President Harmon Brooks and his cabinet. Brooks vanished from Washington, leaving no trace of where he went, and President Ming Yu moved into the White House. Though full-blooded Chinese, Ming Yu was born in the United States after his parents emigrated here. He had all the legal credentials to run for the highest office, and once elected, he turned his allegiance to the nation of China, brought in more immigrants and the Chinese military.

			Meanwhile, the Russians, North Koreans, and Iranians also had aimed at targets throughout the world, and had even threatened to battle the Chinese for dominance over America.

			Then, last year, attack drones began moving across the North American landscape, hitting capital cities, downtown areas, and suburbs. Now they’d reached my hometown, Carter Springs, Pennsylvania, and they were closing in on my neighborhood. We thought we’d have plenty of time to get our things in order. Now we were getting ready to move into a time capsule, where we will remain until after the war.

			I just celebrated my 17th birthday last week. I wasn’t ready to go into hiding, to live among the chosen few—those who possessed useful skills for the rebuild. Thanks to my father’s work in electromagnetics, my family had been chosen. But chosen for what? I was about to live hundreds of feet below the surface of the earth, and this was moving day.

			I was standing at the window, captivated by the display of fireworks in the distance, when suddenly my bedroom door flew open. Mom appeared in the doorway. All color had drained from her face, and her chocolate brown eyes, usually sparkling with interest, now flashed with panic.

			“Olivia, you need to hurry,” her voice broke. “Your father’s already loading our Tesla X-6 with our luggage.”

			Another blast went off, closer now. Mom’s eyes shot toward the window. She shuddered. “Hurry,” was all she said, then she spun away.

			The click of her heels resounded in the stairwell, sounding much like rainwater on the metal dome over our house. The front door squeaked open, then shut with a loud click.

			I sprang into action, dressed hurriedly, then grabbed a large traveling bag from beneath my bed and flung it on top along with my backpack. I raced about the room, grabbed handfuls of clothes from the closet, and unloaded my dresser drawers into the traveling bag. In the end, I tossed in a jacket and my hiking boots. Though we’d be entering a climate-controlled environment with no need for outdoor apparel, I’d been nurturing a plan of escape. No way was I going to live underground for a year or more.

			I shifted my attention to my backpack. The antiquated tote had served me well over the years. Though I no longer needed to carry school books in it, I sometimes packed it with power bars and water for my hikes with Zaq. I’d also found it useful for quick trips to the corner market, when the food delivery service fell short on supplies. Plus, it made a terrific hiding place whenever the authorities decided to make one of their surprise inspections.

			I packed it now with my FlexPhone, grooming kit, several power bars, pens and pencils, and my journal, its cover etched in gold lettering with my name: Olivia Jackson. I didn’t mind my old-fashioned name. In honor of Grandma Jackson, I was dubbed Olivia from birth.

			Unlike most of my peers, who preferred to record everything digitally, I still wrote my thoughts in a journal like I did when I was a little girl. With all that was happening in the world, I feared electronics might fail us one day, and I wanted to offer a message to those who might come after me many years in the future. I could leave them an account of what life was like during World War III, kind of like Anne Frank did in her diary during the Holocaust, more than a century ago.

			I read The Diary of Anne Frank three years ago, just before the new regime confiscated all of the books in our homes and town libraries. I watched with my heart in my throat the day a contingent of soldiers marched into town, piled the books at the town square and set them ablaze. The conflagration reminded me of Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, bringing his fantasy to life.

			The memory of having watched the burning of books and Bibles drew my attention to the secret panel behind my desk where I kept Grandma’s Bible. Those fragile pages had survived years of being passed from one generation to the next. They contained more than the word of God, for Grandma and her mother before her had scrawled their personal thoughts in the margins. I carefully settled the Bible inside my backpack and gave the zipper a tug. Though Gram been gone for several years, I could take a part of her into the time capsule with me and hope none of the authorities would decide to check my bags.

			Leaving my backpack on the bed, I grabbed my heavier traveling bag, and stumbled down the stairs. Dad was waiting by our car, one of the latest electromagnetic powered models he designed for the Tesla Company. He stood there like a statue, his hands on his hips, his forehead lined with impatience. I handed my bag to him and spun back toward the house.

			“Get in the car,” he called after me.

			I hesitated for only a second. “I need to get my backpack,” I shouted over my shoulder, and I raced toward the house before he could stop me.

			I passed Mom on the front walk. My heart leaped. She was staring off in the direction of the distant bombings, her lips parted in a silent scream. Ignoring the nervous flutter inside me, I charged into the house and up the steps two at a time. I grabbed my backpack and gave my bedroom one last look. Never again would I sleep in that bed or sit at that desk or gaze out that window. I blinked back a sting of tears, then turned away and left, closing the door behind me, sealing up everything familiar, forever.

