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   Prologue: Quarantined
 
    
 
   These are the facts: There have been several reported Ebola outbreaks throughout Africa, from the late 1970s to the present. The disease was first identified in 1976 in tropical regions of Nzara and Yambuku, where two simultaneous outbreaks occurred. Yambuku, a small village in the northern Congo, is known primarily as the center of the 1976 outbreak and the place near the Ebola River, from which the virus draws its name. 
 
   The first reported Ebola outbreak killed an estimated 600 people, many of whom were medical personnel trying to treat the disease. From 1976 to 2013, twenty-four outbreaks occurred involving more than one thousand cases, with mortality rates as high as 90 percent. 
 
   From 2013 to 2015, the largest Ebola outbreak ever recorded spread and ravaged West Africa at unprecedented levels. As of March 2015, there were twenty-four thousand reported cases, resulting in over ten thousand deaths. Researchers believe that the outbreak had originated in a young boy who died in December 2013 in a village in Guinea. From there, the disease spread to his family and to others, already gaining ground throughout the region before experts recognized the illness as Ebola. 
 
   Since its initial outbreak, medical teams, intensive care units, and World Health Organization officials have established prevention, treatment, and control measures that have successfully contained the spread of the disease in the past. These measures largely involve quarantine facilities, monitored treatment, and enforcement of proper sanitation procedures. Medical personnel often take an inherent risk providing care to patients infected with Ebola, and their selfless dedication to combat the disease often leads to their contracting the disease and joining the body count.
 
   Research today explains the ways in which Ebola can spread. There are also specific times when a patient is believed to be contagious. Researchers say that the virus spreads only when the person is exhibiting signs and symptoms of the disease, which usually occurs eight to ten days after contracting the disease. In the past, quarantine facilities have always been places where people go in order to protect themselves from a deadly virus hell-bent on their destruction. Protecting against Ebola has been no different.  
 
   To date, there has been no documentation of airborne transmission, which is to say that the disease cannot be transmitted through air. In fact, the spread of the disease through the air has not been documented in either laboratory or natural conditions. Experts say that this has a lot to do with Ebola thriving in mucus, bodily fluids, and blood, while having no real presence in the air or lungs. The immunity of the human respiratory system against Ebola is believed to be due to low levels of virus in the lungs, insufficient to cause new infections. For over thirty years, that has been the conventional wisdom about Ebola and how it spreads. 
 
   Ebola first entered the United States when a Liberian man infected with the disease came to the US desperate for treatment. He lied about his condition in order to gain entry to the country, but didn't make it far before the disease consumed him. He later died in a Dallas hospital, while his extended family was kept in government quarantine within their own cramped apartment. But the man from Liberia wasn't the only one to carry the virus across borders. The CDC regularly flew American health care workers who had contracted the disease in West Africa back to the US for emergency treatment.
 
   In all instances, the health workers survived after being administered experimental drugs and treatments. Bringing infected patients into the US proved to be very controversial, but the CDC insisted that the patients posed no threat. They were, after all, Americans who had dedicated themselves to providing humanitarian aid in countries overwhelmed with the disease. 
 
   The president then authorized over three thousand military service members to support the West African nations rampant with Ebola. Doctors, soldiers, and humanitarians went to ground zero in rotations in an attempt to halt the outbreak. It was business as usual, however, and the 2014 Ebola outbreak became old news. It soon lost the public's attention, and it appeared as though the government had everything under control. But something happened. An oversight that proved devastating in the end. For no one could predict the patterns of a highly contagious and unpredictable disease in a new environment.    
 
    
 
   This is the story: What experts failed to realize was the indigenous nature of the disease and how it singularly operated in its subtropical and often rural environment. Once the disease entered the United States, something changed: the disease grew more resistant and found ways to became more lethal than ever before. It spread first through medical personnel, then through their families, then through schools, taxis, subways, restaurants, airports, theme parks, movie theaters, and anywhere else. 
 
   But its spread was gradual, building and building, until one day it was too late. In attempts to control the outbreak, the government set up mass quarantine facilities all throughout the country. They were most predominant in the major cities, and they soon became the only hope for containing the disease.
 
   Several places designated as quarantine facilities in infected areas had been set up in haste. They used hospitals, government buildings, and other times, public schools. Nothing was off limits, even homes and businesses. One such military base outside Reno, Nevada, had its hands full and was particularly crowded with many local and out-of-state residents, looking for sanctuary from the deadly outbreak that had consumed the entire state. Inside the base, the government had constructed several Ebola treatment centers; all of them highly secure with a large military presence. New arrivals stood outside a hangar in a line at least a quarter of a mile long for in-processing. Before being directed to one of several medical examination stations, every person had to first go through decontamination. 
 
   This was an official HAZMAT operation. Individuals were brought in, hosed down, and sanitized with cold pressure washers and disinfectant. Once inside, disoriented groups were herded into the various medical posts labeled in numerical order with big white signs and red numbers. Families were split apart and individually processed through. The environment of the hangar was cold and sterile. 
 
   Doctors and administrators questioned, prodded, and examined a convoy of confused residents, who stood nervously under the glare of low-hanging fluorescent lights set up at every section. It was going to be a long night for the one hundred medical personnel, 175 National Guard soldiers, and two thousand quarantined individuals.
 
   In a relatively short time—by government standards—the southern and northern borders of the state were sealed off in an effort to keep the disease from spreading. The president, in conjunction with Homeland Security, the CDC, and US Customs and Border Patrol, implemented the highly controversial measures amidst an already-volatile political climate. For the first time, it seemed, the government was taking the Ebola crisis seriously after months of downplaying the outbreak. It seemed, however, too little too late. The CDC scrambled to update its advisory warnings and procedures, as no one seemed immune to the disease, no matter their age, gender, or health. 
 
   Ebola was all the more terrifying due to the manner in which it ravaged the body unlike anything seen before in America. Its contagion rate was on par with the infamous 1918 flu pandemic that infected five hundred million people across the world. Though Ebola casualties hadn't reached anywhere near the numbers of the influenza outbreak, widespread panic was no less pervasive, and with access to instant information, people were not so easily left in the dark.       
 
   The bureaucratic screening process was grueling for all involved, as they were subject to a series of medical tests in order to advance from one section to the next. A long line of cots awaited all those admitted into quarantine, and from there, their fate was largely unknown. 
 
   Soldiers were positioned everywhere throughout the base, dressed in protective gear. They remained quiet and indifferent as it was deemed best not to talk with the quarantines. Screenings moved at a monotonous place. Due to the size of the crowd and the uncertainty in the air, fear and tension dominated the environment as people were understandably eager to get within the facility and be cleared for infection. 
 
   A long line of people stood inside the entrance of the hangar, ready to get their checkups after undergoing the invasive decontamination section where they were stripped and sprayed down only moments ago. It was the middle of the night, and everyone was tired and hungry, including the military and health personnel. There seemed no end in sight to the influx of people. 
 
   In-processing had become an endless task ever, and the personnel had become accustomed to working in twelve-hour shifts. There were several HAZMAT and chemical teams on hand to deal with possible compromises to the highly controlled areas—overall, a massive team, working together in thankless roles each and every night. 
 
   Suddenly, a man slouching in line began to cough, causing the people near him to turn around in a panic. They immediately backed away and accused him of being sick. The man vehemently denied this, but all eyes had already turned on him in fear. The damage was already done, and panic leaped through the crowd like wildfire, with people pushing each other and trying to flee through the narrow exits, away from the coughing man. As several soldiers in protective gear approached him, the man also tried to flee but was tackled and delivered a series of shocks from a stun gun. 
 
   Chaos continued to escalate through the entrance area, and people trampled over each other to run back through the decontamination section and back outside. The only choice left to the soldiers for restoring order was brute force. They began hitting men in the back of their legs with the buttstocks of their rifles, just to send a clear message. 
 
   Women screamed and clutched their children. Children cried and desperately tried to find their parents. Shots were fired, people were subdued, and a full-fledged riot soon broke out, which traveled throughout the hangar, section by section. Somewhere in the madness, a lost child ran under his cot and hid, waiting for the uproar to subside. 
 
   


 
  

Carson City, Nevada: Before the Outbreak
 
    
 
   Far from the quarantine outpost, Greg Atkins stood in the kitchen of his quaint, two-bedroom home, brewing a cup of coffee before going to work. The television was on in the living room, and he had the volume up loud enough to hear the local morning news as he downed a series of vitamins together with a small bottle of water he pulled from the fridge. 
 
   The Ebola outbreak in the US was in its early stages, and though news of the disease was disconcerting, there were plenty of other troubling matters to occupy the media. There was fear of Iran acquiring nuclear weapons. There was Russia's unprecedented expansion into neighboring sovereign countries. And there was the growing Middle East turmoil and the fall of Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, and Libya. Talks of World War III were becoming more commonplace as of late. 
 
    Terrorism and genocide were consuming several impoverished countries in Africa, while the international efforts were united at combating the Ebola outbreak in West Africa, where it had already claimed over ten thousand lives. But there were some bright spots here and there. Infections had been going down, and two of the three main outbreak countries, Liberia and Sierra Leone, had recently reported an end to the crisis. Much of this was due to the outpouring of support from nations like the US, which maintained a humanitarian and military presence in the region. 
 
   As Greg poured himself a cup of coffee, he tried to clear his mind of the troubling news on TV. He could easily have changed the channel to a superficial talk show, but he liked to stay informed. It was part of who he was, or who he aspired to be: a man in the know. As a prepper, staying informed was at the top of his list. 
 
   He washed out his coffee mug and placed it in the sink. Looking at his watch, he saw that it was almost time to go. Monday morning meant the start of a long work week. Now in his forties, Greg's body was starting to feel its age, and he was growing tired of crawling through attic ducts to install security alarm systems. Before this, he had worked for the phone company. No matter his occupation, he always found himself working with wires. It was what he knew. 
 
   Prepping, however, had become much like a second job: something he did in his free time that proved both productive and fulfilling. There was little question in his mind of impending disaster right around the corner. With many of the world's economies in shambles, including the US, and with war, disease, and famine spreading, Greg wanted to be prepared for the worst. But he knew that it was impossible to be equipped to handle so many different doomsday scenarios all at once. 
 
   He had to prep practically and be prepared for the most realistic and impending crisis. This, he believed, involved the dwindling of resources caused by hyper-inflation and food shortages. It seemed to Greg that the government had been propping up the economy with debt it could never repay. Once the debtors stopped paying and the lenders came to collect, the crash would be triggered. He, like most Americans, had experienced the housing crash and subsequent recession of 2008. Now he believed something ten times worse was imminent. However, Ebola wasn’t among the threats he truly suspected. 
 
   There had been routine news reports about the disease, but nothing matched the level of concern caused when Ebola was first carried into the country by an infected Liberian man in 2014. Since then, the influx of medical and military personnel had become a common presence, and any incoming aid worker showing symptoms was immediately treated and oftentimes cured. The virus didn't seem to pose any immediate danger to the public. For most Americans, no news on Ebola was good news. It seemed like everything was under control. 
 
   Greg was an alarm system technician or "field service representative" for Red Alert Home Security. He had his house, his work van, and a dog named Captain, a German shepherd. Captain was running around in the back yard as Greg got ready for work. Outside time was limited, as his dog was notorious for digging holes when Greg wasn't around and had to be kept inside during the day. 
 
   Captain knew this and made the most of his morning routine by rolling in the grass, barking at birds, and chasing squirrels. Prepared to start his day, Greg opened the door leading to the back yard and called Captain inside. It usually took some coaxing, and he had to shake a bag of dog treats, which lured Captain into the house in a matter of seconds. 
 
   "Good boy," Greg said, feeding the dog a bacon treat and patting him on the head.
 
   Greg closed and locked his back door and walked back through the dining room. He checked the kitchen to make sure Captain had enough food and water in his bowls and then grabbed his keys and wallet. Before leaving, he walked into the living room to shut off the television. The news caught his eye again: reports of more corruption in Washington. Another day, another scandal. He flipped off the TV and bid farewell to Captain. 
 
   There wasn't much he could do about anything going on in the world, or the country for that matter. At the very least, he wanted to ensure that he was prepared for disaster. But prepping took planning, and planning took work. Greg lived in a tight-knit suburban neighborhood in Carson City. He had come to Carson City looking for a fresh start, a place he could call home after so many years of running from a past known only to him. 
 
   He opened the front door and then pushed open his screen door. After locking up, he moved down the steps of his wooden porch and onto the short, narrow sidewalk leading to his company van in the driveway. He buttoned the top of his red polo work shirt and tucked it into his black slacks. The shirt bore the Red Light logo over his chest. He straightened his ball cap and knelt to lace up his suede work boots, long broken in for the past three years. 
 
   Greg was tall, nearing six feet, sporting short dirty-blond hair and a light stubble on his cheeks. To his neighbors, he seemed quiet and preoccupied, but was also known to offer assistance whenever needed. The neighbors trusted him, it seemed, though no one knew much about him beyond his reputation as a cordial man who kept mainly to himself. When word spread that Greg was some kind of "Doomsday Prepper," it only added to the mystique. But it was something he always said little about. 
 
   He looked into the morning sky and straightened his hat. The sun had risen high and was a blinding yellow circle. Not a cloud dared get in its way. Springtime in Carson City was not too far different from summer. It was already hot out, but that was expected from the day’s forecast. 
 
   Greg had nearly become acclimated to the weather, and liked the city and all its mountainous, wide-open scenery. The mostly year-round semi-desert climate was agreeable for the most part, with an average of 265 days of sunshine per year. It could get as high as the 90s and as low as the 40s, with a minimal amount of snow in the winter. There were never any extremes, which Greg liked the most. With its bustling city and friendly neighborhoods, it was a place he could call home.  
 
   Years of crawling through hot and stuffy ducts, attics, and crawl spaces had helped him stay fit and slim, but the work was exhausting, and he had felt the need to move on to something else, just as he had always done.
 
   “Greg!” a man said, walking up the driveway. It was his neighbor from across the street, Larry. 
 
   A semi-retired truck driver, Larry spent much of his time sitting on his front porch sipping on a sixteen-ounce. He was the unofficial, self-proclaimed neighborhood watch spokesman, and very little happened on the street without his taking notice. Greg stood by his van, keys in hand, as Larry approached him, wearing an open Hawaiian shirt, shorts, and flip-flops. He was bald except for a ring of hair that went around the lower part of his head. His beer gut protruded out from his open shirt. Greg considered himself lucky: most of the time Larry didn't wear a shirt at all. 
 
   “Hey, I been meaning to ask you. You got a sander I can borrow?”
 
   “A sander?”
 
   “Yeah, I got a big wood project this weekend. Gonna make Loraine some shelves.”
 
   Greg gave his neighbor the courtesy of giving it some thought without outwardly saying no, but he honestly didn't own one. “Sorry, Larry, I don't.”
 
   “Ah c’mon! A fella' like you should definitely have a sander somewhere in the mix.”
 
   “Wish I could help you, but I don't own one." Greg thought of OPSEC and tried to downplay the idea he had much of anything. “I don’t even know if I own a screwdriver, to tell you the truth.”
 
   “All right, all right," Larry said, giving Greg a playful nudge with his elbow. "Guess I'll ask ol' Lou next door.” 
 
   Greg opened the front door of his van. He was always in the habit of parking it facing the road, in the event of a quick getaway. “I'll ask around work for you. Maybe one of the guys has one.”
 
   “I'd much appreciate it," Larry said with a salute. "Thanks. You take 'er easy.”  
 
   Greg waved and shut the passenger door as Larry walked down the driveway back toward his house. He started the engine and then drove past homes like his where people were leaving for work. Greg waved to them as he drove by, always eager to keep up good appearances. 
 
   Everyone knew his van when they saw it. It was a mid-sized white van displaying a Red Alert Home Security logo on both sides. In the back were all of Greg's tools and equipment. He had what he needed for his rounds: electrical wiring, drills, splicers, cutters, meters, and more. It was about a twenty-minute drive to work, given morning traffic, and Greg flipped on the radio to some light rock music. 
 
   However, his instincts got the best of him, and he scanned through his presets, looking for a news show. He came across a news-talk station and left it there as the news correspondent continued:
 
   “Legislatures agreed in a majority vote today to raise the debt ceiling limit in order to avoid a government shutdown. It's still too early to tell if the additional thirty billion dollars will provide adequate funding for the next fiscal quarter, but sources are confident that a positive deal can be reached.”
 
   Greg grabbed his sunglasses from the dashboard to block the glare of the sun, which shone directly in his eyes once he turned onto the interstate. Daily politics didn't particularly interest him, but he, like many other Americans, was concerned about the endless profligate spending taking place in Washington. Suddenly, the news switched to something that caught his attention, striking him like a pail of cold water. 
 
   “In other news, three separate but undeniably linked cases of Ebola were confirmed in service members returning from the Ebola Relief Mission in Liberia. The US ended all operations in the once disease-ravaged country after government officials declared success in ending the outbreak. A total of 1,500 military personnel were deployed in a nine-month relief mission. With most of those personnel now home, new concerns are rising about a possible fresh contagion.”
 
   Greg instinctively leaned toward the radio and turned up the volume. 
 
   "The CDC says that the three service members who tested positive for Ebola will be treated in the same high-priority manner as medical personnel who contracted the disease and were flown to America in 2014. Some Congressional leaders, however, are criticizing the administration for not doing enough to contain the virus within our own borders. As recently as yesterday, the three service members were reported at separate hospitals near their hometowns, which include Tampa, Florida; Dallas, Texas; and Carson City, Nevada."
 
   Greg's eyes lit up at the mention of his own city. In his mind, he played back what the reporter just said, wondering if what he had heard was true. 
 
   "Dallas, as we know, was the city to first encounter the virus back in 2014, when an infected Liberian man flew into the United States after contracting the disease. He soon died at the Texas Health Presbyterian Hospital after medical staff tried unsuccessfully to treat him. Officials state that 'there is no need for concern or panic, as each case is being handled with utmost care and the latest advancements in medical treatment. 
 
   “The CDC has repeatedly stated that the disease is only contagious in its most symptomatic stages and extremely hard to spread. The CDC Director, Dr. Theodore Robbins, told reporters yesterday that the chance of any outbreak is extremely low, and that anyone claiming the opposite is just trying to incite panic."
 
   Suddenly, the news was interrupted with a local traffic report, giving Greg a moment to contemplate the information he had just heard. They didn't disclose exactly what hospital the soldier was being treated at, but Greg figured that would look into it and find out later. He wanted to believe the CDC that there was nothing to worry about, but the news hit him too close to home. When in doubt, Greg said to himself, just keep prepping. 
 
   He pulled into his company’s parking lot next to a line of vans that resembled his own. On any normal day, he would go into the office, clock in, and receive his client list. As a "security specialist," he was pretty much on-call all day, which meant he was available for installations, repairs, and technical issues with alarm systems. Business had been pretty good, even in the off season, and Greg was looking forward to his week-long vacation the next month. 
 
   The Red Light Security building was nothing special to look at: a brown, square cement structure with a few windows and two glass entry doors bearing the Red Light logo. The business did, however, have a nicely maintained lawn on both sides of the entrance sidewalk, with thick grass and trimmed bushes framing the building. The building’s appearance and lackluster atmosphere didn't bother Greg, for he spent little time there. Most of his time was spent making house calls.
 
   Greg walked inside and went straight to the break room for a cup of coffee. The small room had a circular table with chairs in the center above a green tile floor. A scuffed-up white counter held cups, sugar packets, and utensils. His boss, Allen Keller, was standing at the coffee machine, pouring his own cup. An old air conditioner unit hummed overhead. 
 
   His boss looked over as Greg entered the room and said good morning.   
 
   “Morning, Allen,” Greg said, trying to gauge Allen’s mood. He placed his work satchel on one of the four chairs and grabbed a Styrofoam cup. His boss was slightly older than him but shorter with slicked-back black hair and a mustache. He wore the same red polo work shirt and brown Dockers daily, with his badge hanging over his chest. 
 
   “We got three houses on the list for you today,” Allen said. He kept stirring cream into his coffee without looking up.
 
   “Three?” Greg said. He felt his heart sink, as he had hoped it would be a short Monday. He wanted to bypass his job for the day and look into the Ebola thing. He couldn't shake it from his mind. Whenever Greg got focused on something, he didn't quit until the job was done. But there was work to do, and he'd have to wait. 
 
   “Go see Pam, she's got all the printouts.”
 
   Greg nodded, and they both sipped coffee in brief silence until the door swung open and other technicians emerged. 
 
   “You guys hear? One of our troops coming back from Liberia has Ebola, and they're treating him near here,” Ralph, a fidgety fast-talker with a crew cut, announced to the room.
 
   “Did they actually confirm which hospital?” Greg asked.
 
   “I heard Carson Tahoe,” Guillermo, another co-worker, said. 
 
   “Could just be a rumor,” Allen said. 
 
   Ralph turned to Allen and scoffed. “This is some serious shit. You know, that Ebola will kill you if you get it.”
 
   Greg stood back and observed. He wanted verification on the hospital but knew he would find out in time. Ralph and Guillermo began talking over each other, and it was pointless for Greg to interject. 
 
   Allen took a sip of his coffee and then responded. “You can only transmit Ebola by the bodily fluids of an infected person. That's it. How many times do they have to say it?”
 
   “Yeah, but—” Ralph began.
 
   Allen cut him off. “Thousands of people die of the flu each year. I don't see anyone freaking out about that.”
 
   “That's different. There's like an 80 percent mortality rate with Ebola,” Guillermo said. “What if it becomes airborne? Then we’re totally screwed.”
 
   Allen laughed. “Impossible.” 
 
   Greg walked through the group, excusing himself. “Got work to do, gentlemen.” They continued their argument as he left the room. 
 
   Greg strolled through the office area to his associate dispatcher Pam's office. She was a sour, twice-divorced woman who always wore black, and had worn the same blonde, shoulder-length haircut for years. She spun around in her chair and handed him a small stack of papers. “These are your appointments for the day. Enjoy.”
 
   Greg took the papers and walked off. “Pleasure doing business with you.”
 
   “Always,” she said, looking down and riffling through more paperwork.  
 
   It was a long day, much to Greg's frustration, and all-in-all, he did one installation and two repairs. Throughout the day, it was hard for him to think of anything outside of Ebola. He hadn’t been so consumed with Ebola news since last year when the Liberian man brought the disease to Dallas. He thought the CDC was full of it then, and when he heard that the president authorized up to three thousand troops to provide relief to West Africa, he was beside himself. 
 
   But maybe he didn't understand the geo-political context of the matter. For a working-class outsider like himself, it didn't make much sense to put so many soldiers in the middle of countries plagued with a deadly disease. But the plan seemed to have worked, and the countries soon made recoveries. Only the military, with its discipline and organization, could have done it. Greg considered that he, like many others, had misjudged the situation and had gone overboard in his distrust of the government. Now all that mistrust was coming back to him full-force. 
 
    
 
   Driving home for the day and listening to the radio news, Greg had several stops he wanted to make and knew exactly where he wanted to stop first: none other than his favorite bookstore in town, Kit's Books Depot, named after the famous mountain man, Kit Carson, who inspired the very name of the city where Greg lived. He needed more Ebola information, and while the Internet was a great tool, there was one particular reason he liked the bookstore, and it involved a bookstore employee named Veronica. 
 
   The local news continued. “…Officials today released the name and location of the soldier being treated in Carson City. Sergeant Timothy Shields, with the US Army Corps of Engineers, is currently being held at the Carson City Hospital, where doctors say that his condition has shown signs of improvement.”  
 
   “That's good,” Greg said out loud. He took a left turn onto a side street leading to the city's old-fashioned business district. The colorful mural on the side of the bookstore building was in sight. 
 
   “…But we've also received information of several hospital employees recently absent from their shifts. Talk 95.5 local news has not confirmed whether these staff members have merely stayed away from the hospital out of concern of the Ebola virus or if there are other reasons. One source speculated that some workers showed early symptoms of the disease, but nothing as of now has been confirmed. The hospital has released a statement saying that they've taken every precaution to contain the disease and that there are no other cases reported at this time.”
 
   “Oh crap,” Gary said, staring ahead. If what they were saying on the radio were true, he would have his work cut out for him in preparing for a possible outbreak. The threat had grown too real.
 
   


 
  

Shopping List
 
    
 
   It was an hour before closing time, and the local bookstore was moderately busy with people like Greg who had just gotten off of work deciding to avoid rush-hour traffic by spending some time in the aisles of the bookstore instead. The place had everything: marked-down collectables, comic books, DVDs, CDs, records, tapes, and of course, books of all genres, stacked in shelves that reached to the ceiling. It had been a while since Greg had last visited, and he had no idea where to even start.
 
   To approach the desk and simply ask for Ebola books would have sped the process up, but Greg desired tact above all. He would start broad and find some books on historical outbreaks and protection against contagious diseases. As he opened the door and went inside, a ping sounded. He continued past a few display cases of antique figurines and went straight for the book section. There was an elderly woman at the check-out counter to his left, but no sign of Veronica. If anyone could help him find the right book, she could.   
 
   Greg walked between the shelves, squeezing by other customers and toward the nonfiction. He could always have gone to the library instead, but that was on the other side of town and not on the way home from work. Greg liked the low-key, old-fashioned aura of the place. It felt comforting. He scanned the shelves, seeing if anything caught his eye, when a familiar, light female voice sounded from behind him.
 
   “Hello stranger!” a woman's voice said. 
 
   Greg turned around and saw Veronica standing at a book cart, smiling. She had cut her black hair shorter since the last time he had seen her. It was now shoulder length, and one side swept forward slightly over her cheekbone.
 
   Her gray eyes were a fitting match for her dark hair. Her face beamed, and she always donned red lipstick. She had an orange work apron over her sleek, long-sleeve black shirt and blue jeans. Crystal earrings glistened under the overhead store lights. She was probably younger than Greg, but they had never gotten to the point of discussing their ages. 
 
   However much younger she was, Greg had a feeling about her, an instinct. She was tough and knowledgeable. He didn't know much about her personal life, but she was the only person that he felt comfortable discussing prepping with.
 
   “You got your hair cut,” he said. 
 
   “I sure did,” she said with a laugh. 
 
   Greg smiled. “It looks nice.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said, touching his shoulder. “Haven't seen you in a while. Thought you might have found a new bookstore.” 
 
   “Not a chance,” Greg said. “Where else am I going to find used books and board games from the 1970s?”
 
   They shared a light-hearted laugh as Greg looked at his watch.
 
   “I know you're closing soon, but I was hoping to pick up some books on diseases.”
 
   “Yikes,” she said, straightening the books on the push cart. “Anything specific?”
 
   “Outbreak stuff. And anything you might have on Ebola.”
 
   Veronica's eyes moved upward on the shelves as she nodded. “Ebola?” She glanced at the bookshelf he was standing next to.  Greg moved out of her way as she scanned the titles. 
 
   “You ever read about the influenza pandemic of 1918?” she asked. “Crazy stuff.”
 
   “Yeah, I've read all about that. Just unbelievable.” 
 
   Suddenly, a young couple squeezed by Greg and Veronica, excusing themselves. The blond and petite girl stopped and turned to Veronica, noticing the work badge pinned on her orange apron. 
 
   “Excuse me, do you know where all your Harry Potter books are at? My boyfriend wants to ask, but he's too embarrassed.”
 
   “Sally!” the disheveled boy said with his face turning red. 
 
   Veronica stepped forward to smooth things over. “Hey, there's nothing to be ashamed about. I get people twice your age asking all the time.”
 
   “That's what I tell him, and he still thinks he has to hide it.”
 
   “Greg, you like Harry Potter, right?” Veronica said, turning to him with a smile. 
 
   Greg stammered and scratched his chin. “Uh, can't say I ever read them before, but they're fine books, I'm sure.”
 
   She turned back to the young couple. “See, he's old and says Potter is okay, so you have nothing to worry about.”
 
   Greg felt at tad awkward being referred to as old. He was in his forties, to be sure, but not accustomed to being called out for it. 
 
   She led the couple to a short aisle that ran between all the shelves and pointed. “Young adult section, third shelf down. You'll find all the Harry Potter books.”
 
   She turned back to Greg. “Now, where were we?”
 
   “You were calling me old,” Greg said. 
 
   Veronica let out an abrupt laugh, almost too loud. “I'm sorry, Greg, I didn't know you're so sensitive.”
 
   “I'm not,” Greg said. “For the record, I'm forty-two.”
 
   Veronica didn't miss a beat. “And I'm thirty-two, so what? You look very young for your age, if that means anything.”
 
   “Thank you, now about an Ebola book.”
 
   “Yes, Ebola. I'm sure we can find something around here that suits your fancy.” 
 
   They looked through the shelves, and Veronica found two books on Ebola written in the 1990s and another book about epidemics throughout history. Greg came across some technical books explaining decontamination procedures, which looked painfully tedious to read, but informative nonetheless. He felt as if he had enough to digest over the next few weeks. The Internet would take care of the rest. 
 
   Veronica took him up to the check-out counter to ring up his purchases. The elderly woman was nowhere to be seen. Greg looked around the bookstore, taking notice of how tightly contained everything was. It felt stuffy inside, and there were people everywhere. It was at that moment when he decided to start gearing up. He would need masks, HAZMAT suits, and decontamination gear. He would have to take whatever precautions necessary to combat a possible outbreak. If he was wrong in the end, he still considered it an endeavor worth making. 
 
   Veronica placed his books in a beige tote bag and handed it to him with his receipt. “Here you are, Greg. You get a free tote bag with buying three or more books.” She leaned in closer, held her hand to her mouth, and whispered. “Only if you're a valued customer, of course, so don't tell anyone else.”
 
   “Your secret is safe with me.”  
 
   Veronica's eyes dropped, and a more serious expression came over her face. “Are you prepping for Ebola?”
 
   “How'd you guess?” Greg asked semi-sarcastically. 
 
   “You really think it's that serious?” she asked. “I mean, is it something I should be concerned about?”
 
   She was aware of his past history of book purchases dealing with everything from natural disasters to economic crashes, and knew that he had serious views. Veronica wasn't a prepper, but whenever she saw Greg, he got the wheels of concern turning in her mind.
 
   “I think everyone should be concerned about it. Ebola has only been around a few decades, and the last outbreak in West Africa was the largest ever.”
 
   “But that could never happen here, right?” 
 
   Greg looked into her eyes and tried to give his most honest assessment. “I don't know. But I plan to be ready for it.”
 
   Veronica looked up and saw that there were other customers standing behind Greg. “Keep me posted,” she said, looking past him. 
 
   Greg turned slightly and noticed a bespectacled man waiting behind him. He turned back to Veronica and held up his tote bag with a smile. “I sure will. Thanks again, Veronica.”
 
   “My pleasure. Don't be a stranger.”
 
   Greg wasn't sure what made him do it, but something pushed him to add one fleeting comment. “Of course, if you'd like to get coffee or something sometime, we can talk about it some more.”
 
   Her face was hard to read, and she didn’t respond right away, but she didn't seem opposed to the idea either. It almost looked as if Greg had made her blush. “Sure, that would be great.”
 
   Greg drove home with a lot on his mind. He had a busy work week ahead of him, and he had a lot of prepping to do on the side. There would be plenty of chatter about Ebola in the prepper chat rooms that he could draw from. Like many others, he considered the possibility of the disease going airborne but also believed the chances relatively slim. 
 
   Just because Ebola couldn't be airborne doesn't mean that it wasn't highly contagious. He thought of his co-workers and their concerns, and about what measures he could take to prep his house for an outbreak. Lastly, he thought briefly of Veronica, and how he wanted to help her, if things came to that.
 
   The outside air had noticeably cooled with evening’s approach. Along the street, pine trees swayed in the slight breeze. Dogs barked into the night as airplanes flew overhead. Beyond the routine normalcy of quiet neighborhoods and the busy lights of Carson City, a desert lay in the distance, looking like an ocean of black. 
 
   Somewhere in the heart of the city, among the skyscrapers, restaurants, hotels, traffic lights, and theaters sat Carson Tahoe, Northern Nevada's main hospital. Within its walls, in an undisclosed location, Sergeant Tim Shields was being held and treated for the Ebola virus: one of many medical or military personnel who had somehow carried the disease back home despite a lengthy screening process.
 
   Greg drove under the streetlights of his residential neighborhood until reaching home, conveniently located at the end of a cul-de-sac. Living at such a spot gave him a view of anyone driving through their neighborhood. He wasn't a paranoid man, but he knew that there were some people still out there looking for him, people from a life he had led before moving to Carson City under a new identity. It was a past he rarely gave much thought to as of late, but the memories still reared their ugly head every now and then. Greg believed in pushing forward, and above all, survival. He parked his van in the driveway and went into the house, carrying his tote bag of books. 
 
   Lights were on in the windows of the homes around him. It was dinner time, and almost everyone was home from work, eating and watching TV. Greg's home was first among four others that circled the cul-de-sac. His modern, one-story two-bedroom was not as imposing as the larger homes nearby. Most of them were two-story or, if one-story, at least twice as long as his. It was a nice neighborhood though, for the most part. There were families, couples, and retirees in the diverse and friendly neighborhood. 
 
   Greg, however, remained low-key, trying not to draw too much attention to himself. His prepping was his business, and he was a strong believer in exhibiting OPSEC, Operational Security, in any situation. The less they knew about him, the better. His Red Light Security van was unmistakable though. 
 
   As Greg walked in, Captain rushed to the door to greet him. It was obviously the most exciting part of the dog's day as he jumped up and stood with his front paws against Greg's stomach, panting exasperatingly. 
 
   “That's a good boy. Are you happy to see me?” Greg said, patting him. 
 
   Captain barked as Greg scratched his head behind his ears vigorously. His brown eyes gleamed. His teeth were exposed in an opened-mouth smile. 
 
   “You wanna go outside? Is that what you want?” 
 
   Captain barked again.
 
   “Then let's do it! Let's get you outside!”
 
   Greg ran to the back door as Captain followed. As soon as the door was opened, Captain shot past him and ran outside into the back yard. Greg watched Captain with affection as the dog grabbed a purple ball in his mouth and darted off behind the bushes. He was a fine-looking German shepherd and a loyal companion at that.  
 
   After feeding Captain, Greg took his boots off, got out of his work clothes, and changed into shorts and a T-shirt. He turned the TV on, as he always did when making a meal, and heated up some leftover pasta in the microwave. Not surprisingly, more Ebola news echoed throughout the living room. Greg sat in his favorite recliner with the warm pasta bowl in his hand and flipped through the channels in search of any new developments. 
 
   All the nightly newscasts carried the same reports of Ebola patients in the US. It was a particularly hot issue because the patients contracted the disease following a military deployment, which, in some circles, put the blame squarely on the federal government. 
 
   An agitated male pundit in a TV round-table discussion continued. “What do we even know about this disease other than what the CDC tells us? It seems like it changes every day. We hear of medical personnel in full protective gear still getting infected. And when that happens, the CDC blames the victim by saying that they must not have followed procedures correctly.”
 
   A woman with frizzy hair interjected. “The CDC has remained consistent on its procedures from day one. This is a desperate attempt by opportunists like yourself to gin up panic where it needn't be.”
 
   “You're deflecting, Mary. Americans have every right to be concerned. We were promised that all personnel from Operation United Assistance would be screened prior to returning to the US. We were told that the chances of Ebola spreading were unlikely. Now the government is wrong on both accounts. And you want to just keep believing whatever they tell us. It's unacceptable.”
 
   The host of the show, a man with a British accent, cut in. “I think it's fair to say that there is a certain amount of incompetence on the part of the government in dealing with this disease, but we also have to consider the overall low numbers of those infected with Ebola when compared to other contagions.”
 
   “I'd take the flu over Ebola any day,” the man said back.  
 
   Greg shut off the television and rose from his recliner. TV time was over. He walked down the hall to his computer room as Captain followed, and placed the bag of books on top of his desk. He turned on his laptop and the overhead office lamp. He knew the basics of hunkering down in the event of an outbreak: bleach, Lysol, windows duct-taped, controlled ventilation, and plastic lining to cover the windows, but he wanted to know more. After some brief Ebola page-turning, he typed up a shopping list: 
 
    
 
   N95 respirator
 
   Surgical mask
 
   Surgical hood
 
   Face shield
 
   Eye protection
 
   Long-sleeved waterproof gown
 
   Coveralls
 
   Waterproof gloves 
 
   Latex gloves
 
   Closed-toe shoes and shoe covers 
 
   Plastic lining 
 
   Duct-tape
 
   Bleach 
 
   Peroxide 
 
   Sanitizer 
 
    
 
   He felt strange compiling the list, as if he were some mad scientist. However, during a real epidemic, he'd have no choice but to hunker down to avoid contamination. He began to estimate his current food and water supply and came to the conclusion that he had enough food to last him six months. 
 
   For full protection, he knew that he’d have to get a full HAZMAT suit—two suits, just in case. An on-line search showed them in prices ranging from one thousand to two grand. During his search, he also read an article about how the government had spent billions of dollars, just in the past year, purchasing HAZMAT suits at an unprecedented rate. Such a mass purchase was driving up the costs among retailers through simple supply and demand. But Greg did have a lifeline, a man he knew with real connections who could get him just about anything. 
 
