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To Dr. John F. Walvoord

For more than fifty years, he has helped keep the torch of prophecy burning.
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PROLOGUE

From Apollyon

A vast network of house churches had sprung up—seemingly spontaneously—with converted Jews, clearly part of the 144,000 witnesses, taking leadership positions. They taught their charges daily, based on the cyberspace sermons and lessons from the prolific Tsion Ben-Judah. Tens of thousands of such clandestine local house churches, their very existence flying in the face of the all-inclusive Enigma Babylon One World Faith, saw courageous converts added to the church every day. . . .
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Buck Williams had long been anonymously broadcasting his own cyberspace magazine, The Truth, which would now be his sole writing outlet. Ironically, it attracted ten times the largest reading audience he had ever enjoyed as senior staff writer for Global Community Weekly. He worried for his safety, of course, but more for his wife Chloe’s. . . .
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Nicolae Carpathia’s litany of achievements ranged from the rebuilding of cities and roads and airports to the nearly miraculous reconstruction of New Babylon into the most magnificent city ever built. “It is a masterpiece I hope you will visit as soon as you can.” His cellular/solar satellite system (Cell/Sol) allowed everyone access to each other by phone and Internet, regardless of time or location. All this merely ushered in the superstructure necessary for Nicolae to rule the world. . . .
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The day would come when the sign of the cross on the forehead would have to say everything between tribulation saints. Even pointing up would draw the attention of enemy forces.

The problem was, the day would also come when the other side would have its own mark, and it would be visible to all. In fact, according to the Bible, those who did not bear this “mark of the beast” would not be able to buy or sell. The great network of saints would then have to develop its own underground market to stay alive. . . .
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Global Community Supreme Commander Leon Fortunato introduced His Excellency, Potentate Nicolae Carpathia, to the international television audience. Tsion Ben-Judah had warned Rayford that Nicolae’s supernatural abilities would be trumpeted and even exaggerated, laying a foundation for when he would declare himself God during the second half of the Tribulation. . . .
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Raucous laughter or silliness just didn’t have a place in the lives of the Tribulation Force. Grief was wearying, Rayford thought. He looked forward to that day when God would wipe away all tears from their eyes, and there would be no more war. . . .
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“I feel such compassion for you,” Tsion told Hattie, “such a longing for you to come to Jesus.” And suddenly he could not continue.

Hattie raised her eyebrows, staring at him.

“Forgive me,” he managed in a whisper, taking a sip of water and collecting himself. He continued through tears. “Somehow God has allowed me to see you through his eyes—a scared, angry, shaken young woman who has been used and abandoned by many in her life. He loves you with a perfect love. Jesus once looked upon his audience and said, ‘O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the one who kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing!’

“Miss Durham, you know the truth. I have heard you say so. And yet you are not willing. . . . I look at your fragile beauty and see what life has done to you, and I long for your peace. I think of what you could do for the kingdom during these perilous times, and I am jealous to have you as part of our family. I fear you’re risking your life by holding out on God, and I do not look forward to how you might suffer before he reaches you.”
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Rayford’s life as an accomplished commercial pilot seems eons ago now. It was hard to comprehend that it had been fewer than three years since he was just a suburban husband and father, and none too good a one, with nothing more to worry about than where and when he was flying next.

Rayford couldn’t complain of having had nothing important to occupy his time. But the cost of getting to this point! He could empathize with Tsion. If the Tribulation was hard on a regular Joe like Rayford, he couldn’t imagine what it must be like for one called to rally the 144,000 witnesses and teach maybe a billion other new souls. . . .
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Buck loved talking with Tsion. They had been through so much together. It hit him that he was whining about his wife’s complicated pregnancy to a man whose wife and children had been murdered. Yet somehow Tsion had the capacity for wisdom and clear thinking and had a calming effect on people. . . .

“So Trumpet Judgment Six is next,” Buck said. “What do you expect there?”

Tsion sighed. “The bottom line, Cameron, is an army of two hundred million horsemen who will slay a third of the world’s population.”

Buck was speechless. He had read of the prophecy, but he had never boiled it down to its essence. “. . . Whatever we have suffered,” Tsion continued, “whatever ugliness we have faced. All will pale in comparison to this worst judgment yet.”

“And the ones after this get even worse?”

“Hard to imagine, isn’t it? Only one-fourth of the people left behind at the Rapture will survive until the Glorious Appearing, Cameron. I am not afraid of death, but I pray every day that God will allow me the privilege of seeing him return to the earth to set up his kingdom. If he takes me before that, I will be reunited with my family and other loved ones, but oh, the joy of being here when Jesus arrives!”
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“One woe is past. Behold, still two more woes are coming after these things. Then the sixth angel sounded: And I heard a voice from the four horns of the golden altar which is before God, saying to the sixth angel who had the trumpet, ‘Release the four angels who are bound at the great river Euphrates.’

“So the four angels, who had been prepared for the hour and day and month and year, were released. . . .”

Revelation 9:12-15
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CHAPTER 1

Rage.

No other word described it.

Rayford knew he had much to be thankful for. Neither Irene—his wife of twenty-one years—nor Amanda—his wife of fewer than three months—had to suffer this world any longer. Raymie was in heaven too. Chloe and baby Kenny were healthy.

That should be enough. Yet the cliché consumed came to life for Rayford. He stormed out of the safe house in the middle of a crisp May Monday morning, eschewing a jacket and glad of it. It wasn’t anyone in the safe house who had set him off.

Hattie had been her typical self, whining about her immobility while building her strength.

“You don’t think I’ll do it,” she had told him as she raced through another set of sit-ups. “You way underestimate me.”

“I don’t doubt you’re crazy enough to try.”

“But you wouldn’t fly me over there for any price.”

“Not on your life.”

Rayford stumbled along a path near a row of trees that separated a dusty field from what was left of the safe house and the piles of what had once been neighboring homes. He stopped and scanned the horizon. Anger was one thing. Stupidity another. There was no sense giving away their position just for a moment of fresh air.

He saw nothing and no one, but still he stayed closer to the trees than to the plain. What a difference a year and a half made! This whole area, for miles, had once been sprawling suburbia. Now it was earthquake rubble, abandoned to the fugitive and the destitute. One Rayford had been for months. The other he was fast becoming.

The murderous fury threatened to devour him. His rational, scientific mind fought his passion. He knew others—yes, including Hattie—who had as much or more motive. Yet Rayford pleaded with God to appoint him. He wanted to be the one to do the deed. He believed it his destiny.

Rayford shook his head and leaned against a tree, letting the bark scratch his back. Where was the aroma of newly mown grass, the sounds of kids playing in the yard? Nothing was as it once was. He closed his eyes and ran over the plan one more time. Steal into the Middle East in disguise. Put himself in the right place at the precise time. Be God’s weapon, the instrument of death. Murder Nicolae Carpathia.

[image: images/img6as.jpg]

David Hassid assigned himself to accompany the Global Community helicopter that would take delivery of a gross of computers for the potentate’s palace. Half the GC personnel in his department were to spend the next several weeks ferreting out the location of Tsion Ben-Judah’s daily cyberspace teaching and Buck Williams’s weekly Internet magazine.