			Downstairs again, I rushed past Mom who was still standing on the walk, unmoving. I paused for one more glimpse at our neighborhood. Our house blended in with an entire row of identical two-story dome homes modeled after the monolithic dwellings that withstood Category 5 hurricanes on the Florida coast twenty years ago. My own father had played a role in the design, installing his electromagnetic technology within the framework and making each house energy independent with numerous AI automatic functions. It was almost as if the house could read our minds, or at least anticipate our needs and desires.

			From what my dad told me, we should appreciate Michael Faraday, an English chemist/physicist, for discovering electromagnetic induction in 1831. Now, more than 200 years later, my father was involved in the further development of that powerful source of energy, not only in transportation, but in daily living. More evidence of Dad’s labor now stood before me in a meticulously organized row of identical dome-homes that reminded me of the tiny game pieces on the Monopoly board Grandpa used to pull out of his hall closet. But unlike the red-roofed miniatures that ended up safely packed inside the box, our real-life houses would not survive the game we were about to play.

			My eyes drifted next door to the Spencers’ home, and my heart broke. Old Mr. Spencer had been ailing for months. He could barely walk and had not made arrangements to leave. Mrs. Spencer stood at their front window. She offered a sad smile and lifted a feeble hand to wave at me. I was about to respond, when she backed away and let the curtain fall across the pane.

			The Spencers, like many older Americans, had been surviving on government subsidies. Despite the growing shortage of food in America, we’d been more fortunate than the third-world countries already devastated by famine and slowly surrendering to the invasions by super powers like China and Russia. Over the decades, famine, disease, and wars had shrunk the earth’s population of nearly eight billion to six billion, then to three billion, and the latest numbers were closer to two billion or less.

			I pulled my gaze away from the Spencers’ home and watched in horror as other neighbors loaded up their vehicles and sped away. Unlike my family, not everyone had been chosen for preservation. Hopefully, our neighbors and friends would find shelter, perhaps in one of the abandoned Pennsylvania mine shafts or in the caves common to the Southwestern states. I turned toward the house across the street. My friend Matt Ellison and his parents had left the day before. Prior to their departure, I stood at my bedroom window and shivered as the government’s Restoration Team barged into their home and loaded a panel truck with Charlie Ellison’s blueprints and 3-D models. He was behind the design of the dome houses. Perhaps the Chinese had reconsidered and simply wanted to rebuild with more of the same.

			Charlie’s outer shells, combined with the clean-and-green power grids my father designed, must have impressed the authorities. Otherwise, why would we have been chosen if not to recreate more of the same?

			Yesterday afternoon, the same Restoration Team came back to the neighborhood and confiscated Dad’s holographic electromagnetic charts, his drafting table, and his three-dimensional computer system. Dad stood helpless in the doorway, a troubled wrinkle creasing his brow.

			“Don’t worry,” the workmen called to him from the street. “You’ll get it all back after the war.”

			At that moment the truth hit me like those flashes on the horizon. While hundreds of people were facing annihilation, my father’s career had saved our lives. We’d be living inside a time capsule, underground and safe, until the war ended. Meanwhile, millions would fight for their lives amidst one of the most destructive attacks to hit our nation since the Civil War of 2028. Like the enemy had threatened for years, the third world war would be fought on American soil.

			I stared off in the direction of the attacks. The drones had moved beyond the edge of town. A flash erupted a few blocks away, followed by a thud and a puff of smoke. A cloud of ash drifted over the rooftops, swirled around us, and tickled my nose with the odor of a school science experiment. I blinked against the sting, then I escaped into the backseat of our car and peered out the window.

			My little brother, Peter, walked onto the front lawn and picked up his laser gun. He raised his eyebrows at Dad, who frowned and shook his head at him.

			

			“Leave it,” Dad commanded.

			Peter’s face fell. Poor kid. He was only ten. And that gun? It was a toy, for goodness’ sake.

			Peter turned toward Mom and contorted his face in a silent plea for help. She stared right through my brother, not seeing him at all.

			Reluctantly, Peter lowered the rifle to the ground, but he held onto his helmet and night vision goggles. He slunk over to the car and slid into the backseat beside me. I slipped my arm around him.

			“Don’t worry, Peter. You’ll have plenty of virtual games to keep you busy. And think about it, if the war lasts more than three years, you’ll get to train with a real gun.”

			As soon as the promise slipped from my lips, I regretted having said it. The truth was, in three years Peter’s name would appear on the roster for military training. At 13 he’d face several months of grueling drills. Then, one day, someone would thrust a laser grenade launcher in his hand and send him out with a team of young fighters. Though much of the warfare would take place with remote controlled drones and long-distance missile attacks, ground fighting continued to lie in our future, and my brother would take part in it. The question was, would he be fighting as an American soldier or as a Chinese legionnaire?

			I pulled Peter closer and breathed in the scent of my strawberry shampoo he must have used that morning. He lifted his chin and looked up at me, his innocent blue eyes floating in tears.

			I forced a smile. “It’s gonna be all right, Peter.” But, even as I said those words, I didn’t believe them. We were leaving our home, our friends, our life as we knew it. And there’d be no going back.