   From his mysterious past, Greg knew the man as Xavier. They were associates once—spies in another life. Xavier, like Greg, was living in secret somewhere in “normalville,” USA. Greg didn’t like to reach out to him unless he really needed something. In this case, he needed two complete HAZMAT suits, and Xavier was the man to get them. Contacting him wouldn’t be easy. Greg knew the drill; He’d first have to get a disposable phone to make the call. He added it to the list and continued to prep.   
 
   Greg's garage had been transformed into a storage unit of sorts with just enough extra room for his weight bench and exercise gear. Near his washer and dryer machine he had a pallet of MREs hidden under a thick tarp. He also had a large rack containing five-gallon jugs of water. He was prepared for both food shortages and loss of water in the most extreme circumstances.   
 
   In the kitchen, his pantry was stocked with a variety of dried, canned, and pickled foods. Stored throughout his house were medical supplies, batteries, para cords, water filters, and items that could run without power, such as solar-operated hand-crank radios and flashlights. In addition to that, he had several boxes of chemical lights, or “ChemLights,” self-contained sticks which glow upon being snapped.  
 
   In the living room, there were plenty of books and jigsaw puzzles to keep his mind occupied. Greg owned an M4 Carbine rifle, a Mossberg 500 shotgun, and a 9mm Smith & Wesson pistol, all secured within his biometric weapon safe. The price of ammunition had been going through the roof, and his attempt to keep a healthy reserve of rifle, pistol, and shotgun ammunition on hand didn't come cheap.  
 
    Out back in his padlocked shed, he had tools, nails, and plywood. He even had a five-thousand-watt KW tactical quiet generator on hand. Fuel storage often proved problematic, due to the lifespan of stored fuel in containers; however, he regularly kept the generator topped off.
 
   It would seem that before the Ebola news, Greg had thought of almost everything. He had once earned a 95 percent rating from an on-line assessment in his prepper group. Through all of his hard work in acquiring a sustainable supply of good materials, he had been prepping for an economic collapse or natural disaster. Now he was changing his tactics to consider the possibility of an epidemic, despite the CDC's claims that such a thing would never happen. 
 
   With Captain sleeping by his feet, Greg devised a hunker-down plan similar to the response he might develop for any disaster. The fundamentals were the same. His home would become an isolated safe house, and he’d have to be able to sustain himself within its walls for an inordinate amount of time. The gruesome pictures he saw both on-line and within his books propelled his decision. He always knew that Ebola was a terrible disease, but the images of patients with swollen glands, and covered in red spots, burst blood vessels, and feces were too horrifying to consider. 
 
   He highlighted a passage in his book: 
 
   The virus itself attacks every organ and tissue in the body, causing blood clots and hemorrhaging, vomiting, stomach pain, and internal and external bleeding. Ebola ravages the body slowly and painfully from inside until there is nothing left. 
 
   It was no wonder the disease had such a high mortality rate. 
 
   Greg tabbed certain pages and went back to typing his list. He considered that there would be a point where he would have to leave the house for supplies. The hunker-down plan would work temporarily, but it was not a long-term solution. He took a deep breath and added “HAZMAT suit and M-95 chemical mask” to his list.  
 
   He thought of the people in his neighborhood—good people, mostly—and thought of ways he could help them. Perhaps he could call a town meeting and discuss the potential outbreak. Would people go for it? The time, he felt, was now. Ebola was back in the news and bigger than ever. Then he thought of the dangers that existed: the people who posed a threat, those who would want what he had, and those who would take what he had in an act of desperation. There was a risk in alerting his neighbors to anything. 
 
   If word got out that his house was some kind of decontamination zone, they would overwhelm him the minute the shit hit the fan. Then it was decided: he would have to secure his home more rigorously than he had planned. He'd have to make traps and set a security perimeter. If there was one thing that Greg understood, it was how to crawl around tight spaces and connect wires. 
 
   Lying in bed that evening, Greg flipped through the dusty old book Veronica had picked out for him on the history of epidemics. His smart phone lay on the night stand next to him, the alarm set for eight in the morning. He rarely used the phone, as he preferred to keep his communications private, and therefore face-to-face. However, he did frequent prepper chat rooms under the guise of anonymity. He had to be cautious with his new life in the Nevada suburbs. Ebola, unfortunately, had complicated everything for him. 
 
   He read on under the dim light on his nightstand and found himself fascinated. In biblical times, typhoid and smallpox plagues occurred, killing hundreds of thousands around the world. The infamous bubonic plague, known as “Black Death,” killed forty percent of the population in the mid-sixth century. It was a horrifying disease and highly contagious, with symptoms every bit as ravaging and painful as Ebola. 
 
   To top off his night, Greg continued reading about the smallpox and measles plagues in early American history. In the past two centuries—in America and throughout the world—there had been yellow fever, cholera outbreaks, typhus, malaria, tuberculosis, influenza, AIDS, and Ebola. Epidemics had come and went, and Greg wondered if it was not time for a new outbreak—something that could mutate and flourish even within a highly civilized society. Were they any more immune? 
 
   


 
  

New York City
 
    
 
   It was just another hectic morning in Times Square as the city awoke to its own vivid routine. Gigantic flashing signs and tickers buzzed from overhead while plasma screens the size of a theater screen displayed news from several different channels. Skyscrapers looked down upon the city's millions of inhabitants, shielding many of them from the rising sun. A swarm of yellow taxi cabs moved at a snail’s pace, together with a convoy of all kinds of other vehicles, packed into every conceivable space. 
 
   Construction boomed loudly along Seventh Avenue, with workers tearing up the sidewalk to make room for a new lane. As always, commuters on foot outnumbered vehicles. Masses of people moved together in large packs—tourists and residents alike—across the busy intersections, down the pedestrian plaza, and through the Broadway Theater District. Many were simply trying to get to work, while others snapped pictures enthusiastically everywhere they went. 
 
   This, the busiest neighborhood in Manhattan, was a feast for the eyes, featuring giant Broadway show billboards, movie ads, golden arches, and towering buildings that housed the offices of renowned financial institutions, news agencies, and major publishers.     
 
   As perhaps the most famous hub of activity known, there was no place like Times Square, and no place more visited. It was where they celebrated the New Year's Eve ball drop, the epicenter of excitement. And, as one of the most recognizable places in the world, it was frequented by more than three hundred thousand people a day. Times Square's history and reputation made it a symbol of the American dream. There was also no place more suitable for an epidemic to spread.
 
   Laura Walsh had just made it to her news office headquarters moments before her morning meeting with producers. Formally a small-town journalist from Virginia, Laura had moved to the city to join the big leagues and try her hand at a major news division. Outside of the major networks, the Cable Broadcasting Network, or CBN, had risen to become every bit as large as its behemoth counterparts, especially in investigative reporting. 
 
   Its weekly broadcast Your News Now was known for its heavy-hitting news segments and no-nonsense approach. When Laura was offered an internship two years prior, she didn't hesitate to take them up on their offer, and she immediately relocated to the big city. 
 
   A graduate of the Columbia School of Journalism, Laura had high hopes of a burgeoning career in broadcasting, and in a relatively short time, she had risen from news intern to regular staff. In that time, she managed to get segments on the air that helped her make a name for herself. She exposed a corrupt “kickbacks for perks” scheme involving several local politicians and their donors, and she broke the phony Haitian relief charity scandal that had ties to a major telecommunications company. Walsh, it seemed, was unstoppable. In two short years she had become a regular contributor to Your News Now. 
 
   But just as quickly as success had come, obstacles began to appear from all sides. Her style of reporting was starting to ruffle the feathers of certain sponsors and other influential entities. The news ratings battle as of late had also sent the program battling to stay relevant. In response, management began to change the format from investigative reporting to more tabloid-based, gossip stories.  
 
   Her meeting that morning was to discuss a recent Ebola story she had produced but that had not yet aired. She knew the mood in the office was against such reporting, and she was prepared to fight to get it on the air. It would be an uphill battle. They would remind her that she was still relatively new and had a lot to learn. 
 
   She fully expected condescension from her senior producers, and she knew that she would have to fight. Recently, she had discovered inconsistent patterns in the CDC’s disclosure of Ebola cases around the country. Sources had alerted her to much higher numbers than what was being officially reported. The answers, they told her, were there, and that a patient in Carson City, Nevada, named Sergeant Timothy Shields, was the key. It was a long shot, but she was ready to make her case. 
 
    
 
   Dressed in high heels and a dark-red, long-sleeved dress that stopped above her knees, Laura hurried down the hall with a clipboard of notes in one hand and a coffee in the other. Her long blonde hair bounced on both sides, with bangs cut evenly across her forehead. Her boyfriend, Jason, had complimented her new haircut again that morning, and while he was a constant source of support, their busy schedules had created a gradual rift between them—she at the news office and he at a law firm working as a paralegal. She put personal matters aside as she approached the closed door to her producer's office and knocked. The name over the polished cherry wood door said “Michael S. DeKnight” in gold letters. 
 
   “Come in,” a man's voice said from the other side.
 
   Laura opened the door to find her producer, Michael, sitting at his desk, and managing editor, Bill Ripley, sitting on one of two chairs in front of the desk. They both nodded at her as she entered. 
 
   “Good morning, Laura. Please have a seat,” Michael said. 
 
   She took the seat next to Bill. The sleek office was nicely furnished with a small, black leather couch and a glass coffee table in front of it. On the other side behind Michael was a bookcase with several gold trophies and framed awards lining the shelves. 
 
   Even as an official part of the news division, Laura worked on the floor in a cubicle among the interns, typists, and contributing reporters, all scraping for airtime. Having an office like Michael's would be nice someday, but for now she preferred to be where the action was, with the others. 
 
   At fifty-four, Michael was a veteran of the news division. He had gray curly hair and wore large, frameless glasses. His office held a scent of coffee, and Laura always found the fact that he wore colorful suspenders over his white dress shirt amusing. Bill was slightly younger, well-groomed with dark hair. He was a hard man to gauge due to his quietness, but Laura studied him nonetheless. 
 
   Michael had Laura's script in hand and was flipping through it randomly. “So Bill and I have been going over your script, and…” 
 
   He paused, and Laura knew it didn't sound good. There was too much hesitation. On the other hand, too much enthusiasm could signal a story getting axed as well. The news division was weird like that sometimes. 
 
   He placed the script flat on his desk and tapped the wooden surface with his fingers. Bill said nothing. Michael looked up at Laura. “It's good. We like it. You raise a lot of interesting questions. I'd expect nothing less from one of our rising investigative correspondents.”
 
   “Thank you, sir,” Laura said with a nod and a smile. 
 
   Michael's face went straight, and Laura prepared herself for the blow. “Our main issue with it is the timing.”
 
   “The timing?” Laura asked. 
 
   “Yes. Look, we know you're eager and ambitious, and that's a good thing. The problem with the script is that it's hard to follow. And you're raising claims that can't be supported with facts.”
 
   Suddenly, Bill decided to cut-in. “That's the main problem I had with it. I mean, it makes a compelling case, but it's hard to argue that the media has largely been ignoring Ebola, when we feel it's quite the opposite.”
 
   “Yes,” Michael said. “Ebola is everywhere. Everyone is talking about it.”
 
   Laura couldn't help but speak up. “Not so much anymore. The fact that there are three times as many infected Ebola patients in the US than are being reported is not being said anywhere. That's the story.”
 
   “But you make the CDC sound like the villain,” Michael said. 
 
   “That is not my intent. I'm simply saying that they've not responded to my FOIA requests for the number of patients currently being treated for Ebola in the US.”
 
   “Agencies take time. You know that as well as I do. And your current numbers can't be verified through official reports,” Michael said. 
 
   “But I've spoken with representatives within the agencies—”
 
   “Off the record,” Bill interrupted. 
 
   “There's just too many holes,” Michael said. “With confidence in the news media at an all-time low, we can't run a story providing false numbers that may incite a panic.”
 
   “Ebola is spreading,” Laura said. “That is the truth.”
 
   Michael leaned forward. “It's the truth as you see it. But there are different sides. Many people could say just the opposite.”
 
   “We've got enough epidemic scare stories in the news as it is,” Bill said. 
 
   “And while it may be good for ratings, it's potentially bad for our reputation,” Michael added.
 
   Laura thought long and hard about what they were telling her. As of late, they had been pushing her to cover stories she considered “fluff.” The past month, they had suggested the reopening of the Central Park Zoo, a scuffle at JFK between a famous actor and TSA, and a local hot-dog eating competition.
 
   She was beginning to get the idea. In her eagerness, she had already rocked the boat and made waves. But the Ebola story was an attempt to defy the producers, and they knew it. 
 
   “Can I ask a question?” she asked. 
 
   “Certainly,” Michael said, interlocking his hands over the desk. 
 
   “If you're investigating something and you find along the way that someone is lying, what is your responsibility as a journalist?”   
 
   Bill and Michael exchanged glances. Michael looked at Laura with a crooked smile on his face. “Your responsibility would be to the public good.”
 
   “And telling them the truth,” Laura said.
 
   Michal and Bill looked at each other flippantly then back to Laura as Michael pushed the script back to her. 
 
   “Truth, meaning verifiable facts,” Michael said. 
 
   She knew exactly what their decision was. 
 
   “I'm afraid we're going to have to pass on this one, but don't worry, Bill here was just telling me about this guy who dresses up like Spiderman in Times Square. Apparently he's some kind of pickpocket. I think you should look into it.”
 
   Laura exhaled loudly, trying to get her thoughts together. She didn't want to make a scene or appear to be upset. Ultimately she didn't want a reputation as someone who was difficult to work with. They had taken all her hard work and basically flushed it down the drain, but there had to be some way to salvage the story. She bit her lip, placed her hands on her knees, and then leaned forward, looking Michael in the eyes.
 
   “I want to go to Carson City, Nevada,” she said.
 
   Michael shifted in his chair and raised his eyebrow in surprise. “Carson City?” he scoffed. “What the hell's there?”
 
   “They have a soldier that they're treating for Ebola.”
 
   Michael rubbed his forehead in exhaustion. “Laura, please. We're done with Ebola for now.”
 
   “I just want to get an interview with him. That's all. I mean, wouldn't that make a great story? No one has talked to any military personnel since they returned. Don't you think that's a little odd?”
 
   Bill leaned in. “Probably because it's next to impossible. They're under quarantine right now.”
 
   Laura stood up, ready to argue her case. “Please. There's a story here, I know it. I promise not to make anyone look bad, I just want to get his side of the story. Soldier comes home from a humanitarian mission only to find himself in a hospital room battling Ebola.”
 
   Another silence followed. Michael scratched his chin. “I don't know.”
 
   “Look at it this way, I'll be out of your hair for a week. Heck, I'll stay there as long as you want.”
 
   Michael and Bill looked at each other and simultaneously nodded as Michael signaled to Laura. “OK, Laura, get a crew together and plan a trip for Carson City.”
 
   Laura jumped up, perhaps too excited. “Thank you, sir, I won't let you down.” She left the room in haste. 
 
   “I want to see an itemized budget listing first!” Michael shouted as she rushed out of the office. 
 
   


 
  

Operation Hunker Down
 
    
 
   Almost a week had passed since Greg's revitalized interest in a potential Ebola epidemic. Most of his on-line supply orders had arrived, and he began to ready his house for outbreak prevention. He spent the weekend getting the place in order, while foregoing any other plans, like bringing Captain to the dog park. His weekend was going to be devoted to prepping.
 
   “You're a real exciting guy,” Greg said to himself as he stood among the recently arrived boxes of shipments in the living room. He had spent the better of the week after work mapping out a realistic and sustainable plan for hunkering-down.
 
   He had his list, which could have applied to numerous prepper scenarios but was modified to address preventative contagion measures. He had plenty of food, water, first-aid supplies, and face masks. Close-quarters confinement would be tricky, especially with owning a dog. The key was to keep the house sealed off and contained, but Captain would obviously need to go out from time to time. For that, Greg devised a schedule for taking Captain out back himself, by leash, and bringing him back in. Any such measures would involve wearing protective gear himself and washing Captain whenever they came back inside. It was going to be a tedious process, but he didn't see any other way. 
 
   There was also the question of other guests, and keeping them protected. Greg didn't have anyone immediately in mind, but he couldn't help but think of Veronica. No matter, the isolation would be tasking regardless of who was or wasn't there. Books, board games, cards, movies, and his mini-gym could keep his mind and body active, and of course there was always Captain to keep him company. 
 
   The home would have to be secure from intruders, so he examined all points of entry—each window and door—and analyzed where to set trip wire and traps, and where to seal off and block windows or doors. The blueprint of his house gave just the information he needed, and Greg marked the areas accordingly. 
 
   If an epidemic occurred, he was looking at weeks or months of hunkering down. He had six months’ worth of food and potable water. Issues that concerned him were the loss of power or tap and faucet water. Though he had plenty of batteries and flashlights, isolation without power and utilities would be challenging to say the least. Hygiene and waste management would also be an issue. He had purchased a portable toilet waste system with a mobile washer, and would tackle other issues eventually. The first thing he wanted to do was to prepare a plan. He wrote a list: 
 
    
 
   Hunker Down Prep:
 
    
 
   Step One
 
    
    	No traveling: 
 
   
 
   Avoid urban areas and crowded places. Air travel is off limits. Try not to travel more than 20 miles outside home. 
 
    
 
   Step Two
 
   Inventory medical supplies:
 
    
    	Re-fit closet to act as “sick room” for supplies. N95 mask a must, along with N100 masks. Up-to-date comprehensive first-aid kit with bandages, pain killers, and antibiotics. Make space for disposable gloves, disinfectants, nitrile gloves, rubber gloves, protective goggles, disposable clothing.   
 
   
 
    
 
   Step Three
 
   Inventory basics:
 
    
    	Rotate food and stock pantry with canned and pickled goods and dried and freeze-dried items. Inventory MREs in garage. Ensure plenty of bottled water and water reserve jugs in garage. Inventory disposable eating utensils, heavy-duty garbage bags, toilet paper, soap, pet supplies, pet food, hygiene items, and all other necessities. Check on coffee, powdered drink mix, and essential oils. Conduct weapons maintenance, inventory ammo.      
 
   
 
    
 
   Step Four
 
   Physical fitness plan:
 
    
    	Keep immune system strong. Inventory daily vitamins and exercise equipment. Weight-lift and do cardio up at least three times a week. Look into price of a used treadmill. 
 
   
 
    
 
   Step Five
 
   Physical isolation plan:
 
    
    	Schedule for Captain back yard trips and fresh air. Duct-tape along window sills, plastic sheets over windows. Set trip wire, mini-alarms and mini-sentry traps in key areas. Fans, air freshener, and candles for house. Limit outside exposure as much as possible and always use common sense.   
 
   
 
    
 
   Step Six
 
   Deep clean:
 
    
    	Clean and scrub house from top to bottom. Keep trash to a minimum, conserve supplies, and ensure Captain is clean and up-to-date on shots and medications. Once house is cleaned and organized, move to next phase.
 
   
 
    
 
   The second phase, for Greg, consisted of prepping his house. He had plans for where to set the trip-wire sentry traps outside his home. He didn't want to actually set the traps that weekend and have them prematurely go off. He simply wanted to check his inventory and ensure that he had the right equipment on hand: sentry piece, charges, and trip wire. It was a long weekend of planning, inventory, cleaning, and trying to keep Captain entertained, but Greg managed to make it. Before he knew it, it was Monday morning and he was back at work, ready to start another week. 
 
   His first customer that morning was a talkative man who owned a nice two-story home in a gated community ten miles south of Reno. It was a full installation and would probably be an all-day job. Typical Monday, he thought. Greg worked best when left alone to do the job he needed to do. Wayne, however, followed him around the house and talked to him endlessly. Greg remained polite and tried to tune him out. 
 
   “So the kids are in middle school now, and Barbara and I say to ourselves that they're not little children anymore. They're growing before our very eyes.”
 
   “Yep,” Greg said, laying wire across Wayne's tiled floor in the living room. 
 
   “And we think the time is right for an alarm system. You can never be too careful, that's what I always say.”
 
   “I agree completely,” Greg said. He excused himself from the room and went back out to his van to get a ladder. It felt nice to get away from Wayne's incessant chatter for a couple of moments anyway. It was a sunny day, and the sky was a bright blue with not a cloud in sight. 
 
   A line of mountains were in the horizon, and he always found the view comforting. He stood outside his van and took a moment to think about where he was at in life. There were so many memories he had effectively suppressed over the years, not because of shame, but by necessity. He couldn't help but think of her, the woman from his past who had meant everything to him. The woman he had had to abandon. 
 
   He had been on assignment in France when he met her. Her name was Miriam, and he found himself thinking of her, even though it wasn't right. There was no reason to dredge up the past, not if he was going to move on with a normal job and normal life among normal people. Greg shook his head and pulled his ladder out of the van, carrying it inside Wayne's aqua-colored two-story house. By the time he walked in, Wayne was in the kitchen, pouring a glass of iced tea. 
 
   “Thought you could use a glass,” he said, hearing Greg enter the kitchen. He turned around. “You do like tea, don't you?”
 
   “Sure, thank you,” Greg said, setting the ladder down.
 
   Wayne walked up and handed him a glass. “It's unsweet, but we've got packets of sugar.”
 
   “Unsweet is fine.”
 
   Greg always thought it nice whenever customers offered him drinks, but he also knew that by taking the drink Wayne would only be more encouraged to talk his ear off. It wasn't that he didn't like conversation; it was just that in being attentive to Wayne, he couldn't fully concentrate on the huge task before him. 
 
   The man asked too many questions, and Greg figured that he would get the hint, but no amount of distracted head nods and short, one-word responses would keep him quiet. It wasn't until Wayne changed the subject from his home life, his vacation, his job at a plastics plant, that he got Greg's attention.
 
   “That Ebola is some scary stuff, right?” Wayne said. 
 
   Greg paused. “You said it. Just crazy all around.”
 
   “I sure hope that it doesn't spread here. That would really screw things up.”
 
   “Indeed,” George said, drilling a hole in the wall.
 
   “Take my wife, for example. She's a bad enough germaphobe. I don't know how she would take it. We'd never leave the house.” Wayne laughed, seemingly to himself, as Greg continued working. 
 
   “And she'd be right,” Greg said. He couldn't help himself. 
 
   “But what's that gonna do? I mean, we'll have to leave eventually. Let's say we had two years’ worth of food, water, and everything else. What difference does it make if we were isolated for two months or two years?”
 
   “You'd probably have less of a chance of getting a disease.”
 
   Wayne paused. “Sounds like you're some kind of expert in the matter.” 
 
   Greg looked at him, confused at his tone. 
 
   “I'm just kidding,” Wayne said, smiling. 
 
   “Whether it's excessive or not, you should start taking measures to make your house outbreak resistant,” Greg said. 
 
   “You mean Ebola-proof my house?” Wayne laughed again. “Do you offer that in your installment package?”
 
   “Can't say that I do, but it's just my personal opinion.” Greg walked across the tile living room floor to his tool box in the kitchen and placed his power drill inside. Wayne followed him, standing a few feet away. 
 
   “What do you think about them taking care of that soldier here? I think it's crazy. I feel bad for the guy, of course, but they should stay in Africa for treatment.”
 
   “Operation United Assistance went a long way in getting rid of Ebola in those countries, but they should have taken more precautions when sending soldiers back home.”
 
   “You said it. How many of our guys do they still have over there?” Wayne asked.
 
   Greg thought to himself. “Last I heard there were fifteen hundred.”
 
   Wayne rubbed his forehead “Wow. Out of that number, how many do you think may have the disease?” 
 
   “It's hard to say. Maybe a few. Maybe none. It just depends on what kind of precautions the military took.”
 
   “Obviously they're not doing enough.” 
 
   “Or maybe there's something about the disease we don't know yet,” Greg said, picking up his tool box and carrying it with him toward the stairs. 
 
   “What are you talking about?” Wayne asked, following him.
 
   “I've got to get up in your attic now,” Greg said. “Do you have an entrance up here?” 
 
   Wayne walked up the stairs ahead of Greg and showed him to the attic entry ladder. 
 
   As expected, the installation took the better part of the entire day. Greg decided to drive straight home from Wayne's but not before making a stop to meet Veronica for coffee first. She had agreed to the idea a few days before, when he had swung by, looking for more books, or at least pretending to look for more books. 
 
   It would be nice to talk to someone that day who, unlike Wayne, didn't ask a million questions. But customers were customers, and sometimes they just liked to hear themselves talk. Greg hoped that Wayne would heed his concerns and do something to “Ebola-proof” his house. This hope intensified when he heard the news bulletin on the radio. 
 
   “Local K95 news reports new developments in the Carson City Ebola story. The soldier's immediate family members, who have been in government-mandated quarantine at their home, have now been admitted to the special quarantine ward of the Carson Tahoe hospital today after showing symptoms of the dreaded Ebola virus. So far, they are receiving treatment and are expected to be discharged once they recover. But that's not all. Other patients are reported to be in the same ward and being treated for Ebola, even though they have no connection or relationship to Sergeant Timothy Shields.”
 
   Greg took a left at the next corner. He leaned forward and turned up the volume.                                                
 
   “Hospital staff are noticeably on edge over the potential of an outbreak and have been closely monitored and routinely tested for signs of infection. So far, only two nurses have been admitted to the ward for further testing, after showing high fevers. The CDC has not released an official comment, but the director, Dr. Ted Robbins, tweeted earlier that his thoughts and prayers are with the Shields family, with hopes for their speedy recovery.”
 
   Greg turned down the radio and focused his attention on the road. He was downtown and not far from the coffeehouse where he planned to meet Veronica. He would have preferred going home to take a shower first; in fact, he should have but didn't want to keep her waiting. It was just coffee, anyway. They weren't going on a date. It was a harmless meet-up between two people.
 
   Even with a prospective coffee-meet ahead, Greg couldn't take his mind off Ebola and prepping. There was still work to be done, even after devoting his weekend to the job. Things were getting more troubling on the news, confirming some of Greg's worst fears. He had read about the mutation process of certain diseases and their ability to adapt to different environments. While he believed the chances of an airborne Ebola strand unlikely, the increasing number of new patients was a troubling sign. 
 
   He slowed as the traffic light ahead turned yellow, and then he came to a halt. His eyes moved to the car stereo as the news report continued. Suddenly, a loud crash occurred in front of him. A white Toyota Camry on the other side of the intersection had sped through a red light, causing a blue pick-up truck to smash into the Camry’s passenger side. 
 
   Upon impact, the Camry rolled over onto its roof with a resounding crash. Greg’s head jerked up, just in time to see a gray Buick, traveling behind the truck, smash into the back of it. The driver couldn't stop in time to avoid the rear-end collision. In a matter of seconds, windows shattered, airbags deployed, and plastic and glass flew all over the road. 
 
   Other vehicles stopped or swerved out of the way, narrowly avoiding the crash. For a moment, the scene was pure pandemonium as the smoking Camry spun on its roof, its passenger side heavily damaged. The blue truck sat motionless in the middle of the intersection with its front end smashed and its horn blaring incessantly. The Buick fared a little better, and idled to the corner with minor front-end damage. None of the drivers had gotten out of their vehicles yet. There was little movement overall, as other vehicles at the intersection had stopped with drivers and passengers wide-eyed and fixated on the accident.  
 
   Greg pulled his van to the side and jumped out to approach the scene. He wasn't sure exactly what he was going to do, but his instincts had kicked in nonetheless. The driver of the Camry, a panicky middle-aged man in a business suit, was hanging upside down, trying to unfasten himself. 
 
   He dropped to the ceiling and crawled out of the car through the open window. A woman was hanging in the passenger seat, moaning and appearing to be semi-conscious. The driver of the Buick remained in the vehicle, and Greg could see why. She was an elderly woman with gray, curly hair and was clearly shaken up. The man in the blue truck stumbled out of the driver's side, covering his bloody face with his hands. 
 
   Greg ran to the rolled-over Camry first, as the smoke billowing from underneath the engine concerned him. The Camry's horn finally faded out just as police and ambulance sirens sounded in the distance. The dazed Camry driver tried to stand up in his delirious state and nearly fell back onto the glass-covered pavement. Greg caught the man just in time.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked.          
 
   The man's dark sunglasses were cracked and slanted on his face. “My wife,” he said. “We need to get to the hospital.” He pushed past Greg to get to his wife. She was hanging upside down in her seat, unconscious.  
 
   The driver of the truck, a big, round man in a football jersey, seemed dazed too, and squinted through the blood covering his face from a wound on his forehead. More people began to gather around as the emergency responders neared. Greg, however, seemed to be the only person actively doing anything.       
 
   He knelt to the ground and saw the woman still hanging there as her husband stood at her door, trying to get it open. The potent smells of gasoline and smoke were in the air, and he saw some quick electrical sparks ignite inside the engine's hood. It didn't look good. 
 
   “We need to get to the hospital. She's pregnant!” the man shouted. It appeared he was still in shock and had little idea of what was really going on. 
 
   Greg crawled into the driver's side and saw the woman hanging with her arms in the air, touching the ceiling. The car was filling with smoke by the second. “What's her name?” he shouted. 
 
   The man knelt down beside Greg and peered in the car. “Oh God! What happened?”
 
   “Her name!” 
 
   “E-Evelyn!”
 
   Greg crawled along the ceiling, across glass, loose change, and debris, trying to see if he could squeeze through to the passenger side and pull the woman out. The car's middle console acted as a barricade, preventing him from going any farther. The smoke was getting increasingly thicker. 
 
   “Evelyn!” he called out. He could see the woman's protruding, pregnant stomach under her shirt. She looked ready to burst. He placed his hand on her shoulder and shook her. “Evelyn, we need to get you out of here. Wake up!” 
 
   She gave no response. Greg crawled out and told the man to go around to the other side. “I can't get through, we've got to try her door!” 
 
   The man still seemed unsure of what to do. Greg ran around to the passenger-side door and immediately pulled on the handle. The door had been crushed in and was jammed completely; however, the window was still intact. 
 
   “Shit!” Greg said. He kicked the window to no avail. 
 
   “What do we do?” the man asked.                
 
   Greg jumped up. “Wait here,” he said, running to his van. An ambulance and two police cars pulled up with their sirens blaring. The paramedics rushed out and went immediately to the Camry, a tad overwhelmed by the scene. A firetruck sounded from around the block. Traffic on all sides of the intersection was at a confused halt. The disastrous crash had garnered the attention of onlookers in and outside of every nearby shop. The elderly woman was still in her car with the airbag against her face. The bloody-faced man tried to assess the damage to his car and was plenty stunned himself. 
 
   Greg swung open the back doors to his van and pulled out a small emergency roadside kit, resembling a tool box. He slammed the doors shut and ran back to the Camry, where the paramedics were trying to open the passenger-side door.  
 
   “The door is jammed,” the young male paramedic said. 
 
   His female counterpart came around to try to help, but they couldn’t get it opened.  
 
   “I've got something that will help,” Greg said, breathing hard from the run. The paramedics looked at him curiously as he set the kit onto the ground. He opened it and revealed a tool unlike anything they had seen before. It was a relatively inexpensive, all-in-one seatbelt cutter and window breaker emergency escape tool.  
 
   “We don't have much time,” Greg said, moving to the window. “And you might wanna step back.”
 
   He placed the spring-loaded tip of the escape tool against the window, pushed the trigger, and the window shattered. Smoke rushed out, nearly engulfing them, and the paramedics managed to cut the woman’s seatbelt and carefully pull her from the car. The man finally came to his senses just as the medics placed his wife on a wheeled gurney. Within moments of the paramedics moving her away from the car, the fire department showed up with a large tow truck following behind. The electrical sparks continued, and flames began to shoot from the engine. 
 
   The man followed the paramedics with his wife as they put an oxygen mask over her dirty face. “She was going into contractions! Please help her!” The paramedics urged the man to remain calm and step back as they loaded his wife into the ambulance. 
 
   Greg urged the police and other onlookers to stay away from the Camry, as the flames grew in strength and continued to spread. In moments, firemen swarmed the scene and extinguished the fire with ten-pound canisters of thick coolant. Greg ran over to the Buick and tapped on the window, causing the elderly driver to look up. Her door was locked, and the window was locked as well. He used the emergency escape tool once again and shattered the window with one push of the spring-loaded tip. Upon impact, the glass fell apart in sections as if imploding. Pieces of glass fell onto the woman, and Greg was quick to brush them off.   
 
   “Ma'am? Ma'am, are you okay?” 
 
   She looked up at him. 
 
   “It's all right,” Greg said. “You've been in an accident, but everything is going to be okay.”
 
   She nodded knowingly, and Greg reached inside and slowly opened the door. “Let's get you out of there,” Greg said, taking her hand. 
 
   “Hey, just what do you think you're doing?” one of the police officers asked, approaching.
 
   “I'm trying to help. Think you can give me a hand?” Greg answered. 
 
   The police officer grumbled and joined Greg in assisting the woman out of her damaged car.         
 
   Greg talked softly to the elderly woman, who was still lost in space. “I'm Greg. What's your name?”
 
   “Reba,” she said. 
 
   “Reba, how are you feeling? Do you need medical attention?” 
 
   “My knees hurt,” the woman said. 
 
   “Wait here with this officer, and I'll go get someone,” Greg said. He ran off, leaving her to the officer’s questions. 
 
   “What is your age? How do you feel? License and registration, please.” 
 
   Her legs shook as her long, checkered dress fluttered in the wind. 
 
    
 
   Before long, the emergency responders had gotten everything under control. Reba, the elderly woman, was placed into the same ambulance as Evelyn, who had finally regained consciousness. Though she hadn't gone into labor yet, the paramedics were concerned by her irregular contractions. Her husband was irate with concern about the accident, blissfully unaware that his running the red light was the primary cause. In his haste to get his wife to the hospital, he hadn’t even seen the lights change. The police had their hands full with clean-up and had to call another tow truck to help remove all the vehicles. 
 
   The bloody-faced man refused to go to the hospital and insisted that he was fine after they bandaged his face. He thought his vehicle was fine, and just wanted to go home. 
 
   “Look, I'm fine, okay? My truck's fine. It's a little smashed up, but the guy cut out right in front me. We'll work it all out with the insurance company.”
 
   The police noticed something a little off about the man and asked him to submit to an alcohol test. 
 
   The man was beside himself. “Are you kidding me? I'm not the one who ran the fucking red light!” 
 
                 Near the ambulance, the Camry man was in the middle of an argument of his own with the paramedics. Apparently there wasn't enough room for him to ride in the ambulance with his wife. 
 
   “I need to be there for my wife, especially if she goes into labor!” he shouted. 
 
   “Sir, you can get a ride with one of the officers if need be,” the female paramedic said.
 
   “I already asked!” the man yelled. “They're directing traffic right now.”
 
   Traffic was building on all sides of the intersection, and the police were doing their best to control it. 
 
   Greg took his traffic kit, and after giving the police a statement, he noticed the Camry man making a scene near the ambulance—enough so that he was gaining the attention of nearby officers. Greg sighed and looked at his watch. It seemed to him there was only one choice to make before the situation got out of control. 
 
   “Sir,” Greg said, approaching the man. Both the female paramedic and the man swung around as the ambulance idled. Only moments ago, they had put Reba and Evelyn inside. 
 
   Greg continued. “I'll take you to the hospital.”
 
   “What?” the man asked, confused. 
 
   “I said, I'll give you a ride. Come on, let's go.”
 
   The paramedic patted the man on the shoulder. “I'd take him up on the offer,” she said. “But we have to get your wife to the hospital.” With that, she opened the back doors to the ambulance, jumped inside, and closed them. The ambulance's sirens sounded as it hurried off, leaving Greg and the man in the dust. 
 
   The man looked at Greg with a sad look of remorse. 
 
   “Gee, I'm sorry I got so worked up. You're the guy who helped my wife.”
 
   Greg stuck his hand out. “Name's Greg.” 
 
   “Trevor,” the man said, shaking his hand.
 
   “Follow me, Trevor,” Greg said, walking toward his van. 
 
   Just as quickly as it had happened, the crash scene was nearly cleaned up, with only some debris remaining in the middle of the intersection. They got into Greg's Red Light Home Security van and drove off in haste, hoping to reach Carson Tahoe hospital before any other misfortunes intruded. 
 
   


 
  

CDC Headquarters
 
    
 
   At the CDC Headquarters in Druid Hills, Georgia, outside of Atlanta, the phones were abuzz. There was an unusual amount of movement within the offices on the various floors of the large and secretive building. The latest US Ebola cases couldn't have come at a worse time for the agency, as they were in the process of launching an ambitious public relations campaign to celebrate the end of Ebola in West Africa. The agency had felt vindicated by their success in battling the disease thus far. 
 
   It had been a rough year for the CDC, but the progress made in West Africa was an encouraging sign that they were on the right path, despite their detractors in the media and elsewhere. No one knew this better than the CDC director, Dr. Theodore Robbins. 
 