The potentate himself wanted to know how quickly the computers could be installed. “Figure half a day to unload, reload, and truck them here from the airport,” David had told him. “Then unload again and assume another couple of days for installation and setup.”

Carpathia had begun snapping his fingers as soon as “half a day” rolled off David’s tongue. “Faster,” he said. “How can we steal some hours?”

“It would be costly, but you could—”

“Cost is not my priority, Mr. Hassid. Speed. Speed.”

“Chopper could snag the whole load and set ’em down outside the freight entrance.”

“That,” Carpathia said. “Yes, that.”

“I’d want to personally supervise pickup and delivery.”

Carpathia was on to something else, dismissing David with a wave. “Of course, whatever.”

David called Mac McCullum on his secure phone. “It worked,” he said.

“When do we fly?”

“As late as possible. This has to look like a mistake.”

Mac chuckled. “Did you get ’em to deliver to the wrong airstrip?”

“’Course. Told ’em one, paperworked ’em another. They’ll go by what they heard. I’ll protect myself from Abbott and Costello with the paperwork.”

“Fortunato still looking over your shoulder?”

“Always, but neither he nor Nicolae suspects. They love you too, Mac.”

“Don’t I know it. We’ve got to ride this train as far as it’ll take us.”
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Rayford didn’t dare discuss his feelings with Tsion. The rabbi was busy enough, and Rayford knew what he would say: “God has his plan. Let him carry it out.”

But what would be wrong with Rayford’s helping? He was willing. He could get it done. If it cost him his life, so what? He’d reunite with loved ones, and more would join him later.

Rayford knew it was crazy. He had never been ruled by his feelings before. Maybe his problem was that he was out of the loop now, away from the action. The fear and tension of flying Carpathia around for months had been worth it for the proximity it afforded him and the advantage to the Tribulation Force.

The danger in his present role wasn’t the same. He was senior flyer of the International Commodity Co-op, the one entity that might keep believers alive when their freedom to trade on the open market would vanish. For now, Rayford was just meeting contacts, setting up routes, in essence working for his own daughter. He had to remain anonymous and learn whom to trust. But it wasn’t the same. He didn’t feel as necessary to the cause.

But if he could be the one to kill Carpathia!

Who was he kidding? Carpathia’s assassin would likely be put to death without trial. And if Carpathia was indeed the Antichrist—and most people except his followers thought he was—he wouldn’t stay dead anyway. The murder would be all about Rayford, not Carpathia. Nicolae would come out of it more heroic than ever. But the fact that it had to be done anyway, and that he himself might be in place to do it, seemed to give Rayford something to live for. And likely to die for.

His grandson, Kenny Bruce, had stolen his heart, but that very name reminded Rayford of painful losses. The late Ken Ritz had been a new friend with the makings of a good one. Bruce Barnes had been Rayford’s first mentor and had taught him so much after supplying him the videotape that had led him to Christ.

That was it! That had to be what had produced such hatred, such rage. Rayford knew Carpathia was merely a pawn of Satan, really part of God’s plan for the ages. But the man had wreaked such havoc, caused such destruction, fostered such mourning, that Rayford couldn’t help but hate him.

Rayford didn’t want to grow numb to the disaster, death, and devastation that had become commonplace. He wanted to still feel alive, violated, offended. Things were bad and getting worse, and the chaos multiplied every month. Tsion taught that things were to come to a head at the halfway point of the seven-year tribulation, four months from now. And then would come the Great Tribulation.

Rayford longed to survive all seven years to witness the glorious appearing of Christ to set up his thousand-year reign on earth. But what were the odds? Tsion taught that, at most, only a quarter of the population left at the Rapture would survive to the end, and those who did might wish they hadn’t.

Rayford tried to pray. Did he think God would answer, give him permission, put the plot in his mind? He knew better. His scheming was just a way to feel alive, and yet it ate at him, gave him a reason for breathing.

He had other reasons to live. He loved his daughter and her husband and their baby, and yet he felt responsible that Chloe had missed the Rapture. The only family he had left would face the same world he did. What kind of a future was that? He didn’t want to think about it. All he wanted to think about was what weapons he might have access to and how he could avail himself of them at the right time.
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Just after dark in New Babylon, David took a call from his routing manager. “Pilot wants to know if he’s to put down at the strip or at—”

“I told him already! Tell him to do what he’s told!”

“Sir, the bill of lading says palace airstrip. But he thought you told him New Babylon Airport.”

David paused as if angry. “Do you understand what I said?”

“You said airport, but—”

“Thank you! What’s his ETA?”

“Thirty minutes to the airport. Forty-five to the strip. Just so I’m clear—”

David hung up and called Mac. Half an hour later they were sitting in the chopper on the tarmac of the palace airstrip. Of course the computer cargo was not there. David called the airport. “Tell the pilot where we are!”

“Man,” Mac said, “you’ve got everybody chasin’ their tails.”

“You think I want new computers in front of the world’s best techies, all looking to find the safe house?”

Mac tuned in the airport frequency and heard the instruction for the cargo pilot to take off and put down at the palace strip. He looked at David. “To the airport, chopper jockey,” David said.

“We’ll pass ’im in the sky.”

“I hope we do.”

They did. David finally had pity on the pilot, assured him he and Mac would stay put, and instructed him to come back.

A crane helped disgorge the load of computers, and Mac maneuvered the helicopter into position to hook up to it. The cargo chief attached the cable, assured Mac he had the size and power to easily transport the load, and instructed him how to lift off. “You’ve got an onboard release in case of emergency, sir,” he said, “but you should have no problem.”

Mac thanked him and caught David’s glance. “You wouldn’t,” he said, shaking his head.

“Of course I would. This lever here? I’ll be in charge of this.”



CHAPTER 2

Early after noon, Buck sat at his computer in the vastly enlarged shelter beneath the safe house. He and his father-in-law and Dr. Charles had done the bulk of the excavating work. It wasn’t that Dr. Ben-Judah had been unwilling or unable. He had proved remarkably fit for a man with his nose in scholarly works and his eyes on a computer screen the majority of every day.

But Buck and the others encouraged him to stay at his more important work via the Internet—teaching the masses of new believers and pleading for converts. It was clear Tsion felt he was slacking by letting the other men do the manual labor while he toiled at what he called soft work in an upstairs bedroom. For days all he had wanted to do was join the others in digging, sacking, and carrying the dirt from the cellar to the nearby fields. The others had told him they were fine without his help, that it was too crowded with four men in the cramped space, that his ministry was too crucial to be postponed by grunt work.

Finally, Buck recalled with a smile, Rayford had told Tsion, “You’re the elder, our pastor, our mentor, our scholar, but I have seniority and authority as ersatz head of this band, and I’m pulling rank.”

Tsion had straightened in the dank underground and leaned back, mock fear on his face. “Yes, sir,” he said. “And my assignment?”

“To stay out of our way, old man. You have the soft hands of the educated. Of course, so do we, but you’re in the way.”

Tsion had dragged a sleeve across his forehead. “Oh, Rayford, stop teasing me. I just want to help.”

Buck and Doc stopped their work and joined, in essence, in ganging up on Tsion. “Dr. Ben-Judah,” Floyd Charles said, “we all really do feel you’re wasting your time—we’re wasting your time—by letting you do this. Please, for our sakes, clear our consciences and let us finish without you.”