			A series of pops erupted at the north entrance of our street. The armed drones were almost overhead. My dad fastened the restraining bars holding our luggage on the roof.

			Peter leaned toward the window and straightened. “What’s the matter with Mom?”

			Our mother’s feet seemed glued to the sidewalk. She was still gazing off in the direction of the gunfire. Her forehead knotted up with distress. Her lips moved but no words came out.

			Dad slipped behind the wheel. “She’s behaving like a Lot’s wife,” he sneered. He tapped the horn and stuck his head out the window. “Clarisse! Let’s go!”

			She didn’t budge. I released my hold on Peter and reached for the door handle.

			“Clarisse!” The agitation in Dad’s voice stirred her to life. She took halting steps toward our car. I let go of the handle and settled back in my seat, but I kept my eyes on Mom as she slid into the front passenger seat and pulled the door shut with a gentle click. Dad looked her over, frowned with disgust, and activated the car’s energy system.

			As always, it was a clean, silent start. Multiple lights flashed across the console. It had been ten years since America scrapped all the pipelines and went to an electromagnetic source of power. Our brilliant scientists—my dad among them—had developed a geothermal energy system that was able to access the explosive energy boiling 4,000 miles inside the earth’s core. Until ten years ago, the deepest hole ever drilled was less than 8 miles deep. America’s clean, cost-effective source of energy had left Chinese scientists salivating over the rich source of power, while nations in the Middle East were scrambling for a market for their worthless oil resources. Though other nations tried to get their hands on America’s energy design, their failure to do so only served to fuel their bitterness against the West. The prospect of owning it all had increased China’s desire to take control of America.

			Dad punched in the coordinates on the car’s satellite navigation system, and we moved soundlessly upward and floated out of our driveway. We headed south, away from the attack. From the time I was little, my dad had explained the process of magnetic levitation to me, but the concept escaped me as we left the home where I’d grown up. I had only one thing on my mind. Having to leave all that was familiar so I could live beneath the ground for an undetermined amount of time.

			Through blurred vision I stared out the side window. We sailed past our neighbors’ empty houses, past a deserted playground, the swings suspended in eerie silence, past the corner market, now shrouded in darkness. A lump came to my throat. Our entire neighborhood was dying.

			Peter tugged at my sleeve. I turned to face him and frowned with concern at the lines of terror etched on his young face. He was staring out the rear window. I followed his gaze and let out a gasp. Houses were tumbling like dominoes into the street. Sparks shot upward. There was an explosion followed by another puff of black smoke. The ground quaked as fire bomb after fire bomb went off, toppling more houses, the playground equipment, the corner store—and, amidst the rubble, the Spencers’ home, the Ellisons’—and our house along with everything we had left behind.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			As we drifted farther away from our neighborhood, I pulled my journal and pen out of my backpack. Time for my first entry.

			April 23, 2058, 9:30 a.m.

			We’re on our way to the time capsule. I don’t know what to expect, can’t imagine what it will look like or how confining it will be. I shudder at the thought of being locked up in a hole in the ground. And for how long? No one can say.

			Threats of a Third World War started two years ago on June 1, 2056. Millions of people in third-world countries had already died from famine, disease, and enemy invasions. Much of their land fell under the control of despots who blocked the humanitarian efforts of the Red Cross, the World Health Organization, and Doctors Without Borders. Rescue groups were unable to enter areas where they were needed most. Their supplies were confiscated and passed among the surviving powers. Ebola went unchecked. So did malaria, cholera, and a new form of the Covid epidemic. Though scientists had discovered more cures, the ruling powers reserved them for established nations and allowed people in third world countries to perish, like worthless baggage.

			Earthquakes, hurricanes, and tsunamis completed the devastation of those faltering nations. Then, the normal course of events took place. The strong overcame the weak, and the weak died off.

			Recently, the leaders of the surviving nations called for a temporary cease-fire. They met for a G-10 conference in Berlin, and during negotiations, they divided the world into ten separate power zones.

			We live in Zone Three, which, before the Chinese takeover, included the United States, Canada, the Caribbean islands, and Mexico, and still did. Our allies lived in Zone One, a united force of Israel, Jordan, and Egypt; also Zone Two, a unification of several European nations; and Zone Nine, a composite of South America and Central America.

			Zone Seven: India, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and several other islands in the Pacific, were so war-torn they fell under the control of Zone Four’s combined force of China and North Korea.

			Zone Five’s Muslim nations of the Middle East and North Africa; and Zone Six, Turkey, which has become more powerful over the last twenty years. There also was a neo-Nazi segment of Germany, which left the European Union, started its own Zone Eight and took its own stand against Israel.

			But the greatest threat to Israel generally came from Zone Ten, which included Iran, Iraq, Syria, Afghanistan, and Russia, plus all of the Soviet Union’s annexations. Our pastor, David Getz, often referred to Zone Ten as “Gog and Magog” from the book of Ezekiel. It wasn’t long after that when Pastor Getz’s virtual church sessions ceased. Then, he and his family disappeared, and no one knows where they are.