   He had been director for the past three years, and explaining the agency's role while spearheading an enormous public relations campaign to defend their response was like nothing he had experienced in his entire career as health advisor and disease expert. 
 
   It had angered Dr. Robbins that their successes in West Africa were not getting the coverage they deserved. Instead, the media turned critical again, admonishing the agency for the lack of oversight involving returning military service members and medical personnel from West Africa. 
 
   “We're not responsible for military policy!” the director shouted during his morning briefing. “How can we possibly be blamed for this?” 
 
   Dr. Robbins sat at the head of a large round table with a group of administrators flanking him. The blinds in the rooms were drawn and the lights were off, all but the light of an overhead projector displaying a PowerPoint slideshow of charts and graphs. 
 
   He flipped through his files, clearly flustered by the direction the meeting had already taken. Projected on the screen were a series of infographics and illustrations that detailed the “facts” of Ebola as dictated by the CDC. Dr. Robbins had insisted on personally approving all communications and media following the scrutiny the agency had faced over the past year. Now they were dealing with an even larger public relations fiasco: the spread of Ebola in the US.
 
   His assistant director, Ronald Taylor, a true bureaucrat with a slight paunch under his suit and a shiny bald head, adjusted his glasses while thumbing over his notes. The other administrators awkwardly glanced down at their folders, trying not to make eye contact with Dr. Robbins. Though he wouldn't express it, he felt that the White House was stealing the CDC's moment to shine. They should have been commended for containing the outbreak in West Africa, not condemned for the failures of other departments to properly screen returning personnel. 
 
   To Dr. Robbins's right, Taylor leaned in closer while tapping his file on the glass table. “The reason the CDC is getting hit now is because the personnel who have contracted Ebola are directly linked to our humanitarian operations in West Africa.”
 
   “I understand that,” Dr. Robbins said. “But we don't know how any of them were infected or what procedures they did or didn't adhere to.”
 
   “The White House wants answers,” a skinny blond woman with glasses interjected from the other side of the table. 
 
   “I'm aware of what they want, Martha,” Dr. Robbins said. 
 
   “That's not all of it,” Taylor added. “They want the agency back in the spotlight. HHS wants us to take the lead.”
 
   “You mean they want us to take the blame,” Dr. Robbins said.   
 
   “You know as well as I that we're going to take the hit on this one,” Taylor said. 
 
   Suddenly, Dr. Robbins pounded the table with his fist, startling everyone in the room. He knew the less he toed the line, the greater the chances of being replaced, which would be an embarrassing blow to their fragile public relations campaign. He also knew that Taylor was vying for his position. 
 
   One of the other administrators, seated near the end of the table, spoke up. He had a head of thick white hair and large glasses that magnified his eyes. “If I may suggest, sir, we should give the HHS a little pushback. Just enough to say that we're not going to take the hit on this alone.”
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, Dr. Robbins noticed his assistant director studying him carefully and guessed he was waiting for him to say the wrong thing. 
 
   “Dr. Gretchen, you know that I serve at the behest of the president, and there's little wiggle room in that regard. We will do whatever we can to stay on top and in front of this thing. Now let's move on.” 
 
   Dr. Robbins then reopened the briefing file and put his reading glasses on. “We currently have twenty-two confirmed cases of Ebola throughout the United States. The patients are being carefully monitored and treated. And we know that an experimental treatment drug X is still in production and has yet to get approval from the FDA. This agency will therefore make urgent recommendations that hospitals across the country administer mandatory anti-Ebola vaccinations due to the current outbreak.” 
 
   Dr. Robbins flipped the file folder closed and slowly took off his glasses. “If we’re going to get front and center on this outbreak, this is what we’ll need: a large presence at the hospitals in question, cooperation with local and state officials, and support from local law enforcement. We’ll need more funding and a larger budget. And lastly, we’ll need to inform the public without inciting panic.”
 
   The blond woman, Martha, spoke up as soon as Dr. Robbins finished. “On that note, sir, I think we should go over the communications resources we have on the screen.” He nodded at her to continue. As she spoke, her attention went from the projection screen to her notes, and back to Dr. Robbins. 
 
   “With the recent outbreak in the US, there has been a growing movement among many disease specialists—some who work in this very building—to re-examine the fundamental pathogen of this disease and reassess its spread.”
 
   “We can't very well come out and tell the public that we're ‘reassessing' everything we know about Ebola,” Taylor blurted out, clearly annoyed. 
 
   Martha looked at him with indifference. “Perhaps you're aware of a hospital in Nevada, one of many right now, struggling with a potential outbreak.”
 
   “Yes, I've heard of it,” Taylor said. 
 
   “Carson Tahoe, to be precise,” Martha said. “In the past forty-eight hours, four staff members have reported high fevers, loss of appetite, and muscle pain. The family of the soldier initially admitted has also reported symptoms, and they are being held in the quarantine ward.” 
 
   “It's very simple,” Taylor said. “Someone fucked up. Someone administering the screening process let the infected soldier reenter the country. The solider did not monitor his own symptoms like he was supposed to. The hospital personnel, evidently, have not been following the right procedures. If you ask me, glaring mistakes were made all around.”
 
   Dr. Robbins held his hand the air. “Enough. Obviously we have a serious matter on our hands, and this is what I want.” He stopped and placed his palms flat on the table. 
 
   “I want a detailed report of exactly how many people are infected and at what hospitals. I want an assessment of the realistic threat these outbreaks are to the general public. I want an assessment of the size, range, and scope of our response teams. I need this report to be as detailed as possible, so I can share it with the president this afternoon, starting with this Carson Tahoe hospital in Nevada.” Dr. Robbins stopped and looked around the room. 
 
   The group at the table confirmed they understood. 
 
   “Great, let's get moving on this, people,” Dr. Robbins said, standing up. Everyone stood, and then people began shuffling out of the conference room and into the hall, with a sense of urgency evident in their every step. 
 
   


 
  

The Hospital
 
    
 
   Greg followed the ambulance, not too closely, but close enough to stay with it. The mountain range in the distance provided a vast view of rolling hills, peaks, and valleys. They traveled the winding road to a conglomerate of three-story beige buildings that comprised Carson Tahoe. The hospital was located in a seemingly isolated location, which Greg found comforting. He had wanted to see the hospital firsthand since hearing the reports of an increasing number of Ebola patients in the area. 
 
   Perhaps he could talk with a few doctors and get some insider information. He had to admit, his going to the hospital wasn't a completely altruistic act, and he wanted to investigate. The man, who had introduced himself as Trevor, sat nervously in the passenger seat, biting his fingernails. The business suit he was wearing was covered in sweat. For him, the journey to the hospital must seem endless. There wasn't an ounce of concern in him over Ebola, or the growing number of patients in quarantine. He was certainly more concerned for his wife.  
 
   The ambulance blazed ahead with its sirens flashing wildly. Any vehicle in its path on the two-lane road immediately pulled over to the shoulder, near paths of dirt, rocks, and trees. The hospital resembled some kind of isolated resort—a completely modern structure surrounded by green hills, rolling mountains, dry patches of grass, and desert. It was a little past six, and the sun was like a glowing tangerine in the sky, sinking below the horizon. 
 
   Greg hadn't had a moment yet to call Veronica. They were supposed to meet minutes ago, but the mission at hand took precedence. He hadn't even looked at his phone for a missed call. The upcoming search for answers in the hospital consumed his attention, and as they neared the parking lot outside the hospital, Greg noticed three news vans. They were parked next to each other, with their flagpole-like antennas extended into the air. Something was happening at the hospital. Greg turned the radio on but only heard traffic reports and music. 
 
   Trevor looked in his side-view mirror and noticed a police car following them. “Just to let you know, you've got the fuzz on your tail.”
 
   Greg glanced into his mirror then back at the road. “I know,” he said. 
 
   Trevor reached into his pocket and pulled out a long receipt that resembled a scroll. “They gave me this before we left. It's a ticket for running a red light. I wouldn't have believed it if you'd told me, but apparently there were witnesses. Did you see anything?”
 
   “No, I didn't see a thing. I heard the crash and that was that.”
 
   “Oh,” Trevor said. He stuffed the ticket back into his dress pants. “So it's all my fault. Evelyn could have died and it would have been all my fault.” He smacked his own forehead with full force. “What the hell was I thinking?”
 
   “Relax,” Greg said. “It was an accident. Happens to the best of us sometimes. What's done is done, and you gotta move on from it. Take care of your wife.” Greg didn't know what it was about Trevor, but he felt comfortable enough around him to open up and offer some advice. 
 
   Trevor studied Greg curiously then made a concession. “I don't know what I'd have done if you weren't at that scene. I was completely out of my head, had no idea what was going on. I can't thank you enough, Greg, I really can't.”
 
   “Don't mention it,” Greg said. He felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. If he were a betting man, he'd place a wager that it was Veronica trying to reach him. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his smart phone, finding that it wasn't Veronica at all. It was his boss.   
 
    
 
   Need you to check in at the office before you go home next time. Please provide me with an update on the Steadmyer house.
 
    
 
   Greg sent a text back to Allen letting him know that the alarm system had been installed and that he would be sure to check in at the office next time. He didn't feel the need to mention the accident or anything else, as that would only bring more questions. They followed the ambulance to the emergency room entrance.
 
   “I’ll just get out here, if you don’t mind,” Trevor said, his hand already on the door handle. 
 
   Greg slowed to a halt by the curb, and Trevor jumped out. He stopped and turned to Greg with a look of gratitude. 
 
   “Again, I can't thank you enough.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   “I mean it. You probably saved her life.”
 
   Greg shrugged. “It was nothing. I hope that she's okay.”
 
   “I'll be sure to tell her what you did,” Trevor said. “Maybe we could get your address or something and send you a thank-you card.”
 
   Greg waved him off. “Don't worry about it.” Suddenly he thought of something, and turned around to look in the back of his van. “Hold on, I wanna give you something,” he continued. 
 
   Trevor waited as Greg climbed in the back. He glanced over at the ambulance, tapping one foot on the ground, impatient to get away. Greg reemerged with two molded-respiratory masks in hand. 
 
   “Take these,” he said. 
 
   Trevor hesitated, looking at him strangely. 
 
   “Please. It's for your own good,” Greg urged.
 
   Trevor slowly held his arm out and took one of the masks. Greg handed him another for his wife. 
 
   “There are Ebola patients here. I don't know exactly where they're holding them, but they're here.”
 
   Trevor nodded, not sure exactly what to say. He closed the door and ran off toward the parked ambulance with the two masks in hand. Suddenly, four paramedics rushed out of the hospital and assisted in removing the two women and their wheeled gurneys from the back of the vehicle. Trevor rushed to his wife's side and followed the EMTs through the entrance into the emergency area. 
 
   Greg sat in his idling van and looked around, wondering if anything was odd or out of place. The asphalt parking lot was unusually crowded, and there wasn't an available space in sight. Greg stepped on the gas and circled around, eventually finding a spot toward the end of the lot. He turned the engine off and then looked at his phone. It was ten after six. Veronica hadn't tried to call or send him a message yet, and he was somewhat relieved. He needed to get ahold of her and decided to forgo texting.
 
   “Hey, Veronica,” he said as she picked up the phone. 
 
   “Greg! What's up?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Greg said, pacing behind his van. 
 
   “You sound distracted. Wait, you're not canceling our coffee meeting, are you?” She said it in a mock-serious tone.
 
   “No, no,” Greg stammered. “Something has come up, and I gotta check it out. I'm just going to be a little late, that's all.”
 
   “Oh,” she said. “Yeah, that's fine. I'm going to be a little late too.”
 
   Greg felt even more relieved. “Okay, sounds good. I'll meet up with you soon.”
 
   They said goodbye, and Greg walked toward the hospital, carrying his phone and a respiratory mask. He was still wearing his work clothes, and his polo shirt smelled of smoke from Trevor's Camry. In addition to the dirt and debris on his clothes, Greg felt exhausted from the long day. He pushed on, however, in search of answers.  
 
   He knew that he was taking a risk even being there; however, he still believed—as did most people following the news—that the disease could not spread through the air. But there had to be a reason why it was spreading to so many people in such a short period of time. It was as if the symptomatic state had changed, become hidden, and began earlier than recognized. 
 
   A person infected with Ebola is said to be contagious once they begin to show symptoms, such as red eyes or skin rashes. These symptoms appear usually two weeks or more after contracting the disease. It didn't make sense that the soldier would have infected everyone around him without knowing that he was sick. 
 
   In fact, it was reported that Sergeant Shields went immediately to the hospital, after complaining of a high fever, at the behest of his wife. Greg tried to figure it out, but still couldn't come up with anything. He wanted to investigate and to probe the doctors for answers; however, there were roadblocks in his path. Lots of local reporters were already on the scene. Greg saw many of them as he walked into the hospital lobby through the main entrance. What he saw stunned him like nothing else had. 
 
   The hospital was overcrowded. The green-carpeted lobby was completely full, with people in every last seat. Many of them look confused, some of them frightened. They all looked awful: pale, pasty, and sickly. Greg immediately put his mask on and then noticed that all the hospital staff running by were dressed in protective garments and were also wearing masks. People from the lobby had spilled out into the halls. 
 
   Oddly enough, none them were wearing any kind of protective gear. An overhead television was playing some reality show, gaining almost everyone’s attention. There were men, women, and children of all ages, twenty or so in all. Greg didn't feel comfortable there but didn't want to panic either. 
 
   A team of security men suddenly emerged from down the hall, pushing a group of reporters and their camera crews ahead. The news crews were visibly upset, making a scene and attracting the attention of several onlookers. 
 
   “We have a right to be here!” one of the male reporters shouted. 
 
   The bulky five-man security team continued pushing the group back toward the exit. Greg stepped out of the way and leaned against a wall. 
 
   “This is a contained area, by orders of the CDC. No reporters, no pictures, nothing. You wanna shoot something, go shoot the parking lot,” one of the security men said. 
 
   The group struggled and protested but was pushed outside. The security men then formed a blockade at the door, keeping the reporters from reentering.
 
    Greg remained as inconspicuous as possible and strolled down the hospital hall, away from the lobby filled with the sick. The hospital was overwhelming in size and activity. Nurses wheeled patients past him, all of them contained in some type of plastic covering. The overhead intercom buzzed, with doctors being paged one after another. There seemed to be no shortage in personnel around, and everyone—janitors, orderlies, security guards, paramedics, nurses, and doctors—seemed extraordinarily occupied. Most were moderately dressed in protective gear. 
 
   Greg wondered about the masks and if the staff around him were being overcautious. Why would they don such gear if they were certain that Ebola could only be transmitted through blood or bodily fluid? He hadn't seen a single patient yet, and with three floors to go, he wasn't sure where he would find one. He didn't want to ask for fear of being mistaken as a reporter and thrown out like the others, but he had a plan nonetheless. 
 
   Greg briefly removed his surgical mask and stopped a short female nurse walking by him. She was wearing green scrubs, with a surgical hood, mask, outer apron, and boot covers. “Excuse me, ma'am.”
 
   The nurse stopped as if she were annoyed. “Yes?”
 
   “I came here to pick up my wife, but is there something in the air I need to be worried about?” 
 
   The nurse looked around at the others dressed as she was and casually waved him off. “I wouldn't worry about anything if you're just coming or going. We're just being extra cautious with flu season and all. There's a nasty bug out there.”
 
   “I see,” Greg said. He knew that she was lying, but didn't feel the need to push any further. “Glad it's nothing too serious. Thank you.”
 
   The nurse nodded and kept walking. Greg took a moment to think about her answer and the behavior of the other hospital staff. There was the ejection of the local news media. There was the abundance of personnel. The picture was starting to grow clearer. It seemed the hospital had been double-staffed from an outside agency. They were controlling the outbreak, but not informing the public of its spread. Everyone working at the hospital was on the same page. Somewhere on some floor was probably a large containment area filled with infected Ebola patients. Greg honestly couldn't believe it had come to that.
 
   His heart beat rapidly as he tried to regain his composure. No one had reported how the family of Sergeant Shields or the others around him had gotten infected. They hadn't even said how Shields himself had gotten the disease. There were too many gaps and not enough information. Suddenly, two paramedics in full HAZMAT suits wheeled another man covered in a plastic sheet right by Greg and then toward the nearest elevator. 
 
   Greg could hear the man's coughs. It sounded as if he was choking on his own blood. Greg stepped back and slowly paced in a circle, trying to look busy. As soon as the elevator door opened, he turned to watch the paramedic roll the man inside and take the elevator to the third floor. If Greg's instincts were right, the third floor would be a nightmare compared with the first. 
 
   At that moment, he had seen enough. If they were taking Ebola patients to the third floor, he would be a fool to go any further. Greg suddenly came to his senses and realized that the hospital was, in fact, no place to be. It was a time bomb of contagion, waiting to go off. He had a feeling of dread, as if he were getting too close to the fire. He wanted to know the truth, but had seen enough to convince himself that an outbreak was occurring. He needed to get out of the hospital immediately.  
 
   As the elevator binged, and the doors opened, he walked away, back down the hall toward the exit. The cellphone in his pocket buzzed, and he quickly silenced it. He then held his phone up to see a text message from Veronica: 
 
    
 
   Hey, just got here. Sitting in the corner. Let me know if you're close :)           
 
    
 
   He typed a brief reply saying that he was on his way and then ducked through the hall and out the hospital doors without gaining the attention of the security guards nearby.  
 
    
 
   There were things, however, that Greg didn’t see. On the third floor, down a long hallway of closed doors, the two paramedics pushed an empty gurney back to the elevator. They had brought the patient—the coughing, bloody man—to a room nearby and left him there. The rooms on either side weren't identified by anything other than numbered plates to the side of each door. 
 
   There were small blood droplets on the otherwise spotless tile floor, and the hall beyond the paramedics led to a large secondary lobby of some sort. The reception desk was manned by several federal agents in protective gowns. A nurse walked by, covered from head to toe and pushing a medicine cart. A group of men in full HAZMAT gear came into the lobby, pushing mop buckets and carrying jugs of bleach into a room the size of a gymnasium.
 
   In the open bay, beds aligned the walls on both ends, full of groaning patients hooked up to machines, many of them unconscious. The room looked as if it had once been a cafeteria but had since been turned a quarantine area, cleared to make room for infected patients. There were several people wearing HAZMAT gear roaming the area and monitoring the patients. Their suits identified them as CDC. 
 
   


 
  

Guerrilla Journalism
 
    
 
   Laura Walsh's plane touched down in Carson City just as she got word that a large influx of patients was being treated at the National Institutes of Health in Bethesda, Maryland. Whether the patients tested positive for Ebola or not, her source could not tell her. What she did know, however, was that the quarantine was being kept under wraps. As it was the premiere biomedical research facility in the country, Laura didn't understand why all patients weren't being treated there, especially if only twenty or so were infected nationally. 
 
   She knew that the CDC had been tasked with managing the containment of the disease, but it still wasn't clear who was really calling the shots. Common sense would suggest that the White House was ultimately responsible, but during press briefings, their lips were sealed. The president hadn't addressed the Ebola outbreak in over a week, not since his weekly address. 
 
   Do they just think they are going to ignore it until it goes away? Laura thought.  
 
   After landing, she exited through the Delta gate, pulling her wheeled suitcase packed with three days’ worth of clothes. She had her cameraman, Phil, with her, along with John, her assistant. It had been a long flight from New York, and they were ready. 
 
   Phil was a tall, skinny man, balding with a brown beard. He wore a sleeveless puffy vest with a long-sleeved flannel jacket underneath. Both men were in their thirties, but John looked a little younger and boyish. He still had a full head of hair and always wore a nice suit. 
 
   Laura was dressed in black jeans, blue button-up shirt, and black jacket, looking ready for the camera. They were in a time crunch. She was aware that several local news affiliates had already done reports at the Carson Tahoe hospital, although no one had scored an interview with Sergeant Timothy Shields. If he were under quarantine, that would be nearly impossible. Laura had learned a few persuasive tactics in her career and planned to pull out all the stops.   
 
   Her team picked up Phil’s checked-in luggage, which consisted of his camera equipment. They had three days to get the story, fly back to New York, and have it edited and ready for broadcast, if they were lucky enough to have the story chosen to air. It would, if Laura’s instincts were right. She sensed that there was something here: something that provided a link to the other hospitals around the country that were treating Ebola patients. All of it, she felt, was part of an attempt to contain the virus and not incite panic. If so, she believed that the CDC was doing no wrong. 
 
   “Let's just hope this isn't some wild goose chase,” John said, throwing his backpack over his shoulder. 
 
   “We have to find the army sergeant and talk to him. And I don't care how we have to do it,” Laura said. 
 
   The trio left baggage claim and headed toward the rental car area. Phil trailed behind, carrying multiple bags of equipment. 
 
   “Can we stop somewhere first to eat? I'm starving,” he complained with his raspy voice. 
 
   “We can get something to go,” Laura replied. “The hospital is probably already crawling with reporters, and we're a little behind as it is.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Phil said. “Just as long as I get something.” 
 
   “We got it, Phil,” John said. “You'll get your Happy Meal soon enough.”
 
   “Your mother,” Phil said. 
 
   The group laughed it off and went to the nearest rental car counter. It was late afternoon, and the airport was busy with arriving and departing flights. It was surprising to Laura to see so many people about when Carson City was known as one of the places where Ebola had a presence. Sergeant Shields was a Carson City native, but he wasn't the only area soldier who had returned from West Africa, though most residents didn't seem to think it was a big deal. They weren't getting the full story, and for that matter, neither were Laura and her team. 
 
   The crew picked up their rental van outside the airport and drove to a nearby economy hotel to drop off their stuff. Laura checked into her room, and Phil and John into theirs. There wasn't much time to unpack or get situated, but she did manage to make a call back to the New York offices and let her producer, Mike, know of their progress. 
 
   The next stop would be the Carson Tahoe hospital: ground zero. She had a contact there, a doctor, with whom she had arranged a brief interview. She had also contacted the CDC and local health agencies, attempting to ensure that she would have their cooperation. 
 
   The CDC had yet to respond to any emails or calls. The agency may have had their hands full, but to ignore her completely, she thought, was a bad sign. In her experience, the government often did all it could to stonewall, while the corporations weren't much better. She felt almost as if journalists were living in an anti-information age, with reporters reduced to second-class citizens. 
 
   Laura quickly left her hotel room, trying to race against the sun, which was fast disappearing. She corralled her group downstairs. They got all of their equipment together, and were prepared to launch into the investigation of Carson Tahoe. But as they were about to enter the van, John stopped her. 
 
   “Have you been watching the local news at all?” 
 
   Laura was distractedly flipping through contacts on her smart phone. “I haven't had a chance yet. I've been making calls to the hospital.”
 
   “Well, they've kicked the media out,” John said. 
 
   Laura looked up. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean that they physically removed reporters from the premises of the hospital. They're categorizing the hospital as a quarantine zone, unfit for visitors.”
 
   “Who? The hospital staff?”
 
   “No, it's bigger than that. The CDC took the place over, and they're using the FBI to enforce security.”
 
   Laura placed her phone in her pocket, trying to wrap her head around the news. “That's what they're saying on the news right now?”
 
   “Pretty much, which means that this story is toast. They're not even going to allow us in the hospital, let alone interview this sergeant.”
 
   “What's going on?” Phil asked, walking toward them from the other side of the van. 
 
   “We're being shut out,” John answered. 
 
   Laura held up her hand. “We don't know if that's the case just yet. I just spoke with Dr. Henson an hour ago, and he agreed to an interview.”
 
   “Where, at his house?” John said with hint of sarcasm. 
 
   She moved closer to John, nearly in his face. “We came here to speak with Sergeant Shields, and that's what we're going to do. If reporters are barred from the hospital, that'll be part of the story too.”
 
   “I don't know about this,” Phil said. “Seems like we're playing with fire here.” 
 
   “Call that doctor right now,” John said. “Let's all make sure we're on the same page here.”
 
   Laura pulled her phone out again, looking frustrated. “Fine.” She dialed the number, held the phone to her ear, and waited. The number rang and rang until going to voicemail. She glanced at John, frowning. “Hey, Dr. Henson, this is Laura Walsh from CBN News, New York. We're headed to the hospital soon, and we're just wondering when we could meet up and talk to you. Please call me back as soon as you can. Thank you.”
 
   She hung up the phone, shrugged, and gave John a look that said, “There, happy?”
 
   “You forgot to leave a number,” he said. 
 
   “Whatever, let's hit the road.” She turned to Phil as a new idea suddenly entered her head. “You brought those lapel cameras, didn't you?”
 
   Phil thought to himself. “The spy cameras?”
 
   “Yeah, the spy cameras. Did you bring them?” 
 
   Phil thought again, looking up into the graying sky. His blue eyes squinted, and he scratched his beard, trying to remember. 
 
   “I believe so. Let me check my pack.” 
 
   He went to the back of the van, pulled out a small black duffel, and unzipped it. The bag was full of wires, auxiliary cables, and a variety of plastic cases. After finding a particular case, he unsnapped the plastic brackets and opened it. Inside, resting on a foam lining, was a small camera the size of a button, connected to a portable power box. 
 
   “That's the one,” Laura said. “How many do you have of those?”
 
   “Um, three,” Phil said, counting the two other cases inside the bag. 
 
   “Perfect. Three of us, three cameras.”
 
   Phil stammered. “I don't know if they're all charged or not.”
 
   “Well, check them all, and let's go,” Laura said. 
 
   Before Phil or John could respond, she walked to the passenger side of the van, swung the door open, and took a seat. The two men looked at each other and shook their heads. “She's determined, I'll give her that,” John said. 
 
   They drove the twenty miles to the hospital in the white GMC van as evening approached. Loss of precious light was critical if they were only shooting outdoors, but Laura was determined to make it inside the hospital one way or the other. It would be hard to convince John and Phil to breach a quarantine area, and she had to admit that there was considerable risk in doing so. Beyond those hospital doors, she believed, was the truth, and she was going to get to the bottom of it. 
 
   They drove up the winding desert roads leading to the brightly lit hospital complex, which illuminated its darkened surroundings. Beyond lay a vast mountainous backdrop. The area reminded Laura of Colorado, where her parents lived. She loved to visit Denver and spend some time out on the ski slopes. Though after moving to New York, she hadn't visited in two years. She couldn't believe how much time had passed. Had it really been that long? Her anticipation grew the closer they got to the hospital. Their windows were down, and a cool breeze flowed through the van. The radio was turned to the news as the team listened closely without saying much to each other. 
 
   “And in other news, the Centers for Disease Control have increased their role in direct treatment of American Ebola patients who contracted the disease in West Africa before returning home from their overseas humanitarian mission. Both Congress and the president have expressed full support of and confidence in the CDC's efforts in containing the disease and preventing any spread throughout nearby communities. 
 
   “Hospitals involved are in Carson City, Nevada; Tampa, Florida; Dallas, Texas; and Los Angeles, California. The president is expected to address the Ebola scare with reporters at a White House press briefing tomorrow. In other news, another plane crash was reported off the coast of...”
 
   Laura turned around to face John. “I'm going to give that update a D+.”
 
   “What was wrong with it?” he asked. 
 
   She jerked her head as if stunned. 
 
   “What was wrong with it? John, do I really have to go over this?” He didn't answer. She lay her hand out flat and counted her fingers with the other hand. 
 
   “One, they didn't mention anything about reporters being thrown out of the hospitals here or anywhere else. They didn't mention how many people were infected. They said nothing about how or why Americans have contracted the disease. Lastly, they didn't mention the National Institute of Health and all the patients they're monitoring. With that kind of cover, the government could sweep this entire thing under the rug without anyone knowing.” 
 
   “What's Twitter say?” Phil asked. He was driving but glanced at Laura.
 
   She waved him off. “Nothing we haven't heard anywhere else.”
 
   “Well, I'm sure the other reporters will give us some tips once we get there,” John said. 
 
   “Yeah. Other reporters,” Laura said, rubbing her face with her hands. 
 
   They continued up the road with the bright lights of the hospital buildings and the endless parking lot lights within view. There were plenty of cars—a packed lot—but Laura didn't see any news vans. Had they actually vacated the site altogether? 
 
   The van entered the lot of the sleek, modern hospital complex, Phil looking for an inconspicuous place to park. There were no security personnel in sight, but they did see plenty of police cars on the premises. 
 
   “Park in the nearest spot you can find,” Laura said. Phil circled several aisles before coming to a space near the flagpole, where wind rippled through both the US and state flags. She called Dr. Henson again and got no response. Irritated, she tossed the phone back into her bag. They were walking into the situation blind, with no idea of what to expect. Phil parked the van and shut off the engine. It was eerily quiet outside, and at that point they could see them: a group of armed security guards blocking the entrance of the hospital. 
 
   It wasn't clear whether they were local law enforcement or a private agency, but they were positioned at every entrance of the hospital. No one in, and no one out, without them knowing. That was the plan. John remarked that the place looked like a prison when Laura got out of the van, ready to investigate. 
 
   She walked around to the back of the van, the buzz of interstate traffic in the distance the only sound. Phil and John both stepped out and approached her, awaiting their next move.
 
   “Dr. Henson is a no-show. We're on our own,” she said.
 
   John groaned and put his face in his hands. 
 
   Laura continued. “Just a minor change of plans, that's all.”
 
   A police car suddenly drove into the parking lot and circled near them, causing Laura to whip around. “Look, we don't have a lot of time. Let's get set up and go in there.”
 
   “They've got that place on lockdown. It’ll never work,” John said.    
 
   She was growing weary of his pessimism but remained focused. “They won't know we're reporters. We tell them that we're not feeling well. We tell them that we're sick and afraid. I want everyone to make their best sick faces. From here on out, we're going undercover.” 
 
   John and Phil went silent.
 
   “We find our way in there and capture whatever we see.”
 
   “You do realize we could get in a lot of trouble for doing that? The network would never air it.” Even Phil had his objections.
 
   “I'll tell them that you just puked an hour ago, and that we're all concerned that we may have something,” Laura said, pointing to Phil.
 
   “Hey, why do I have to be the guy who puked?” 
 
   “It'll never work,” John said. 
 
   Laura stopped and looked at them with disappointment. “Are you guys here to help me or be a pain in my ass? Because I'll do this alone if I have to.”
 
   Phil and John looked at each other again. It was clear that something had to be done, and even with the risk, there was indeed a story to be told. They reluctantly nodded as Phil fished the mini-cameras from his bag. 
 
   Laura's camera looked as if it were just another button on her jacket. Phil's camera was pinned on his shirt near his chest, while John's camera was mounted near the collar of his dress shirt. Each device seemed to have enough juice for an hour or two, so the team proceeded toward the hospital entrance, having splashed water on their faces to look sweaty. 
 
   The first guard in Laura's path was wearing a military-issued M40 protective mask. He looked like private security and wore a dark blue jumpsuit with the generic badge of some company over his chest. Laura's camera panned down to his pistol belt where he was armed. He immediately asked what their business was on the premises as other masked security guards circled around them. 
 
   Laura tried to keep her cool, even though she could feel the collective nervousness of her news team. “My friends and I are concerned after feeling ill. My personal physician, Dr. Henson, is expecting us.”
 
   The main guard approached closer. The others held firmly onto their semi-automatic rifles. “Are you saying that you're sick? Ma'am, this hospital is undergoing quarantine operations right now, and we're under strict instructions not to let anyone in or out.”
 
   “By who?” Laura asked outright. 
 
   The guard’s face turned sour. “Whatcha mean, by who? The people who run the show, that's who.”
 
   “The CDC?” she asked. 
 
   Suddenly, a shorter, stockier guard stepped forward, talking through his mask. “Ma'am, if you're feeling sick, the best thing to do is call the CDC and remain in your home until further notice.”
 
   “But we're already here. Please, Dr. Hansen is my personal physician. I have an appointment.”
 
   The stocky guard looked her up and down then glanced at John and Phil. “And your friends? They have appointments as well?”
 
   “We're all a little under the weather, and with all the stuff in the news, it makes us worried.”
 
   The two main guards looked at each other for signals. They weren't dressed in full protective gear, but they were wearing gloves and boots. John and Phil moved around to get shots of all the guards and police cars in the front lot. It was too much to get the entire picture in one frame, and they couldn't actually see what they were filming. 
 
   “What's your name?” the tall guard asked. 
 
   “Laura Walsh.” She hoped they wouldn't recognize her. In actuality, she wasn't that well-known yet and had little to worry about. 
 
   “Wait here, Ms. Walsh,” the stocky guard said as they took a cautious step away from the undercover group, with sudden concern over the virus they might be carrying. 
 
   Laura could hear them talking among themselves, while she flashed reassuring looks at Phil and John, who seemed patently uncomfortable. She tried her best to hear the guards but could only make out a few sentences. 
 
   “Well, they're already here. Best to get them inside with the others.”
 
   “Hold on,” the stocky guard said, pulling out a walkie-talkie. He pressed the button on its side and spoke into the receiver. “We got some patient out here of a Doctor Hansen who says that she's sick.” After some chatter over the radio, the guard approached her, keeping a careful distance.
 
   “What symptoms have you been showing?”
 
   Laura looked at her group, hesitant, then back to the guard. “Um, high temperature, fever.”
 
   He looked back at her skeptically. “Any muscle pains or vomiting?”
 
   “My friend Phil vomited earlier,” she said. 
 
   All the guards collectively took a further step back. 
 
   “Okay, okay, go in there. Dr. Hansen or a medical representative will meet up with you shortly.”
 
   The guards parted and opened a path for Laura and her crew to enter the hospital. “Thank you,” she said. 
 
   They walked through the double doors and entered the lobby. There were lines of patients in the hallway that led to different hospital rooms. There were elderly people, adult men and women, stoic-faced yet projecting fear. A multitude of hospital personnel dressed in full bio-hazard gear moved around with purpose. 
 
   The first floor had been altered to resemble a mass in-processing station for the sick. Many of the attendants wore HAZMAT suits with “CDC” printed on the back. Other personnel wore standard protective gear, complete with N95 respirators. It was hard to tell how many local, state, or federal agencies had converged on the hospital. 
 
   Instructions were blaring over the intercoms, telling patients where to stand and what examination procedures to follow. The place was moving like a slow assembly line. All patients were wearing simple respiratory masks over their faces, and Laura and her team were immediately handed some masks, given clipboards, and told to get in line near an armed military guard wearing a gas mask. 
 
   “I don't like this,” John said. “I don't like this one bit.”
 
   “Me either,” Phil added. 
 
   “We're going to be okay,” Laura said. “Trust me.”
 
   The constant coughing of people waiting in the halls was unsettling. It was now completely dark outside, and the moon glistened in the night sky.
 
   Laura's heart raced with anticipation, knowing that they were getting actual footage of official quarantine procedures. She shuddered to think that it was all related to Ebola. How could such a thing be possible? Who was in charge? And where was Dr. Hansen? Just as soon as the questions came to her, a man in white coveralls, a mask, and a face-shield came jogging over to their position at the end of one of the lines. 
 
   “Laura!” his muffled voice said. 
 
   Startled, she jumped and then looked over at him, curious. 
 
   “It's me, Dr. Hansen,” he said.
 
   “Dr. Hansen, hello!” She extended her hand, but he backed away. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” he asked. “I just received the page.”
 
   “Why haven't you been answering your phone?” 
 
   Dr. Hansen kept his distance. She could see only his eyes. “You shouldn't have come here. This is not the place to be unless you're sick. Why did you tell the guards outside that you were sick?”
 
   “Because I came here to speak to you. To find out what's going on.”
 
   “I can't discuss that,” he said in a decisive tone. 
 
   John and Phil looked at each other with concern from behind their respiratory masks. 
 
   “You told me on the phone—”
 
   Dr. Hansen cut her off. “That was then. Now it's a completely different story. It's a clusterfuck here, and I'll be lucky if I can get home to my family in the next week or two. You have no idea what we're dealing with. There's twenty different agencies here all trying to take control of this thing.”
 
   “Where is Sergeant Shields?” Laura asked. 
 
   Dr. Hansen stopped and looked at her with a ghostly expression in his eyes. 
 
   “Where is he?” she demanded. “What the hell have they done to this hospital? How many people do they have in quarantine?” she continued. 
 
   “Shields is dead,” Dr. Hansen said. “He didn't make it.”
 
   Laura went silent in shock. 
 
   “This Ebola strain is like nothing we've seen yet in thirty years. Antibiotics aren't working, and our serums are having little effect. We're trying our best to contain the damn thing, but it's like it's fighting us. Laura, listen to me. They're not going to let you leave. You need to go through the process now like everyone else. You and your friends might still have a chance of getting out of here.”
 
   Laura had trouble understanding the words coming out of his mouth. Her eyes glazed over as if she were turning into a porcelain doll. 
 
   “Laura, are you listening to me?” Dr. Hansen continued. 
 
   She took a careful step back and looked at her news team. “Run!” she shouted, sprinting back to the front entrance. John and Phil stood frozen and were slow to react. One of the armed guards immediately took notice and held up his rife, aiming right for Laura's back as she fled.
 