It was Rayford’s turn to feign offense. “So much for my authority,” he said. “I just gave an order, and now Sawbones pleads with him yet again!”

“You gentlemen are serious,” Tsion said, his Israeli accent thick as ever.

Rayford raised both hands. “Finally! The scholar gets it.”

Tsion trundled back upstairs, grumbling that it “still does not make any sense,” but he had not again tried to insert himself into the excavation team.

Buck was impressed with how the other three had melded. Rayford was the most technologically astute, Buck himself sometimes too analytical, and Floyd—despite his medical degree—seemingly content to do what he was told. Buck teased him about that, telling him he thought doctors assumed they knew everything. Floyd was not combative, but neither did Buck find him amused. In fact, Floyd seemed to run out of gas earlier every day, but he never slacked. He just spent a lot of time catching his breath, running his hands through his hair, and rubbing his eyes.

Rayford mapped out each day’s work with a rough sketch amalgamated from two sources. The first came from the meticulously hen-scratched spiral notebooks of the original owner of the place, Donny Moore, who had been crushed to death at the church during the great wrath of the Lamb earthquake nearly eighteen months before. Buck and Tsion had discovered Donny’s wife’s body in the demolished breakfast nook at the back of the house.

Donny had apparently planned for just such a future, somehow assuming that one day he and his wife would have to live in seclusion. Whether he feared nuclear fallout or just hiding from Global Community forces, he had crafted an expansive plan. His layout enlarged the tiny, dank cellar at the back of the house to extend beneath the entire other side of the duplex and far out into the yard.

The other source Rayford had consulted was the late Ken Ritz’s refinement of the original plan. Ken had honed his image as a clod-kicking blue-collar bush pilot. It turned out he was a graduate of the London School of Economics, licensed in all manner of high-speed jets, and—as these schematics showed—a self-taught architect. Ken had streamlined the excavation process, moved Donny’s support beams, and devised a central communications protocol. When all was in place, the shelter should be undetectable and the various satellite linkups, cellular receivers and transmitters, and infrared computer interfaces easy to access and service.

While Buck worked with Doc and Rayford, and Tsion wrote his masterful daily missives to his global audience, Chloe and Hattie busied themselves with their own pursuits. Hattie seemed to work out every spare moment, madly building tone and endurance and adding weight to what had become her emaciated frame. Buck worried she was up to something. She usually was. No one in the house was certain she hadn’t already compromised their location with her ill-conceived effort to buy her way to Europe months before. So far no one had come nosing around the place, but how long could that last?

Chloe spent the bulk of her time with baby Kenny, of course. When she wasn’t sneaking in a nap to try to regain her own strength, she used her free moments to work via the Net with her growing legion of Commodity Co-op suppliers and distributors. Already believers were beginning to buy and sell to and from each other, in anticipation of the dark day when they would be banished from normal trade.

The pressure of close quarters and lots of work, not to mention dread of the future, was Buck’s constant companion. He was grateful he could do his own writing and help Rayford and Doc with the shelter while still getting time with Chloe and Kenny. But somehow his days were as long as ever. The only time he and Chloe had to themselves was at the end of the day when they were barely awake enough to talk. Kenny slept in their room, and while he was not the type to bother the rest of the household, both Buck and Chloe were often up with him in the night.

Buck lay awake one midnight, pleased to hear Chloe’s deep rhythmic breathing and know she was asleep. He was mulling how to improve the efficiency of the Trib Force, hoping he could contribute as much as the other men seemed to. From the beginning, when the Force consisted of just the late Bruce Barnes, Rayford, Chloe, and him, Buck felt he had become part of a pivotal, cosmic effort. Among the earliest believers following the Rapture, the Tribulation Force was committed to winning people to Christ, opposing Antichrist, and surviving until the reappearing of Christ, now just over three and a half years away.

Tsion, whom God had provided to replace Bruce, was a priceless commodity who needed to be protected above all. His knowledge and passion, along with his ability to communicate on a layman’s level, made him Nicolae Carpathia’s number one enemy. At least number one after the two witnesses at the Wailing Wall, who continued to torment unbelievers with plagues and judgments.

Chloe astounded him with her ability to run an international company while taking care of a new baby. Doc was clearly a gift from God, having saved Hattie’s life and keeping the rest of them healthy. Hattie was the only unbeliever and understandably selfish. She spent most of her time on herself.

But Buck worried most about Rayford. His father-in-law had not been himself lately. He seemed to seethe, short-tempered with Hattie and often lost in thought, his face clouded with despair. Rayford also had begun taking breaks from the house, walking nowhere in the middle of the day. Buck knew Rayford would not be careless, but he wished someone could help. He asked Tsion to probe, but the rabbi said, “Captain Steele eventually comes to me when he wants to reveal something. I do not feel free to pursue private matters with him.”

Buck had asked Doc’s opinion. “He’s my mentor, not the other way around,” Floyd said. “I go to him with my problems; I don’t expect him to come to me with his.”

Chloe begged off too. “Buck, Daddy is a traditional, almost old-world father. He’ll give me all the unsolicited advice he wishes, but I wouldn’t dream of trying to get him to open up to me.”

“But you see it, don’t you?”

“Of course. But what do you expect? We’re all crazy by now. Is this any way to live? Going nowhere in daylight except to Palwaukee once in a while, having to use aliases and worry constantly about being found out?”

Buck’s compatriots all had reasons for not confronting Rayford. Buck would have to do it. Oh, joy, he thought.
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David Hassid sat in the passenger seat of GC Chopper One, watching with Mac McCullum. The ground crew at New Babylon Airport hooked a thick steel cable from the helicopter to three bundled skids containing 144 computers. The crew chief signaled Mac to begin a slow ascent until the cable was taut. Then he gently lifted off, ostensibly to deliver the cargo to the Global Community palace.

Mac said, “The skids should take care of themselves, provided you keep away from that release lever. You wouldn’t really do that, would you?”

“To delay my own staff from finding Tsion’s and Buck’s and Chloe’s transmission point? You bet I would, if it was the only way.”

“If?”

“C’mon, Mac. You know me better than that by now. You think I would trash that many computers? I may be only about a third your age—”

“Hey!”

“All right, a little less than half, but give me some credit. You think the number of computers we ordered was lost on me?”

Mac held up a finger and depressed his radio transmitter. “GC Chopper One to palace tower, over.”

“This is tower, One, go.”

“ETA three minutes, over.”

“Roger, out.”

Mac turned to David. “I figured that’s why you ordered a gross. One for every thousand witnesses.”

“Not that it’ll parcel out that way, but no, I’m not going to crash them in the desert.”

“But I’m not putting down at the palace either, am I?”

David smiled and shook his head. From their position he had a view of the sprawling palace complex. Acres and acres of buildings surrounded the great gleaming castle—what else could he call it—Carpathia had erected in honor of himself. Every imaginable convenience was included, thousands of employees dedicated to every Carpathia whim.

David dug his secure phone from his pocket and punched a speed number. “Corporal A. Christopher,” he said. “Director Hassid calling.” He covered the phone and told Mac, “Your new cargo chief for the Condor.”

“Do I know him?”