			In the midst of the cease-fire, the zone leaders halted all conflicts to discuss the inevitable annihilation of the earth’s population. They agreed to gather in Moscow to decide how they might preserve a useful remnant to rebuild after the war. Zone One’s leader, Benjamin Kesler, premier of Israel, came up with the idea of time capsules. In addition to preserving documents and artifacts, like traditional time capsules did, he recommended constructions capable of holding people and supplies. Kesler’s plan called for huge underground fortifications, equipped with all the essentials to keep the residents safe and well. His idea was well-received by the other leaders. They agreed the time capsules should be stocked with professionals in various fields, a flawless section of humanity who could create a perfect world.

			With everyone in agreement, construction began on time capsules in all ten zones. The cease-fire had to continue until all time capsules are ready for habitation.

			

			No surprise, Chinese troops moved onto American soil long before the cease fire was lifted. With Ming Yu’s approval, military officers took over the government seats in every state of the Union. In most countries, except for bunkers to house their top government officials, only one or two time capsules were deemed sufficient for the population. In America, workers were encouraged to excavate a time capsule in every state in the union. Fifty time capsules housing what will be a remnant, and my family is about to settle in the one in Pennsylvania.

			Over the last four decades, the Chinese population in the U.S. grew to 60 percent of the population. They became citizens, ran for government offices, and elected their own leaders, including Ming Yu, the despot who ran President Brooks out of office. The same thing happened in Canada, where Chinese immigrants swept through the land and took over the government seats in every province. It troubles me that while most of the other nations honored the temporary cease-fire, the Chinese simply continued invading wherever they chose. What I couldn’t understand was why American citizens qualified for time capsule preservation when their own people did not.

			Similar takeovers had taken place in other parts of the world. Russia moved beyond its annexations and overtook Ukraine, most of Europe, and the Scandinavian nations. In the Middle East, every nation except Israel and Turkey are being threatened by the control of a huge united Iran and Afghanistan coalition. There’s no telling who will survive when the war ends and the time capsules are emptied.

			To anyone who reads this in the future, this is the state of the world I live in today. Those of us who hope to survive the war have been relegated to confinement in time capsules. We are supposed to be the chosen few.

			Though I have been awarded a safe place, my heart is breaking. I can’t go back, and I don’t want to go forward. I worry constantly about my boyfriend, Zaq. He’s out there somewhere. My one hope is that I’ll be able to leave the time capsules and find him.

			I keep looking out the window in search of familiar landmarks where the two of us used to walk together. I just spotted the stone entrance to a park and the trail where we spent time together only a few days ago. Somewhere beyond the tree line is the abandoned mine shaft where Zaq and I took shelter from the rain. I’m certain I could find it again.

			Tears filled my eyes, and I had to stop writing. I closed my journal and slipped it inside my backpack. I reached for my FlexPhone, flipped it open, and brought it close to my lips, my eyes on the back of Dad’s head. Though the X-6’s automated system had taken over, he appeared to be watching the road ahead.

			I whispered into my phone, “Call Zaq.”

			My boyfriend’s holographic image rose before me, along with the word, Unavailable, and my heart sank. The light streaming in the side window ignited a gold spark in Zaq’s chocolate brown eyes and brightened his cocky grin. With a wink of his eye and a shift of his head, Zaq sent a wave of relief through me, reassuring me that my boyfriend was still all right.

			I thought about sending him a message, but we’d already said everything that needed to be said, including a tearful good-bye. I kissed my forefinger, then pressed it to his lips. As I folded the two sides of my phone together, Zaq’s image shimmered and disappeared. For the moment, I had to accept our fate. He would remain out there, and I would continue on to the time capsule with my family.

			A depressing silence had settled on the inside of our car. Mom wept softly into a tissue. Dad sat rigid with his eyes on the line of cars ahead. The traffic came to a halt, then inched along at a snail’s pace. Aware that the firebombs were creeping closer behind us, I feared we might not reach the time capsule ahead of those attacks. We should have left days ago, but for some reason, we’d received the wrong information.

			

			I looked at my brother. At 10 years old, he couldn’t possibly have known what danger we were facing. He was fiddling with his night vision goggles, oblivious to what was going on outside our car. His young mind must have seen it all as one big adventure. The day Dad informed us we’d been chosen to live in a time capsule, Peter leaped from his chair at the table and shrieked with joy. I could only imagine what images were running through that kid’s brain.

			I dug inside my backpack, unwrapped and ate an oatmeal power bar, then I pulled out my virtual music stick, inserted my ear buttons, and selected an instrumental album by The Steampunk Trio. Their electronic vibrations blended with a holographic display of colored lights hovering just out of reach before me. The music and the vision provided a temporary escape amidst the colors and an aura of peace.