   In the chaos, she saw her only chance to escape. She stayed low and ran for the secondary exit, abandoned in the commotion by its guards. Her feet raced against the tile as the door got closer with each frenzied step.    
 
   “Stop!” the guard’s muffled voice shouted. 
 
   John looked over at the guard and lunged at him, grabbing the rifle just as he fired. The shots incited more panic as the people screamed and hit the ground to take cover. The shots hit the glass of the front double doors, narrowly missing Laura. The guard jerked his rifle out of John's grip and knocked him to the ground. 
 
   John and Phil looked at each other and then made the decision to run, while the masked guard fumbled with his weapon.
 
   They sprinted off to the exit, where glass was hanging down in large shards. The shocked and concerned bystanders in the lobby watched as the two men tried to escape, but were helpless to do anything about it. The guard held his rifle up and again yelled for them to stop. He fired two shots, one of them hitting John directly in the back, dropping him instantly. Onlookers, horrified, cried out. The other shot missed Phil as he ran outside, only to be tackled by a guard and thrown to the ground. Dr. Hansen stood backed up against the wall, shocked, as a SWAT team swarmed the lobby. 
 
   “Please remain calm!” one of them shouted to the crowd. John's lifeless, blood-soaked body lay motionless on the glass-covered floor near the exit. “There is no reason to be upset,” the officer continued. 
 
   The SWAT team ran to John and quickly threw a sheet over him as the other guards brought Phil back in, struggling to break away. A HAZMAT team seemingly came out of nowhere, lifted John onto a gurney, and wheeled him away. With the lobby in pure pandemonium, the SWAT team then rushed outside to follow Laura. 
 
   She ran like never before, sheer panic and terror pushing her adrenaline to uncharted levels. Suddenly a light was shining in her direction. Guards had spotted her and were hot on her trail. She raced across the parking lot, knowing that the van was locked and she didn't have the key. She continued past the bushes and into the nearest road leading away from the hospital. 
 
   The officers were close but not close enough to prevent her from flagging down vehicles as they passed her by. Finally, a small truck stopped, and she ran to the driver’s side window. The driver, an elderly man with a ball cap, glasses, and wearing suspenders rolled down his windows. 
 
   “What can I do for you?” he asked. 
 
   From the parking lot, the police were closing in on foot. Dizzy and out of breath, Laura could hardly speak. She examined the kindly-looking man. He reminded her of her grandfather. 
 
   “I need ride,” she said. 
 
   “You in some kind of trouble?” he said, noticing the horde of police running toward them.
 
   “Please! Just get me out of here.”
 
   The man nodded, and Laura ran to other side and jumped in.
 
   “Go fast. Hurry!” she said. 
 
   The man grew nervous but floored the truck anyway, past the hospital and her pursuers. The security guards at the door called for backup on their radios. It was a red alert, an egregious breach of security, and the department would spare no effort at finding her.  
 
    
 
   Inside the lobby, the mediating officer continued. “Ladies and gentlemen, we do apologize for this unpleasant incident. Please understand that we're here for your protection and that of others.”
 
   The guard who had shot John stood aside, not saying a word. He knew he would have to answer for what he had done the moment his supervisor had put his hand on his shoulder. They made him relinquish his weapon and then led him away to face the worst reprimand of his life, not just for shooting an unarmed man, but also for letting the woman get away. 
 
   The crowd was still tense and afraid as the guard continued to try to calm them. Phil was taken immediately upstairs to a quarantine room that operated as a holding cell. They pushed him inside and closed and locked the door. There was a single chair up against the wall of the otherwise empty and sterile room. 
 
   Phil clutched his chest and felt the camera. Such a device could make him a marked man. He looked around the room, trying to understand how he had come to be there, and exactly what had just happened. It seemed unreal. John was dead, and Laura was gone. Now it was just him in a tiny room with no answers and little to hold onto but fear.
 
   


 
  

Approaching Doomsday
 
    
 
   Earlier that evening, Greg had finally met Veronica for coffee as promised. However, he had little interest in sitting around and shooting the breeze. What he had seen at the hospital propelled him to action, but out of courtesy, he decided to meet with Veronica anyway. His work van sped into the parking lot of the local coffee house called “Brewster's Beans.” 
 
   Greg jumped out of his van after parking it and took a deep breath to regain his composure. He looked at the traffic moving as usual on the main street—the quiet and secure buildings and shops, the mountains in the distance—all the while wondering if a deadly epidemic was even possible in this day and age. He adjusted his work hat and walked around from the back of the faded red building, with its artistic mural, to the front entrance.  
 
   There was a moderate crowd of twenty-somethings inside, sitting around small tables and typing away on their laptops. Potted plants dotted the area, along with book shelves, and light jazz played over the speakers. It was a little after 5:30, and Greg scanned the room for Veronica. He saw her in the corner next to a large window overlooking the front patio. She looked up, and they made eye contact. Greg forewent the coffee counter and walked straight over to Veronica's table, visibly shaken but trying to put on his best face. 
 
   “It's about time you showed up. I almost forgot what it's like to be stood up,” she said jokingly.
 
   “Sorry about that,” Greg said, standing at the table.
 
   “Have a seat, Mr. Punctuality,” she said, signaling to the empty chair across from her.
 
   Greg nodded, pulled out the chair, and sat, tapping his fingers on the small circular table.     
 
   “Aren't you going to get something?” she asked. 
 
   Greg turned around to look at the counter. There was a line. He turned back to Veronica, nearly stammering. “Uh, yeah. Maybe. In a minute.”
 
   She studied him with her light gray eyes. He looked worn, tired, and fidgety. His distracted behavior was like nothing she had seen before. “Are you okay?” she asked, leaning in. 
 
   Greg took his work hat off. Light chatter and laughter filled the room, coming from the young people at other tables. He put his hat on his knees and placed his palms flat on the table.  
 
   “Veronica, there's some things I need to tell you, but I don't want you to overreact.”
 
   She looked at him with a raised brow and a bit of skepticism. “What's wrong?”
 
   Greg took a deep breath and then held his hands out in a pleading gesture. “I don't know. That's the thing. I don't know how to explain it, but the timing is right. It all makes sense when you think about it.”
 
   He seemed to be rambling, and she was having trouble keeping up with him. She took a sip from her latte’s Styrofoam cup and set it back down. She then suddenly and unexpectedly placed her right hand over his, looking into his eyes. “Take your time, Greg. Just tell me what happened.”
 
   From what she suspected, he had just had a crazy day at work, but his eyes indicated more. He was dazed, seemingly lost in space. With the touch of her hand, however, he seemed to focus. 
 
   “There was an accident. A traffic accident.”
 
   She instinctively removed her hand and covered her mouth. “Oh no, are you okay?”
 
   “Just...listen...” Greg said slowly.   
 
   “The accident isn't important. It happened in front of me. I took one of the drivers to the hospital because there was no room in the ambulance.”
 
   “No room?” Veronica said almost too loudly, drawing looks from some of the other patrons.
 
   Greg slightly held up the palm of his hand, signaling her to lower her voice. “Anyway. We got to the hospital, and it's just like I expected. The outbreak of the disease is much worse than they're saying. The hospital is packed, and it looks like a militarized zone. It's spreading fast, and I don't think they have any idea what to do about it.”
 
   Veronica wasn't sure what to say. She leaned in closer. “You're talking about Ebola?”
 
   “Yes. I mean, I've heard of containment before, but where did all those people come from? They were hidden away on the third floor. The lobby was at overcapacity. Sick people were everywhere. Their eyes were red—I kid you not, the whites of their eyes had turned red. This can mean only one thing: Ebola is spreading at a faster rate than they can contend with.”
 
   Veronica thought to herself for a moment then responded. “I don't know how that's possible. They just recently ended the outbreak in West Africa. There's no way Ebola could spread that easily, especially here.”
 
   “I knew this would happen,” Greg said, disregarding her doubts. He looked directly into her eyes. “This is what I've been prepping for, and it's right on our doorstep. You know plenty about this. I know you've read the books. There has to be some explanation of why it's spreading so quickly and easily.”
 
   “Typically, diseases can only spread through two ways,” Veronica said. “Airborne or direct contact. There is no evidence to date that Ebola can be spread by coughing or sneezing.”
 
   “I know that's what they say,” he said, but he sounded doubtful. “The thing is, however it's spreading, it's spreading. The first seventy-two hours of any outbreak are the most crucial, and we've got to act. I've got everything I need at my place, and I'm going to hunker down.”
 
   “For seventy-two hours?” Veronica asked. 
 
   “That's right. Maybe longer.” A barista girl suddenly approached Greg and asked him if he wanted anything. He declined, and she nodded and went to the next table. The room was filled with smiling, apathetic faces, blissfully unaware of what was taking place at the hospital only ten miles away. Greg looked around, leaned in closely, and spoke in a hushed voice. “I want to help you, Veronica. I want to make sure that you'll be okay.”
 
   Veronica shrugged, confused. 
 
   “That's why I want to share some of my supplies with you. Where do you live?”
 
   “In an apartment complex with two roommates. I mean, they're in Paris right now. I wanted to go, but I didn't have the money—”
 
   Greg interrupted her. “No, that's not going to work. You need to get out of the city, at least for a couple of days.”
 
   Veronica laughed. “I can't just leave like that.”
 
   Greg slammed his fist on the table, gaining looks from across the room. “You don't have a choice. Please, just let me help you. This thing might go full pandemic, and once it does, it'll be too late for you. Who do you know that lives out of the city?”
 
   “My—my Aunt Tilda,” she nervously answered. 
 
   “Take a sick day. Take three days, and if there's nothing to report, you should be fine.”
 
   “Greg, I don't know. This all sounds so crazy.”
 
   He looked genuinely scared, for himself and for her. “Please,” he said. “Just give it a chance. We'll stop by your apartment first so you can pack some things.”
 
   Veronica nodded. “How much should I pack?” 
 
   “For at least a week, maybe longer.”  
 
   They left the coffee shop in a hurry without looking back. Veronica was confused and overwhelmed, but she trusted Greg. She had never seen him so intense, although she knew little about him outside of the bookstore. One thing was certain, she didn't expect her evening to end up like it did. Her blue two-door Volvo was parked in the back near Greg's work van. They hurried through the lot and to his van as she held her cell phone, scrolling through the news headlines. 
 
   There were conflicting stories of reporters being ejected from the hospital grounds due to quarantine protocol, and CDC briefings which urged calmness and restraint. The government assured the media that routine cautionary measures had been put into place, and nothing out of the ordinary was occurring at any of the hospitals treating American Ebola patients. The news was comforting, almost as if Greg had been exaggerating. 
 
   Greg followed Veronica in his van, as she drove to her apartment to pack. Her old high-rise building was a welcome sight, and she contemplated telling Greg that she had changed her mind and decided to call it a night. But an epidemic was nothing to gamble with, despite the inconveniences. She parked in the street outside her building and went up into her apartment as Greg waited in his van, idling behind her. 
 
   “I'll be down in five,” she called out, walking up the stairs into the lobby. 
 
   Her neighbors would think her weird, running off at night with a suitcase. She was uncertain, while Greg seemed confident in everything he was doing. As she entered her dark, unoccupied apartment on the ninth floor, she wished that her roommates had been there to greet her. They could all go to her aunt's house together, like friends, and not be troubled with the spread of a deadly disease. She flipped on the light switch in her room and began to dig through her drawers. It wasn't time for pipe dreams any longer; it was time for action.  
 
   Five minutes later, she jogged down the steps of her apartment building holding a large suitcase. It looked to Greg like she had packed for more than one week. He got out and helped with her luggage and then told her to follow him to his house near Galveston Court, a neighborhood she was familiar with. It was more tucked away than her old high-rise apartment building downtown. 
 
   While following him through the city, she was surprised that she doubted him so little, even if she tried. Greg was a serious man, and that's what she liked about him. As they took another turn toward the outskirts of the city, she wondered if there was anyone she could call to confirm his fears. The least she could do, she thought, was to check in with Aunt Tilda. 
 
   Strangely enough, Tilda had been following the news and also had a feeling that something wasn't right. She lived on a ranch in Reno, and while it wasn't totally isolated from the city, it was far enough away from Carson City to be an effective hideout. 
 
   “Of course you should come over to visit. I'll get us some wine,” her aunt said. Tilda liked to drink, especially with her favorite niece. 
 
   “Just for a couple days. My friend, Greg, says that this outbreak stuff is serious.”
 
   “I agree. I'd get out of there if I were you,” Tilda said. 
 
   So it was settled. The plans were made, and Veronica said goodbye to her aunt. She couldn't believe she was doing any of it. She couldn't believe she was following Greg home and then absconding on a work night to stay at her aunt’s home for a week with an overnight bag and some prepper supplies. Her roommates, Meghan and Shelia, would think that she'd lost her mind, whenever they got back from Paris.  
 
   “Argh!” Veronica groaned, hitting the steering wheel. “What the hell am I doing?” 
 
    
 
   They finally arrived at Greg's quiet cul-de-sac home. All the neighborhood streetlights were on, and there were people in windows of homes going about their business as if nothing was wrong. They both pulled into Greg's driveway side-by-side and parked. Greg jumped out of the van and flashed Veronica a quick smile. She was relieved to see that he had calmed down some, and smiled back. 
 
   “I talked to my aunt,” she said, stepping out of her Volvo. 
 
   Greg walked down the concrete walkway between rows of bushes, leading to his front door. “Really? Good.” He fumbled with his keys in the darkness and waved his hand in front of one of his motion lights near the door. The light flashed on, nearly blinding him, and making Veronica laugh as he shielded his face. He unlocked the many locks on his door and told her to wait a minute as he went inside to turn off the alarm system. She could hear the sounds of a dog running around inside and barking excitedly.
 
   “All right, Captain, all right.”
 
   Some lights turned on, and Greg opened the door for her, holding Captain back by his collar. “It's okay, he's just a little excited.”
 
   Veronica patted her knee, urging Captain to her side. “Oh, he's so cute!” She walked in and placed her purse on a nearby table. “So this is Captain? I've heard you mention him before.” She petted his head as Greg continued to hold him back. Captain tried to lick her hand and barked enthusiastically. 
 
   “Yep, you've done it. He'll never leave you alone now,” Greg said. 
 
   Veronica straightened up as Captain circled around her. Greg called to the dog, walked to the back door, and opened it. Captain bolted outside. Veronica stood in the foyer glancing around the house. 
 
   Greg shut the back door and turned to Veronica. “So you still wanna do this?”
 
   “That's why I'm here,” she said, rocking back and forth on her heels. 
 
   “Please, have a seat in the living room,” Greg said, motioning to his blue sofa. Veronica went into the room and took a seat. 
 
   “I won't keep you long. I'm just going to grab some stuff that may help you through the next week. I'll keep your aunt in mind too.” He walked off to the garage.
 
    She didn't understand completely why he was helping her; however, she wasn't naive. Most men would want something in return, but Greg didn't seem like most men. He was different. From the couch, she looked around the house for any sign of who Greg was. It was a very minimal setup: couch, chair, television stand, TV, dining room table, and the usual appliances. There were a few nature portraits on the wall, but no pictures of people, or of a family. 
 
   There was a mystique about Greg that intrigued her, and someday she hoped to find out exactly what his deal was. She heard Greg come in from the garage, carrying various supplies and placing them in a duffel bag. 
 
   “What kind of supplies are those?” 
 
   “Protective clothing, water filters, antibiotics, peroxide, gloves, and some food and water,” Greg said, now going from room to room and adding things to the bag.
 
   “My aunt has plenty of food and water. Well, let me correct that: wine and water.” 
 
   He reentered the living room and placed the duffel bag on the floor. “If you find that you can't leave the house, you're going to need more.” 
 
   “How bad do you think this thing could get?” Veronica asked, perplexed. 
 
   “I don't know, but I strongly suggest that you go to your aunt's tonight.” 
 
   Veronica stood up in a half daze. “I don't know how to thank you. You really didn't have to go through all this trouble.”
 
   “I wanted to. It's no problem, really.”
 
   He picked up the duffel bag and led her out of the house and back to her car. “You have at least a week’s worth of supplies to sustain you in the event of an outbreak.”
 
   She popped the trunk of her car, and Greg tossed the bag inside. 
 
   “Oh, I forgot to say bye to Captain,” she said. 
 
   “He's too busy running around right now, but I'm sure you'll get a chance again.”
 
   “I'm sure I will,” she said, smiling. She gave Greg a quick hug and thanked him again. As they were about to part, their phones buzzed in unison. Greg's was in his pocket, Veronica's was in her purse. It was an odd coincidence. 
 
   Greg dug his phone out and looked at the screen, just as Veronica was doing. 
 
    
 
   Citywide Alert: 
 
   Epidemic threat. Quarantine measures immediately in place. All major roads leading into and out of the city under temporary blockade. 
 
    
 
   Their phones vibrated again.
 
    
 
   Citywide Alert: 
 
   Mayor places citywide curfew, asks residents to stay inside their homes until further notice.  
 
    
 
   They looked at each other in absolute uncertainty. “Is this for real?” Veronica asked.
 
   Greg shook his head without answering. “Come with me, real quick,” he said. They went back into the house, where Greg reached for his remote and turned on the TV. It appeared to be a news report like any other, except the graphics on the screen were startling. A local newsman was at his desk speaking, while the words “Ebola Patient Escapes Hospital” scrolled across the bottom.
 
   “The mayor has called for a citywide alert after reports of a suspected Ebola patient escaping quarantine an hour ago. The patient, described as a distraught woman in her thirties, stormed out of the hospital and flagged down a blue Ford Ranger. CDC officials have urged patience from residents as they fight to contain the disease at Carson Tahoe, the largest hospital in Carson City. 
 
   “Law enforcement, in conjunction with the CDC, is pursuing the woman, who is believed to be carrying the disease. Officials were unclear on whether she poses a threat to others. The search has instituted an immediate travel ban to and from the city, and a 9:00 p.m. curfew has been put in place to allow law enforcement to narrow their search.”
 
   As the reporter spoke, grainy traffic-cam pictures were displayed on the screen, revealing different shots of the truck and a blurry license plate number. 
 
   “They have not released the name of the driver yet, but will only say he was taken into custody, and had no knowledge of the escaped patient beyond the fact that she was a hitchhiker. Residents are urged to comply with the curfew and travel ban for the wellbeing of themselves and their families. The mayor is expected to address the public within the next hour. For now, the hunt continues for the escaped Ebola woman.”   
 
   Greg muted the television and turned to Veronica. “You should go.”
 
   “Yeah, but what about the curfew?”
 
   He suddenly became more intense. “You need to go now! Go to your aunt’s house before it's too late. You might just make it.”
 
   He walked her out of the house as her mind raced ahead, sorting through her options. The threat now seemed as real as the stars in the sky and the hand in front of her face. There was no reason to start questioning his judgment. “I'll go,” she said. “Why don't you come with me?” 
 
   “I've got a good setup here,” he said. “I'll be fine. Just remember, it's only temporary.”
 
   She said little more as she got into her car. She turned the engine as Greg wished her good luck.
 
   “Call me if anything comes up,” he said. 
 
   She backed out of his driveway and drove off into the night. Greg watched her brake lights fade and then went back into the house, bolting it shut and preparing to hunker down and prep.  
 
   Veronica drove with near tears in her eyes. The car radio was on, and the news simply confirmed everything she had just heard at Greg's house. Everything was happening too soon and too fast. She cursed herself for not being prepared like he was. She had a life in the city. She had a job, friends, bills, and responsibilities. What was she doing just running away from it all? There were police cars everywhere, but none took notice of her. Her heart raced. 
 
   Three large military trucks passed her from the other side, their engines roaring. She could barely drive or think straight. The highway exit to Reno was nearing, and she pushed forward, confident that she was making the right decision. As she neared the exit, closer by the minute, she noticed a barrage of flashing lights. The police were completely blocking the way. 
 
   “No, no, no,” she said to herself. “This can't be happening.”
 
   There were at least five police cars parked and angled in such a way that there was no way around them. She squinted at the dizzying array of blue and red flashes meant to startle and confuse anyone trying to pass by. There were others vehicles, and they weren't police. 
 
   There were two large vans with chemical teams outside surveying the area, dressed in HAZMAT gear. The mere sight of them was chilling. The police wore lower-grade protective gear with gas masks. She slowed to a halt, the only car on the empty merge lane, and decided to play dumb. 
 
   An officer approached her as another police vehicle drove up behind her and shined a bright white light into her car from a mounted spotlight. She turned off the engine, rolled down the window, and remained strapped into her seat. 
 
   “Good evening, ma'am,” the masked officer said. 
 
   “Evening, Officer,” she said back. “What's going on?”
 
   He gave her a look, surprised that she seemed unaware. “Well, maybe you haven't heard, but the greater Carson City area is under immediate lockdown. Now, it's nothing to worry about, the travel ban is only temporary. There's actually a curfew in place.” The officer stopped and looked at his watch. “In about fifteen minutes, so I'd go home if I were you.”
 
   “Please, sir, I'm just trying to get to my aunt's house. Whatever the reason for the lockdown, it has little to do with me.”
 
   “Afraid we can't let you through. We're under strict guidelines, and it's out of our hands. Belongs to the feds now.”
 
   “You've got to be kidding me,” Veronica protested. 
 
   “I'm sorry, but we're going to need you to turn around, go back to wherever you came from, and stay indoors until further notice.” 
 
   A large, armor-heavy truck rumbled from behind them and she tried to speak over the racket, but the officer obviously could hear nothing she said. Helicopters flew overhead, their spotlights arcing slowly, searching. It looked to be the largest manhunt Carson City had ever seen. 
 
   “What’s going on?” she yelled as the truck passed her. It parked to the side, and several police officers exited through the back wearing protective suits, masks, and brandishing heavy artillery. They looked like some kind of elite hit squad, and their presence was frightening.  
 
   “All right!” Veronica shouted, jamming her car into reverse. “You win. Happy?”
 
   “Now, ma'am, there's no reason to get all upset.”
 
   She ignored him and began to drive in reverse, but the police car behind her was blocking her way. 
 
   “Can you tell that guy to get out of my way?” she shouted. 
 
   The officer signaled the car to move, and once it did, Veronica peeled out in reverse. Denied exit onto the freeway, she turned the car around and drove into Carson City. She was out of ideas. Fifteen minutes, she thought. Fifteen minutes, or they'll do what? There was only one clear option.
 
   Greg was busy sealing up his house, taping plastic over the windows and nailing boards at certain entry points, when he heard the familiar sound of the blue Volvo’s engine as it pulled into his driveway. Captain's ears perked up and he began to bark with excitement. 
 
   “Hush, boy,” he said, walking to the front door. As he stepped outside, he was greeted with Veronica leaning against her car with her arms crossed. 
 
   “Veronica?” 
 
   “I didn't make it. They closed everything off. It's for real, Greg. It's all for real.”
 
   Greg didn't know what to say as Veronica continued. “I'm staying with you, Greg. It's my only option. You can't say no, either. I'll pull my weight, and we'll get through this together.”
 
   Greg studied her for a moment, looking for signs that she was joking, but she had never looked so serious. He approached her holding a hammer. 
 
   “Welcome aboard. Let's get to work.”
 
   


 
  

Epidemic
 
    
 
   Through the night, they stayed focused on the work ahead. Greg explained his hunkering down concept, which included another deep cleaning of the house, sealing the windows and doors, and placing electronic air filters in each room. He told her about the food and water supply on hand, along with the medical supplies, protective gear, and weapons. Veronica was most curious about the need to have so many weapons and ammo. 
 
   “Are you preparing for battle?” she asked with a laugh.
 
   “Prepping is almost like a chess game. You have to constantly think ahead, starting with the worst-case scenario.”
 
   Veronica listened intently as Greg continued. 
 
   “An epidemic could be the catalyst to a lot of things breaking down. You have to be ready for power outages, food and water shortages, and mass panic among the population. Once resources get low, that's when the looting starts.”
 
   “And the weapons ward off the looters,” Veronica said. 
 
   “See, now you're getting it,” Greg said with enthusiasm. 
 
   There were four rooms in all in the house, including the kitchen, living room, Greg's bedroom, and the guest bedroom; with a total of nine windows: two in the living room, two in Greg’s room, two in the guest room, and one in the kitchen. He had boarded up all but two: the kitchen window, which faced the back yard, and one of the living room windows. That way he could watch for intruders and let some natural light into the house. 
 
   The house was nearly spotless from the recent deep cleaning. Of course, it could only stay so clean with Captain running about. The dog took a real shine to Veronica and reveled in her presence as Greg led her into the garage-turned-storage area.  
 
   “Is he always this energetic?” Veronica asked, laughing as Captain jumped up to her on his hind legs, holding a ball in his mouth. 
 
   Greg turned to them while covering his MRE pallet with tarp. “No, he's just showing off. Don't feed his ego.” He snapped his fingers at Captain and told him to go into the other room. Captain barked, drawing the sides of his mouth back into what looked like a smile. “Are you giving me sass?” Greg asked him. 
 
   “Oh, leave him alone,” Veronica said, petting him protectively. “He just wants attention.”
 
   “That's the problem,” Greg said. He then stood up and looked at the closed garage door. 
 
   He had placed duct tape on all sides of it, effectively sealing it off from the inside. It had only taken three rolls, and the finished result looked like the work of a madman. The large door itself was made of hard plywood at least five layers thick. The walls and floor of the garage were made of concrete, and as a storage room for supplies, it was adequate. 
 
   There was no ventilation, and perhaps that would make it the safest place to be in the house during an epidemic. But every room, no matter how reinforced, had a way in. His house didn't offer the protection against disease of something like an underground bunker, but he had undoubtedly the most secure house on his block. Gone was his urge to call a neighborhood meeting to prepare for the outbreak. He wanted to help them all but had to take things one step at a time.   
 
   He showed Veronica the garage, and she seemed impressed by the amount of supplies he had stored, all hidden under different tarps. 
 
   “This is really something else, Greg,” she said. “You’re the real deal.” 
 
   “Just a guy trying to stay prepared,” he said, walking over to her. 
 
   Veronica rolled her eyes. “Sure, just some ordinary guy with a pallet of MREs in his garage.” 
 
   “Come on,” he said, walking inside, “it's getting late, and I want to finish the grand tour.” 
 
   He flipped off the garage light as Captain and Veronica followed him inside, into the kitchen. The house was relatively small but seemed spacious, mainly due to its minimal furnishing. Greg explained that part of him was a minimalist.
 
   “I stock up on what I need to survive. That's what takes priority,” he said, as they walked into the living room with the smell of Pine-Sol in the air. 
 
   Veronica looked at him curiously. “Who are you, Greg Atkins?” she asked. 
 
   He didn’t answer. “Come on, I'll show you the guest bedroom,” he said, taking her luggage in hand. 
 
   They walked down the hall, finished in bamboo flooring, to a small room with both its windows boarded up with plywood, and reinforced and sealed with plastic sheets and duct tape. Greg flipped on the light as Veronica peered into the room. There was a bed and a dresser and the walls were empty. 
 
   “Very inviting,” she said. 
 
   “Well, it's mainly been Captain's room, but I recently washed the sheets and everything. Captain suddenly burst into the room and jumped on the bed as if reclaiming his territory. Veronica laughed. 
 
   “Down, boy,” Greg said, snapping his fingers. He placed Veronica's luggage in the room as Captain jumped down and followed them out. Greg turned off the light and shut the door. “He's going to have to learn to stay out of there for the next three days.”
 
   “Oh, I don't mind him,” Veronica said, waving Greg off. 
 
   He showed her the bathroom and lastly, his room. It was as minimal as the other rooms, but she noticed some plaques on the wall that resembled military awards. There was also a small photograph pinned to the wall near his bed of a man and a woman with their arms around each other, twice Greg's age. She assumed it was a photo of his parents, whom he had never mentioned to her. 
 
   Back in the living room, Veronica watched the news on TV while Greg made them some hot tea in the kitchen. She called her Aunt Tilda and explained that the city had been quarantined, and that she was scared but safe with a friend. Tilda demanded that she call her parents and let them know she was okay, but she hadn't talked to them in five years. When she moved to Carson City, things had ended on a bad note with them. But if there ever was a time to call them, she was experiencing it now. 
 
   Her friends would think she had lost her mind for being at the house of a man she knew only as a customer from work—a house with boarded up windows. But the quarantine was real, and it was happening right before them. The news was on all channels, about the escaped Ebola patient, the curfew, and the quarantine of the city. The mandatory measures, of course, were not without resistance. 
 
   An unprecedented number of military and law enforcement personnel had been dispatched to enforce and maintain control. She watched images of angry commuters trying to defy roadblocks and others running from the police after being caught outdoors after curfew. If Veronica didn't know any better, she had to think that the mayor had lost his mind. He'd surely never win reelection after this. Perhaps it wasn't just the mayor calling the shots, however. There were greater forces at work. After seeing the chaos on television, she concluded that Greg's house was the safest place she could be. 
 
   After letting Captain out back, Greg walked into the room carrying two cups of tea. A small lamp on a stand next to the couch illuminated the room. Most of the house, however, was dark. The outside light was off, but the motion detectors were on. Greg wanted to draw as little attention to the house as possible.  
 
   “Teatime for the master prepper?” Veronica asked with a smile. 
 
   “You know it,” he said, sitting next to her on the couch. 
 
   He handed her one of the cups. 
 
   “Thank you.”  
 
   The television volume was low, but Greg could see the images of disorder on the screen taking place in the city, not far from where they were at. A long line of police with shields and riot gear stretched from one end of the street to the other, blocking the advancing crowds of people from getting through. Several cars and buildings throughout downtown had been torched, and their aerial images presented a city in chaos.  
 
   Veronica shook her head. “It's crazy. I just can't believe this is actually happening. I don't know what to do. I don't know who to call.”
 
   They could hear helicopters pass by overhead as Captain barked from outside.
 
   “I should let him in soon,” he said, taking a sip of his tea. “It's too early to put traps up, but with the way things are going now, I probably should in the next day or two.”
 
   Veronica looked at him. “I'm sorry, traps?”
 
   “Trip wire, sentry traps, flares, and things like that. Helps to alert me if there are intruders.”
 
   “You never cease to amaze me. You've thought of everything.”
 
   “No, if I had thought of everything, we'd be in an underground bunker now. Which reminds me, from this point on, make sure to wear your protective gear when going outside.”
 
   “What about Captain?” she asked. 
 
   “I've got a system worked out with him, don't worry. After tonight, he's going to be a house dog.”
 
   “I don't even want to know how that's going to work,” she said.
 
   Greg took another sip of tea, watching TV as Veronica glanced in his direction. “I want to thank you for helping me like this. It's crazy and I can't believe I'm actually staying here, but I trust you, Greg. You always seem to know what you're talking about.”
 
   “I try, but you’re knowledgeable about diseases yourself. Anyone else, I think, would say ‘thanks but no thanks.’ We're just going to have to get you up to speed on some prepper things.”
 
   “If we're going to be spending the next couple of days together, I'm going to be totally candid. I like you, Greg, as a friend. You're a really nice guy, but there's also a lot that I don't know about you. I guess what I'm trying to say is, as long as we look out for each other, I believe we can get through this.”
 
   Greg took a moment and looked back at Veronica. The lamp reflected shadow and light off the side of her fair-skinned face. “I agree. And I feel the same way. I can't say that my actions were completely selfless. I did need someone else to hunker down with, or Captain and I might lose our minds.”
 
   “I knew there was a catch!” Veronica said. “What about your 
 
   neighbors? What are they going to do?”
 
   “I want to help them all, I do, but in dealing with an outbreak, it's best to minimize contact and begin hunkering down immediately. You’re the one person I took a risk with.”
 
   “Well, I hope I'm worth it,” she said.  
 
   They both laughed and finished sipping their tea. Things were relatively quiet that night, but they began to spiral out of control in the days that followed. 
 
   


 
  

One Week Later
 
    
 
   The quarantine on the city continued as other cities with increasing Ebola numbers began to take similar measures. These included the big three: Los Angeles, Dallas, and Tampa, and Ebola was spreading in such a way that vaccinations simply weren't keeping ahead of it. Serums and antibiotics supplies were dwindling as well. The Department of Health and Human Services scrambled to contain the disease and bring calm to the public. The CDC was overwhelmed, and the White House did its best to distance itself from the disastrous delay in response to the growing threat. It also faced harsh criticism from Congress, which accused the administration of downplaying the spread of the disease, though Congress was trying to create a substantial amount of cover for itself. 
 
   The US hadn't seen a disease outbreak of such magnitude since the early twentieth century. No one even believed that such a thing was possible in America. Ebola was a West African disease that thrived in poorly developed towns among impoverished people of the Third World. Such a disease couldn't possibly flourish in the United States. 
 
   Somehow, the virus adapted to the advanced development of the first world and was determined to unleash hell. The symptoms of patients had accelerated, advancing from weeks to days. The CDC could not determine why the disease was spreading with such ease. Headaches were followed by a bloody nose within a couple of days. That was usually the first sign. And by then, the patient was contagious. Then followed a loss of appetite, muscle pain, and red eyes. By the end of the first week, most patients were already vomiting, displaying skin rashes, and experiencing a painful destruction of their digestive systems that resulted in bloody diarrhea. 
 
   Ebola had unleashed a frightening horror across the US, and the only way, it seemed, to control it was by enacting extreme containment measures in all the infected regions. They were in a race to contain and eliminate the disease before things got any worse. In the week since it was reported that Laura Walsh, the up-and-coming CBN reporter, escaped quarantine from the Carson Tahoe hospital, the number of reported cases had risen from fifty nationwide to over one thousand.
 
    
 
   Greg and Veronica's routine stayed pretty much the same throughout the week: hunkering down, watching the news, exercising, eating, reading, and keeping the place clean. Three days had turned into seven once the number of infected in Carson City had risen so sharply. It had gotten so bad that people had stopped traveling to some states, or anywhere near infected regions. Certain areas were quickly becoming more and more isolated, and not just within their homes; the cities themselves were being cut off. No trucks in or out. No way to stock the shelves or continue necessary commerce. 
 
   The role of providing services within infected areas rested solely on FEMA, in conjunction with the CDC, in conjunction with HHS, in conjunction with Washington. It was, as Dr. Hansen described Carson-Tahoe on TV, “a clusterfuck” from the highest level down.  
 
   Greg and Veronica adamantly stuck to the hunkering plan as the best option. They had not ventured out of the house in seven days with only the news reports on TV to offer updates. Cell reception had went out, and Greg feared that the power would soon follow. There had been pockets of protest throughout the city, some escalating to riots, and in response, those areas had become effectively militarized. Veronica researched the effects of epidemics on infrastructures like power and utilities and found that such outbreaks had tremendously negative effects on basic resources, due to lack of manpower and support. 
 
   “I wanna strangle that reporter!” Veronica said, pounding on her laptop from the dining room table. Captain was at her feet and perked up.  
 
   Greg was looking out the non-boarded-up living room window from behind its thick curtain. He had been monitoring the neighborhood for some time that day. It was a Sunday, and the area was eerily quiet. He half expected a helicopter to drop a relief pallet of supplies in the middle of the street as if they were in a war zone. But he didn't see any helicopters. He didn't see much of anything. 
 
   All of his neighbors on the cul-de-sac had left. It was like they simply vanished. Greg assumed that they probably tried to flee the city, only to be apprehended and sent to quarantine. His neighbor, Larry, was no longer outside drinking beer on the front porch. Larry’s wife, Loraine, was nowhere to be seen either. The area had become desolate, even depressing. Over the week, the nagging question in both Greg’s and Veronica's minds was: how much longer?                  
 
   They did their best to remain friendly to each other and avoid any awkward encounters. Though Greg did like Veronica, pursuing a romantic relationship could prove problematic. They played cards together, talked, watched the news, and at the end of the night, slept in separate rooms. Greg steered clear of talking about the past, even though it was getting more challenging each day with Veronica's probing. 
 
   “These reporters think the rules don't apply to them,” said Veronica. “That woman gets put in quarantine and just runs off. Now we all have to pay the price,” Veronica continued, still upset. Laura Walsh was public enemy number one according to the media, and the entire outbreak in Carson City had been pinned on her. 
 
   Greg thought about his going to the hospital and the risk he had taken of getting infected. A week had passed, and he displayed no symptoms. Maybe he was one of the lucky ones. Veronica closed her laptop, clearly frustrated as Greg continued looking out his spy hole. 
 
   She sighed and looked over at him. The TV continued its ’round-the-clock Ebola coverage. “What's the plan today, Greg?”  
 
   “Huh?”  
 
   “I've been reading about Ebola so much I feel like a walking encyclopedia.” 
 
   He finally turned and looked at her. “We need to figure this thing out. It's the only way.” 
 
   “I just don't know how much longer I can do this. I'm sick of being scared all the time cooped up in a house like an invalid. And meanwhile, people are dying out there, and there’s nothing we can do about it.” She stopped and placed her face in her hands, rubbing her forehead. 
 
   Greg got up, concerned, and walked over to her. He placed a hand gently on her shoulder. “We're doing the right thing, trust me.” He could see that she was still a tad distressed.
 