David shrugged and shook his head. “Yes, Corporal Christopher. Is the Condor hold accessible? . . . Excellent. Be ready for us. . . . Well, I can’t help that, Corporal. You may feel free to speak with Personnel, but my understanding is that you have no say in that.”

David held the phone away from his face and turned it off. “Hung up on me,” he said.

“Nobody likes the cargo job for the two-one-six,” Mac said. “Not enough work. You trust this guy?”

“No choice,” David said.
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Buck had temporarily moved his computer to the kitchen table and was rapping out a story for The Truth when Rayford returned from his morning walk. “Hey,” Buck said. Rayford only nodded and stood at the top of the stairs to the cellar.

Buck’s resolve nearly left him. “What’s the plan today, Ray?”

“Same as always,” Rayford muttered. “We’ve got to start getting walls up down here. And then we’ve got to make the shelter invisible. No apparent access. Where’s Doc?”

“Haven’t seen him. Hattie’s in the—”

“Other side, of course. Training for a marathon, no doubt. She’s going to wind up getting us all killed.”

“Hey, Dad,” Buck tried, “way to look on the bright side.”

Rayford ignored him. “Where’s everybody else?” he said.

“Tsion’s upstairs. Chloe’s on her computer in the living room. Kenny’s napping. I told you where Hattie is; only Floyd is AWOL. He might be downstairs, but I didn’t notice him go down.”

“Don’t say he’s AWOL, Buck. That’s not funny.”

It was unusual for Rayford to chastise him, and Buck hardly knew how to respond. “I just mean he’s unaccounted for, Ray. Truth is, he hasn’t looked well lately and looked awful yesterday. Wonder if he’s sleeping in.”

“Till noon? What was the matter with him?”

“I saw a little yellow in his eyes.”

“I didn’t.”

“It’s dark down there.”

“Then how’d you see it?”

“Noticed last night, that’s all. I even said something to him about it.”

“What’d he say?”

“Some joke about how crackers always think the brothers look strange. I didn’t pursue it.”

“He’s the doctor,” Rayford said. “Let him worry about himself.” That, Buck decided, was a perfect opening. He could tell Rayford that he didn’t sound like his usual compassionate self. But the moment passed when Rayford took the offensive. “What’s your schedule today, Buck? Magazine or shelter work?”

“You’re the boss, Ray. You tell me.”

“I could use you downstairs, but suit yourself.”

Buck rose.
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Mac delicately lowered the skids onto the pavement at the east side of the hangar that housed the Condor 216. The hangar door was open, the cavernous cargo hold of the Condor also agape. David jumped out before the blades stopped whirring and hurried to unhook the cable from the cargo. Out from the hangar sped a forklift that quickly engaged the first load, smoothly tilted it back against the truck, then spun in a circle and shot back into the hangar. By the time Mac joined David and they shut the hangar door, the forklift operator had shut the Condor cargo hold and was replacing the forklift in a corner.

“Corporal Christopher!” David shouted, and the corporal whirled to face him from a hundred feet away. “Your office, now!”

“Doesn’t look too pleased,” Mac said as they walked to the glassed-in office within the hangar. “No salute, no response. Negative body language. Gonna be a problem?”

“The corporal is my subordinate. I hold all the cards.”

“Just the same, David, you have to give respect to get respect. And we can trust no one. You don’t want one of your key people—”

“Trust me, Mac. It’s under control.”

The name on the office door next to Mac’s had just been repainted: “CCCCC.”

“What is that?” Mac said.

“Corporal Christopher, Condor Cargo Chief.”

“Please!” Mac said.

David motioned Mac to follow him into the corporal’s office, shut the door, and sat behind the desk, pointing to a chair for Mac. The older man seemed to sit reluctantly.

“What?” David said.

“This is how you treat a subordinate?”

David put his feet on the desk and nodded. “Especially a new one. Got to establish who’s boss.”

“I was taught that if you have to use the word boss with an employee, you’ve already lost ’em.”

David shrugged. “Dark ages,” he said. “Desperate times, desperate measures . . .”

Footsteps stopped outside the door, and the knob turned. David called out, “Surely you’ll knock before walking in on your boss and your pilot, won’t you, Corporal?”

The door stopped, open an inch.

“Shut the door and knock, Corporal!” David hollered, his hands behind his head, feet still on the desk.

The door shut, a little too loudly. Then a long pause. Finally, three deliberate and loud raps on the door. Mac shook his head. “This guy even knocks sarcastically,” he whispered. “But you deserve it.”

“Enter,” David said.

Mac’s chair scraped as he bolted upright in the presence of a young woman in fatigues. Under her cap showed short cropped black hair, cut almost like a man’s, but she was trim and comely with large dark eyes, perfect teeth, and flawless skin.

Mac whipped off his cap. “Ma’am.”

“Spare me, Captain,” she said, then turned her scowl on David. “I’m required to knock to enter my own office?”

David had not moved. “Sit down, Mac,” he said.

“When the lady sits down,” Mac said.

“I’m not giving her permission to sit,” David said, and Corporal Christopher waved Mac to his seat. “Captain Mac McCullum, this is Corporal Annie Christopher. Annie, Mac.”

Mac started to rise again, but Annie stepped and shook his hand. “No need, Captain. I know who you are, and your Neanderthal chauvinism is noted. If we’re going to work together, you can quit treating me like a little woman.”

Mac looked at her and then at David. “Maybe you treat her with the respect she deserves,” he said.

David cocked his head. “Like you said, Mac. You never know whom you can trust. As for this being your office, Corporal, everything of yours is mine as long as you’re under my command. This space has been parceled to you to facilitate your doing what I tell you. Understood?”

“Clearly.”

“And, Corporal, I’m not even military, but I know it’s a breach of protocol to keep your head covered in the presence of your superior.”

Annie Christopher sighed and let her shoulders slump as she whipped off her cap. She ran a hand through her short hair and moved to the window between the office and the rest of the hangar. She closed the blinds.

“What are you doing?” David said. “There’s no one out there, and I didn’t give you permission to—”

“Oh, come now, Director Hassid. Do I need your permission for everything?”

David lifted his feet off the desk and sat upright as Annie approached. “As a matter of fact, you do.”

He opened his arms and she sat on his lap. “How are you, sweetheart?” she said.

“I’m good, hon, but I think Mac’s about to have a heart attack.”

Mac slid to the edge of his chair and leaned forward, elbows on knees. “You’re both brats,” he said. “Forgive me, Miss Christopher, if I check your mark.”

“Be my guest,” she said, leaning across the desk so he could reach her. “You can bet that’s what David and I did the day we met.”

Mac cradled the back of her head in his palm and ran his other thumb across the mark on her forehead. He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her gently atop the head. “You’re young enough to be my daughter,” he said, “sister.”

Annie moved to another chair. “And for the record, Captain McCullum, I can’t stand working for either of you. Personnel has a standing request from me, demanding that I be reassigned. The director of my department is condescending and unbearable, and the captain of the Condor is unbearably sexist.”

“But,” David said, “I have informed Personnel that she is not to be catered to. Annie has caused trouble in every department she’s served, and it’s payback time for her. They love it.”