			Still, I looked past the images and continued to gaze out the window. Months ago, winter left its death-grip on the landscape, and all that was green and lush disappeared under patches of snow, barren tree limbs, and wet leaves. The forest spoke of loss. Then, annihilation crews moved in and plowed away what was left of the greenery. They destroyed so much of the woodlands, I couldn’t imagine what kind of world we might find when we emerged from the time capsules in months or years to come.

			Gone also from the landscape were the numerous billboards we used to see along the way, psychedelic displays advertising everything from chiropractors to cryogenic freezing. Their bright colored lights eventually flickered out and all that remained were 10- by 12-foot dilapidated frameworks that once held works of art. I didn’t miss them because they obstructed the natural scenery I shared with Zaq. As the strains of a synthesizer swirled within the imagery hovering before me, I blinked away the reality of a world I was losing and tried to relax.

			Not very long ago, Zaq and I strolled together along one of those wooded paths. He led me to an abandoned mine he’d claimed as his own special retreat. Overhead, gray clouds converged amidst a haze rising from the broken earth. We had planned to meet that day for only one purpose—to say good-bye.

			I remember gazing at my boyfriend with concern. His skin had turned from its usual bronze tone to a paltry gray. His chocolate eyes, once sparkling with flecks of gold, had turned dull and lifeless. Even before he said the words, I knew I wouldn’t see him again for a long, long time. Maybe never.

			“My family wasn’t chosen,” he said, confirming my fears.

			“There must be some mistake.” My insides were tightening, I stepped closer to him and pressed a hand over his heart. I wanted to prove him wrong, but I didn’t know how.

			Zaq offered a wry smile. “Think about it, Olivia. Your father has something to offer in the new build. He’s a talented engineer. My dad sells life insurance. Life insurance, Livie. Who’s gonna need life insurance in the new world?”

			“Surely, people will buy insurance. Not just life, but medical, accident, and insurance to cover their homes and cars.”

			His snicker drove a knife in my heart. “That’s what I wanted to believe. Apparently, the government will provide everything the population needs, including its own insurance program that will cover any losses. They want the survivors to depend on the government for everything.” He shrugged. “Anyway, who knows? Chances are, nobody will be around to buy life insurance. If the war is as devastating as I think it will be, we’ll all be gone. All of us, Livie. Even those of us lucky enough to be inside the time capsules.”

			I trembled at the thought of complete annihilation. Tears filled my eyes. Zaq’s face dissolved behind the blur.

			His voice softened. “I could be wrong, Livie. I don’t know what will happen. Nobody does.” He placed a hand on my shoulder as though to offer a little comfort. “I’m praying for you, that you’ll be safe.”

			I allowed the tears to spill. “I’m not fearing for my own safety. I can’t stand the thought of maybe never seeing you again.”

			His smile vanished. He drew closer and wrapped his arms around me. I pressed my cheek against his wool jacket, a worn remnant from his grandfather’s closet. It carried with it the residue of pipe tobacco and the woodsy hint of the old man’s labors in the fields. Visits to his farm had left me with many sweet memories of freshly picked vegetables, apple pies, and three dogs welcoming me at the door. After his grandparents died, Zaq inherited the old guy’s clothes. Instead of the more fashionable jumpsuits young men of our day were wearing, he preferred his grandfather’s flannel shirts and denim trousers. He claimed they made him feel closer to the old man. In a way, Zaq had turned into his grandfather, or at least the man’s clone. The rugged, sun baked lines on Zaq’s face, his warm brown eyes, and the mass of hair flowing in waves to his shoulders made him a duplicate of the wrinkled photo he carried in his pocket. The wool jacket made the image complete.

			“Look, Livie,” he said, resting his chin on top of my head. “At this moment, I have only one concern—that you’ll be safe inside the time capsule. That’s all that matters.”

			I lifted my face and gazed at him, my eyes pleading. “I want you to be safe too,” I said, my throat tightening with emotion.

			“Don’t worry about me.” He straightened his shoulders and raised his chin with boldness. “I’m not going down without a fight.”

			I backed away from him. “What? Tell me you won’t get involved in the fighting, that you’ll find a place to hide until it’s over, like lots of folks are doing. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

			He took my hand and led me beside him on the path. We followed the winding trail, sidestepped ruts and stones, and suddenly ran out of woods. A terrible sadness rose up within me. One more forest was dying amidst the devastation. I knew at that moment that even if we were able to stay alive, the world we knew would be gone one day.

			“I’ve joined a militia.” Zaq shocked me with the news. While I felt myself crumbling, he stood tall, his face brightening with courage. Color set his sallow cheeks afire, and his eyes sparked with renewed passion. “We call ourselves‘The Vindicators,” he said with an air of pride that frightened me.

			I couldn’t speak, could hardly breathe.

			“There are about two dozen of us—all guys—with more coming from different parts of the state,” he went on, his voice rising with emotion. “We’ve banded together, like brothers—and vowed to protect, to encourage, to look out for one another.” He let out a little laugh. “I guess that could be our motto, right? Brothers to the end.”