   “Have I shown you my HAZMAT suits yet?” 
 
   She looked up at him. “What?”
 
   “HAZMAT suit,” he said. “You know, hood, mask, gloves, and boots?”
 
   “Wow,” Veronica said. “Where do you get one of those today?”
 
   “Connections,” Greg said with a smile. “I reached out to an old associate, and he hooked me up for a fair price. You’re lucky I got two.”
 
   Veronica tilted her head in response. “What would compel you to purchase two?” 
 
   “Just in case I found someone to hunker-down with.”
 
   Veronica smiled. “I do appreciate you letting me stay here. My frustrations have nothing to do with you, Greg.”
 
   He suddenly pulled a chair out from the table and sat next to her. “We can do this. I know we can.” 
 
   Veronica’s eyes moved around as Greg’s hands got closer to hers. Their eyes met as one of their hands touched. Veronica took a nervous breath, when suddenly, an engine roared outside. Greg jumped up and immediately went to the living room window. Veronica stood up and followed him, and Captain followed her. 
 
   “What is it?” she asked, waiting her turn to see.
 
   “Shhhh,” Greg said, raising one hand, palm down. 
 
   There was a large, dirty, four-door 4x4 pick-up truck circling the cul-de-sac slowly. The windows were so dark that the passengers weren't visible. The back of the trunk was filled with tables, boxes, and other random items. The truck passed each house at a near idle speed, finally stopping at Larry and Loraine's house. Greg pressed his eye against the hole, trying to get a closer look, but everything was blurry. 
 
   A group of scraggly-looking men jumped out of the truck, brandishing crowbars and shotguns. There were five men in all, and they moved swiftly, with little hesitation, as if they knew exactly what they were doing.
 
   Greg backed away from the spy hole and looked at Veronica. Captain barked as if sensing trouble. 
 
   “We got company,” Greg said. 
 
      Veronica quickly moved in to take a peek. She could see a group of men hustling to the house across the street like a coordinated tactical team, though they were wearing street clothes and a hodgepodge of protective equipment: motorcycle helmets, flak vests, and knee and elbow pads. 
 
   They took positions at the front of Larry and Loraine’s house and were armed and determined-looking. They were certainly not there to solicit donations or sell vacuum cleaners. 
 
   One of the stockier men ran up to the wooden front porch deck and kicked the door open, sending a big chunk of wood flying to the side. His compatriots stood guard at different points of the front of the house. As soon as the door was breached, the group rushed in. 
 
   Veronica leaned back from the window. Greg had turned off every light in the house and locked Captain up in his room. “Who are those people? What do they want?” Veronica asked, nearly shaking. 
 
   “I’m not sure. I’d say from the look of their truck, they’re looking for supplies.”
 
   “What kind of supplies?”
 
   “Food, water, medical stuff. Maybe more. They’re thieves, and we need to be ready for them. We have to defend this house.”
 
   Veronica nodded at him, shaken. 
 
   “It’s okay,” Greg said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “They’re not getting in here, and if they do, they’ll be plenty sorry.”
 
    
 
   
 
  

Home Invasion
 
    
 
   Greg had set up the traps around his small suburban home just days before the roving mob of intruders circled his cul-de-sac looking for homes to break into. He expected as much. The worse the news got on the TV, the greater the danger. Massive fear, stoked by the very real spread of the disease, had led naturally to an uptick in crime and home invasions, like those occurring throughout Greg's neighborhood. 
 
   From the window in the living room, he had a vantage point of the front of the house, and from the small kitchen window, he had a view of the back. The traps were to alert him to the presence of intruders, but there were other advantages as well. Before going outside, he had taken the proper precautions, dressed in full HAZMAT suit, like some bio-chemist in a lab, and had set a series of trip wires at key entry points around his house.
 
   Depending on the type of trap, they served to confuse and distract intruders, and had the potential of even scaring some away. The mini-sentry trap at the front door set off a loud charge the moment the wire was tripped. The startling blast of a blank .22 charge could be enough to scare any potential intruder off. Greg was hoping that his sentry traps—located at the front, rear, and side doors to his home—would do the trick.
 
   Greg had placed remote trip-wire alarms in the bushes near the windows in the front and some between trees in the back yard. He may have gone a little overboard with the traps, but wiring things was his specialty. His trip-wire alarms were pieced together from rat traps, buzzers, and battery-operated transmitters; he used electrical wire for the buzzers, thin wire for the traps. Once tripped, the rattrap would snap shut while also setting off the buzzer in the house. 
 
   In addition to Greg's simple but numerous traps around the house, he had motion sensor lights and a home security alarm system. However, those systems were only as reliable as the power to his home, which risked compromise following the epidemic. Nothing, of course, could have been stranger for any of Greg's remaining neighbors than to have seen him outside in the front yard, wearing an orange HAZAMT suit while setting trip wire throughout the perimeter.  
 
    
 
   The gang had finished raiding Larry's house, and facing no resistance with anyone there, they were in and out quickly. There wasn't much for them to take, beyond some canned food, flour, and bread in the pantry, but they found a nice jewelry box in the bedroom and added it to their score. There were six men, all of varying sizes, and hidden, as they were under all the mismatched gear they had thrown on. They stormed out of the house and went to the next one over, a mere two houses from Greg's place. 
 
   The pattern seemed clear, and it would only be a matter of time before they stormed into his yard with the same disregard for the law and other people they had shown all afternoon. Greg watched them from the living room as Veronica stood nearby. He kept a watchful eye on them from the window to track their movements. He didn't know what kind of threat they posed beyond pillaging, but he wasn't ready to take any chances. Greg's rifle was leaning against the wall nearby, and he was ready to use it at the slightest hint of trouble.
 
   He spoke to Veronica while staring out the window. 
 
   “They're getting closer. Maybe you should go in your room and lie low. You'd be safer in there. You can take Captain in there.”
 
   She didn't immediately respond and glanced over at his coffee table, where a line of weapons had been placed within reach. There was a Ka-Bar bayonet, a cold steel leatherneck blade, a fully loaded pistol, a shotgun, a box of 9mm rounds, and 5.56mm loaded magazines. She hadn't spent much time around knives and guns, but if she knew one thing about Greg, it was that he rarely took chances with anything. As Greg continued watching, she walked over to the table and picked up the pistol. He turned to see her holding it in the air. 
 
   “I've fired a gun before. I used to shoot at my Aunt Tilda's ranch.”
 
   “Just keep it pointed down, please,” Greg said nervously.
 
   Veronica pointed the barrel to the floor. “Relax, Greg, I've shot at plenty of trees before.”
 
   “That’s great for practice, but we’re talking about a gang of men who, at any moment, are going to try to get in here.”
 
   “I'm not going anywhere, certainly not to hide in some room and wait for them to get me,” she said. 
 
   “All right, I get it. If you're gonna stay with me, we've got to suit up.”
 
   Veronica gave him a funny look. 
 
   “I'm talking full HAZMAT suit. If this house gets compromised, we have to be protected ready.”
 
   She walked forward and looked through the window. The men were in the house next to Larry's. Suddenly they heard a woman's scream, followed by a gunshot blast, which caused Veronica to jump. Another gunshot followed. Captain immediately began to bark loudly in the living room. Greg walked over to Captain and led him off the couch to the bedroom. Greg shut the door, slightly muffling the dog’s barking. 
 
   Veronica turned to him as he walked back into the living room. “You don't think they…”
 
   He looked down, concerned. “I had no idea they were even home. That's the Jenkinses’ house. An elderly couple, real nice people.” 
 
   “Could we have helped them?”
 
   “I don't know. I told you, contact with others has to be kept to a minimum.”
 
   “I don't care about any of that right now. Your neighbors might be dead.”
 
   “I'm sorry, Veronica. There's little we can do about that right now.”
 
   Veronica shook her head in disbelief and gripped her pistol tightly. She looked scared. Greg could tell that she was trying to muster the strength to face whatever awaited them. He suddenly, and boldly, took her hand in his.
 
   “Just stick with me and stay low. We're going to get through this. Now let's suit up before they get here.”
 
    
 
   Inside the Jenkinses’ house, standing over two bodies, were Jake and his rag-tag crew of thieves. Jake was an unusually tall man, with acne scars across his sagging face. His wild eyes seemed to stare through whatever he was looking at. He wore a black hat over his clean-shaven head, and he had an ammo belt slung over his shoulder and across his chest, packed with shotgun shells. He held a shotgun in his hand, but had not yet fired it that day. 
 
   Those honors had gone to Pete, an overweight man who had just done ten years for a failed bank robbery. There were .22 casings on the ground at his feet, and the bodies of an elderly man and woman lying face down were surreal even to the group of ex-convicts. 
 
   Newly paroled, they had fled their halfway house when things started to get more chaotic because of the epidemic. There were also Josh, Juan, and Fernando. Once the halfway house emptied out in a panic, the group found themselves left behind. They were running out of the basics, but worst of all, the disease had them in a stoked panic, and desperate to grab anything they could get their hands on and try to flee the city. 
 
   They had already stolen a truck and broken into countless homes, but these were their first murders since their looting spree started. Jake hadn't told anyone yet, but he hadn't been feeling well. He was looking for medicine and lots of it. He had been wearing glasses to cover the slight redness in his eyes. 
 
   “Pete, you fucking idiot, why the hell did you shoot them?” Jake asked. 
 
   “They ran at us, didn't you see?”
 
   Josh, a stocky red-haired man with a matching red beard, cut in. “They were trying to run away, dumbass. Don't you know the difference?”  
 
   “You can never be too sure sometimes,” Pete said. 
 
   Suddenly, Fernando, a darkly tan and sleek Mexican with a goatee, sideburns, and moussed black hair, appeared to admonish Pete with a string of Spanish curse words.
 
   “What the hell's he saying, compadre?” Pete asked Juan.
 
   “He's calling you a stupid son-of-a-bitch,” Juan said. He was a fairly rounded man with a crew cut, a tight-fitting black shirt, and a long gold chain.
 
   “What the fuck did you call me?” Pete said, advancing toward Fernando.
 
   “Break it up!” Jake shouted. He jumped between the two men and pushed them back. He had grown weary of constantly keeping the gang from killing each other. He was also exhausted from his growing illness, even though he played the role of leader. 
 
   “Now you shitheads listen to me. We got two corpses on the ground that could have Ebola for all we know. I told you what we need, and we need to search every house until we find it.”
 
   “What's that again?” Josh said sarcastically.
 
   Jake moved over to him and smacked him across the head with his massive hand as if he was a child. “You damn well know what I said. We need medicine, money, weapons, ammo, masks, and suits. This Ebola shit is spreading like wildfire.”
 
   “What do you want me to do with the bodies?” Pete asked, pointing down to his victims. 
 
   Jake whipped his head around and gave Pete an intense glare. “Don't fucking touch them! You been listening to a damn word I say? Now let's get what we need and move out. Five minutes is almost up!”
 
   The group complied and stormed the house looking for anything of value. Before long, they were onto the next house, where there was no resistance, since it was vacant. However, there was little worth taking in the previously pilfered house. 
 
    
 
   Greg and Veronica had just finished suiting up, and their fully covered and masked appearance was sure to baffle anyone who tried to get inside the house. They might even send their unwanted intruders running, though Greg was doubtful of that. He watched the stealth with which they came and went from nearby houses and the small handfuls of supplies they had taken in haste. Their efforts had not yielded a large haul. If they were to get inside Greg's house, they would hit the mother lode. It had to be defended. 
 
   Greg wondered about his neighbors. Maybe Veronica was right, that he should have done more to help them. But the current Ebola epidemic was unprecedented. Normal rules no longer applied, and survival was the game. Most of his neighbors had either fled or had been placed under quarantine at the hospital. 
 
   Greg grabbed his rifle and shut the TV off. With most of the lights in the house off and plenty of doors and windows sealed and marked with trip wire, he was ready. Veronica had hoped and suggested that the boards on the windows would deter the intruders from wasting their time with the place. 
 
   “They might even just move onto the next house,” she said, as they walked into the living room. 
 
   “There’s a slight chance of that, but we have to consider the worst-case scenario at all times,” Greg replied. 
 
   Veronica clutched Greg’s pistol as he took a deep breath, cracked his window open, and steadied his rifle. 
 
   He then called to her. “I want you to get in the corner behind the bookcase.” 
 
   Veronica breathed through her mask with a heavy sigh. “I can take care of myself.”
 
   Greg leaned in closer. “Have you ever killed a man before?” 
 
   She paused. “No, I haven't. Have you?”
 
   Greg didn't answer and simply pointed to the fortified spot in the corner of the living room. “I need you to have my back if anything goes down. That means watching the back door and kitchen window.”
 
   Veronica reluctantly went to the spot where Greg had pointed and crouched down behind a small bookcase, which had been moved and angled out. They could hear windows being smashed, closer to them, maybe just one house over. It seemed as though the group was getting sloppier with each house. Or perhaps they were just frustrated that so little had been left behind. Greg looked back and scanned the living room. 
 
   There was virtually no way to see in from the outside. With any luck, the traps would scare them off, and it wouldn't have to come to anything serious. On instinct, Veronica had suggested calling the police, but without reception there wasn’t much they could do. It was as if the cell towers had simply shut down.  
 
   Greg looked back at the window and hunched down, with his rifle pointed out. Everything was quiet. He no longer had eyes on the culprits, but suspected them to be next door. He had trouble seeing the house because the neighbors had put up a privacy fence a while ago. He looked to the middle of the cul-de-sac and saw their truck idling, with nobody inside and a heaping of piled junk practically spilling out from the back.   
 
   “How much did these suits cost you?” Veronica asked, noticeably uncomfortable crouching in her fortified position. 
 
   Greg turned to her. “I got a pretty good deal on them, five hundred each.”
 
   “I should have listened to you and tried the suit on a few times more over the past week to get used to it. It's hard to breathe in this thing.”
 
   “Just stay calm. It'll all be over soon.” He kept his rifle aimed, and he could feel the belt around his waist that holstered two knives. He looked like some sort of vigilante from a post-apocalyptic time. And maybe he was.   
 
   Suddenly, the improvised trip buzzer sounded from its mounted position on the wall. Then came the snapping of the rat traps, followed by the motion lights. The intruders had undoubtedly entered the front yard. Despite her prior gung-ho attitude, Veronica sunk behind the bookcase with the pistol shaking in her hand. 
 
   “Make sure you're watching my six!” Greg said, indicating the area behind him. He had seen their tactics with each of the other houses, and knew that they went straight for the door, counting on the sheer element of surprise. The traps so far had startled them, however, and sent them regrouping. 
 
   Greg pulled the wire out of the trip-alarm buzzers and went back to the window, crouched and waiting. If the sentry traps were tripped, he knew it meant that they were right on his doorstep. Everything went silent again but for the sounds of footsteps running about in his yard. The dark figures moved quickly. Then suddenly there wasn't a soul in sight. They had vanished.
 
   Jake leaned against the back of Greg's van, carefully out of sight with the rest of his gang, breathing heavily and flustered by the trip-wire traps they had encountered. 
 
   “What the hell was all that about, Jake?” Josh asked. 
 
   “I don't know,” Jake said, coughing. “But I have a good mind to say that there's people in this house.”
 
   “Well, shit, let's keep moving then. It’s too risky.”
 
   Suddenly Jake grabbed Josh by the neck and threw him against the back of the van, practically denting the metal. 
 
   “Any house worth defending must have some stuff inside worth taking,” he seethed. “I don't care who's in there, we're going in.” He released his grip, causing Josh to nearly fall to his knees, gasping for air. 
 
   “Well they know we're here by now, that's for sure,” Pete said. “Who's gonna lead us in?”
 
   Fernando and Juan looked at each other and muttered in Spanish. 
 
   Jake carefully surveyed the house from behind the van. The motion lights were shining down from various angles on the roof, but he couldn't see a single light on inside as most of the windows were boarded. They hadn't encountered a house like this one before. Near the front door were “Beware of Dog” and “Owner is Armed and Dangerous” warning signs. There was also a sign in the front yard that said, “This House is armed with Red Light Security.” Jake noticed that the van they were leaning against was from the same alarm system company. 
 
   He turned to his gang. “We're going to have to work together on this one. Fernando and Juan, you hop the fence and go in the back way. Josh, right bedroom window. Pete, you help me at the front door with that crowbar. We'll all meet in the middle. But before that, stay on your toes. Something tells me that this ain't no ordinary run-of-the-mil friendly neighborhood watchman.”
 
   The gang nodded enthusiastically as Josh rubbed his sore neck. Jake gave one last order. “Shoot to kill, okay? Don't take no chances in there. I can assure you they won't take chances with you. Now let's move!” 
 
   They immediately dispersed, running in different directions. Jake and Pete hurried to the front door, setting off the sentry trap, resulting in a startling mini-blast like that of a gunshot. The blank .22 rounds had done the trick nicely. 
 
   They immediately hit the concrete walkway in a panic. Josh was halfway to the bedroom window when he took a direct shot to the chest from the living room window. The force took him down immediately, and his body went limp before he even hit the grass. Juan and Fernando ran to the backyard fence after hearing the shot, tossing themselves against the wooden pickets in a panic.
 
   Jake and Pete remained on the ground, just slightly out of Greg's line of fire. 
 
   “Shit, what do we do?” Pete said, his voice trembling. 
 
   “Stay down!” Jake ordered. He could see Juan and Fernando hiding on the side of the house. Josh's body lay in the grass behind them, and it was still hard to find where the shot had come from. In front of them were tall bushes and a living room window concealed by dark curtains. Another window was to its side, completely boarded up and nailed in from the outside. The men were further rattled when another shot rang out, hitting the ground near them. Lying flat on his stomach, Jake called to the men on the side of the house in a hushed but commanding voice. 
 
   “Fernando! Juan! Get yer’ asses over that fence. We got a shooter at the front!”    
 
   They rose, nodded, and scaled the wooden backyard fence, jumping over with ease. They hit the dry grass of Greg's back yard and continued to the back door. They could hear a dog barking and hesitated for a moment to see if he was anywhere near. 
 
    
 
   In the house, Greg remained at his position. The motion lights illuminated the yard but allowed Jake and Pete to remain concealed in the shadows. They were a mere five feet from the door, but a single movement would expose them. Greg controlled his breathing and kept his finger steady on the trigger and the barrel pointing out the window. Captain barked from the bedroom, increasing Greg's suspicions. Someone was in the back yard. They had made it over the fence. 
 
    
 
   Fernando and Juan continued past the boarded-up window of Greg's room and went straight to the back door with their crowbars readied. The kitchen window looked too small to climb through, and they were confident they could bust the door open. Along the way, they unknowingly set off a series of trip flares, sending them scrambling. The flares, attached to the base of several small maple trees, shot out a series of brightly colored bursts, immediately alerting Greg to their presence. They nearly stumbled over each other to get to the back door and break it in before it was too late.
 
    
 
   Upon seeing the light of the flares, Greg crouched down and ran to the kitchen window and cracked it open just enough to stick his rifle through. He looked to his right and saw two men at the back door as the flares began to die down. He swiftly aimed to his side and fired, taking out Juan in a single shot that split his head open, splattering brain matter over Fernando. 
 
   Juan collapsed on the ground as Fernando drew his weapon, still in a state of shock. He was just out of reach at the back door, and Greg couldn't get a shot off. He signaled to Veronica. She looked over at him as he waved. 
 
   “Aim above the peephole,” he said with his rifle still pointed outside. He could see Fernando’s moving shadow by the door. 
 
   Veronica hesitated. 
 
   “Do it!” he shouted.    
 
   She aimed steadily at the back door, near the peephole, and fired. A small chunk of wood exploded out of the door as the bullet blasted through and blew apart Fernando's face in jagged fragments. He fell to the ground on his back, dead as Dillinger. 
 
   Greg went back to the kitchen window and carefully peeked out with his rifle aimed. He saw no movement in the shadows, only two dead bodies lying the light of his backyard motion detectors. He turned to Veronica and gave her the thumbs-up, knowing, however, that there were more.
 
   Without a moment's notice, a series of kicks erupted onto the thick metal surface of the front door, shaking it from the frame. Greg turned quickly to the living room, dropped to the hardwood floor, and rolled to the coffee table in the middle of living room. Back on his feet, he crouched down near the coffee table, aiming his rifle. 
 
   Having little luck with kicking the door in, the intruders resorted to prying it open with a crowbar. Captain continued barking from the other bedroom, clawing at the door. Greg was about to fire, when the door split open at the frame like a cracked watermelon, flying open. 
 
   He pulled the trigger and shot at the door, when suddenly Pete burst in, firing his shotgun into the air. The spray of pellets went up into the ceiling, narrowly missing Greg as he rolled to the side. In mid-movement, he lost his grip on his rifle and dropped it. 
 
   Pete rushed in to finish the job, startled to see a man in a full HAZMAT suit, which Greg took full advantage of. He leapt against the wall and pushed himself off into the air with his feet while plunging the blade of his thick Ka-Bar directly into Pete's thorax. As Greg landed, Pete dropped like a wet towel, gargling blood through his open mouth.
 
   “Quick, toss me the shotgun!” Greg shouted to Veronica as he crouched near the front door, knife in hand. She quickly crawled from her position, picked up Pete's shotgun where it had fallen, and tossed it to Greg. He immediately aimed outside the door and fired blast after blast in rapid succession. Silence followed, save for the ringing in their ears from all the gunfire.  
 
   “There,” he said. “That oughta do it.” He tossed Pete's shotgun aside after emptying it and grabbed his own shotgun from the nearby coffee table.  
 
   Veronica didn't know what to say. She had never thought that Greg could pull off acrobatic moves like the one he did on Pete. She stared at Pete's twitching body as blood oozed from the open wound on his neck. Greg turned to her, his shotgun still aimed outside. 
 
   “I wanted to reduce the blood splatter,” he said, breathing heavily, his voice muffled by his mask. “That's why I used my knife. Guess I kind of messed that one up though. That was good shooting on your part.” 
 
   “Thanks.” 
 
   Greg then turned back to the swaying front door, certain that there was one more to take care of. 
 
   The last one may have gotten scared and run off, but Greg's instincts told him better. It was strange that all the gunfire hadn't brought a single siren to their neighborhood. Greg signaled to Veronica to remain calm as he held his position. He could sense someone close, and he was ready to end the entire ordeal once and for all. 
 
   The assault had been bad for the intruders. Dead bodies riddled with bullets lay outside the house while Pete bled out in the living room. Greg was upset that one had even managed to get in. He couldn't make the same mistake twice. Empty shells littered the ground, and not a soul was moving. 
 
   In a moment of calm, shots suddenly burst through the living room window, shattering the glass into tiny little shards. Several pieces hit the side of Greg's hood, and he immediately went to the ground, flat on his back, to avoid the relentless gunfire. Veronica screamed and took cover behind the bookcase as Greg inched himself toward the wall near the front door. Captain's barking reached its loudest yet. 
 
   Greg could then hear the doorknob to his bedroom turning as his heart seized. Captain was doing it again, using his mouth to turn the door handle. Greg should have known better and locked the door, because Captain was a uniquely intelligent dog. He saw a man’s shadow in the light that beamed into the living room from the open front door, and immediately rose to take a shot. 
 
   At that precise moment, Captain stormed down the hall like mad hellfire. 
 
   “Captain, no!” Greg shouted. 
 
   Veronica shouted as well and tried to get to him before he ran out. 
 
   From outside, Jake was poised to ambush Greg from the living room window as Captain bolted out the front door, tackling the man and tearing into his side, shredding the old flak vest he was wearing. Jake fell to the ground screaming as Greg jumped up, shouting at Veronica. “Toss me your piece!” 
 
   He threw down his shotgun and caught the pistol. He couldn't fire the shotgun at Jake with Captain on him. 
 
   “Just stay there!” Greg yelled to Veronica as he ran outside. Jake was in the grass trying desperately to get Captain off him. His own weapon, lost during Captain’s attack, was sitting near the bushes, too far out of reach. Greg ran toward them, ready to fire a shot into Jake's head, when the he put his massive hands around Captain's neck and broke it with one quick and brutal jerk. Captain yelped and went limp. Greg watched, stricken with horror and disbelief. It didn't seem real. 
 
   Jake sat up and threw Captain's body aside. “That's one mean son of a bitch,” he said, trying to catch his breath. “Tell you what, let's call it even for killing my men. How do you like that?” Obviously, he was now at a disadvantage, on the ground wounded and without a weapon.
 
   Greg aimed the gun at Jake and pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. The gun clicked, but it was out of rounds. Jake looked up and laughed. Not amused, Greg simply tossed the pistol on the grass, ready to deal with Jake another way.
 
   Veronica peeked out the front door, not sure what had happened. She only knew that, for some odd reason, Greg was standing over the large man in the yard with the pistol on the ground near his feet. Greg, consumed with rage, stared at Jake with both fists balled.
 
   Jake held the wound on his side and tried to get up when Greg vaulted at him in a fury. Jake hit the ground like a rock with Greg on top of him, pummeling his face with savage blows. Jake struggled to defend himself but was knocked delirious by Greg’s rapid blows, making his eyes swell and bloodying his nose. He was almost unrecognizable. Greg shouted the top of his lungs as Veronica ran outside in confusion. He smashed his fists into Jake’s side injuries, directly over the open gashes, when Jake suddenly saw his moment and clutched Greg's hands, pulling him to his side and on the ground. 
 
   Veronica stopped dead in her tracks when she saw Captain's body lying in the grass near the two struggling men. She knew immediately that something was deadly wrong. Her body seized, as if someone had just stabbed her in the gut. 
 
   “No!” she screamed. Before she could run to Captain, she saw that the men were rolling toward the shotgun resting in the grass. Both men were struggling to get on top of the other, and it looked as if Jake was getting the upper hand, even though his face had been beaten beyond recognition and he was struggling to see. She saw Jake move one hand down his leg and pull out a large knife from an ankle holster. He raised the knife in the air and with lightening strength swung it, only to have Greg grab his arm in a vise-like grip, bending his arm back. 
 
   Jake moved on top of Greg, trying to push the blade into his face. Veronica, terrified, grabbed the shotgun and buttstroked Jake on his head. It sounded as though something had cracked. Jake immediately pulled his knife away from Greg and slashed at Veronica. She felt a sudden sharp pain and began screaming. The knife had torn directly through the HAZMAT suit, right over her stomach. She jumped back, clutching the wound as Greg kicked Jake off him, pushing him back on the ground. 
 
   Before Jake could stand, Greg grabbed the shotgun, pointed it at Jake’s chest, and pulled the trigger. A blast of pellets exploded inside Jake’s body, sending an orgy of internal guts and blood and muscle shooting into the air. Jake collapsed on the ground in a heap. Greg tossed the shotgun to the side and rose to his feet, now noticing Veronica at his side, clutching her stomach. 
 
   “What happened?” he yelled. “Did he cut you?” He ran to her and placed his hands on her shoulders. She was covered in splatter from Jake's insides. 
 
   Greg looked down as Veronica slowly removed her hand from the tear in her suit. There was a noticeable cut, small, but there. Greg's heart seized again as panic struck him.
 
   “We have to get you inside now.” He pulled her back down the concrete walkway into the house and into the garage. She was confused and disoriented, still in a state of shock after seeing Captain's lifeless body in the yard. 
 
   They had little, if any, time. Greg could remember quite clearly, before he pummeled Jake's face: the man had red eyes.      
 
   


 
  

Prologue: An Urgent Message
 
    
 
   Monday: June 15, 2015
 
   To: theodore.robbins1@cdc.gov
 
   From: joshua.griffin@hhs.nevada.gov
 
    
 
    
 
   Dr. Robbins, 
 
    
 
   The situation is imminent, and despite our best efforts, the population of Nevada cannot be contained. The National Guard has gone above and beyond what we've asked of them, but I've received word of several abandoned Ebola Treatment Centers that have “gone rogue,” if you'll pardon the expression. We don't currently know who is in charge of them. Travel throughout the state is limited, and we've lost contact with many of our centers. 
 
   One such center was a former military outpost referred to as Base 42. We had a total of 11 treatment centers there with 29 hospital personnel. Last they reported, they were dangerously close to overcapacity with approximately 1,000 people quarantined. 
 
   We were guaranteed military support to keep these treatment centers under control, but this does not seem to be the case any longer. I believe that the scope of this outbreak has gone beyond anything we could have imagined possible in the US, let alone Nevada. It is the opinion of our team that the federal government has been astonishingly slow in responding to this outbreak, similar to their delayed response to the epidemic in West Africa. And for the life of me, I can't figure out why.
 
   I understand that the CDC is doing all it can to not only contain the outbreak, but to operate centers and provide control and prevention. That is why I wish to provide the most frank assessment of our current situation. The statewide quarantine mandated by the federal government has made the situation worse, and compromises our ability to combat the disease. 
 
   In addition to an abundant lack of resources and personnel, we've received reports of “bodies littered on the streets” as well as “sick men, women, and children dying outside of overwhelmed clinics.” This is simply unacceptable. We have done our best to try to figure out how and why the disease has spread so quickly and easily, and our only hope is that the epidemic has reached its peak. 
 
   Just to give you some perspective, Nevada has a population of 2.8 million. Roughly three percent of the population has been infected given our best estimates. That makes a total of 90,000 infections and around 55,000 reported deaths. I can't even believe the numbers when I read them. It's astonishing. 
 
   We need urgent intervention on the part of the CDC, HHS, and the White House to manage this crisis. I fear that with further delay, the epidemic could spread beyond state borders, even with the supposed travel ban and quarantine put in place. 
 
   My team and I are currently housed in a lab, unable to leave. The power has been going out intermittently, and I fear that even e-mail correspondence will soon be unavailable. If there is any doubt that an outbreak of this magnitude could occur in the US, let my message be evidence of it. Please do everything in your power to bring relief to this state before it's too late. We need more assistance, or I can guarantee the situation will get much worse.
 
    
 
   Sincerely,
 
   Dr. Joshua Griffin
 
   Department of Health and Human Services
 
   Health Division  
 
   4150 Technology Way
 
   Carson City, NV 89706
 
    
 
   -----------------------------------------------------------
 
    
 
    
 
   Tuesday: June 16, 2015
 
   To: joshua.griffin@cdc.nevada.gov
 
   From: theodore.robbinsl@cdc.gov
 
    
 
    
 
   Dr. Griffin,
 
    
 
   I am greatly concerned, as you are, about the size and scope of this deadly epidemic. As you may know, we're dealing with similar circumstances in Florida, Texas, and California as well. In all instances, the outbreak started out small. The carriers were easily identifiable: returning military personnel from West Africa under Operation United Assistance. We've since updated our approach to the disease and are trying to disseminate the proper information to the public. 
 
   Unfortunately these things take time, as does an effective response to a disease like this. The federal government is doing all it can to contain it. In their haste, dispatched health personnel contracted the disease themselves in their effort to provide assistance. This has now changed the government's response to the crisis. 
 
   They believe that it is in the best interest of public safety that infected areas are sealed off and quarantined. Due to the rampant nature of the disease, official policy dictates that “no one goes in and no one comes out.” This, again, is unfortunate for those in infected areas, but it is only a temporary measure meant to ensure containment. 
 
   I will push all of your immediate concerns up the chain for I have recently stepped down as director of the CDC due to some administrative reshuffling. My replacement, former CDC Assistant Director, Ronald Taylor, has been appointed now, and I would urge that you contact his office ASAP. On a promising note, I'm aware of some encouraging advancements in treatment that may soon provide a cure and render this epidemic nonexistent. I will personally let you know what I hear in this department. 
 
   Please understand that I'm gravely concerned about everything that you've told me, and I wish there was more that I could do. I'd advise that your team remain away from the general population until long after the outbreak has peaked. Please stay in touch, and I will do my best to provide guidance in my currently limited role with the CDC.       
 
    
 
   Respectfully,
 
   Dr. Theodore Robbins 
 
   United States Center for Disease Control and Prevention
 
   1600 Clifton Road
 
   Atlanta, Georgia 30333
 
    
 
   


 
  

Base 42
 
    
 
   Nevada, United States: Where it all started
 
    
 
    Following the outbreak, Ebola hit Nevada hard, spreading through cities and towns like wildfire. On the outskirts of Sun Valley, far removed from the population of nearby Reno, there was a small Air Force base chosen to house several Ebola treatment centers, known as ETUs. Prior to its role as a quarantine station, the base was a highly secretive outpost that housed several high-tech drones. 
 
   Chosen for its remoteness and security, Base 42 was initially an ideal place to set up treatment centers, far from the public eye. In an amazing act of foresight, the Health and Human Services Department worked with the Army Corps of Engineers and constructed the centers months before the official outbreak. 
 
   It was a precautionary measure, almost as if they had been anticipating an epidemic of some kind. The $300 million project created treatment centers that could house hundreds of patients. Behind the heightened security walls of the base were long, newly constructed warehouses enclosed by clear plastic tarp hanging on all sides instead of walls. 
 
   One of the many off-site treatment centers set up around the country, Base 42 had been outfitted with enough equipment to meet any threat. It had a surplus of HAZMAT suits, medical supplies, food, and water, all stored in secure facilities. They had decontamination and detection equipment and enough cleansing and hygienic products to last a year. Base 42 was officially a military installation, so there were plenty of weapons. 
 
   A small crew of Air Force personnel had occupied the base before the National Guard was sent in to provide civilian transportation to the base as well as security and manpower once the treatment centers were operational. 
 
   The soldiers, a platoon of thirty military police, had received orders to report to the base weeks prior to the outbreak as part of a training drill. Base 42 was considered the “Fort Knox” of Sun Valley. None of the soldiers had ever been inside its walls before. Few of them even knew that the place existed. 
 
   Before the outbreak, several health specialists were sent to the base only to marvel at the remote fortress filled with unoccupied treatment centers. They could understand choosing a remote location from which to treat infected patients and assumed their presence at the base was classified. This was verified the day they arrived by the resident medical officer of the base, Captain Sherman Wallace, a tall, pencil-thin man with short, graying hair.                     
 
   “No one is supposed to know about this place,” he said. “Not your friends, not your families, and especially not the news media. No one. Upon signing non-disclosure agreements, you are legally forbidden to discuss what we're doing here with anyone outside these walls.”
 
   The main reason, they were told, was to prevent inciting public panic. If nearby residents got word that major treatment centers were being constructed near them, it would compromise the safety and security of the base, along with their mission—or so they were told. In a later briefing from a Major Thomas Greene, they were told that such measures were precautionary. 
 
   For the first time since arriving, Ebola was discussed. They were to train and prep for a potential outbreak. They received classes on bio-hazards and containment of biological agents from army chemical specialists. It was all very intensive, and for two weeks, they learned how to properly handle Ebola patients. From that point, they had expected to leave the base and be on call. The potential of an Ebola outbreak seemed an unlikely scenario. Soon enough, they would find out they were wrong. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Bill Hodder awoke in the early morning and immediately grabbed a cigarette from a small bedside nightstand. It was nice to have his own room, separate from all the daily noise and aggravation. He wasn’t a military man, and running a military outpost was harder than he imagined, especially when trying to maintain order among a population the size of a small town.     
 
   Two months after the outbreak, Bill had become increasingly less trustful of people, even his own men. His close team of “enforcers” was tasked with carrying out his orders. The rules he had established on the base had grown more excessive over time, to the point of brutality. Strict enforcement of the rules, he believed, was the only way they would make it. Their supplies were limited, their resources were dwindling, and fear of Ebola was continually in the air. 
 
   One method he had employed to keep the population under control was the use of public trials, often used to shame offenders. Sometimes tactics involved humiliation, other times they were far worse. After a recent theft from their food storage, Bill had the accused brought into the “public square” of the base to answer for his crimes. The man, a trusted guard, was convicted of stealing food during his shift. Bill had his enforcers promptly hack both of the man’s hands off. After this public display of “justice,” there hadn’t been any more incidents of theft on the base.      
 
    Sitting upright and shirtless on a bed in the small quarters that he had made his own, he ran his hand through his thick, dark-brown hair. He felt the stubble on his sunken face, realizing that he hadn't shaved in days. 
 
   He was a moderately fit man but hadn't exercised in weeks. His daily duties were where the real work was. By the end of the day, he could barely see straight. He was responsible for over two hundred people, and it had long taken a toll on both his mental and physical state. The changes in him were noticeable to all who knew and feared him. 
 
   At the beginning, Base 42 had everything that they needed, but since then, things had drastically changed. Gone were the military personnel, outside communications, vehicles, and any semblance of sanity. Through it all, Bill’s vision remained. He was determined to hold onto unquestioned power, and no one was going to stand in his way. The seizure of Base 42 had not been without its share of bloodshed, but they had taken the base nonetheless. 
 
   Bill took another drag of his cigarette. The nicotine helped calm him and allowed him to think more clearly. The goal was to ensure their survival, each and every day. He looked around his small, airtight quarters, taking another long drag. He didn't mind the smoke. The only thing he feared was germs. The thought of getting infected truly terrified him. He had seen the effects of the disease firsthand: the shaking, near-comatose bodies of blistered and bloodied souls, writhing in agony as their insides poured out of every open orifice. He refused to allow himself to die in such a hopeless and painful way. 
 