Mac squinted at her, then at David. “I can’t wait to hear your stories,” he said.
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Buck postponed his heart-to-heart with his father-in-law when Rayford spread the plans under a light in the basement and asked his advice on how to make the entrance impossible to detect.

“Thought you’d never ask,” Buck said. “Actually, I have been noodling this.”

“I’m all ears.”

“You know the freezer in the other duplex?”

“The smelly one.”

Buck nodded. They had discarded the spoiled food, but the stench inside remained. “Move that over here, stock it with what looks like spoiled food but only smells that way because of the residue, and hinge the food trays at the back. Anyone who looks in there will be repelled by the smell and won’t look close at what they assume is spoiled food. They’ll never think to lift the food trays, but if they do, they’ll find a false bottom that opens to the stairs to the shelter. Meanwhile, we put a wall over the current basement door.”

Rayford cocked his head, as if searching his mind for a flaw. He shrugged. “I like it. Now if there was a way to keep it from Hattie.”

Buck looked around. “So I was right? Floyd’s not down here?”
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“Mr. McCullum, there’s a message here for you to call Mr. Fortunato,” Annie said.

“Terrific. May I use your phone, Corporal?”

Annie said, “It’s not my phone, sir. It’s merely been parceled out to me. . . .”

He phoned Fortunato’s office. “Mac McCullum returning his call. . . . Yes, ma’am. . . . Friday? . . . How many guests? . . . No, ma’am. You may tell him there was some sort of a snafu about that shipment. He’ll have to talk with the purchasing director, but no, those were not available to be delivered to the palace. . . . Perhaps when we return from Botswana, yes, ma’am.”
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Dr. Floyd Charles’s bedroom door was shut. Buck saw Tsion at his computer in the next room, forehead in his hand, elbow on the desk. “You OK, Tsion?”

“Cameron! Come in, please. Just resting my eyes.”

“Praying?”

The rabbi smiled wearily. “Without ceasing. We have no choice, have we? How are you, my friend? Still worried about your father-in-law?”

“Yeah, but I’ll talk to him. I was wondering if you’d seen Doc today?”

“We usually share an early breakfast, as you know. But I was alone this morning. I did not hear him in the basement, and I confess I have not thought about it since. I have been writing. Cameron, we have no idea how long this lull may last between the fifth and sixth woes. I am trying to decide myself whether what John saw in his vision is real or symbolic. As you know—”

“Dr. Ben-Judah, forgive me. I want to hear this—”

“Yes, of course. You should check in on Floyd. We will talk later.”

“I don’t mean to be rude.”

“You need not apologize, Cameron. Now go. We will talk later. Call if you need me.”

Buck had never grown used to the privilege of living in the same house as the man whose daily words were like breath to millions around the world. Though Tsion was usually within a few dozen steps, when he was too busy or too tired to talk, the others in the household downloaded and saved his messages from the web. The best part about living with him was that he was as excited about the messages as were his audiences. He labored over them all morning and most of the afternoon in preparation for transmitting no later than early evening. All over the world sympathetic translators converted his words into the languages of their people. Other computer-literate believers invested hours every day in cataloguing Dr. Ben-Judah’s information and making it easily accessible to newcomers.

When Tsion came across some startling revelation in his study, Buck often heard him exult and knew he would soon pad out to the top of the stairs. “Listen to this,” he would call out, “anyone who can hear me!” His knowledge of the biblical languages made his commentary the absolute latest thought on a given passage by the world’s most astute Bible scholar.

Buck couldn’t wait to hear what Tsion was wrestling with about the prophesied sixth woe. But for now he worried about Doc. He tapped lightly on his bedroom door. Then louder. He turned the knob and entered. It was the middle of the afternoon, the spring sun high in the sky. But the room was dark, the shades pulled. And Doc Charles was still in bed. Very still.
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“Goin’ to Africa Friday,” Mac said. “Fortunato’s agreed to a face-to-face request by Mwangati Ngumo. ’Course Ngumo thinks he’s meeting with Nicolae. Bet Mwangati’s wonderin’ when Carpathia’s gonna make good on his promises.”

Annie Christopher snorted. “Imagine what the potentate must have promised him to get him to give up the secretary-generalship.”

“We’ll know Friday,” Mac said. “At least I will.”

Annie looked at Mac. “They let you sit in on these meetings?” she said.

Mac glanced at David. “You haven’t told her?”

“Feel free,” David said.

“Come with me, Corporal,” Mac said.

She and David followed him out. “I’ll keep calling you Captain or Mr. McCullum, even in private,” Annie said. “I let you check my mark and kiss me on the head. But the most formal thing you’re allowed to call me from now on is Sister.”

“I don’t know,” Mac said. “I’d better keep it formal, just so I don’t slip up in front of somebody.” She followed him into the cockpit.
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“Doc?” Buck said, approaching the bed. He detected no movement. He didn’t want to scare him.

Assuming the light would be less blinding than sunshine, Buck flipped it on. He sighed. At least Floyd was breathing. Perhaps he had merely had trouble falling asleep and was catching up. Floyd groaned and turned.

“You all right, Doc?” Buck tried.

Floyd sat up, his face a mask of puzzlement. “I was afraid of this,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” Buck said. “I just—”

Floyd whipped off the blankets. He sat on the edge of the bed in a long terry cloth robe that fell open to reveal him fully clothed in flannel shirt, jeans, and boots. He had sweat through it all.

“Was it that cold last night?” Buck said.

“Open those drapes, would ya?”

Floyd covered his eyes as the light burst into the room.

“What’s the matter, Floyd?”

“Your vehicle in running order?”

“Sure.”

“Get me to Young Memorial. My eyes still yellow?”

He squinted at Buck, who bent to look.

“Oh, Floyd,” Buck said. “I wish they were.”

“Bloodshot?”

“That’s an understatement.”

“No white showing?”

Buck shook his head.

“I’m in trouble, Buck.”



CHAPTER 3

David, Mac, and Annie Christopher sat in the luxurious lounge of the Condor, twenty feet behind the cockpit. “So,” Annie said, “the what-did-you-call-it reverse thingie—”

“Reverse intercom bug,” Mac said.

“—lets you hear everything in the cabin?”

Mac nodded. “Lounge, seats, sleeping quarters, lavs—everywhere.”

“Amazing.”

“Somethin’, ain’t it?” Mac said.

“Amazing you haven’t been caught.”

“You kiddin’? They discover it now, I disavow knowledge of it. I had nothing to do with it, Rayford never told me it was here, I never stumbled upon it. They already see him as a traitor. And neither they nor I know where he is, do we?”

Annie moved to a couch behind a highly polished wood table. “This is where the big man himself watches TV?”

David nodded.

She turned back to Mac as if she had just thought of something. “You have no trouble lying?”

Mac shook his head. “To the Antichrist, you serious? My life is a lie to him. If he had a clue, I’d be tortured. If he thought I knew where Rayford was, or Ray’s daughter and son-in-law, I’d be dead.”

“End justifies the means?” Annie said.

Mac shrugged. “I sleep at night. That’s all I can tell you.”

“I’ll sleep a little better myself,” she said, “knowing you’ve got Carpathia under surveillance.”

“At least when he’s on board,” Mac said. “Actually, Leon’s more entertaining. There’s a piece of work.”