			Clouds parted overhead, and a ray of sunlight fell on my boyfriend’s face, lighting the brown of his eyes. He’d come back to life, and a ray of hope entered my heart, though it had little to do with my boyfriend rushing into battle.

			He reached for my arms and held them fast. “I’m gonna survive, Livie. I’ve got to if I want to see you again.”

			I pulled back from his grasp. “The Vindicators?” I shook my head. “Are you insane? What can a small band accomplish against an invading army? The Chinese and the Russians use drones. You and your friends will be sitting ducks.”

			He sputtered a laugh. “It’s okay, Livie. We won’t be alone. There are other groups, similar ones, all over Pennsylvania and more across the nation. We’re already establishing a web of communications, and we’re using technology that can’t be hacked. We’re gonna unite into one big force. We have weapons. Drones of our own. And hiding places.” He gestured toward the mine shaft just beyond the woods.

			I pressed my hands against my face and allowed another flood of tears to flow.

			He stroked my back. “Please, Livie. Don’t cry. We have a good chance of surviving. At some point, they’ll have to run out of drones, and then it’ll be mostly hand-to-hand combat. We can do that.”

			“And you believe this?” I was incredulous.

			“Yes, I do. The Chinese and the Russians don’t want the earth to dissolve to nothing. They’re as much against radiation poisoning as we are.” He cocked his head and gave me one of his half-grins, which I’d found attractive in the past, but now feared its foolishness.

			“There’s going to be nothing left,” I moaned.

			“Come on, Livie. You couldn’t possibly think they’re gonna wipe out everything. They have to leave some of the vegetation, some of the wildlife, some of the people even.”

			I shook my head slowly. “I’m afraid, Zaq. Afraid I’ll never see you again. Don’t you see, this could be the end of everything?”

			He frowned and squeezed his lips together, like he was thinking or perhaps growing even more stubborn. I knew the look. Determination. Unwavering faith, but not in God. Not even in any well-organized army. Zaq was trusting in himself.

			“It’s not the end,” he insisted, stomping his foot. “One day I’ll come for you. I’ve already been able to find out where your time capsule is located. I can get there in minutes.”

			I stepped back in shock. He raised a hand. “I have ways of finding things out. Believe me, Livie, I won’t be far away.”

			Inside I was trembling. Outside, I was weeping.

			He leaned close to me for a kiss. I lifted my chin, welcoming—

			The car lurched forward, and I sat upright with a start. The memory vanished as quickly as it had appeared. The haze outside my window swallowed up Zaq’s image, and reality struck. I was not with him on the trail. I was not close to the mine shaft. I was in the car with my folks and Peter, traveling toward the time capsule, and Zaq was back there somewhere, out of reach.

			I pushed the button on my player, stopped the music and the swirling lights. I removed the ear buttons and tucked them away. The traffic had picked up. We glided along, keeping our place in line, picking up speed when another vehicle veered off in a different direction. Everyone, it seemed, was looking for a place to hide. Then, there were the select few who would continue along the highway to the time capsule. The thought of what lay ahead evoked a whole new set of questions.

			“Dad?”

			My father swiveled his seat around and faced me. “Yeah?”

			

			“What’s it gonna be like? You know, living in the time capsule. I’m beginning to feel claustrophobic already.”

			My problem with close spaces was no secret. It started when I was five years old and a group of neighborhood bullies shut me up inside an old, abandoned freezer. Though I’d pushed with all my might, I couldn’t force the door open. Thankfully, Matt Ellison happened to walk by and heard me screaming. He opened the door and pulled me into his arms.

			“Dad?” I persisted.

			His jaw pulsed as though he was considering an answer. He knew my problem, had tolerated my nightmares, had soothed me out of them only to watch me submit to them again and again, night after night.

			The lines on his face softened. “Olivia, trust me. You won’t be caged up like an animal. I checked out our time capsule two days ago. It appears to be quite spacious. We’ll have our own living quarters, separate bedrooms for you and Peter, and one for Mom and me. We’ll be eating communal meals in a huge dining hall. And you’ll be glad to know, the time capsule won’t be completely underground. It has a roof consisting of a large dome made from two-way, bullet-proof glass. The outside looks like solid metal, but inside the transparent shield allows for a 360-degree view of the forest surrounding the time capsule. It won’t feel at all like we’re closed in.”

			“But, it’s going to be boring, Dad. What will I have to do besides my virtual studies? As far as I know, none of my girlfriends’ families were accepted. I’ll be all alone.”

			“Don’t worry,” he said, compassion filtering into his voice. “Believe me, you’ll be kept busy enough. For one thing, we’ll all have jobs.”

			“Jobs?”

			“That’s right. Every resident will have a job. I already told you that, didn’t I?”

			“No.” I shook my head. “Maybe you did. I just don’t remember.”

			

			“I’ll be meeting daily with Charlie Ellison to draw up plans for the rebuild. The two of us will also fix things that break—inside and outside our capsule. Your mom will work with the kitchen crew.”