   He threw on some clothes: T-shirt, jeans, and jacket, put his hat on, grabbed a nearby rifle, and left the room. He walked down the tile floor of the hallway, where there were rooms with other sleeping quarters. At the end of the hall was a doorway that led outside to the concrete pavement that made up the base grounds. Bill missed the grass, the trees, the mountains, and open roads of Reno. All they had to look at were the walls that surrounded them—barricades that reached forty feet tall. The base was full of empty hangars, maintenance sheds, and conference rooms all ghostly in their isolation and emptiness. 
 
   Outside the base, he believed that the world was purging itself of the human population, much like it did during the bubonic plague, which had wiped out thirty percent of the world’s population. There was no doubt in his mind that history was going to be made by those who survived. 
 
   The sun hit Bill's face as he exited the building, causing him to squint. The Ebola treatment centers had long been reduced to ash, and their faint, charred smell still hung in the air. He had ordered the centers burnt, bodies and all, ridding the base of any possible remaining contaminants. 
 
   As he strolled across the dirt leading to the mess hall, his trusted enforcer, Specialist Christopher Santos—one of the few disgruntled soldiers he managed to turn—ran up to him, armed and in full military uniform. 
 
   “We got an issue,” Santos said. 
 
   “What is it?” Bill asked, rubbing his eyes. 
 
   “The Russell family. It’s not good.”
 
   Bill stopped and stood with his arms crossed and rifle slung around his shoulder. 
 
   “What about them?” he asked. 
 
   “Someone tipped us off. The family is hiding something. One of their kids is sick.”
 
   Bill’s eyes widened. “Like sick, sick?”
 
   “That’s what we hear.”
 
   Bill groaned and ran both hands down his scruffy face in frustration. “Unbelievable.” He opened his eyes and pointed authoritatively to Santos. “Round them up and bring ’em to me. Get everyone out of their quarters, and let’s take care of this thing. Immediately.”
 
   Santos nodded enthusiastically and ran off.
 
   


 
  

Public Trial
 
    
 
   The Russell family was in their sleeping quarters, waking up and ready to start the day. Aaron, the father, was dressing by the light of a glow stick hanging from the ceiling by a paracord. His wife, Judy, was just rising from the small mattress on the bunk bed they shared. Above her was their son, Freddy, and across the room, at the bottom of a bunk all by herself, was their daughter, Sarah. 
 
   She hadn’t been feeling well for the past few days, and her fever was rising. Since then, they had concealed her bed by draping a large wool blanket over the top bunk. They wanted to believe her illness was a passing thing and that it could be treated with antibiotics that Aaron had bribed one of the guards for. They hadn’t told anyone about their daughter as the rules dictated. It was for her own protection.
 
   Aaron looked at himself on the small mirror taped to the wall. He, like most of his family, had lost a lot of weight. He had a full beard and thick black hair that sprouted in tufts. Perhaps he would shave that day, although razors were getting low around the base. His wife sat up from the bed, straightening her nightgown. Her long blond hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she had heavy bags under her eyes from lack of sleep. It had been another late night monitoring Sarah’s condition. Judy had rarely left her daughter’s side the past few days. 
 
   Aaron saw his wife’s reflection in the small mirror. 
 
   “How are you feeling?” he asked.
 
   “A little tired but okay,” she said in a low, hoarse voice.
 
   “I think you should get some more sleep,” he said, putting a T-shirt on. “I’ll watch Sarah for a little bit. You rest.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yes, honey.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said, falling onto the mattress on her back.
 
   Aaron looked over to the concealed bed across the room with mixed emotions of hope and dread. He wanted to pull the blanket back and see that his daughter had gotten better. She had to get better. She simply had to. If not, he wouldn’t know what to do.
 
   His son, Freddy, got up and climbed down from the top bunk, shaking the bed frame. 
 
   “Be careful. Your mom’s trying to get some more sleep,” he said as his son hit the cold tile floor. 
 
   “Okay” he said. 
 
   Freddy was a small seven-year-old boy with a mop top of dirty-blond hair and wide blue eyes. He walked across the room wearing only pajama bottoms to a wall locker where his clothes were.
 
                 His father looked over to him. “Don’t think you’re getting dressed before you take a shower.”
 
                 “Ah, come on. I might miss breakfast!” he said, kicking the ground.
 
                 “You have plenty of time,” Aaron said, lacing his shoes. “And don’t forget to bring back food for your sister.”
 
                 Freddy sulked then grabbed a bath towel from the wall locker and dug through his hygiene bag. Aaron approached the cloaked bed with apprehension. He peeled the blanket back and saw Sarah lying there, the bangs of her long brown hair stuck to her forehead by sweat. Her skin looked red, like a sunburn, and her breathing was fast. He wanted to touch her forehead to feel her temperature but was afraid. 
 
                 “Sarah?” he whispered. 
 
                 She had no covers over her after complaints of being too hot. Her pajamas were soaked and clung to her body. At only twelve years old, she was a strong fighter. Aaron took a rag hanging from her bed post and dampened it with water from a canteen on the ground. He then gently placed it on her forehead. 
 
                 “You’re gonna get better,” he said. “Mom and Dad are praying for you, and we know you’re gonna pull through.”
 
                 Suddenly a forceful kick from outside caused the small door to their quarters to fly open. A beam of light from the hall entered the room followed by several large, silhouetted figures rushing into the room, taking everyone inside completely by surprise.        
 
                 Judy jumped up and screamed. Aaron closed the blanket, concealing Sarah, and turned around, startled. Freddy stood frozen and terrified. There were three men in full HAZMAT gear brandishing rifles, and they took no time in shouting their demands. 
 
                 “Put your hands up against the wall!” one of the men shouted. 
 
   Another man rushed to Judy’s bed, pointed his weapon at her, and demanded that she get up. The third man went immediately for Aaron and pushed him against the wall. Freddy tried to hide beside his wall locker but was pulled out and thrown against the wall next to his father. The shouts disoriented and frightened the entire family, and they were soon clinging to each other, trembling before the unexpected violence. 
 
                 “Is this everyone?” the HAZMAT man asked. Two others stood on both sides of him. 
 
                 Quivering, Judy began to cry and was told to keep quiet as Freddy clung to her side. Aaron had his hands up, trying to calm the men down.
 
                 “Let’s just relax here, please. You’re scaring my family.”
 
                 The HAZMAT man in the middle stepped forward and clubbed Aaron in his right leg with the buttstock of his rifle. Judy screamed, and Aaron fell to the ground, clutching his knee. 
 
                 “Answer the question!” the HAZMAT man shouted. Aaron simply looked at the ground and winced from the pain.
 
                 The two other men scanned the room, noticing the bed in the corner with a blanket masking the bottom bunk. They moved quickly to the bed and yanked the blanket off in one vicious jerk. Sarah lay there exposed, and the men took a careful look at her sickly state. 
 
                 The HAZMAT man next to the Russell family looked to his men. They nodded back, knowing what was coming. 
 
                 “Let’s go!” he shouted at the family. “All of you!” 
 
                 They were forced out of the room at gunpoint down the hallway and into another room down the long, quiet hall. One of the men stayed with Sarah as she slept, studying her. The commotion in the room hadn’t fazed her. The HAZMAT man simply shook his head. There would be consequences for the family’s decision to keep their daughter’s illness a secret. He just didn’t know at the moment what they would be. 
 
    
 
                 Aaron, Judy, and Freddy were brought into a near-empty and sterile room where they were told to stand in the corner and wait. Aaron recognized the voices of the men. There was Marcus, a burly man who worked the guard towers; Alex, a tall, silver-haired man who worked supply distribution; and Specialist Santos, who worked perimeter security. All of the men had something in common: they were Bill Hodder’s personal enforcer team. Aaron knew that he and his family were in trouble; the only question he had was how he could get them out of it.   
 
   Marcus, Alex, and Santos were huddled around a table, going over documents under the fluorescent light. Aaron and Judy both knew the reasoning behind their being taken to the room: they were suspected of being infected. 
 
   “What’s going on?” Freddy asked, still clinging to his mother. 
 
   She looked down at him, trying to hold back tears. “Everything is going to be all right,” she said. 
 
   “I’m scared,” Freddy said. 
 
   She brought her hand down on his head and ran her fingers through his hair. “There, there. Don’t worry about a thing.”  
 
   The three men approached the family and stopped within a foot of them as Alex put a hand out, beckoning Aaron closer. Santos was holding a clipboard with several sheets of paper on it. Marcus held a small flashlight and tongue depressor. 
 
   “Come forward,” Santos said, standing next to Marcus and signaling to Aaron. 
 
   Marcus shined his small light into Aaron's eyes, one pupil at a time. “Normal colorization,” he said as Santos made a check mark on a sheet. “Open your mouth.” 
 
   Marcus examined his tongue and palate. “Looks normal.”
 
   Santos made a check mark on the list. 
 
   “Lift up your shirt,” Marcus said. 
 
   Aaron hesitated and looked around. 
 
   “We don't have all day,” Marcus added. 
 
   Aaron nodded and slowly pulled up his blue shirt, revealing a pasty-white torso. 
 
   “No signs of skin rash.”
 
   Santos made another check mark.
 
   “Now, in the past week, have you experienced any stomach pains or vomiting?”
 
   “No, I haven't had either,” Aaron answered.
 
   Santos made another check mark.
 
   “Have you experienced any muscle pain or exhaustion?” Marcus asked. 
 
   “No.”
 
   “How about fever or headache?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Santos made two check marks on the sheet. 
 
   “OK, go back and wait by the wall,” Marcus said. He then waved his hand forward to Judy. “Next.”
 
   Aaron stood there for a moment. “Come on, guys. None of this is necessary. My family isn’t sick.” 
 
   “Move out,” Marcus said. 
 
   Aaron shook his head then turned around and walked back as Judy stepped forward nervously.
 
   Marcus ran through the same questions with her and conducted the same tests, finding no signs of Ebola. 
 
   “Where’s my daughter?” she asked defiantly. 
 
   “She’s been placed under observation,” Marcus answered. 
 
   “I want to see her now.”
 
   Santos cut in. “You folks know the rules. You’re supposed to report any signs of infection immediately.”
 
   “We did nothing wrong. Sarah hasn’t been out of the room in days. We’ve been monitoring her.”
 
   “Go over there and cool off, will ya?” Santos asked, pointing to some empty chairs in the corner of the room.
 
   “You have no right to treat us this way!” she shouted.
 
   “Judy, please,” Aaron called out. “Just do what they say.”
 
   She looked back at him and Freddy then to the three armed HAZMAT men. She whipped around and walked back to the wall as they signaled Freddy forward. The boy shook his head. He didn’t want to move.
 
   “Come on, buddy,” Aaron said, placing his arm around him. He walked Freddy forward to the men and stopped, noticing their looks of disapproval. Judy remained near the wall, pacing in frustration. 
 
   “Trust me,” Aaron said, “it'll be easier with me here.” 
 
   “Whatever,” Marcus said. He looked to Freddy and went immediately through the questions, almost as if assuming he was fine.
 
   “Any stomach pain or vomiting?” 
 
   Freddy stared at the ground, unresponsive. 
 
   His father squeezed his hand. “Answer the man, son.” 
 
   Freddy shook his head no.
 
   “Is that a no, you don't have those symptoms or no, you don't want to answer?” Alex asked.
 
   “Cut him some slack,” Aarons said. “He's only a child,” 
 
   “I’m fine,” he answered, annoyed. 
 
   “How about headaches, fever, or exhaustion?” Marcus said. 
 
   Freddy didn't answer. 
 
   “Come on, Freddy. It's okay,” his father said.  
 
   “I have a headache,” he mumbled. 
 
   “What?” Santos said, taking a step back. 
 
   Aaron extended his arm out, signaling for the men to back off. “Let's not get carried away here. It’s early and he's tired. This has nothing to do with Ebola.”
 
   As Aaron continued pleading, Specialist Santos looked down and noticed something troubling. A small drip of blood trickled from the boy’s nose down to his lip.
 
   “Holy shit!” he screamed. “He's got a nosebleed!” 
 
   Marcus and Alex immediately looked down at him just as he wiped his nose, smearing blood across his cheek. The three of them jumped back as if afraid for their lives. 
 
   “The boy’s a carrier!” Sam shouted. 
 
   His father, again, pleaded for calm. “He gets nosebleeds from time to time. It's a passing thing.”
 
   “Red alert!” Marcus yelled. They pulled Freddy aside and took both Aaron and Judy out of the room, pushing them down the hallway as Judy screamed for them to let her see her children. 
 
    
 
   Bill Hodder was in a conference room preparing to be briefed on the situation. It was the very room where high-ranking military officials had once planned and strategized. There was a large oak table in the middle of the room and several maps on each wall. He opened a set of horizontal blinds and looked out the window into the morning sun. 
 
   He could see and hear the commotion—people were gathering in the public square. Then footsteps sounded from outside the door of the conference room, followed by his group of enforcers making their entrance. Specialist Santos was no longer in HAZMAT gear, and with him were two different men, both of them older and wearing hospital scrubs.
 
   “What’s the status?” Bill asked, walking to the table where his M4 carbine rifle rested. 
 
   “It’s worse than we thought,” Santos answered. “Both kids are sick.” 
 
   “Yes, the girl has a high fever and slight discoloration of her skin,” the first man in scrubs said. He was skinny, balding, had a long neck, and wore circle-framed glasses. He and his counterpart were part of the medical staff. They were physical opposites of Bill’s bulky, tattoo-covered enforcer team.
 
   “I can almost certainly ascertain that we’re dealing with Ebola here,” the other man in scrubs added. He was more heavyset than the other and had more hair. “We can run some more tests on the boy, but it’s too early to tell at this point.” 
 
   “I want them dead and burned,” Bill said, interrupting him. “No funny stuff. Just give them the injection, put them to sleep, and then into the fire pit.” 
 
   The man objected. “Now wait a minute. We can learn a lot about this virus by performing a full autopsy on both patients. We can learn how it’s spreading.”
 
   “Burn the bodies!” Bill shouted, slamming his palm onto the table.  
 
   The room went silent. Santos nodded at Bill and then directed the two men out of the conference room, signaling with his rifle. As they left the room, Santos closed the door and then turned to him.
 
   “Everything is ready,” he said. 
 
   “You know, Santos, I’ve been sitting here thinking for a while,” Bill said, placing his arms behind his back. “This disease isn’t going anywhere soon. We could be here for another five months to a year.”
 
   “That’s true,” Santos said, glancing at his watch. 
 
   “Hiding Ebola puts us all at risk. It’s a very serious offense, perhaps the most serious of all.”
 
   “Well,” Santos said. “There’s always murder.”
 
   “Ebola is murder,” Bill said. “And those that harbor the disease must be dealt with as murderers.” He grabbed his rifle and walked out of the conference room with Santos, closing the door behind them. 
 
    
 
   The large, open square was filled with hundreds of people, many of whom had just gotten out of bed and heard that there was going to be a public trial. Nervousness and anticipation surged through the crowd of men, women, and children. Their clothes were ragged and their faces worn and tired. Attending a trial was a lively experience that many looked forward to. Those who didn’t were forced to observe anyway. At the center of the square was a platform occupied by armed men; others had taken positions surrounding the crowd. Before it became a place to conduct trials, the public square was little more than a parking lot for military vehicles.
 
   The crowd assembled around the stage were chatting among themselves, some tired, some bored, and some afraid. The perpetrators entered the square from a nearby building with several armed men walking behind them. Aaron and Judy held hands and walked with their heads high just as the crowd went silent with curiosity. Plenty of people knew the couple, but no one knew what they had done. 
 
   They were known as a nice, normal family, who, like many others, had spent the past few months trying to survive and adjust to life at Base 42. Once the couple was on stage, Bill Hodder walked out of the same building flanked by guards. The crowd cheered his arrival, though some remained motionless and silent.
 
   Bill took the stage as the applause died down. Aaron and Judy stood nervously behind him as an armed man tied their hands behind their backs. Bill had changed from his casual T-shirt and jeans into desert-tan military fatigues. Although he was no soldier, the uniform gave him a look of authority. He wore dark aviator glasses that completely shielded his eyes. 
 
   Blindfolds were placed over each of the couple’s faces. Panicked and fear-stricken, they both began to shake. Judy slumped forward slightly, as if she might fall. Neither of them had any idea what was going to happen to them. They were aware of Bill’s strict code, but they didn’t think they had done anything wrong. By keeping their daughter’s illness a secret, they weren’t hurting anyone. Bill, however, saw things differently.
 
   “People of the new world,” Bill said loudly and raised his arms in the air. “We have certain responsibilities to ourselves and to each other. One of those is ensuring that we help each other stay alive. And in order to do so, all of you are aware of this base’s rules in regard to reporting an illness or signs of virus infection.” He stopped and looked back at the couple. Judy was sobbing quietly as Aaron’s lips moved. He appeared to be praying. On the platform, Bill walked closer to the crowd and continued. 
 
   “When those rules are violated, it puts all of our lives at risk. We’ve fought so hard to get this base Ebola free, and why risk it with the actions of two irresponsible young parents? It’s unconscionable that they would put their own needs ahead of the safety of others, and I am appalled and saddened that it has now come to this.”
 
   Bill nodded to Santos, standing on stage, who then stepped forward and proceeded to read from a document.
 
   “Aaron and Judy Russell, you are hereby charged with violating section 1.4 B of the disclosure act, including but not limited to, hiding two infected individuals in your quarters and not informing authorities of Base 42 of their condition. This offense greatly puts the entire base at risk of an outbreak, and it is the opinion of this committee that you have committed a heinous offense, not only against yourselves and your children, but against the entire community.”
 
   Bill held up his arm, signaling Santos to stop. “All right, that’s enough.” He took another step forward and looked out into the crowd through the dark lenses of his sunglasses. “Without law, we are nothing. Without rule, we are nothing. It doesn’t matter how long we stay hidden behind these walls; nothing will work unless there’s a system in place.”
 
   The crowd hung on to his every word. It was hard to tell where their sensibilities lay due to their silence, but there were no outright objections. Judy’s sobs grew louder, catching Bill’s attention. He turned to her and then back to the crowd.
 
   “Justice, however, must always be fair. That is why I’m giving the Russells a choice regarding their fate. I’m going to ask both of them, right here and now, who was responsible for not reporting that their children had contracted the Ebola virus.”
 
   “We didn’t think they had Ebola!” Judy shouted, stunning the crowd. “Our daughter was sick. We all get sick. But it wasn’t Ebola!” She began to struggle, trying to get out of the grip of one of the guards holding her by the wrists. 
 
   “That doesn’t answer my question,” Bill said. “Which one of you is responsible?”
 
   Judy screamed for help and mercy from the crowd. No one said or did anything in response. 
 
   “I am,” Aaron blurted out.
 
   Bill stopped speaking and turned to face Aaron. “Speak up, Mr. Russell. Please, speak up.”
 
   “I said it was my fault. My wife didn’t do a thing. It was completely my idea!” he cried. 
 
   Bill thought to himself. He signaled one of his men to approach Judy. The enforcer came over and pulled out a pistol, causing her to scream just as she felt the metal press against her head.
 
   “No, please! Don’t do it. It was all me!” Aaron pleaded. 
 
   “Is this true?” Bill said, leaning closer to Judy. Her blindfold was soaked from sweat and tears. Her breathing had quickened, and her face was flushed. She could barely talk. 
 
                 “Well, is it?” Bill asked.
 
                 “No,” she said. “It wasn’t his idea. It was mine. I insisted on keeping her there because I knew what would happen to her. I was scared. Don’t listen to my husband, I’m the one who suggested it, and I’m the one who insisted on it, even though we knew it was wrong.”
 
                 “That’s not true!” Aaron said. “Judy, please. Don’t do this.”
 
                 Bill signaled with a jerk of his head toward Aaron. His enforcer strode over, put the gun against Aaron’s head, and pulled the trigger. The blast silenced the crowd completely. Aaron fell to the ground the moment the side of his head split open. Judy screamed, thinking for a moment that it was she who had been shot. She called out Aaron’s name but got no response. There was a collective gasp in the crowd, but no protest.  
 
                 “What did you do to him?” she shouted, shaking her head as if trying to dislodge the blindfold. 
 
                 “The sentence has been carried out,” Bill said, looking out to the crowd. “That is all. Go back to your quarters and look at your work logs for the day.”
 
                 The crowd grumbled and slowly began to disperse, looking utterly defeated. The guard behind Judy had to hold her up as her legs gave way and she could no longer stand. Bill approached her and quietly spoke in her ear. 
 
                 “Your husband was lying, Mrs. Russell. I believed you. You made a mistake, but at least you were honest about it. And that’s why you’re still alive.”
 
                 Bill waved to the guard, and he dragged her off the platform as she cried out in anguish. Aaron was on the ground on his knees, slumped over. Bill looked to Santos.
 
                 “Keep an eye on her. Make sure she’s okay. We don’t want another damn suicide.”
 
                 “We might have jumped to conclusions about the son. Maybe he’s all right after all,” Santos said.
 
                 Bill shrugged. “Why take a chance? That’s what I say anyway.” They vacated the platform as two men placed Aaron’s body onto a stretcher and carried it away to the truck that would take it to the burn pit. 
 
   


 
  

Outbreak: Carson City 
 
   Two Months Earlier
 
    
 
   Before Base 42 became what it did, and following the initial outbreak, the virus had ravaged one particular neighborhood in Carson City, Nevada. Within this neighborhood lived Greg Atkins, a prepper who decided to weather the outbreak by hunkering down in his two-bedroom home. He had spent considerable time preparing for a potential outbreak after it was reported that a hometown soldier, Sergeant Timothy Shields, was being treated at the nearby Carson Tahoe hospital for Ebola. 
 
   Sergeant Shields reportedly contracted Ebola overseas in Liberia toward the end of his humanitarian mission under Operation United Assistance. However, he wasn't the only soldier to return home with the disease; there were also reported cases in Tampa, Florida; Dallas, Texas; and Los Angeles, California. 
 
   How the disease spread so quickly, the experts couldn't say. It was a different kind of Ebola strain—something much more lethal and fast-moving. At times, it even seemed cunning, and as the numbers of cases dropped in West Africa, they seemed to rise with lethal force in the United States. 
 
     Greg's life before the outbreak was one of routine. He worked as an installation technician for a home security company called Red Light Security, and he regularly prepped. The lethal quality of the disease had taken even him by surprise as he had already been preparing for an economic collapse. As a result of the Ebola threat, he had slightly modified his prepping tactics. He began to stock up on protective equipment and supplies. He put a plan in place to stay put with enough food, water, and hygienic materials to last for six months. 
 
   He was a tall man, just a little under six feet, with short, dirty-blond hair and light-brown eyes. His typical goatee had grown into a full-fledged beard over the weeks. He had thick arms and fast legs and was generally in pretty good shape. Nearing his forties, however, he had slowed down some. But he did everything to keep in reasonable shape with his weights, jump rope, and other exercise equipment.
 
   Since the outbreak, simply maintaining the house was enough exercise. He had conducted a deep-clean on his house using all sorts of cleaners and bleach. He had sealed his windows and doors with duct tape. He had constructed security trip wires around his house to alert him of intruders. He had done all of this as the virus continued to spread. His windows to the outside world were the television, the Internet, and the radio. Thankfully those things still worked, but he knew that with a full-fledged outbreak on the horizon, things would continue to change for the worse. 
 
   The neighborhood had turned into a ghost town of sorts—evacuated to some degree. His hunkering down began the very night the government placed a travel ban outside city limits, urging residents to seek refuge at quarantine centers. Hospitals had been overwhelmed, and off-site quarantine centers began to spring up in remote areas. It became difficult to go anywhere once a state of emergency was declared by the governor. 
 
   His dutiful neighbors had followed instructions to relocate to quarantine centers, but Greg wasn't going to travel anywhere. He would sit and he would wait, though he wasn't alone in his prepping. He had his loyal German shepherd, Captain, by his side, and his friend, Veronica, who like him, clearly understood the threat they faced. Veronica had tried to flee the city, only to be turned away at a checkpoint. With nowhere else to go, she found herself with Greg, who happily took her in.  
 
   But it wasn't long before a group of criminal opportunists stalked the neighborhood and broke into random homes in hot pursuit of a big score. Greg had fended them off the best he could, but things didn't go as smoothly as he had hoped. The home invasion had changed everything. The house was damaged, Veronica was injured, and Captain was dead. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Greg was outside in his backyard, where a dark golden sky of dusk clouds blocked the drooping sun. He could hear crickets in the woods beyond his privacy fence, but there was little else going on. Gone were the bustling sounds of the neighborhood: kids playing in the street, neighbors driving home from work, and dogs barking back and forth. It was eerily quiet but peaceful. However, dread wasn’t far from his mind. 
 
   Greg could only imagine what was happening everywhere else. The panic, the despair, and the grotesque consequences that Ebola left in its wake. In Carson City, everything had started small, so small that no one seemed too concerned about the first Ebola patient, or the infected nurse who looked after him, or half of the hospital staff who soon also became infected. Then the spread exploded and things became serious. 
 
   As Greg patted the dirt with his shovel, a sickening feeling tore at him. It was the feeling of true loss, something he was familiar with but hadn't faced in quite a while. Burying his own dead had been the worst of it. He hoped that Captain’s death was the exception, not the rule to the way things were. He tossed the shovel onto the ground and took a moment to get his thoughts together. 
 
   The thugs and ex-convicts who had tried to break into his house had taken something from him that could never be replaced. He had fought back and killed them all. He promised himself that as long as they were hunkering down, he would never let it happen like that again. But he also believed that another run-in with ruthless predators could not be prevented. The Ebola crisis had brought the best and the worst out of everyone.
 
   Greg went back inside his house through the back door, where he had recently patched up a bullet hole. There were other repairs to be made in the house: the front door frame, the broken living room window, and several holes in the ceiling from the spray of shotgun pellets were all just some of the damage caused by the home invaders. Greg was making progress though and hoped to have his house re-secured for hunkering as quickly as he could move.  
 
   There were, however, other problems that he could no longer ignore. The power was going out intermittently; little black-outs here and there with no reasoning why. He noticed the quality of the water declining as well, with a glass of tap water displaying a brownish tint. These were things he would have to consider. There was also Veronica in quarantine, and his dog, Captain, dead and buried in the backyard. 
 
   He had Veronica resting in the garage, sealed off from the rest of the house, and was monitoring her for signs of Ebola. She had gotten a pretty nasty cut from one of the intruders before Greg blasted the man away with his own shotgun. Unfortunately, the man was infected, and his blood had gotten all over Veronica. 
 
   When it happened, Greg had run inside, leading Veronica to the shower, where she got out of her cut HAZMAT suit. Later, he gave her antibiotics and placed disinfectant over the wound on her stomach. The garage had been turned into a quarantine station where Veronica was under surveillance for signs and symptoms of Ebola. 
 
   Now, three nights later, it was time to check on Veronica again, but first, Greg toured the house to reassess his overall hunker-down status. The television was on, and the near-hysterical news reports had become commonplace. The news media were blaming a fellow journalist, a woman reporter, for spreading the disease after she escaped quarantine at the hospital and re-entered the general population. She was yet to be found, heightening panic around the city and prompting calls for curfews, travel bans, and quarantines. 
 
   The male anchor continued: 
 
   “…In a hasty attempt to contain the disease, local officials have placed strict travel limits throughout the city. This includes the implementation of martial law and the containment of residents within the city. 
 
   “Other residents, in nearby towns or neighborhoods, have voluntarily and involuntarily been relocated to quarantine stations jointly run by health officials and military personnel. The Nevada National Guard is said to be overwhelmed, as are hospitals, schools, and recreational centers in the area being used for the treatment and isolation of infected and non-infected patients.
 
   “Keeping the two separated has been a struggle for local and state officials. Such extreme measures have proved controversial throughout the nation as many public officials and celebrities have spoken out against quarantine measures in Nevada. Senate Majority Leader, Louis McCarthy, gave a blistering speech on the Senate floor, criticizing the White House's response. White House Press Secretary Josh Johnson said that the President is 'committed to fighting the disease, and will do what he needs to do to contain the outbreak.’ 
 
   “The CDC has also presented new guidelines to the public addressing the spread of Ebola. Their research into this particularly contagious and lethal strain of Ebola is that it can spread through sweat, mucus, and skin particles, along with bodily fluid contact. They adamantly maintain, however, that the disease cannot be spread through the air. CDC Director Theodore Robbins has said that the airborne travel of the disease is 'biologically impossible.' 
 
   “Regardless, massive skepticism exists among many about the CDC's research, with some accusing the agency of underestimating the disease. There are currently 25,000 cases reported and 9,898 reported deaths, making this the largest and deadliest epidemic to ever hit the United States. Greater concerns stretch across all infected areas from the southeast to the west coast, and as Americans battle this unprecedented crisis, many influential religious leaders have declared it—the end times.”
 
   As unsettling as the news was, Greg pushed on with his tasks. The bodies of the five intruders were no longer in sight. He had buried them days ago while carefully practicing decontamination measures whenever he was going from outside to inside his house. He wore his HAZMAT suit outside and changed into his disposable protective garments when checking on Veronica in the garage. He had been going on little sleep and felt like he might just collapse, and if he were lucky, sleep and wake up when the entire nightmare was over. 
 
   He inventoried the food supply in the kitchen. There was little left in the refrigerator as he was expecting a permanent power outage any day and was using that food first. The pantry was stocked with a variety of canned and preserved foods. He inventoried the hall closet, where the medical and first-aid supplies were stored. 
 
   He inventoried the weapons and ammunition stored in his room. Many rounds had been expended warding off the home invaders. He finished his assessment for the day and looked around the house. Everything was back to where it should be. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Greg eagerly anticipated assessing Veronica's condition. She had been physically and emotionally drained from the attack but showed no outright signs of infection. Greg pulled the disposable gowns from the medical supply storage and geared up.
 
   In the living room, a table next to the couch had a small tray with Veronica's meal. Greg had cooked some beef ravioli with a side of mashed potatoes. He picked up the tray, wearing full protective equipment, and opened the door leading into his garage, and now, makeshift quarantine zone. He hoped for the life of him that her condition had improved. He knocked and slowly opened the door after he heard her say, “Come in.”
 
   The garage was dimly lit, and all the additional supplies were covered with tarp and tied down. Captain's purple ball sat on the concrete ground in the middle of the garage, and Greg's heart immediately seized upon seeing it. Losing his dog was going to be tougher than he had imagined. 
 
   An upright air filter machine was humming in the corner, and Veronica was lying on a bed Greg had pulled in from the guest bedroom, enclosed within hanging plastic sheets on all sides. 
 
   At thirty-two, Veronica was younger than Greg but no less formidable. While hunkering down, she had shown him that she could hold her own, especially with a handgun. Her dark hair was tied back, and her face looked worn and tired. Some simple sunlight would do the trick given her paleness, but Greg didn’t think she was ready to go anywhere just yet. He was concerned that she was getting too skinny and tried his best to keep her eating.
 
   “Good evening,” Greg said. 
 
   He thought of the odd circumstances that had brought them together. Veronica worked at a bookstore Greg frequented, and they soon developed a friendship. Greg wanted to help her and decided to take her in after the travel ban was put in place. She had nowhere else to go that was safe. Civil unrest, looting and rioting, plus fears of disease had turned a formerly picturesque Carson City into a nightmare.    
 
   “Hello,” she said. 
 
   “How are you feeling?” he asked, his voice slightly muffled from behind the hood and face shield.
 
   “Better,” she said.
 
   Greg felt genuine relief. 
 
   “I'm gonna set this tray near your bed for whenever you’re hungry.” He paused and set it on a stand next to the plastic sheet that separated them. “You are hungry, aren't you?”
 
   He wanted her to see her eat, knowing that loss of appetite was one of the signs of infection. 
 
   “Yeah, a little,” she said. 
 
   There was still hope just yet. 
 
   Greg took a seat on a nearby fold-out chair and tried to nonchalantly observe her through the plastic divider. She had the blankets drawn up to her waist and was wearing a hospital gown from Greg's grab-bag of emergency supplies. 
 
   “How much longer, Greg?” she asked. “It's been three days, and I feel fine. A little tired and bored, maybe, but I don't have Ebola.”
 
   “Seventy-two hours is standard, but we just need to be sure. Don’t worry, you’re not missing anything. The news is still the same.”
 
   “I know, it’s just, I feel fine. I really do,” she said. 
 
   Greg leaned in. “Veronica, you have to understand, there are serious ramifications here. If you're sick, I don't know how to treat Ebola. We'd have no other choice but to take you somewhere else.”
 
   “You don't have to worry because I’m sure I’m okay.” She ran her hands across her face. “No open sores, rash, or red eyes. No fever. I feel like a million bucks.”
 
   Greg nodded. He could understand her wanting to convince both herself and him that she was not infected, in order to avoid spending another day trapped behind plastic sheets in a stuffy garage.
 
   “Tomorrow morning, I promise,” Greg said. “We'll do another check-up on you, and if you aren't showing any symptoms, I'll feel confident that you're well enough to go back in the house.”
 
   Veronica placed her face in her hands and sighed. 
 
   “We're going to survive this thing,” Greg said.
 
   “I know that.”
 
   Greg's eyes looked down at the ground, noticing the purple ball again. For a moment, they sat in silence as Veronica followed his eyes to the ground. 
 
   “I miss him too, and I'm so sorry,” Veronica said.
 
   He looked up at her. “At least he got a proper burial. A lot of people are going through far worse right now.”
 
   “How bad is it?” Veronica asked.
 
   “Out there?” Greg asked, signaling outside. 
 
   “Everywhere. Out there, in here. How's the house?”
 
   Greg leaned back. They had some catching up to do. “I've made most of the repairs, and I did an inventory on all of our supplies. It's looking good, but there are some things that concern me.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “The water for one. It’s discolored. I don't even know if it's safe to use the shower. Something has happened that changed the color. It got me thinking. Maybe the water’s contaminated. Maybe that's how the disease spread so quickly.”
 
   Veronica didn't want to even consider that thought. She stopped and looked at Greg's covered rack of five-gallon water jugs as he continued. “And if that's true, we're not going to have enough water to last us much longer. It's bad, Veronica, I'm not going to lie to you. There's many things to consider, starting with your condition.”
 
   “What are they saying on the news?”
 
   He wasn't sure if she would believe him. “Fifty thousand,” he said after a long sigh. 
 
   Veronica gasped. “Fifty thousand what?”
 
   “People. That's how many they've reported have been infected. The entire state has been cut off. No one is coming for us. No one is going to save us, unless we go to the quarantine stations with the others. The disease is growing, and the more it grows, the worse things are going to get. We may have to wait this thing out longer than expected. Of course, without running water, we're in a really bad spot. I have some water filter devices, tablets and things like that. I even have some LifeStraws.”
 
   “What are those?”
 
   “Well, you stick the tube in any water source, drink from it like a straw, and the filters inside the tube purify the water.” 
 
   “That’s cool. How long do the filters last?” 
 
   “About twenty drinks or so. That’s why it’s good to have a lot on hand,” Greg answered. 
 
   Veronica nodded as her gray eyes glistened. Greg heard her sniffle. 
 
   “What is it?” he asked. “What's wrong?”
 
   Veronica tried her best to hold back from breaking down. “Our lives will never be the same. I need to call my parents and let them know I'm okay. They're probably worried sick about me after what's been on the news.”
 
   “Haven't been able to get a signal for the past two days,” Greg said. “But I'll bring your phone in here so you can try.”
 
   “Thank you,” Veronica said, wiping tears away. 
 
   “We’re going to be fine,” he said. 
 
   She wanted more than anything to believe him. At that moment, however, the light in the garage flickered and went out just as the air filter wound down and shut off. 
 
   “What the hell?” Greg said, looking up. 
 
   “Power's out again?” 
 
   Greg got up. “Yeah, just another brownout, hopefully. I'll be right back.” He left the room and went inside. Standing in the living room, he noticed the power was out in the entire house The TV and other appliances were dead. He stood there, waiting, hoping that it was just another strange cycle, but nothing happened. And nothing would from that moment on. 
 
   


 
  

Center for Disease Non-Control
 
    
 
   The Center for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta, Georgia, was a hotbed of activity beyond anything in the entire history of the agency. Originally conceived as a branch of the US Public Health Service in the 1940s, the CDC had been instrumental in battling malaria at the time in parts of the Southern US. 
 
   From initially controlling malaria, the agency expanded its focus to include sexually transmitted diseases, disabilities, environmental health threats, and terrorism preparedness. The rapid spread of Ebola in the United States had generally perplexed the agency, and they found themselves overwhelmed at all state and federal levels. It was that simple. 
 