“Wish I could go with you,” Annie said.

“Me too,” David said. “But unless we’re in the cockpit, we wouldn’t hear anything anyway. Speaking of that, Mac, you still worried your first officer’s on to you?”

“Not anymore,” Mac said. “Got him promoted. He’s gonna be Pompous Maximum’s pilot.”

Annie laughed. “I love it! I got in trouble for forgetting part of his title once. It’s His Excellency Pontifex Maximus, Peter the Second, isn’t it?”

Mac shrugged. “I call him Pete.”

“You should see the plane he’s ordered,” David said. “Nicolae and Leon are beside themselves.”

“Better’n this one?” Mac said.

“Way better. Fifty percent larger, costs twice as much. Used to belong to a sheik. I’m taking delivery in a week.”

“They approved it?”

“They’re setting him up,” David said, “letting him hang himself. Will his new pilot be able to fly it?”

“He can fly anything,” Mac said. “I liked him. Good skills. But a total Carpathia loyalist. Much as I wanted to get to him—you know, really talk to him—I didn’t dare give myself away. He was already getting pitched by a believer in C sector.”

“Maintenance?” Annie said. “I didn’t know we had any believers over there.”

“We don’t anymore. My guy ratted him out. Would’ve done that to me, too. God’s going to have to reach him some other way.”

David stood and ran his fingers along the base of the wide-screen TV. He turned it on, muted the sound, and idly watched the Carpathia-controlled news. “Amazing reception inside a metal building,” he said.

“Nothing surprises me anymore,” Mac said. “Turn that up.”

The news mostly carried stories of Carpathia’s accomplishments. The potentate himself came on, smooth and charming as ever, praising some regional government and humbly deferring praise for his own reconstruction project. “It is my privilege to have been asked to serve each and every member of the Global Community,” he said.

“There you are, Mac,” David said, pointing out the pilot in the background as Carpathia was welcomed to yet another former Third World country that had benefited from his largesse. “And there’s Peter’s new pilot. You bringing in a believer to replace him?”

“If I can sneak him past Personnel.”

“Anybody I know?”

“Jordanian. Former fighter pilot. Abdullah Smith.”
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Buck’s Land Rover bounced along toward Palatine. Floyd Charles lay across the backseat. “What is it, Doc?” Buck said.

“I’m a fool is all,” Floyd said. He sat up, settling directly behind Buck. “I felt this coming on for months, telling myself I was imagining it. When the vision started to go, I should have contacted the Centers for Disease Control. It’s too late now.”

“I’m not following you.”

“Let’s just say I figured out what almost killed Hattie. I contracted it from her somehow. In layman’s terms, it’s like time-released cyanide. Can gestate for months. When it kicks in, you’re a goner. If it’s what I’ve got, there’ll be no stopping it. I’ve been treating the symptoms, but that was useless.”

“Don’t talk like that,” Buck said. “If Hattie survived, why can’t you?”

“’Cause she was treated personally and daily for months.”

“We’ll pray. Leah Rose will get what you need.”

“Too late,” Doc said. “I’m a fool. A doctor is his own worst patient.”

“Are the rest of us in trouble?”

“Nah. If you haven’t had symptoms, you’re in the clear. I had to have gotten it when delivering her miscarriage.”

“So, what about Leah?”

“I can only hope.”

Buck’s phone chirped.

“Where are you?” Chloe asked.

“Running an errand with Floyd. Didn’t want to bother you.”

“It bothered me to hear you take off and not know where you were going. Errands in broad daylight? Daddy’s not happy. He was supposed to go see T at the airport today.”

“He can use Ken’s car.”

“Too recognizable, but that’s not the point. No one knew where you guys went. Tsion’s worried.”

Buck sighed. “Floyd’s not well and time is crucial. We’re on our way to Young Memorial. I’ll keep you posted.”

“What’s—”

“Later, hon. OK?”

She hesitated. “Be careful, and tell Floyd we’ll pray.”
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“We shouldn’t be seen together a lot,” Mac said, and David and Annie nodded. “Except what would be normal. Anybody know you’re here now?”

Annie shook her head. “I’ve got a meeting at ten tonight.”

“I’m clear,” David said. “But there’s no normal workday anymore, in case you hadn’t noticed. You’ve got to wonder when Carpathia sleeps.”

“I want to hear you guys’ stories, David,” Mac said. “I know you still have family in Israel. Where you from, Annie?”

“Canada. I was flying here from Montreal when the earthquake hit. Lost my whole family.”

“You weren’t a believer yet?”

She shook her head. “I don’t guess I’d ever been to church except for weddings and funerals. We didn’t care enough to be atheists, but that’s what we practiced. Would have called ourselves agnostics. Sounded more tolerant, less dogmatic. We were tight. Good people. Better than most religious people we knew.”

“But you weren’t curious about God?”

“I started wondering after the disappearances, but we became instant devotees of Carpathia. He was like a voice of reason, a man of compassion, love, peace. I applied to work for the cause as soon as the U.N. changed its name and announced plans to move here. The day I was accepted was the happiest of my life, of our whole family’s life.”

“What happened?”

“Losing them all happened. I was devastated. I’d been scared before, sure. Knew some people who had disappeared and some who had died in all that happened later. But I had never lost anyone close, ever. Then I lose my mom and dad and my two younger brothers in the earthquake, not to mention half our town, while I’m merrily in the sky. We wind up landing in the sand at Baghdad Airport, see other planes go down. I find out GC headquarters is demolished, finally report to the underground shelter, and see the ruins of my little suburb on CNN. I was a mess for days, crying, praying to who-knows-who, pleading with Communications for word about my family. They were slower than I was on the Internet, so I just kept searching. I finally found dozens of names I knew on the confirmed-dead list. I didn’t even want to look under C, but I couldn’t stop myself.”

Annie bit her lip.

“You don’t have to talk about it if—”

“I want to, Mr. McCullum. It’s just that it seems like yesterday. I checked into un-enlisting, going back for memorial services, looking into claiming the bodies. But that wasn’t allowed. Mass cremations for health reasons. There wasn’t even anyone left to commiserate with. I wanted to kill myself.”

David put a hand on her shoulder. “Tell him what you found on the Net.”

“You must know,” Annie said, looking up with moist eyes. Mac nodded. “I first saw all the rebuttals of Dr. Ben-Judah coming from the shelter. That was even before I found his Web site. When the GC made noises about making it illegal to even access that site, I had to see it. I was still a blind loyalist, but Carpathia preaches individual freedom even while he’s denying it. The whole praying thing scared me. I had never given God a second thought. Now I wished he were there for me. I had no one else.”

“So you found Tsion.”

“I found his home page. I couldn’t believe it. A number in the corner of the page—you must have seen it—showed how many people were accessing the site every so many seconds. I thought it was exaggerated, but then I realized this was why the GC was already trying to counter him. Someone gaining that vast an audience was a threat. I clicked through the site and read that day’s message from Ben-Judah. I recalled having heard of him when he declared his conversion over international TV. But that’s not what impressed me. And I didn’t too much understand what he was communicating that day on the Net either. It looked like Bible stuff and was beyond me, but his tone was so warm. It was as if he were sitting there next to me and just chatting, telling me what was going on and what to expect. I knew if I could ask him questions, he would have answers. Then I saw the archives. I thought, Archives already? I mean, how old could the site be?