			He swiveled his chair back around and faced the road ahead, a move that told me our conversation was over.

			I glanced at the back of Mom’s head. Doubt overcame me. She sat frozen, just staring out the front window. Concern washed over me. How useful was my mother going to be? When we left home, Dad called her a Lot’s wife. If that were true, then what was she trying to hang onto? All of our grandparents were gone. Mom was an only child, so she had no one else. Was she trying to hold onto our house? I snickered. It was a boring replica of everyone else’s. Her friends? There’d be others. Our family dinners? Most of the time, she used an instant-meal electro-convection oven, the world’s replacement for the microwave. I would hardly call them gourmet meals. Nothing like Grandma’s home cooking. After my grandparents died, their farm went to pot. That’s when Dad invested in one of those geothermal vertical gardens. An entire wall of our kitchen became a greenhouse. If we had been able to stay there, we would never have gone hungry. And with his talents, Dad could certainly replace everything that broke.

			“What about Peter and me?” I ventured to ask.

			“You’ll have jobs,” Dad said, his voice matter-of-factly. “Besides your school work, you’ll help out in the kitchen, watch over Peter, and keep our living quarters tidy. And Peter will pick up trash and concentrate on his studies.”

			Then, my dad added one more bombshell. “One more thing, Olivia. In the new build, you’ll be a procreator. What an honor. You have been chosen along with other young, healthy teenagers to repopulate the earth. You’ll be kind of like Eve.”

			My heart felt as though it had stopped beating. Did my dad really approve of that insanity? His last words gave me one more reason to work on a plan of escape.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			My situation had gone from bad to worse. Not only had I left my home, my friends, and my boyfriend, the leadership was about to match me up with some young guy, and we’d play Adam and Eve with no regard for our own feelings.

			I couldn’t believe my father had agreed to such a plan. Decades ago the Chinese were killing the unborn in an effort to reduce their population. Couples could have one child, no more. Now they wanted to force teenagers to copulate with complete strangers. It made me sick.

			“Why didn’t you just say no?” I complained to the back of my father’s head.

			He didn’t turn, merely shrugged, and replied. “I couldn’t. We could have been left behind.”

			“But sex without love?” I shrieked. “I’m already in love—with Zaq—the two of us can repopulate the earth. I don’t need to hook up with a stranger.”

			Dad let out a long sigh, but said nothing.

			“Exactly when is all this procreating supposed to take place?” I sneered.

			“Don’t worry, Olivia. You won’t have to obey that part of the deal until it’s certain the war is coming to an end and we can expect to leave the time capsule. Until then, you’ll do your other jobs, including one more I hadn’t mentioned yet.”

			“One more?” I slumped back in my seat.

			He kept his eyes fixed on the line of vehicles ahead. “You’ll be a caregiver, honey.”

			“What? Not just Peter? Other kids too?”

			“No, someone a lot older,” he said, chuckling. “You’ll sit with a Mr. Crenshaw for an hour or two every day. The guy’s 110 years old, but his mind is as sharp as a two-edged sword.”

			

			“Are you kidding, 110 years old?” I tried to picture an aging man in the midst of the rest of us younger, more able-bodied chosen ones. “And he was chosen? What use will he have in the rebuild?”

			Dad turned his head to look at me, his eyes narrowing. “Look, Olivia. Mr. Crenshaw is a decorated war veteran. He’s a history buff and world traveler, a literal filing cabinet of the way life was decades ago. That man can spout statistics and historic details without having to search through digital files. What’s more, he’s considered an expert in biblical prophecy. He’s memorized much of the Book of Isaiah, portions of Ezekiel, and Daniel, and he’s correlated those passages with the symbolic references in the Book of Revelation. I’m not really sure if the leadership is depending on Crenshaw to fill in the gaps when things start happening, or if they’re keeping him on to satisfy their own amusement. Whatever the case, he’s been accepted.”

			“And I’m supposed to babysit him?”

			Dad chuckled. “More than babysit, Olivia. They want you to record everything Mr. Crenshaw says, no matter how trivial. If he should die before we’re released, he’ll leave a legacy of data that could be useful in the rebuild. And you’ll be the one who’s recorded it all. That’s a pretty important job, wouldn’t you say?”

			Dad kept his attention on the road ahead, but he continued to press me. “Olivia, tell me you’ll at least try.”

			I didn’t respond.

			“Hey,” he said. “I’ve seen you scribbling away in that journal of yours. You can do the same thing with whatever Mr. Crenshaw tells you, only you’ll use the journal the leadership provides, not that little book you keep hidden away. “ He laughed softly. “The good news is, Mr. Crenshaw isn’t the type to hide in an underground apartment. He’ll want to spend much of his time where he can see outside and enjoy the daily sunshine, which means he’ll want to meet with you in the dome.”