   There was also speculation about whether or not the outbreak was related to terrorism, as a majority of Americans around the country believed it to be. Such rumors drew the FBI and Department of Homeland Security into the fray. With so many Ebola-related deaths in such a short time, the issue quickly became political. Politicians, pundits, and just about anyone else had an opinion. For some, the epidemic was a result of lax immigration laws and open borders. For others, it was budget cuts or the lack of funding for government agencies, particularly the CDC. And for others, who suspected terrorism, it was a combination of open borders and weak foreign policy on the part of the White House. Whatever the reason, people were dying at an unprecedented rate, and there wasn't much that anyone could do about it.                 
 
   At the CDC headquarters, there was an important meeting taking place with top officials from various government agencies. The President was attending the meeting via conference phone from the Situation Room in the West Wing, trying to understand how the outbreak had gotten out of hand so quickly. 
 
   The round conference table of the CDC meeting room was chock-full of directors, administrators, medical professionals, and military personnel. The walls on all sides held large LED screens displaying a map of the US featuring graphs, maps, numbers, estimates, statistics, and a running clock of different time zones. It was a packed room, and several people stood huddled around the table and against the wall. 
 
   The meeting had started with heightened anticipation. At the head of the table sat newly appointed CDC Director, Ronald Taylor, the first director of the agency not to have a medical degree. His hasty appointment was baffling to most, especially to former-Director Dr. Theodore Robbins, who was seated next to him. It was one of the last meetings Dr. Robbins would be attending, as his presence was simply to allow a smooth transition. Much of the public blame for the disastrous outbreak had fallen squarely on him, and his forced resignation was no surprise to anyone but Robbins himself. 
 
   Many changes had come to the agency overnight, and there was a lot of reshuffling, but for some reason, Taylor ascended to the top. Dr. Robbins knew that Taylor had been vying for his job since Day One. But he never imagined that things would turn out the way that they did. It seemed foolish to replace him in the middle of a crisis, but the changes were made despite his objections. 
 
   Taylor had connections. He knew people. What Dr. Robbins wasn't certain about was how much Taylor knew about controlling the epidemic at hand. Ronald Taylor was no disease expert, but he had qualities that appealed with the higher-ups, nonetheless. His shiny bald head gleamed under the overhead lights, and his thick glasses magnified his gaze. 
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, the task before us is an enormous one, and there is much to be done,” Taylor began to the hushed room. He leaned forward to talk into the conference phone placed in the middle of the table. 
 
   “Mr. President, are you there?”
 
   “I'm here, Ron,” the President said. “Let's get this thing moving.”
 
   “Very well, sir.” Taylor looked up to address the people around the table. “With recent administrative changes, we're going to push forward full-speed and contain this thing once and for all.” 
 
   Each person seated at the table had a large binder in front of them. Taylor promptly opened his. 
 
   “Now if I can, I'd like to go over the latest plan as well as our current numbers and stats.”
 
   He glanced over at Dr. Robbins and extended his hand toward him. 
 
   “I'd also like to take a moment and thank former-Director Dr. Robbins for temporarily staying on as an adviser.” He turned toward Robbins, adding, “We know it's been a rough couple of weeks for you.”
 
   Dr. Robbins nodded. Taylor looked back to the group, folded his arms within his expensive suit, and began. 
 
   “The Ebola epidemic spreading throughout the US is an unprecedented natural disaster. In the past, this agency has combated the spread of disease—including malaria, smallpox, swine flu, and several others with great success. Some of the best and brightest minds in the country have worked together to consign these diseases to footnotes in history. 
 
   “The challenge before us now is monumental. Since the earliest Ebola case reported in the US, only a short year ago, we have had the disease under control. However, in the past few weeks, something has happened. Researchers say that the virus strain has changed. They say that it's developed and advanced against conventional treatments. We've also discovered that it can be transmitted through limited skin contact. Prior to that, it was only transmittable through direct contact with bodily fluids. 
 
   “Given these findings, we've since seen the Ebola virus expand into something none of us thought imaginable. This is a pivotal moment for all of us. Our predictions estimate that, if unchecked, the virus could wipe out a third of the population of the US, and potentially, it could spread across the Canadian and Mexican borders. From there, it has the potential to spread into South America on and on.”
 
   Taylor stopped to take a breath as those in the crowded room went quiet absorbing the grim predictions. One of the screens on the wall displayed a map of the US with areas in Florida, Texas, Nevada, and California all in red. A screen next to it displayed the new CDC protective guidelines for Ebola. There were also images of the infected, displaying their rash-covered bodies. Some had only giant, pus-filled sacs in place of eyes. Many were covered in what looked like popped boils oozing blood everywhere. 
 
   The screens then displayed images of large quarantine facilities filled to capacity and overwhelmed treatment centers and hospitals—hundreds of beds of sickly, infected patients clinging to life. With such images, there was no escaping the reality of the situation.  
 
   “I know you've heard some numbers in the media, but I'm going to give you our current status. This may come as a shock to some of you.”
 
   Taylor took another deep breath and continued. 
 
   “Tampa, Florida: 87,000 documented cases. An estimated 20,000 deceased. Dallas, Texas: 120,000 documented cases. An estimated 63,000 deceased. Carson City, Nevada: 30,000 cases reported. An estimated 13,000 deceased.”
 
   Taylor paused. The room was completely silent, following some quiet gasps. 
 
   “Los Angeles, California. As of today, 1 million documented cases.”
 
   The room gasped collectively. Taylor could hear a similar reaction coming from the speaker phone in the Situation Room.
 
   “How did you get these numbers?” the President shouted over the phone. 
 
   “Our state agencies are doing their best to provide accurate info to us, sir,” Taylor answered. “They've had a very difficult job from the get-go.”
 
   “So these numbers are based off estimations? Could they be more, or could they be less?”
 
   Dr. Robbins wanted to cut in on the call and tell the President that the numbers were irrelevant and that the focus needed to be on immediate relief, but Taylor was already providing an answer.
 
   “It's our best assessment of the situation on the ground,” he said. 
 
   The President went silent on the other end. They could hear him mumbling with his advisers off the phone. 
 
   Taylor continued. “So now that we have our numbers and a clearer picture, I'd like to move on with the plan.”
 
   “Please do,” the President said. 
 
   “Anyone looking at this epidemic would say that it's simply unstoppable, but we know that’s not true. We've seen success in West Africa, and we can do the same thing here. Granted, we're dealing with an advanced Ebola strain, but this is a national emergency that can be fought on a series of major fronts.” 
 
   Taylor signaled to one of the wall screens to his side. It displayed his plan in a slideshow of text and graphics.
 
   “First step: Active Containment and Isolation. Now, I know such measures have proved controversial so far, but it's our only option. This disease cannot be allowed to spread.
 
   “Second, we need treatment. Serums, antibiotics, drugs, everything we have, and as much as we can get. This is where funding comes in, and Congress needs to take the ball on that one. There cannot be any delay.
 
   “Third, we need to better train medical personnel to deal with the changed characteristics of this disease.” He paused, glancing around the room. “Sounds like a no-brainer, but you can never be too sure. Most of the first wave of those infected were all medical personnel.
 
   “Lastly, the proper allocation of our resources. We have to utilize our assets where they’re going to matter most. And by that, I mean where the disease has hit the hardest. The place where the outbreak poses the largest threat to neighboring regions and states. There is no bigger crisis than what is happening in California right now. That is where our main focus should be. Our role will have to be minimal in the other infected states.
 
   “The important thing is enforcing the travel ban. I highly recommend a massive quarantine of all infected states. We can assume that the outbreak will hit its peak and then drop, which, historically, has been the case. We just need to make sure that we can contain it. Every step we make from here on out is going to be crucial.”
 
   Dr. Robbins studied Taylor intently. He knew the man to be ambitious, but he had no idea Taylor would devise, let alone suggest, such a plan. 
 
   Suddenly, the Homeland Security Director, Alice Shelton, spoke up. “Mr. Taylor, I can't say this is the first I've heard of this plan, but are you actually suggesting that this agency is going to be telling those infected states that they're on their own?”
 
   Her accusatory tone visibly flummoxed the Director, but he tried to keep his cool. After rubbing his bald head, Taylor responded. “Of course not, Ms. Shelton, but if we have any hopes of containing and treating this disease, our major resources have to be placed in California.”
 
   James Bronson, the agriculture secretary, raised his hand. “It would seem to me that Texas should get the most assistance. I mean, it's one of the largest, most populated states in the country. Plus the disease can easily spread to Mexico.”
 
   “Let's get back on track here!” the President shouted over the phone. “I get it; a travel ban has already been issued to the states in question. We've set up major quarantine and treatment centers in and around each city. The state governments are working with us the best they can. What I want to know is why this disease is still spreading. What are we doing or not doing?”
 
   There was silence in the room as everyone looked to Taylor. 
 
   “I don't know, sir,” Taylor said in a quiet tone. 
 
   Suddenly, he looked up to a man across the table, a sweaty, red-faced man with thick wavy hair. “I think perhaps the Ebola Czar can help us with that one. David, what do you think?”
 
   All eyes went to David Whitman, the newly appointed Ebola Czar. On the spot, he nervously looked ahead as beads of sweat formed on his forehead. “Well, I have to say that yes, I'm on board for the plan to save California. I mean, after all, it's the state hardest hit. If we pushed our resources elsewhere, that would be like going to Birmingham instead of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina.”
 
   Taylor nodded. “I'm glad to see we're on the same page here.” He looked at the phone. “These, of course, are only our recommendations, sir. It's wherever you feel we can be best utilized.”
 
   They all stared into the phone and waited. 
 
   “Just stop this thing,” the President said. “I don't care how you do it, just do it.” With that, the phone clicked off. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dr. Robbins was in his office packing up the last of his files when Taylor entered the room, holding the report binder at his side. 
 
   “Don't mind me, Ted, just gonna set this down right here.”
 
   Taylor moved past him and set the thick binder on the sleek, polished wood desk. 
 
   The office was fancy looking, with red vinyl office chairs in front of the desk, three large bookcases, and a large circular rug on top of the carpet displaying the seal of the CDC. Several of the bookcase shelves were empty and covered in dust. There were two large windows with expensive red curtains that delicately touched the floor. 
 
   Dr. Robbins placed the last of three file boxes on top of the second box and adjusted his tie. Normally smartly dressed, he looked disheveled and ragged. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing a leather-banded watch he had had for at least ten years. Taylor walked toward the door then stopped and turned around.
 
   “So what do you think?” he asked. 
 
   “About what?” Dr. Robbins asked, looking around the room.
 
   “About the plan. Do you think it's feasible?”
 
   “Anything is feasible, it's just how you execute it. Just make sure everything goes through the President and you should be fine.”
 
   “People aren't going to like it. They're going to accuse the government of ignoring the outbreak. The bottom line is that we can't spread ourselves too thin. We can't risk the lives of new medical teams to replace the infected ones. Containment can be a very effective measure.”
 
   “As far as the other states, I guess they’ll figure something out.” 
 
   Taylor suddenly seemed defensive. “Our focus is on California for that specific reason—to avoid more deaths.”
 
   “I get it,” Dr. Robbins said. “I just wouldn't want to be stuck in those other infected areas right now.”
 
   “We've other states everything we have. Personnel, assistance, money. There's simply not enough to go around. When the outbreak peaks, which it will, all that will matter is how contained the areas are.”
 
   “You're the Director. You do what you want.”
 
   “You're right, I am the Director.” Taylor looked at Dr. Robbins with a hint of remorse. “I am sorry it happened this way, Ted. I didn't want this. I respect you and value your input.”
 
   “Sure,” Dr. Robbins said, nodding and looking away.
 
   Taylor nervously looked at his watch. “Well, I've got to go to another meeting. Take as long as you need in here.” He stopped and pointed to the stack of boxes. “Do you need any help with that? I could send someone.”
 
   “No, that's all right,” Dr. Robbins said, waving him off. 
 
   “Well, I'll see you later,” Taylor said. 
 
   And with that, he left the office and headed down the busy hall, where everyone seemed to be moving in a million different directions. There was no doubt they wouldn't be able to hide information about the numbers of infected and deceased from the media much longer. 
 
   Dr. Robbins had been a firm believer in not inciting panic, and nothing would do that more than telling the public that an Ebola strain had mutated into a more lethal and contagious disease. Perhaps he was wrong. Perhaps his insistence on public calm was part of the reason he had to step down. Maybe his concerns for public safety led to reluctance to act. He considered this when he looked at his boxes comprised of years of research and files. He couldn't blame the White House any more than he could blame Taylor for the outcome. He felt like a failure, but he didn't want to leave. He wanted to do something. 
 
   Suddenly the phone on the desk rang, startling him. He looked around the office as the phone continued ringing, and then shrugged. Might as well, he thought.
 
   “Dr. Robbins,” he said. 
 
   A voice of an excited young man came over the line. “Dr. Robbins, I'm so glad to get ahold of you. This is Kal Chen, a student at Emory University’s biochemical research department. Dr. Crosby is tied up right now, but I wanted to contact you on his behalf.” 
 
   “How can I help you, Chen?” 
 
   The student spoke quickly, bursting with excitement. Dr. Robbins had to tell him to take a breath. 
 
   Chen continued. “I know you must be very busy, and I probably should have gone through your secretary, but I have some news for you.”
 
   Dr. Robbins sighed. “Please tell Dr. Crosby that I am no longer the Director of the CDC. Have him get in touch with Ronald Taylor, former-Assistant Director.”
 
   “He wants to talk to you and you only. Look, sir, we've made a huge breakthrough in research. It's all very hush-hush right now, but you have to see this.”
 
   “See what?”
 
   “Our Ebola research!”
 
   Dr. Robbins put the phone down and looked around the room. No one was coming. He held the phone to his mouth and spoke quietly. 
 
   “What kind of research? Who have they told?”
 
   “Nobody. Just a group of scientists and students know about it so far. It's genius!”
 
   Dr. Robbins looked around the room, held the phone receiver close, and spoke quietly. “Wait, wait, wait. What are we talking about here? Is this some kind of drug?”
 
   “It's a cure. We're close!” Chen paused. “I mean, we're almost there. But there are some hurdles we're going to need your help with, that's what Dr. Crosby said.”
 
   “Chen, where are you? Where is your department?”
 
   “We work in an underground lab, biochemistry department at Emory. You're only, what, like a few miles away? You need to come here fast!”
 
   Dr. Robbin could feel his heart racing. He looked around the office again. 
 
   “Okay,” he said into the phone. “I'll be there. Don't tell anyone else about this.” 
 
   He hung up the phone and ran out of the office, leaving his boxes behind.    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Outbreak: Carson City
 
   Two Months Later
 
    
 
   It had been a long and challenging two months without power, and Greg and Veronica had done their best to adjust. Despite the loss of electricity, they were immensely relieved that she recovered without issue. Always cautionary, Greg had kept her in quarantine over a week. After her stint in quarantine ended, they soon found themselves back to the normal hunker-down routine of remaining in the house and maintaining a low-key presence. 
 
   As the months passed, they ate, exercised, played cards, talked, and looked forward to a day when it would all be over. Veronica was an avid reader and had already gone through all of Greg’s books. Their relationship remained amicable. They slept in separate rooms and tried to keep conversations from getting too personal. It was, however, a challenge for both of them. Sometimes they had to just stay out of each other’s way. Other times they would hang out in the living room together and talk to avoid isolating themselves from each other. There was a slight tension in the air, even with them being friends. Some things were just there and couldn’t be gotten rid of.   
 
   Veronica felt safe with Greg, and she trusted him, but there was still a lot that she didn't know. There was a past that he would not reveal, except in small increments from time to time. She witnessed the way he killed the home invaders with such stunning ease. She wondered about his past, but did not fear him, even though it was clear that he was no ordinary prepper. When pressed, Greg told her that the less she knew about his past, the better. Not for him, but for her. She felt it to be a cop-out. 
 
   “Don't you think it's important that we know all there is to know about each other?” she asked. 
 
   “Feel free to divulge all that you want,” Greg said back. 
 
   And that was the way it went most of the time. She had her instincts, and if she suspected him of being truly dangerous, she would never have gone to his house in the first place. From what she gathered, he used to work for some kind of agency. Spy work. Something like that. Whether it was the CIA or a private firm, she didn't know, and he would not say. All she knew was that she was stuck with Greg, for better or for worse, until the Ebola outbreak subsided. It was no picnic, though they were surviving.  
 
   Hunkering down in a house without power was a strange enough experience, but Greg seemed prepared for any eventuality. It fascinated her. To cope with the poor quality of water from the tap, he had a portable filtration system that cleansed the water so they could use it to take showers or baths. His stock of potable water in the garage was a godsend. 
 
   There was no shortage of food, flashlights, glow sticks, kerosene lanterns, or batteries either. For a while, things were quiet, and they often sat in the peaceful silence of the living room with a single candle dimly illuminating the room, thinking of the loss of the third member of their prepper team, Captain. Greg would tell Veronica stories about when Captain was a puppy and the funny things he did. 
 
   “One time, when he was a pup, he was so excited to see me, I asked him if he wanted to go outside, and he ran so fast to the back door that he hit it head first. He had forgotten to wait for me to open the door.”
 
   Veronica laughed until they fell back to their own thoughts. 
 
   “I miss him,” she said. 
 
   “Me too.”
 
   After a few weeks of hunkering down, it wasn't long before the water stopped working in the house altogether, further complicating their problems. Greg always had the tub filled with water just for that reason. They would have to rethink daily hygiene routines and other matters. Greg showed her how they could still use the toilet even without running water. She had never considered the option before. They went into his bathroom with Greg carrying one of the buckets of water he had filled up before the water stopped running. 
 
   He opened the back tank of the toilet. The tank water was half full. 
 
   “As long as you have the availability of water and a working septic tank, you'll still be able to flush. See?”
 
   He filled the tank up then poured the rest in the bowl. With both areas full, he pushed the handle, and the toilet sucked the water down.
 
   “Now, I'm only going to show you that once because we need to conserve water.”
 
   Veronica found herself oddly fascinated. 
 
   “I had no idea,” she said. 
 
   “We just need to conserve all the bucket water that we have. Minimize bathroom and shower time. That's the only way we're going to make it, or at least be able to be around each other.”
 
   Veronica laughed. “What about when we run out of non-potable water?”
 
   “To the living room,” Greg said. “I have something to show you.” 
 
   She followed him to the living room. He suddenly turned around and went into his room. 
 
   “Wait here,” he said. 
 
   She took a seat on the couch and heard some movement in the bedroom but couldn't tell what he was doing. He emerged carrying a five-gallon bucket that appeared to have a toilet seat on it. In the bucket was a black trash bag. The mere sight of the whole design caused her to burst out laughing. “What...is that?”
 
   Greg set the bucket down in the middle of the living room floor. “This…is a portable toilet. Waste goes in, then you take it outside and dump it.”
 
   She couldn't stop laughing. “Why not just dig a hole in the backyard?” 
 
   “Veronica, I'm appalled that you would even suggest that,” Greg said jokingly, “We're still civilized beings, are we not?”
 
   “Good point,” she said, catching her breath. 
 
   Greg took the bucket back into his room. “We may have to start using it to conserve water, so be ready,” he said as his voice trailed down the hall. 
 
   “What else do you have back there that you haven't shown me?” she asked. 
 
   “A prepper never reveals all his secrets.”
 
   “Fair enough, Greg. You're a regular man of mystery.”
 
   “That's how I like it,” he said from his bedroom. 
 
    
 
   Two months from the day they began hunkering down, Greg woke up early to surprise Veronica with a special coffee brew he had been saving; French Vanilla. He was proud that they had made it so far. Hopefully only a few more weeks to go, he said to himself in the kitchen. A single ray of light beamed through the kitchen window, providing Greg with just the amount of light that he needed. On the counter sat a camper coffee pot. He boiled some water over the stove after lighting one of the burners with a match. He poured the water into the pot and began to brew the coffee. 
 
   While waiting, he set a crank-operated emergency radio on the counter and turned it on. He was eager to get the latest reports, and the broadcasts seemed more dire with each passing week. He turned the knob, and at first heard only pops and crackles. He stopped turning the dial when he heard the static-filled voice of a news reporter. How much worse can it possibly get out there? Greg thought as he waited for the latest dreaded news. 
 
   “The President has issued a round of sweeping executive orders in an attempt to contain the deadliest outbreak in American history. Congress has also appropriated an unprecedented three-trillion-dollar emergency aid package, with most funds going to stem the Ebola outbreak in California. Travel bans have been placed in effect in Florida, Texas, Nevada, and California, respectively. In addition, key areas have been closed off and quarantined with heavy military presence in and around cities where the outbreak originated. 
 
   “The CDC has resoundingly approved these measures, saying that containment is the only way to prevent further outbreaks. Nonetheless, the nation is outraged, and civil disorder, mass protests, and rioting have occurred in major cities from across the nation, as close to a million people are said to be missing, quarantined, or deceased. Many have now coined the disease the ‘Ebola Super-virus,’ a more lethal and contagious mutation of the original Ebola strain.
 
   “Among other sweeping changes, the President has ordered all returning troops from West Africa to immediately be placed in quarantine at the US National Institute of Health located in Bethesda, Maryland. Growing fears from returning troops have led to panic and upheaval, with many of those service members in hiding for fear of their lives. Perhaps most damaging for the administration is the question many are asking as officials attempt to contain the disease: Was it all too late?”   
 
    
 
   The coffee had a few minutes to go, so Greg paced out to the darkened living room. He had long replaced the plywood on the window on the left to cover the broken window on the right. It only made sense. Now his spy window was on the left, and it was there that he saw a man standing and looking inside. He was a man of average height and build, back-lit by the sun. He was in the process of cupping his hand against the window and peering in. 
 
   Greg froze in place as a chill ran up his back. For one split second they made eye contact, and the man immediately backed away. Not wanting to take any chances, Greg stormed off to his room to grab his rifle. He snatched it from the side of his nightstand and ran back out into the living room. The man was no longer at the window. Greg ran to it and looked out. There was no one in sight.     
 
   


 
  

Discovered
 
    
 
   John Elliot ran from Greg’s neighborhood as if bloodhounds were on his trail. He had always been fast on his feet, which was one of the main reasons the men and women of Worthington Pines, a distant gated community, had chosen him as their scout. After seeing no sign of anyone running after him, John slowed to a walking pace and continued the five-mile walk back home. His community was full of people who proudly defied the government order to report to a quarantine station. They stayed in their homes, hoping and waiting for the crisis to be over, just as Greg was doing, only they hadn’t prepared and were running out of the basics. 
 
   Worthington Pines had banded together to survive but found themselves alone, without power and running water and with a dwindling food supply. Something had to be done. Some thirty-five families in all tried to come up with a solution. When it was suggested that they report to the quarantine stations as mandated by the state, fears of Ebola eliminated any such idea. But they would still have to do something. They had to venture out, but they couldn’t go as a group and draw the unwanted attention from the government and their enforcers. 
 
   They needed someone to scout the area and find others who might assist them. Someone to check the stores and other locations where they could get supplies. John, one of the resident bachelors of the community, agreed to take on the task. Taking a vehicle was considered too risky, lest he be exposed, so the journey would have to be taken on foot. John selflessly agreed to do it and became something of a hero to the community. 
 
   Greg’s neighborhood was the farthest John had ventured yet, and while on his journey, he saw incredibly unspeakable things that he knew would stay with him. He came across a body on the road of someone who looked like a vagrant. The man was lying face down in the pavement, and blood had seeped through his tattered clothing—from open sores. John could only see the scraggly hair on the man’s head and the bloody pool of vomit he was lying in. He had all the indications of an infected person, and John kept his distance. He pressed the surgical mask against his nose and mouth. 
 
   The vagrant wasn’t the only person in his path. There was a car that had crashed into a street light. The driver, a young man, had gone through the windshield and was lying on the grass. The female passenger was hunched over the dashboard, with blackish-red open sores that had long crusted over. 
 
   Her body looked as if her internal organs had burst out. Keeping a careful distance, John peered into the open car as a swarm of flies buzzed around her bloated corpse.
 
   John felt a chill and kept moving. He tried to stay low, keeping to back roads and walking along the sides of neighborhood streets, searching for signs of life. There had to be someone somewhere who had stayed behind, like the people of Worthington Pines had. 
 
   It was stunning to not see a car on the road, as if he were walking on a deserted movie set. Walking among dead bodies in the open was a considerable risk, and for this reason, he wore his surgical mask, long-sleeved shirt, pants, and gloves. If other people were going to risk any kind of journey outside their gated community, they would need real protective gear. 
 
   He walked past several homes that appeared to be vacated. A moving vehicle was not to be seen anywhere; another street, another body. It soon became routine as the noxious smell of death, both potent and unsettling, filled the air. 
 
   How on earth could bodies simply have been left in open view? It confounded John and made him worry for his own safety as well. He was witnessing the impossible.
 
   The nearest grocery store was closed with a sign that said, “Closed until further notice” on one glass panel and a hand-drawn note on the other that said, “We have nothing left. Store is empty.” The store itself was protected with a long, rolling gate, which was locked in the middle. He wandered to a gas station across the street. It was closed as well. John figured that most people had either gone into the city or the assigned quarantine facilities. Worthington Pines, however, was on the far outskirts of the city, and the neighborhoods he ventured into didn’t bring him much hope. 
 
   As he came to Greg’s street, Antelope Drive, he saw more of the same: empty houses and lack of activity. A plane flew overhead, and John looked into the sky, wondering how anyone could just fly over such suffering and death. He wanted to shoot a flare into the sky or assemble the trashcans on the curb of the street into an SOS message—anything that would get the attention of the plane so that it would land on the street and take him away. But the plane continued to fly across the blue sky, leaving a smoke trail in its wake.   
 
   After hours of traveling on foot, he had become bolder in his techniques. He began going up to houses and looking in the windows, sometimes even knocking on doors. He was growing desperate; as desperate as the community that had sent him venturing out into the great unknown. He was less afraid, but he also realized that frightened people hiding in their homes did irrational things, like shoot men who walked on their property. 
 
   Reality was not lost on him, but he trudged on with determination down the asphalt pavement of the neighborhood of nice-looking homes and barren lawns, now mostly patches of grass and dirt. Some lawns were nicer than others, but the arid climate and lack of water made them impossible to maintain. Lawn care was no longer a priority as well.  
 
   He approached a cul-de-sac at the end of the road, and it appeared that the homes there had already been pillaged. There were open doors and smashed windows in every house on the circle except for one. The home on the farthest corner had plywood panels boarding up the windows. The sight of the house piqued his curiosity, and he approached the yard with caution. Something about the place seemed different; it was the only house on the cul-de-sac that hadn’t been broken into. There was a sign near the front door that said “Beware of Dog” and another one that said “Owner is Armed and Dangerous.” 
 
   This person means business, he thought. 
 
   Instead of directly approaching the front door and knocking, he decided to take a step back and investigate. There were obviously people inside the home, or so he believed. He trailed back to the house across the street, went inside through the open door, and looked around. 
 
   There was no food in the house other than some stale crackers and a bag of flour in the pantry. He took them anyway and watched the boarded-up house from inside. An hour passed, and there was no movement on the street. No one walked out, and the one window in the front without plywood boarded over it had a thick black curtain concealing any activity going on inside. John knew—come nightfall—that he would have to go closer and investigate. 
 
   He sat in the empty house until sundown, looking through a photo scrapbook sitting on the living room table. The pictures showed an old married couple who looked to be in their sixties on vacation in Hawaii. They wore tropical clothes, their skin red from the sun, and were smiling and laughing in every photo. John wondered where they were now, or if they were even still alive. He closed the scrapbook, set it back on the table, and left the house, carefully approaching the neighboring driveway. 
 
   He walked carefully and quietly while looking to see if anyone was watching through the window in the front. At any moment, he was prepared for someone to open the front door and charge after him. His body burned with anxiety the moment his shoes stepped onto the driveway. There was a big white van parked next to a blue two-door Volvo. His instincts led him to the garage door. He pressed his head against the glossy brown paint listened.
 
   There was barely audible sound coming from behind the door. He could hear a man’s voice followed by a woman’s and felt a jolt of excitement and anticipation. Then he heard laughter. There were indeed people in there, and they sounded friendly enough, but John wasn’t going to take any chances. 
 
   Why were they in the garage? he wondered. 
 
   He listened, trying to make out their conversation, but it was too difficult to decipher. Then he heard what sounded like someone getting up and leaving the room. Panic seized him, and John quickly walked back to the driveway and past the front of the house, unsure of what to do. Maybe he could talk to the people, reason with them, and ask for assistance. He wasn’t ready for that step yet, and he ran back to the house of the old couple, where stale crackers awaited him. 
 
   He had a good vantage point of the mysterious home from the living room and repeatedly looked out. It was nighttime, and John thought about the unexpectedly long time he had been away from Worthington Pines. They were probably getting worried about him and losing hope. Part of him felt good making them worried, as he had never felt so important to so many people before. But he took his role seriously, and for that reason he’d gather all he could from the house across the way before heading back to the community. In the meantime, he would squat.  
 
   He searched the rooms of the house, finding nothing of use. There were women’s clothes and men’s shirts in the closet, and knick-knacks and souvenirs from around the country rested neatly on shelves. The owners must have liked to travel. Perhaps they were on vacation. If that was the case, they were extremely fortunate to have avoided what was happening at home. 
 
   John tore through one of their closets of junk and came across an item of incredible use: an old pair of binoculars. He immediately went back to the living room, pulled a stool up to the front window, and sat down. He held the binoculars up and watched the house, seeing nothing but darkness. The street lights weren’t working, and there wasn’t a single light on in any of the homes, outside or inside. Just as he was about to call it a night, he saw something move in the window of Greg’s house. 
 
   The figure of a woman opened the curtains and looked out. John ducked to the side, fearing that she had seen him, but when he looked again through the binoculars, he could see that she was still standing there, just looking out. 
 
   “Of course she can’t see you,” John said to himself. She eventually moved away from the window, leaving the curtain open. 
 
   He slept on the couch in the living room and felt rested in the morning. His dreams had been startling, and he was still shaken. The dreams were filled with images of death and disease, obviously related to the things he had seen. In the one he recalled most vividly, however, he got away. A helicopter came down and rescued him, and he escaped Carson City after being chased by hordes of infected Ebola patients. When he awoke, however, he was still in the house of the old couple, and he had a long walk back to Worthington Pines. It was time to investigate one last time.
 
   He approached the boarded house again, moving quickly but with stealth up the driveway. The window curtain was still open, and it was early enough in the morning that John hoped no one in the house was awake. He crept along the garage and looked out to the side. To his right was a cement walkway leading to the front door. Next to the front door was a boarded-up window, and the exposed window was next to it. He carefully moved along, close to the house in slow and steady steps until he reached the window into the mystery home. 
 
   John cupped his hands and peered inside. It looked like any normal living room. There was a couch, bookshelf, coffee table, and lamp. A kerosene lamp on the hardwood floor caught his eye. The people inside seemed to be waiting the disease out, just like the people of his community were doing. He squinted to see any other items of use when suddenly a man walked into the room and looked right at him. Their eyes met, and John could feel his heart stop and his legs lock. He had been exposed. The man stood frozen for a moment then vanished down the hall. 
 
   “Shit!” John said out loud. He backed away from the window just as he saw the man reenter the room brandishing a rifle. John ran alongside the house as fast as his legs could possibly take him and ventured out into the road and back down the street without looking back.
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The gates of Worthington Pines were closed, as they had been some time now. Beyond the steel bars that separated the struggling community from the outside world were homes that had become more like prison cells than anything else. The people had joined together to both defy the government quarantine mandate and survive the Ebola outbreak. 
 
   For many, it seemed the responsible thing to do. The president of the Home Owner’s Association, Ed Tillman, floated the idea to the other residents after the travel ban had been put into place. Not everyone was on board, and a few families packed up their cars and left, dutifully reporting to the nearest quarantine station. 
 
   Those who stayed were determined to get through the crisis without aid or assistance from the government, and as long as they kept strangers from getting inside, there would be no chance of infection. They agreed to never leave the community unless authorized, and if they did leave without approval, they would not be allowed back in. This was all put into writing—a contract produced by Ed Tillman, who was also a certified notary—and the residents signed it. 
 
   The community united to make sure there was enough food and supplies for everyone, and all of their resources were pulled together and properly distributed by the Home Owner’s Association, which acted as a sort of elected body in place of an actual government. The transition wasn’t hard, given that the HOA already operated with authority, and had long before Ebola was on anyone’s mind. 
 
   After the first month of cutting themselves off from the world, the plan seemed manageable. Not going to work was a hard adjustment for the adults to make, but most of the kids were delighted not to have to go to school. It was like summer vacation for them. But then the power went out, the water stopped running, and food and supplies were being stolen in the late hours of the night by unknown thieves.  
 
   As a result, the HOA President locked everything up, and residents volunteered as armed guards working in shifts. By the second month, suspicions grew within the community about who was responsible for the pilfering. And of course, there were suspicions about certain families who had not donated their “fair share” to be distributed throughout the community.
 
   Even after security measures were put in place, they didn’t have much left of anything. Certainly not enough food for the long haul. The lack of power and running water proved detrimental, and certain rifts were forming throughout the community, caused by sheer desperation. 
 
   Theories abounded about the reasons for the loss of power and utilities. Many believed that the government had pulled the switch to force residents from their homes and into official quarantine zones. Others simply believed it to be signs of the end times. John observed as his community began to tear apart at the seams after only two short weeks. During a particularly impassioned town meeting, he presented the idea of venturing beyond the gates for supplies. 
 
   “Who is going to do something like that? With that disease out there, you can count me out!” a pudgy retired man shouted in the dark, crowded room. 
 
   “I’ll do it,” John said. “I’m light on my feet.”
 
   “But you’re only one person,” a curly-haired, middle-aged woman said. “How are you going to carry enough supplies back with you for the entire community?”
 
   “I didn’t say that I would be doing that. I’ll see what it’s like out there and where we can go to get supplies. I’ll be your scout.”
 
   The residents nodded and agreed, and they soon began to admire the quiet, single man who lived among them, a man they knew little about. He gave them hope, and for a moment, they forgot about all their suspicions and animosity toward each other. There was still a chance that they could make it, and John was showing them the way.
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When he returned late in the afternoon, John hoped that his lengthy absence hadn’t allowed the community to resort to their old ways. He hoped that he wasn’t going to find them all dead after turning on one another. He had a new plan. It was cynical, but there was no denying the reality of the way things were. He would encourage them to turn all their rage, doubt, and fear on an outsider, and in the process take the supplies they needed. John presumed that he had stumbled upon the house of a prepper, and if he knew preppers, he knew they had more than what they needed. 
 
                 The loss of water was especially difficult for the community as the residents struggled to maintain good hygiene practices. It only multiplied their fears of germs, infection, and disease. Who among them wasn’t staying clean? Who among them could be a potential carrier? After being gone for two whole days, John felt he was arriving at just the right time. The entrance gate was closed and locked with a chain and padlock. The giant “No Solicitors” sign over the gate made John chuckle. Some things never changed. 
 
                 He called out to Hector, one of the volunteer guards who was sitting in a folding chair under the shade of a large tree inside the gate. Hector fumbled with his rifle and jumped out of his chair. He squinted between the iron bars and saw John standing there. 
 
                 “Well, holy shit. Look who’s back! John Elliot in the flesh!”
 
                 “Pleasure to see you too, Hector.”
 
                 The man went to the gate, holding a large key ring in his hand. He was wearing shorts and flip-flops, and his shirt was unbuttoned and open, revealing a tan chest. He looked as if he was ready to go to the beach, or was at least pretending he was there. He unlocked the gate and pulled one side open, letting John enter. 
 
                 “What’d you bring us back?” Hector asked. 
 
                 “News of the outside world,” he said, removing his surgical mask. He took some steps forward, and Hector stopped him while backing away.
 
                 “Hold on there. You know the rules. Doc’s gonna have to check you out before you go walking around in here. As you know, there’s a lot of scared folks around here.”
 
                 John stopped and sighed. “Yeah, I get it. They haven’t all killed each other yet, have they?”
 
                 Hector laughed. “Oh, don’t worry, they’re close.” He turned to face the winding road that led into the blocks of homes packed closely together on each street, so close that one yard seamlessly spread into the other. “You wait here and I’ll go get the doc,” he said, running off with his flip-flops slapping against the road. 
 
                 Dr. Winsted, or “Doc,” was the resident MD of the community, and his presence and expertise provided the people much comfort amid their Ebola fears. He knew the signs and symptoms of the disease fairly well, even given its mutation, and was on call for most of the day to check anyone who expressed so much as complaints of a headache. 
 
    
 
                 Dr. Winsted, a quiet man with thick gray hair and light stubble on his wrinkled face, eventually met John at the gate, wearing a medical garment, face mask, and hood. He didn’t appear to be taking any chances. 
 
                 “Everyone is so excited that you’re back,” he said to John while shining a light in his eyes. “You’re quite the celebrity here. They’ve called a big meeting and everything.”
 
                 “Well…” John said, holding his arms up as Dr. Winsted lifted his shirt and examined his chest and torso. “I’m honored.”
 
                 “So far so good,” the doc said. “How long have you been gone?”
 
                 “About two days,” John said. 
 
                 “So what’s it like out there. How bad?”
 