“I clicked through the listings, amazed that he had posted a significant teaching message every day for weeks already. When I came upon one called “For Those Who Mourn,” I nearly fainted. I felt warm all over, then a chill. I locked my door and hoped the GC hadn’t begun monitoring our laptops. I had the greatest sense of anticipation ever. Somehow I knew this man had something for me. I printed out that message and carried it with me for months, until David and I discovered each other and he warned me I shouldn’t be caught with it. So I memorized it before I destroyed it.”

Mac shot her a double take. “You memorized an entire Ben-Judah message?”

“Pretty much. Want to hear the first paragraph?”

“Sure.”

“He wrote, ‘Dear troubled friend, you may be mourning the loss of a loved one who either disappeared in the Rapture or has been killed in the ensuing chaos. I pray God’s peace and comfort for you. I know what it is to lose my immediate family in a most unspeakable manner. But let me tell you this with great confidence: If your loved ones were alive today, they would urge you to be absolutely certain you’re ready to die. There is only one way to do that.’”

David could tell Mac was moved.

“Dr. Ben-Judah explained God and Jesus and the Rapture and the Tribulation so clearly that I desperately wanted to believe. All I had to do was look back at his other teachings to realize that he was right about the Bible prophecies. He has predicted every judgment so far.”

Mac nodded, smiling.

“Well,” she said, “of course you know that. I switched back to the archived message and read how to pray, how to tell God you know you’re a sinner and that you need him. I laid facedown on my bed and did that. I knew I had received the truth, but I had no idea what to do next. I spent the rest of the day and night, all night, reading as much of the teaching as I could. It became quickly obvious why the GC tried to counter Dr. Ben-Judah. He was careful not to mention Nicolae by name, but it was clear the new world order was the enemy of God. I didn’t understand much about the Antichrist, but I knew I had to be unique among GC employees. Here I was, in the shelter of the enemy of God, and I was a believer.”

“That’s where I come in,” David said. “She thought I was making eyes at her.”

“Don’t get ahead of the story,” Annie said. “The next time I went out into the employee population, I was afraid I looked like a believer. I thought anybody I talked to would be able to tell that I had a secret. I wanted to tell somebody, but I knew no one. I had arrived in the middle of chaos and was assigned quarters, given a uniform, and told to report to Communications. I was working several levels below David, but I noticed him looking at me. First he seemed alarmed, then he smiled.”

“He saw your mark,” Mac said.

“Well, yeah, but see, I had not gotten far enough into Tsion’s teachings to know about that. Anyway, David sent word down through the various supervisors that he wanted to meet with me. I said, ‘Personally?’

“As soon as I got in there and the door was shut, he said, ‘You’re a believer!’

“I was scared to death. I said, ‘No, I—a believer in what?’

“He said, ‘Don’t deny it! I can see it on your face!’ He had to be fishing, so I denied it again. He said, ‘You deny Jesus one more time, you’re going to be just like Peter. Watch out for a rooster.’

“I had no idea what he was talking about. I couldn’t have told you that Peter was a disciple, let alone that he had denied Christ. David had guessed my secret, mentioned someone named Peter, and was jabbering about a rooster. Still I couldn’t help myself. I said, ‘I’m not denying Jesus.’

“He said, ‘What do you call it?’

“I said, ‘Fearing for my life.’

“He said, ‘Welcome to the club. I’m a believer too.’

“I said, ‘But how did you know?’

“He said, ‘It’s written all over you.’

“I said, ‘But really, how?’

“And he said, ‘Literally, God wrote it on your forehead.’ That’s when I knew I had stepped off the edge.”
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As soon as Buck and Floyd Charles entered Young Memorial, the teenage receptionist called out, “Miz Rose, your friends are here.”

“Keep your voice down!” Leah said, hurrying from her office. “Gentlemen, I’m not sure I can do anything for you today. What’s the trouble?”

Floyd whispered it to her quickly. “God help us,” she said. “This way. Grab that.”

“Have you had any symptoms?” Doc said.

She shook her head. Buck appropriated a wheelchair and pushed Floyd behind Leah. She led them down a short ramp, past the main elevators, and around a corner to the service elevator. She used a key from a huge, jangly ring to access it. “If you see anyone, hide your face,” she said. “Just don’t make it obvious.”

“Yeah, that wouldn’t be obvious,” Buck said.

She glared at him. “I know you know what real danger is, Mr. Williams, so I’d appreciate it if you’d not underestimate mine.”

“Sorry.”

They boarded and the doors shut. Leah used her key again and held the sixth floor button. “Don’t know if this’ll work,” she said. “On the other one you can bypass other floors by turning the key and holding down the button.”

It didn’t work. The car stopped on two. Buck immediately knelt before Doc as if chatting with him. That blocked both their faces from the door. “Sorry,” Leah told the people waiting. “Emergency.”

“Oh, man!” someone said.

The same thing happened on five and elicited an even more frustrated response.

“This is not good,” Leah said as the doors shut again. “Be prepared for people in the hallway on six. We’re going left.”

Fortunately, the trio was ignored as Leah led the way to an empty room. She shut the door and locked it, then closed the blinds. “Get him into the bed,” she told Buck, “and get those wet clothes off him. You sleep that way, Doctor?”

Doc nodded, looking tired.

Buck hated the bright red around his dark pupils. “What’s wrong with him, Leah?”

She ignored Buck, grabbing a gown from a cabinet and tossing it to him. “If he needs to use the bathroom, now’s the time. He’s not likely to get out of that bed again.”

“For how long?” Buck said.

“Ever,” Doc slurred. “She knows what’s going down here.”

Leah pushed the speaker button on the wall phone and continued working as she talked. “CDC delivered some antivenin yesterday. Get me two vials to 6204.”

“Stat?” her receptionist said.

Leah made a face. “Yes, stat!” she said. “Like now.”

“You’ve got a phone call.”

“Do I sound free to take a call? Stat was your word, girl. Would you hurry please?”

“OK,” the girl said. “Don’t say I didn’t tell you.”

Leah tugged Buck’s sleeve and pulled him close to Doc’s bed. “I need to ask him some questions. When that girl knocks, just take the medicine and shut the door.”

He nodded.

“Now, Doctor,” she said. “First symptoms?”

“Quite a while ago,” he mumbled.

“Not good enough. When?”

“I’m a fool.”

“We know that. How soon after you brought that miscarriage in here?”

“Maybe six months.”

“You’ve done nothing about it?”

He shook his head. “Just hoped.”

“That’s not going to work.”

“That’s what I was afraid of.”

“You know the closest CDC can get to an antidote is antivenin, and no one knows—”

“It’s too late anyway.”

Leah looked at Buck and shook her head. “He’s right,” she said. “The antivenin won’t even let him die comfortably.”

“What’re you telling me?” Buck said. “He hasn’t even got a chance?”

Doc shook his head and closed his eyes.

“The maximum antivenin dosage will be like spitting into the wind,” Leah said. “What can you see, Doctor?”

“Not much.”

Leah pressed her lips together.

There was a knock at the door. Buck opened it, reached for the medicine, and the girl pulled back. He made a lunge for it and ripped it from her hands.