			“The dome,” I mumbled. I shook my head. We hadn’t seen sunshine in several days. Noxious fumes from the drone bombings had painted the sky a dull gray and filled the air we breathed with a toxic haze. From inside the dome I’d be looking out at much of the same. I was about to be closed up in a metal tube with people I’d never met, including a doddering old man who would fill my hours with historical facts and predictions that might never happen in my lifetime. Then another thought struck me.

			“Why can’t I train to fight?” I blurted out. “I’m old enough.”

			“We’ve already gone over that, Olivia. You know why.”

			“Yeah. I’m a girl.”

			“Now, you know that’s not the only reason. Lots of young women have been inducted into the military. They’ve been training for months. But the leadership chose you for something special. You should be glad. Proud even. They looked at your genetic makeup, your health records, your level of intelligence, and your physical stamina, all prerequisites for one of the most important jobs in the rebuild.”

			“Right.” I scoffed. “I’m a procreator.” I spit out the word like it was laced with poison.

			My dad huffed in frustration. “Look, honey, this life is better than sending you out with a weapon in your hands. Think about it. You’re going to help repopulate the new world. The leadership has placed a high honor on girls who are willing to do their part. There will be compensations. A fresh start with everything you need to set up house. Maybe a scholarship through a virtual college of your choice. There’s no limit to the honors that will come to you.”

			“And if I refuse?”

			“Well, they could artificially inseminate you. I don’t recommend it. The only other option is, they could harvest your eggs and fertilize them in the lab. But you would never get to know your offspring, never know the joy your mom and I experienced in raising you kids. What’s more, you may never give us grandchildren.” He shook his head. “Get used to the idea, honey. You’re already slated for reproduction. There’s no turning back.” He glanced at me before returning his attention to the front. “You know, Matt Ellison would be a great match for you,” he said, like he hadn’t been listening to me. “He already likes you. I can see it in his eyes whenever you come into the room. Remember how he used to hang around our house? He behaved like a hopeless puppy-dog.”

			“Matt Ellison?” I shook my head. “Not a chance, Dad. We’re friends. Nothing more. If the leadership wants me to take part in this insanity, they’re gonna have to chase me down and tie me up. First chance I get, I’m out-a there.”

			My plan had slipped out. I could have kicked myself. I’d pretty much exposed my hope for escape to my father. It wouldn’t take much for him to figure out I wasn’t speaking hypothetically. I sighed in defeat. I hadn’t even entered the time capsule yet, and already I was planning to leave it. Desperation flamed up within me. I needed to find Zaq and make a life with him. The truth was, I could still fulfill the leadership’s need as a procreator, only it would be with Zaq, not with Matt.

			I shut my mouth and settled back in my seat, hoping Dad was too busy tracking our location to pursue the conversation any further. Perhaps, he’d already forgotten what I’d said, if he’d even heard my protest at all.

			Thankfully, Peter perked up about then, leaned toward the front of the car, and squeaked out his own concern. “What about me, Dad? Will I have a job?”

			Dad’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “You’ll have a few chores, Peter, mostly bussing tables in the dining hall and picking up trash around the hallways. And you’ll have homework. Lots of it. They’ll be preparing the best students for leadership roles. If you do well academically, as I believe you can, you won’t have to fight.”

			Peter dropped back in his seat, a frown on his little round face. There went his dream of traipsing through the woods wearing a vest with pockets full of ammo and an AK-94 strapped over his shoulder.

			“Crud! I don’t want a cushy job. I want to fight. I want to wear a real military helmet and night-vision goggles that work better than the toy I got for Christmas.”

			“You don’t know what you’re asking,” Dad cautioned. “Believe me, Peter. We already have the best plan for you. Mom and I want you to be safe. You’ll be wise to put all your efforts into your schooling.”

			“But, Dad—”

			“No more arguments, Peter. Your future has been mapped out. The leadership has agreed. No military training for you. Now, let me pay attention here. Our turn will be coming up soon.”

			With an air of defiance, Peter slumped in his seat and crossed his arms in front of his chest. His face had turned a bright red and his breath escaped in short, exasperated puffs. I loved my little brother, but sometimes he acted like a spoiled baby.

			Dad ignored my brother’s brooding, punched in a few more coordinates, and sat back to let the X-6 do the driving. The vehicle’s cameras, radar, and lidar systems had worked well enough to get us this far and would likely locate the time capsule in record time.

			The X-6 was a far cry from Grandpa’s old farm truck. I was a little girl, about five years old, when he gave in and agreed to trash the thing, but I still remember the overpowering odor of gasoline and the sharp, rusted creases on the truck’s body. Grandpa used to let me ride in the bed while he bounced around the fields looking for crops to harvest. Back then, he insisted on doing things the old way, hadn’t yet grasped the technology that eventually wiped out everything familiar to him.

			The rest of us accepted the changes. They came so gradually we hardly noticed. Dad especially. Being an electromagnetic engineer, he was always looking for something new and different, never looking back. Now we were getting closer to another change in our lives, and like always, Dad not only had accepted the fact that we were moving into a time capsule, but he obviously welcomed the change. I wondered how the authorities had been able to brainwash him so easily.
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