“Miz Rose,” she called over his shoulder. “That call was from GC!”

Buck shut the door, but Leah pushed past him and called after her. “GC where?”

“Wisconsin, I think.”

“What’d you tell them?”

“That you were busy with a patient.”

“You didn’t say who, did you?”

“I don’t know who. ’Cept he’s a doctor.”

“You didn’t say that, did you?”

“Shouldn’t I have?”

“Wait right there.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Just wait there a second.”

Leah returned and quickly filled two syringes. She drove them into Floyd’s hip, and he didn’t even flinch. “Have her come in here,” Leah told Buck.

He looked down the hall and signaled for the girl. She hesitated, then came slowly. “C’mon!” he said. “No one’s going to hurt you.”

As soon as she poked her head in the door, Leah said, “Bring me my purse as fast as you can, will you?”

“Sure, but—”

“Stat, sweetheart. Stat!”

The girl ran off.

“What’s happening?” Buck said.

“Get your vehicle and bring it around the back. There’s a basement exit, and that’s where I’ll come.”

“But if he’s dying, how can y—”

Leah grabbed his arms. “Mr. Williams, Doctor Charles and I have not just been talking. This man could be dead before we get him to the car. If you want to bury him or cremate him or do anything with him other than have him found here, I’ll deliver him to the back door. GC in Wisconsin ring any bells? That’s where he worked, remember? That’s where he’s AWOL from. They’ve been nosing around, watching for him, figuring he’s in this area and might show up here sometime. They don’t know—at least from me—that he was already here once. I’ve been lying through my teeth. They find him here, dead or alive, we’re all in trouble. Now go!”

“Any chance you can save him?”

“Get the car.”

“Just tell me if he’s better off here or in the c—”

Leah whispered desperately, “He’s dying. It’s just a matter of when. Where is irrelevant now. The best I can do for him I have already done. The absolute worst would be his being discovered here.”
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Mac looked at his watch. “Just enough time for you two to tell me how you got together, you know, romantically.”

“I think you’ve heard enough details, Captain.”

“C’mon! I’m an old romantic.”

“It hasn’t been easy,” David said. “Obviously I kept her from you and Rayford.”

“Yeah, what’s that all about?”

“At the time we believed the fewer who knew the better.”

“But we need all the comrades we can get.”

“I know,” David said. “But we’re both so new at this, we don’t know who to trust.”

“If you wondered about Ray and me, you sure never showed it.”

“It was a good exercise, let me just say that. What’s going to happen when the brass start looking for a mark that’s not there, rather than not seeing a mark that is?”

“There’ll be no hiding then, kids.”
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Buck took the main elevator to the first floor and realized he had to exit past the receptionist. The last thing he wanted was to have her see his Rover. He planned to distract her with a fake emergency, but as he breezed through the lobby toward the front door, a substitute was in her place, a thick, middle-aged woman. Of course! The original girl was taking Leah her purse. Leah had thought to divert her.

Buck hurried to his car. As he pulled around the side of the building toward the back, he saw the substitute standing at the window, staring at him. He only hoped Stat Girl had not told her to find out what he was driving.

Buck skidded to a stop on an asphalt apron that led to a basement exit. He leapt from the Rover and opened the door as Leah, her bag over her shoulder, rolled out a gurney containing Floyd Charles with a sheet to the top of his head.

“He’s gone already?” Buck said, incredulous.

“No! But people kept their distance, and nobody’s going to identify him, are they?”

“Only your receptionist.”

Buck lowered the backseat and Leah slid the whole bed in. “You’re stealing that?” he said.

“I put more in my purse than that bed’s worth,” she said. “You want to debate ethics or fight the GC?”

“I don’t want either,” he said, as they climbed into the front seat. “But we’re committed now, aren’t we?”

“I don’t know about you, Williams, but I’m in with both feet. This hospital has been GC-run for ages. How long was I going to be able to work for Carpathia when there’s no way I’d ever take the mark of the beast? I’d die first.”

“Literally,” Buck said.

“Well, I just appropriated a bed and a lot of medicine from the enemy. If you have a problem with that, I’m sorry. I don’t. This is war. All’s fair, as they say.”

“Can’t argue with that. But, um, where am I taking you?”

“Where do you think? Take a left, and I’ll take you out around the long way. Nobody will see you from the front of the building.”

“Then where?”

“My place.”

“What if the GC are there?”

“Then we’ll just keep going.”

“But if they’re not, you’ll try to nurse Floyd back to—”

“You’re not thinking, Mr. W—”

“Quit with the formality, Leah. You put a dying friend in my car, so just run down the program for me.”

“All right,” she said. “If we can beat GC to my apartment, I’m going to grab as much of my stuff as I can in sixty seconds. You know they’re on their way, as soon as they find me gone from Young.”

“Then where do I take you?”

“Where do you live?”

“Where do I live?”

“Bingo, Buck. I need to hide out. You and yours are the only people I know who have a place to hide.”

“But we’re not telling anyone wh—”

“Oh, yes, you are. You’re telling me. If you can’t trust me after all we’ve been through, you can’t trust anybody. I helped you discharge your patched-up pilot, Ritz. And I helped Doc with the miscarriage of guess-who’s baby. How’s that young woman doing, by the way?”

“Getting better.”

“There’s irony. Doc helps her beat the poison, and it’s going to kill him.”

“We lost Ritz.”

“Lost him?”

“Killed in Israel. Long story.”

Leah suddenly fell silent. She pointed directions and Buck lurched along, double-clutching and shifting till he thought his arm would fall off. “I liked that guy,” she managed finally.

“We all did. We hate this, every bit of it.”

“But you’re taking me in, cowboy. You know that, don’t you?”

“I can’t make that decision.”

She glared at him. “What are you going to do, leave me at the corner blindfolded while you and your compatriots vote? You owe me and you know it. This isn’t like me, inviting myself. But I’ve risked my life for you, and I have nowhere else to turn.”

Doc’s death rattle began. His labored, liquid breathing pierced Buck. “Should I pull over?”

“No,” she said. “There’s nothing I can do now but shoot him full of morphine.”

“That’ll help?”

“It’ll just make him pain free and maybe knock him out before he dies.”

“Something!” Floyd called out in a mournful wail. “Give me something!”

Leah spun and knelt in her seat, digging through her bag. Buck slowed involuntarily as he tried to watch. This was too much. Floyd was going to die while Buck was racing around in the car! No good-byes, no prayer, no comforting words. Buck felt as if he hardly knew the man, and he had been living with him for more than a year.

“Watch the road,” she said. “This will quiet him, but he’s never going to leave this car alive.”

Sobs rose in Buck’s throat. He wanted to call Chloe, to tell her and the others. But how do you do that on the phone? Doc’s dying and I’m bringing a nurse to live with us? Pulling into the safe house without notice, carrying Floyd’s corpse and a new houseguest wouldn’t be much easier. But Buck had run out of options.

Leah’s neighborhood, what was left of it, crawled with GC vehicles. The morphine had quieted Floyd. Leah slid onto the floor under the dash, and Buck avoided her street. He headed to Mount Prospect, hoping Floyd might at least have the privilege of dying in his own bed.
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