                 “Not good,” John answered. “I’ll fill them in soon enough, but I’d rather not think about it at the moment.”
 
                 Dr. Winsted stopped his examination and looked John in the face. “I understand. I don’t see any discoloration, sores, or any other signs, so you should be good to go. Just monitor yourself closely. You don’t want to wake up sick and have to tell this bunch the news.”
 
                 John laughed. “They’d probably burn me at the stake.”
 
                 “Not too far from reality,” Dr. Winsted said.
 
                 They walked together down the street to the HOA office, where a large meeting had been called in anticipation of John’s arrival. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 
 
   After a quick change into different clothes—a T-shirt and jeans—John walked to the main office ready to tell the residents about his journey. He could feel the tension in the air. Several homes had their blinds drawn and doors locked. He took it as a sign of the growing distrust occurring throughout the community. No one was outside, and he figured that everyone had probably packed into the meeting hall, some fifty people in all, eagerly awaiting the news. The main office was a gray single-story stucco building with a large flagpole sticking out of the mulch, and an American flag waving in the air.  
 
                 He entered through the front door, and he could already hear the chatter of the packed meeting room. He didn’t understand why they couldn’t have just met outside instead of cramming into some stuffy, darkened room, but the HOA President liked to stick to tradition. 
 
   John walked over the red carpeting and past the office desks, going straight to the meeting room in the back. The door was closed to a crack, and he pushed it open as several faces turned to him with expectation and worry. Some were lucky enough to find chairs around the rectangular table in the middle of the room. Others were standing. At the head of the table, naturally, was Ed Tillman, HOA President. 
 
                 “There he is!” Ed announced. 
 
                 The men and women, worn and tired-looking, tried to look enthusiastic and began to clap. Color began to come back to their now hopeful faces, due to his mere presence.  
 
                 There’s the love, John said to himself with a tinge of sarcasm. He politely pushed his way to the white board in the front of the room as men slapped him on the back and said things like, “attaboy!” and “welcome back!”
 
                 John took his position with all eyes on him as Ed rose up and shook his hand. The crowd grew raucous, and Ed raised his arms, signaling calm. 
 
                 “People, please! I’m sure John here has quite a lot to discuss. As you know, he was gone for two days. Dr. Winsted checked him out and everything and found no signs of infection, so I’d like to officially welcome him back and ask that he tell his story.”
 
                 Ed motioned to John as the room applauded again. The ages of the men and women varied, from people in their thirties to those in their sixties. Two months without power or running water had its effects. The men were unshaven and their skin oily, while the women were plain-faced, without makeup, their hair wild and messy. John looked over the crowd, their eager faces exciting him. They would hang on to his every word, and he had to admit that he was going to draw pleasure from it.
 
                 “Thank you, thank you, everyone,” he began. The room suddenly got quieter. John grabbed a red dry-erase marker that had been placed near the white board and then continued. “I was out there for two days and covered an area of roughly five to ten miles. While that doesn’t sound like a long distance, keep in mind that I spent a lot of time investigating homes, trying to find others, and searching for supplies.”
 
                 John fidgeted some with the marker, looked down at the carpet, and took a deep breath. His eyes shot up, intense and narrowed, as he continued. 
 
                 “On my journey, I saw misery and death. That much is undeniable. Most homes I came across were vacant, and it appears that most people have complied with the government’s mandate to report to official quarantine stations. Stores are closed and their shelves are emptied.”
 
                 The faces of the men and women in the crowd dropped. They were expecting a silver lining somewhere and were noticeably disappointed. However, John wasn’t finished. 
 
                 “The dead lay in the streets like roadkill. I don’t know where everyone is at, but we can only assume. Most homes I came across had already been pillaged of supplies, and I did my best to stay off of main roads and not get too close to the city. Like here, there appears to be no power, and I can strongly say that I hold the government responsible. They shut off the power because they’re trying to discourage us from staying in our homes.”
 
                 The charge against the government was quite outlandish, ultimately nothing but rhetoric. But he was giving the people what he knew they wanted to hear. 
 
                 “Through all of this, I came across one home. One home out of a hundred, that likely has all that we need. I can’t say for sure what they have, but I know that it’s big. I watched the house for a day and tried to see who lived there, but the windows were boarded, all but one, which I assume they’re using as some kind of lookout. 
 
   “Some of you may have heard of them on TV or somewhere else, but this, I believe, is the home of a prepper. Preppers are the kind of people who prepare for natural disasters. They have months, if not years of supplies they keep in waiting so that they can survive. Roughly five miles from here, you’ll find this house.”     
 
                 John turned around and began to draw the diagram of Greg’s house on the white board. It was rough, but the basic layout was accurate. There was a garage to the left, and the front of the house with two windows extended to the right. He turned to the people and began to mark entry points with an X.
 
                 “You have the garage here. I heard people talking in there, a man and a woman. This is one possible entry point, and something tells me that they’ve got supplies in there, because there were two cars in the driveway. The front door, here, could be rigged with explosives for all we know. I saw trip wire in the yard, and who knows what other traps exist? These preppers are serious people, and they’ll stop at nothing to protect their supplies.”
 
                 The crowd followed along intently. Their collective envy of the prepper house was gradually building into resentment, just as John had planned. 
 
                 “We have to hit this house hard. But this will not be without risk. While looking through the window, I was seen by a man. He came after me with a rifle, and it was a miracle that I got away.” A necessary exaggeration, he thought. “The occupants are obviously armed, so we have to be ready for that. We have to take them by surprise and overwhelm them.”
 
                 A frizzy-haired woman shouted out from the crowd, “Are you suggesting that we kill these people?”
 
                 John thought to himself then responded. “I’m suggesting that we do what’s necessary to get their supplies. If we can avoid it, sure. But I can guarantee you that preppers do not go down without a fight.”
 
                 The crowd grumbled in ambivalence. 
 
                 “Is this house really worth all this? What did you see?” a bespectacled man asked.
 
                 “I saw enough to trust my instincts. This is the golden goose. There’s a good chance that there is only a man and a woman in the house, and I’d put my money on the fact that they’re hoarding enough supplies for this entire community. It’s not that far, and if we took a few vehicles we could easily get in there, get what we need, and get out.”
 
                 More murmurs and rumblings went through the crowd. Suddenly, Ed stood up to address them. 
 
                 “People, let’s hear him out. John was on a mission to find us more supplies, and if you ask me, he did his job to a T. He found a house nearby, and now we’ve got to act.”
 
                 John cut in. “We’ll need every man in the community and every weapon we have.” He pointed to a bearded man wearing a blue jumpsuit in the front.
 
                 “Rick, you’ve still got that old junk Buick banger, right?”
 
                 “Yeah, don’t know if I can get it started though. Why?” 
 
                 “Because we’re going to need it. I’ve got an idea.”
 
                 Ed continued. “It sounds to me that we’re really on to something here. And I say that we act fast.”
 
                 A woman stood up, objecting. “I just don’t want anyone to get hurt or killed.”
 
                 “You know what’s going on out there?” a man said with a snide tone. “It’s everyone for themselves, and we’re shit out of options.”
 
                 Most of the crowd cheered in agreement. 
 
                 John raised his voice to get their attention. “If we stick to a single strategy, we can’t lose. The occupants may be expecting us after seeing me at the window today, so we have to strike quickly.”
 
                 “I agree,” Ed said. 
 
                 “So what the hell are we waiting for, people, let’s do this!” John said. 
 
                 The crowd fervently cheered, and John knew that he had them. The prepper house was the answer to all of their troubles. And for John, it was perfect. 
 
   


 
  

Stand-off
 
    
 
   Greg knew that he had a situation on his hands. Someone had seen into his home, right through the front window. Veronica had left the curtain open, and though a simple mistake, its repercussions could prove to be deadly. Greg paced around the living room, trying to think of a defensive plan. They’d already had one home invasion two months prior, and that was enough. Hunkering down was not without its problems. Once Veronica was up and out of bed, Greg handed her a freshly brewed coffee and explained what had happened. 
 
   She looked stricken. “Greg, I'm so sorry that I forgot to close the curtain last night,” she said, putting her face in her hands.
 
   “It's okay, we all make mistakes. Happens to everyone.”
 
   “But you said so yourself, preppers can't make mistakes.”
 
   “That's beside the point. We have to be ready. I've got the trip wire set up outside, and we have to get our arsenal ready.”
 
   “What can I do to help?” 
 
   “Just be ready when the time comes.”
 
   “Are you sure about a threat? I mean, you said it was just one guy. Maybe you spooked him, and that's the end of it.”
 
   “We can't take any chances after last time. If he had any good intentions, he wouldn't have run. I can almost guarantee that he'll be back with others.” 
 
   Veronica moaned “What do they want with us this time? Why can't they just leave us alone?”
 
   “They want what we have,” he said. “Whatever they can take, just like the others.”
 
   Veronica was inclined to believe him. 
 
   Earlier that day, Greg had set his trip wire alarms throughout the front and back yards. Some of the alarms used blank .22 rounds ignited by a cotter pin that set off when the wire is tripped. Mini sentry traps were some of Greg's favorite kinds of alarm, their wires carefully concealed in the few remaining patches of grass in his yard. As he had done before, Greg rigged his remaining flares to the other traps. 
 
   The flares were set up against the small trees he had in planted in and around the back and front yard. Once the wire was tripped, the flares would ignite and make him aware of the intruder's location. He was expecting a night attack, if anything. 
 
    
 
   While prepping for a home invasion, Greg entered the room with his weapons and laid them on the coffee table in the living room. He noticed Veronica looking ahead with a distant stare.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
   She looked up suddenly. “Oh, I'm sorry, I was just thinking.”
 
   Greg walked over and sat next to her. The house was dark, as it always was, and they did their best to keep it from getting too stuffy, hot, or uncomfortable. In addition to keeping the area sanitized, Greg had portable battery-operated fans in each room. Their conditions were manageable, but nothing suppressed their longing for normalcy. 
 
   Veronica, out of clean clothes, wasn’t looking forward to washing them out of a bucket, especially with their water reserve getting low. Greg explained that most of his preps were based on the needs of one person, but he was clear that he wouldn't have wanted things any differently.
 
   “I enjoy your company here. I would probably have lost my mind by now doing this thing alone.”
 
   Veronica brushed the dark hair from the side of her face and looked ahead. “I just don't want to be a burden to anyone. We've been exposed, someone knows we're here, and it's all my fault.”
 
   Greg threw his hands up. “This again? I told you not to beat yourself up about it. I need you focused today.”
 
   “I am focused,” she said defensively. 
 
   “OK, I believe you. We're going to be fine. Trip wires are set up, and we're armed and ready.”
 
   Enthused, Greg took the empty coffee mugs back into the kitchen and placed them in the sink. He instinctively pulled the faucet handle above sink, causing a few dirty drops to cough out. “I don't know when I'll be able to break this habit,” he said. 
 
   Veronica could hear him messing with the sink. “I did that this morning in the bathroom. It's a hard habit to break.” 
 
   “Yeah, it's going to take a while.” Greg picked up the emergency radio on the counter and prepared to bring it into the living room. “We should listen to some news. Get some updates.”
 
   He turned the radio on and heard only static. 
 
   “Funny,” Greg said. “It was working fine this morning. I didn't change the station or anything.”
 
   He turned the crank lever to give the radio some juice, but it didn't seem to make much of a difference. It wasn't the sign they were looking for. Things were getting worse, not better. 
 
   “Maybe they're just temporarily off the air,” Veronica said. 
 
   Greg held the portable radio up and turned the knob, trying to find the station. “These are emergency broadcasts, they're not supposed to go off the air for any reason.” Regardless, he couldn't find a station and set the radio down on the coffee table, frustrated. “Guess we're officially cut off now.”
 
   “It might work later. Could be some interference.”
 
   “Could be a million things, but we need to know what's going on.” He rose from the couch. “I'm going to find another radio. Can you please keep watch at the window?”
 
   “Sure,” she said, standing. She picked up the rifle and a small pair of binoculars from the coffee table and walked to the window as Greg went off to his room. She opened the curtain and sat in one of the kitchen chairs that Greg had put there.
 
   He found two other emergency radios in his prep closet and brought them out to try to get a signal. Veronica noticed his distracted effort in trying to get them to work. She could hear him getting more irritated by the moment.
 
   She turned back to the window and to her right. Suddenly, far down the street, she could see something moving fast. 
 
   As the rumbling of engines approached, she could hardly breathe. In haste, she held the binoculars to her eyes and looked in disbelief. It was a large truck, something that belonged in a Monster Truck Derby. There were cars riding behind it, driving with the same ferocity. They were getting dangerously close to the house. 
 
   “Greg!” she shouted. “There’s people coming!”
 
   He immediately ran from the kitchen to the window, nearly pushing Veronica out of the way. 
 
   “Here, give me the rifle,” he said. She moved out of the way and handed him the weapon. 
 
   The large truck circled around the cul-de-sac, drove right up into his yard, up the side of the driveway, and then stopped. Three other cars, not much farther behind, parked on the side of the street near Greg's house. People moved quickly out of their cars and advanced before Greg could even pull the window up. There was a lot of movement—thirty or more of them, most of whom were armed. It was too much for one person. He couldn't possibly shoot them all. 
 
   “What are they doing?” Veronica asked, standing behind him while clutching her pistol.
 
   Some men jumped out of the back of the truck and pulled a large, thick chain out with them. It had a hook on each end. They hitched one hook to the back of the truck and ran the other end through the large handle on the garage door, looping it around several times and then locking it together with the second hook. 
 
   “They're trying to get in the garage,” Greg said, steadying his rifle. There were so many people running around, he didn't know who to shoot first. 
 
   “I don't know what they think they're doing. They're just going to end up yanking the handle off.” Then it occurred to Greg that the handle also held the door’s locking mechanism in it. Once they ripped it off, it wouldn't take long for them to pry the door open and roll it up. 
 
   “It's time,” Greg said to Veronica. “Take your position and watch my six.” 
 
   She was in a daze, shocked that people, once again, were trying to get in the house. What were they going to do to her and Greg once they got in?  
 
   Greg snapped his fingers to get her attention. “Hey! Stay with me here, Veronica. We're going to have to fight them off.” 
 
   She nodded and ran to the far corner of the room, near the kitchen where bookshelves had been arranged in a square to offer her concealment and cover. From there she had a good view of the back door and the kitchen window in case anyone tried to get in. She knelt down behind the shelves, holding the pistol as her legs shook. 
 
   The loud engine of the truck roared, and Greg popped his first shot off, striking one man directly in the head. The man's body slumped over and hit the ground as the side of his head opened. The mass of intruders nearby scattered. A few of them panicked and ran directly through the front yard, setting off the sentry traps with loud pops, further confusing them. They quickly and desperately took cover and returned fire, hitting Greg’s lookout window. 
 
   He ducked for cover just as the shots went through the glass. With a stack of loaded magazines next to him, he rose and took another shot at the back of the truck's rear window, shattering it to pieces. He was trying to aim for the driver. All the commotion was happening to the far right of the house, near the driveway and garage, and Greg had trouble seeing where many of them had run off. 
 
   For good measure, he shot at the men who had stumbled into his yard and set off the trip wire alarms. He hit one unusually large man directly in the chest and a short, older man in the leg. They dropped to the ground screaming for help. 
 
   He took three more shots at the driver's side door and window, taking out the remainder of the glass and leaving bullet holes in the truck's body. The terrified driver was hunched down and trying to take cover. If Greg had one mission, it was to prevent the truck from moving. 
 
   The man Greg had shot in the leg was trying to crawl away, writhing in agony. He had been neutralized, and Greg didn't see the point of wasting a bullet to take him out. However, there were more people moving around and taking positions behind vehicles and trees than he could keep up with. Their strategy baffled him. 
 
   They looked disorganized. Some took cover, and others ran out in the open. Some ran away completely. He took out anyone in his line of fire, and his body count neared ten. Empty shell casings hit the floor and rolled across the hardwood. Veronica was still at her position, covering her ears with every shot Greg took. It seemed he was fending them off just fine. She wanted so much for everything to be over, as terror gripped her heart and rumbled deep within her gut. It was a fear of death. 
 
   The truck's loud engine continued idling as Greg emptied his magazine and slapped another one in. He could hear the voices of the men shouting to each other. Someone was trying to take control of the situation and keep the men from running away. 
 
   Who are these people? Greg thought. They looked like normal, everyday people wearing plain street clothes. Some of them were even wearing Dockers. Their voices called to each other from the sides of the cars they were hiding behind.
 
    
 
   “Where are the shots coming from?”
 
   “Where do you think they're coming from? Front window!”
 
   “One of you guys need to fire back.”
 
   “Where's Hector?”
 
   “He's shot. I think he's dead!”
 
   “Tell Rick to floor it.”
 
   “Rick! Floor that thing, pull that damn door off.”
 
    
 
   The driver, Rick, sat up, summoning every last ounce of courage left in him, and shifted the gears of the truck and pressed on the gas pedal. He shot back in reverse and smashed directly into the garage as Greg fired upon it. A loud, deafening crash shook the house and caused Veronica to scream. Greg scored a head shot just a second too late as the truck backed into the garage door at full speed, crushing it open. 
 
   The men outside were shocked. It wasn't part of the plan.
 
   “Not reverse, dumbass! You were supposed to go forward!” 
 
   Greg moved his rifle around, trying to follow the voices, but everyone was hidden. He fired shots at the line of vehicles, blowing out some of their tires. Some men panicked and fled, and Greg knew he was thinning the ranks. There couldn't have been more than ten or fifteen left. It was at that moment that everything changed. 
 
    
 
   “Give him the signal!” a voice yelled. 
 
   “Do it now!” another man said. 
 
    
 
   Greg could hear something in the distance. Barreling down the road was another car; a beat-up, rusty Buick. It must have been traveling over eighty, because Greg had barely any time to respond. He took a shot at it, hitting the window, but saw that nothing was going to stop the looming metal beast. It was headed straight for the house. Greg jumped back and looked to Veronica.
 
   “Get out of the room!” 
 
   Just as he shouted, the car crashed with a fury into the living room. The wall exploded into a million fragments: wood, paneling, insulation, wiring, glass, and drywall. The car stormed through, taking out everything in its path. Greg was thrown to the side and hit a nearby wall; the blow knocked him out. Victorious cheers rose from outside. Veronica jumped out of what seemed like a tornado’s destructive path and fell back into the kitchen. The impact of the collision had slowed down the car’s progress, and it soon rolled to a halt somewhere near the dining room, having torn everything in the living room apart: the couch, coffee table, chairs, and bookcase. 
 
   On the cold tile of the kitchen floor, Veronica lifted herself up on all fours. She still had the 9mm in her hand and knew that she was probably going to have to use it. 
 
   “Greg!” she shouted. She couldn't see him anywhere amid the rubble of the collapsed living room. She stood up and hobbled over to the Buick, its engine still smoking as it sat in the middle of the room. She expected to find its driver with his head split open against the windshield. But the man had been prepared. In the driver’s seat, he was trying to unfasten his seat belt. His face was completely concealed by a large helmet with a dark, thick, tinted visor. He was also wearing padded clothes like a football player. 
 
   Even given his safety gear, he seemed a bit dazed, and Veronica took full advantage of it. She strode to the side of the car, held the pistol against the top of the helmet, and fired. After a loud blast, his helmet shattered open at the top, and his head slumped forward. He never got his seat belt off. Veronica held the pistol up in front of her face. She was surprised with herself. But the helmet man wouldn't be the only one. She could hear sounds of rummaging coming from the garage and cheers of elation at what they had discovered. 
 
    
 
   “I told you!” a man's excited voice said. “Didn't I tell you all that there was something about this place?”
 
   “We need to check the rest of the house first. We don't know how many people are here.”
 
   “That car really did the trick!” 
 
   “It sure did!”
 
    
 
   She moved quickly to the ruins of the living room and finally found Greg lying on the floor near a pile of drywall and chunks of brick. He was unconscious. She knelt down and shook him. His eyes flickered open, and for a moment, he was just lying there. 
 
   “They're coming in, Greg. They got into the garage.” 
 
   Suddenly the door to the garage opened, revealing a man crouched low and holding a bushmaster. Veronica raised her pistol and shot without hesitation. His body flew back, and a dark hole opened in his chest as his rifle fell to the ground. The gun blast fully woke Greg, and he jumped up, looking for his rifle. 
 
    
 
   From somewhere, a scared voice yelled, “Let's get out of here!” 
 
    
 
   Veronica helped Greg up. He thanked her and gently took the pistol from her hand. “Stay here, OK.” 
 
   Before she could respond, he backed against the wall and inched toward the swaying door where the body of the man lay. Greg whipped around and stormed the room like some kind of SWAT team member. They had already scavenged most of his supplies, and the smoking, smashed-in rear of the truck looked like a shipwreck. There were five or so men in the garage still carrying supplies. John was one of them, and he ran the second Greg entered. He didn't get far, as Greg fired two shots into his back. The others scrambled to run, but Greg showed them no mercy. 
 
   He picked up the bushmaster at his feet and shot each man as they attempted to get away. He moved along at a steady pace, past the opening of the garage door and the body of the dead driver inside, over the bodies of the ones he had killed earlier, and he saw that the few remaining survivors had made it back to their cars. They peeled out as he approached, nearly crashing into each other. He fired rapidly as they tore off down the road and into the distance. 
 
   “Shit,” he said to himself. 
 
   He walked down the driveway to the front of his house and turned to survey the damage. Where there was once a living room, there was now an enormous, gaping hole. His garage had been ransacked, and much of his supplies taken. Gone were his MREs, the water supply, and supplies that he had been building up for the past year. 
 
   It felt like such a waste. He had expected that after seeing the man in the window that someone would be back. He just didn't expect them to hit him like they did. It was overwhelming, but maybe that was the point. Death was resoundingly in the air, and he didn't even have his HAZMAT suit. By the time he squeezed back into the garage, he found Veronica looking around in shock. 
 
   “They took everything,” she said. “How did they do it?”
 
   Greg approached her. “They didn't take everything.”
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked.
 
   “We held our own, we still have stuff.”
 
   “Yeah, but all of our water. The majority of the food.”
 
   “They didn't get our hidden supplies.”
 
   Veronica was confused, but she should have known better. “What are you talking about, hidden supplies?”
 
   “You'll learn soon enough. But a word to the wise, a prepper never reveals his preps.”
 
   They went back into the house, trying to wrap their heads around the destruction that surrounded them. There was no easy way around it; they were going to have to hunker down elsewhere.         
 
   


 
  

On The Road
 
    
 
   With the house in shambles beyond any practical repair, Greg knew they would have to find somewhere else to hunker down. They had also killed lots of people, and those who fled could very well come back with others. The place was too hot, and the new life Greg had made for himself had crumbled with the fallen debris of the living room. Where there had been a wall and two windows was now a massive hole framed by splintered wood, shattered plaster, and brick. An old Buick Skylark sat motionless in the dining room, smoke rising from under the crushed front end. 
 
   A man wearing a motorcycle helmet was slumped over with an open hole in his helmet and a seat belt holding him in place. There were four bodies in the garage, one in the doorway, and at least ten to fifteen more lying about the front yard, not to mention the ill-fated driver of the truck. Surveying the damage and carnage around him, Greg came to the realization that there was simply no staying there any longer. It was far too dangerous. He would have to relocate and start a new life somewhere else, just like he had done before. 
 
   He didn't know who the people were who attacked his house or where they had come from, but he knew that it was no longer a safe place. Perhaps there was nowhere safe left to go. They had to get out of the neighborhood for sure; out of the city, if possible. He'd have to leave his home and his job and never return, regardless of the Ebola outcome. 
 
   There was no turning back. He only hoped that Veronica would go with him. They had remaining supplies throughout the house: in the hall closet, the pantry, and Greg's bedroom, but losing the supplies in the garage was a huge blow nonetheless.    
 
   “What now?” Veronica asked, leaning against the kitchen counter. 
 
   The kitchen was relatively undamaged, but she couldn't stand to look at any of the dead bodies, which seemed to be everywhere her eyes fell, much longer. The smell of gunfire and death filled the air.
 
   “Whatever we do, we need to move fast. We've been completely compromised.”
 
   “I'd say that's pretty obvious,” Veronica said.
 
   “The point is, I'm not coming back here. I can't.”
 
   Veronica's forehead crunched up in confusion. “What do you mean? This is your home.” 
 
   Greg leaned closer. “You have to understand, Veronica, there are certain people looking for me, and they will always be looking for me. I have to stay a step ahead. All these people I've killed today, this further exposes me. Even if I were to get rid of them and fix the house up, others would come.”
 
   “So why keep running?” she asked at last.
 
   “Because it's the only thing I have left to do,” he said, looking off into nothing.   
 
   It was getting dark out, and the gray sky was gradually fading to black. Greg was determined to hit the road. 
 
   “What's the plan then?” Veronica asked. “Where are we going to go?”
 
   “I'm going to try to get as far away from the outbreak as possible. You should find some family and maybe stay with them, like your aunt's place.”
 
   “What about the checkpoints and roadblocks?”
 
   “I’ll find a way around them. All I know is that we can't stay here.”
 
   Veronica's expression shifted to one of astonished anger. “Are you trying to ditch me? After all that we've been through?”
 
    Greg turned and began to walk away.
 
   “Answer me!” she shouted, grabbing his arm. 
 
   “I thought I had all the answers!” he said, his voice raised. “But I can no longer guarantee your safety.”
 
   “I never asked you to,” she said. “But you have kept me safe, multiple times, and if you think that we're just going to part ways now, you're out of your mind.”
 
   Greg paused. “OK, then what do you want to do?” he asked. 
 
   “I want you to come to my aunt's house with me. She lives on a ranch. It's perfect.”
 
   Silence came over them as Greg thought it over. “How would she feel about that?”
 
   “She'll be fine with it. You'll like her. Please, Greg, no one will bother us there, I promise.” She looked into his tired eyes, hoping that he would go for it. She felt doomed at the thought of being on her own and couldn't imagine, at that point, going their separate ways. 
 
   “I'd be honored to stay at your aunt's place.” He paused, as if strategizing again. “But we still need to do things my way.”
 
   A light seemed to go off inside him, and Greg was back on point. “It's going to be tricky getting there, but if we play our cards right, we can do it. We'll load up the van with everything we have left, pack it in there real tight, and then leave this place once and for all.”
 
   Veronica nodded. “One vehicle or two?” 
 
   Greg scratched his head. “It's going to be more difficult to move around town, following each other, but we want to have as many vehicles as possible, especially for a long-distance bug-out. That's first. We take both vehicles and stay close together. It's the only way.”
 
    
 
   They agreed that they would pack their personal items and all the remaining supplies and leave the house for good, as quickly as possible. Traveling was at the top of Greg's list of “don'ts” during an outbreak, but the situation was beyond his careful control. They could stay in the house, or one nearby, and wait until another roaming mob came, or perhaps a wave of police would be dispatched, ready to arrest Greg. Gun laws were somewhat lax in Nevada, but somehow Greg didn't see himself coming out on top. 
 
   They were also supposed to be under official government quarantine, like everyone else, and would have no explanation for their actions. The more he thought about it, the more he considered Veronica's Aunt Tilda's house ideal for a “bug-out.” Reno was outside Carson City, where the outbreak had originated, and the ranch, he was told, was away from the main city. 
 
   They left the bodies to rot, not wanting to touch them. Veronica packed her things from the guest bedroom, and in a way it almost felt good to get out of the house and move on. Although it was a short trip to Reno—about forty miles—anything could happen along the way. Greg was in his room packing as well. Being a minimalist had its perks, particularly when it came time to “bug-out,” and he was able to fit his necessities—clothes and hygiene products—into one suitcase. 
 
   There was still the matter of packing up supplies and what to do about the house. He had appliances and furniture that he obviously couldn't take with him, and abandoning them completely would be a considerable financial loss. But he had little choice; to leave one's home for good meant leaving everything he couldn't fit behind. 
 
   His loss would be someone else's gain. Maybe, just maybe, if the situation improved, he could send for his things or possibly hire a moving truck. To worry about his personal belongings seemed frivolous, and Greg moved on, trying to get everything together in order to leave. 
 
   After moving all supplies to the kitchen, Greg went into his room for one last haul. A kerosene lamp sat flickering in the corner, providing just enough light to allow him to work with. He pushed his bed frame to the side, revealing a trapdoor with a combination lock over the hinge. 
 
   Down below, in a hollowed space five feet deep, was where Greg had stored his back-up supplies—his secret stash. It was his own personal bug-out storage where he kept sensitive documents, cash, birth certificate, passport, bug-out bag, emergency food storage, and extra ammunition. 
 
   They were the kind of items he stored for an emergency that required him to be on the move. Unfortunately, the day had come. He turned the combination and opened the lock. The number 18-24-35 came natural to him, though he hadn't opened the trap door in a long while. 
 
   He pulled the door open, causing the hinges to creak. It was dark inside the hole, so he grabbed a nearby flashlight and turned it on. 
 
   “I'm almost ready,” Veronica shouted from the other room. 
 
   Greg turned his head slightly. “No rush. Take your time.” 
 
   Crouched down, he leaned in closer and shined his flashlight into the hole. Everything looked to be just as he had left it. There was a small security box that housed $1,000 in cash, his passport, and other sensitive items, all placed in sealed Ziploc bags. 
 
   His camouflage bug-out bag was packed with essentials ranging from multi-tools, knives, paracord, flashlights, first-aid kits, solar crank radio, and water filters to cooking and eating utensils, trail mixes, powdered drinks, sewing kits, socks, gloves, poncho, tent, and a basic survival kit. 
 
   He pulled the bug-out bag out of the hole and set it on the floor. He shined his light back down into the hole, revealing ammunition cans, bottled water, and several MRE cases at the bottom. It was time to clear out his secret stash and start loading up the van.
 
   Veronica was packed and ready as Greg brought the remainder of his supplies out of his room, staging them in the kitchen. She marveled at him as he piled up the last of the MRE boxes. He turned and took notice. “See, I told you they didn't get everything.”
 
   “You're the biggest hoarder I've ever seen.”
 
   “That's why you're here, right?” he asked. 
 
   It was the first time either of them had smiled in hours. The task of loading up both the car and van was upon them, and Greg wanted to hit the road quickly. It had been an exhausting day, but they decided to try to move on.
 
   Greg offered Veronica a thermos full of coffee before their departure, for the road. She gladly accepted it and thanked him. 
 
   “Did they get our HAZMAT suits?” she asked, as if the thought just occurred.  
 
   Greg nodded. “As long as we stay away from populated areas, we should be good.” 
 
   “Are you convinced that the disease isn't airborne yet?”
 
   “I'm not sure,” Greg said. “But either way, our stops need to be kept to a minimal. How are you on gas?” 
 
   “I think I had a half tank last time I checked.”     
 
   “You should always keep a full tank, like me,” Greg said. 
 
   Veronica swung her thermos at him playfully. “Well, aren't you Mr. Perfect?”
 
   Greg laughed. “We'll get you there someday.” 
 
   As if suddenly remembering something, he knelt down next to his bug-out bag and took out two hand-held radios. “Here,” he said, handing one to Veronica. “We can't trust cell reception any longer. This way we can communicate with each other on the road.”
 
   “Good idea,” she said, taking it. 
 
   She turned the power knob on and was treated to a jarringly loud amount of static, which caused her to immediately turn it off. 
 
   “Too bad I don't know how to use it,” she said.
 
   “There's nothing to it. If you can use a cell phone, you can use one of these. We just make sure we're on the same frequency and go from there.”
 
   He went over the basics and showed her how to use it. It seemed that each day with Greg, she was learning something new. A thought suddenly came to her out of nowhere: If they survived everything, she would have a hell of a story to tell. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As they left the house behind, Greg taking the lead, their vehicles echoed down the deserted neighborhood street. Most lawns they passed were sprouted with weeds. Trash littered the streets, and there was an unusually large number of dogs roaming the area. They weren't strays, as most of them had collars. Instead, it was more likely that they had been abandoned by their owners in haste.
 
   It was close to nine, and they hoped to get to Aunt Tilda's no later than ten. After charging her phone in the car, Veronica tried calling her but couldn't get a signal. She threw the phone at the dashboard in frustration.
 
   “You piece of junk!” 
 
   She didn't like going there unannounced, but they trudged on anyway. Tilda was a sharp woman, and she had probably chosen to hunker down as well. Veronica knew that her aunt would be the last person to voluntarily resign herself to some government quarantine facility. As they drove on, many thoughts crossed Veronica's mind. She wondered how far they were going to make it and at what point they were going to come across a checkpoint or something worse. 
 
   Would they see any other cars on the road? She wondered what the power, water, and cell phone towers had to do with the outbreak, if anything. It made little sense that they would lose those things because of an epidemic. She wondered what things were like everywhere else. Maybe they were the only ones. Maybe Carson City had been shut off from the rest of the world while everyone was just waiting for them to all die. She thought about her friends, her roommates, and her family. They were probably worried sick about her, and there was little she could do about it. 
 
   Greg had thoughts of his own swimming through his head. He was foremost concerned for their safety and hoped that they would make it to Tilda's house without issue. His heart was racing, and he felt anxious but confident. A pistol rested on the middle console, right below the car stereo that wasn't getting a single frequency. 
 
   He thought of his house, his mortgage, his job, and his time in Carson City. Funny, it seemed, that things had so drastically changed. He was grateful to have Veronica accompanying him for the journey. Before Captain, she had been his only real friend in the area. 
 
   He navigated along the winding neighborhood streets, not seeing a single light, vehicle, or person, and finally pulled out onto the street leading to the highway. Veronica trailed close behind, one headlight more shaky than the other. They passed a sign with an arrow that pointed right: Reno 43 Miles. 
 
   He turned onto the highway on-ramp without issue. They still hadn't seen a vehicle or a roadblock like the one Veronica experienced when first trying to flee the city some two months earlier. Perhaps the travel ban had been lifted. As he merged onto the highway, he increased his speed and watched his mirror for Veronica's lights. She merged as well and kept a good pace behind him. 
 
   He held up his two-way radio and pressed the button to talk while steering with his free hand. The road ahead was dark, but he could see headlights coming toward him down the lanes on the other side of the divided highway. 
 
    
 
   “V-six, this is Badger, over,” he said. 
 
   Moments later, her voice came through the radio. “Is that some kind of call sign or something?” she asked, laughing. 
 
   “Roger, forgot to mention that, over.”
 
   “Well, those are very creative names. I almost thought you said V-sex at first.”
 
   “Let's keep it clean, over.”
 
   Veronica just laughed. 
 
   “You still good on gas? Over.”
 
   There was a pause.
 
   “Yes, I should be fine...over.”
 
   “Roger, just keep your radio on, in case I need to talk to you, over and out.”
 
    
 
   Greg set the hand-held down on the console then flipped through stations on the dial. The typical static and pops sounded as he moved through the different stations, finally coming to something that sounded promising. It was a man's voice, an announcer, speaking in an almost monotone voice. Greg's hand froze on the dial. He carefully pulled it away and leaned back in his seat.
 
   “…Support in infected areas has decreased dramatically as federal agencies have put the brunt of their resources into staving off the unprecedented epidemic in California. However, Nevada residents are reportedly trying to cope with dwindling resources, support, and treatment.
 
   “As of now, there are conflicting reports about the quality and effective operation of several quarantine and treatment centers set up throughout infected areas. It's been two months since Governor Peterson ordered a state of emergency for Nevada and the National Guard was activated to assist in the controversial implementation of martial law. The Guard’s role has been to enforce the travel ban, to ensure that residents report to treatment centers, and to provide order to infected areas.
 
   “New figures released today show that the numbers of infected and dead have increased despite the best efforts of the state and federal agencies to control it.”
 
   “Just great,” Greg said to himself. There was no silver lining just yet. 
 
   Several large military trucks zoomed by on the opposite side of the highway. It was a close call, and earlier Greg purposely sought out the scenic route on the outskirts of the city to travel by. Now the highway was the only choice, and from it he could see Carson City in the far distance. He could also see and hear helicopters circling around, some lowering large crates into the streets. 
 
   He moved his eyes back to the barren road, astonished but relieved by the absence of checkpoints. His headlights provided the only light for some distance. With his map and Veronica's directions, Greg was confident he could get them there without issue. He just hoped that it wouldn't necessitate the taking of more lives in order to protect themselves.        
 
    
 
   


 
  

The Ranch
 
    
 
   They arrived near Tilda’s ranch around ten as planned. Greg was satisfied with the layout, but he wanted to investigate the house before going in. Anything could have happened in the time since Veronica had talked to her aunt on her cellphone. Tilda lived in a ranching community of sorts, spread out over hundreds of acres of land. Veronica had even referred to them as “homestead preppers,” and Greg was impressed to find that she had such a lineage within her family. 
 
   Once they got out into no-man's land, however, Greg wasn’t sure where to go. He got on the radio and told Veronica to take the lead. She pulled in front and drove down a bumpy dirt road as Greg followed. Fortunately she had just enough gas to get there. The plan was to bug-out and hunker down, but they would need to find some more fuel if the house wasn’t safe. With what they had been through so far, Greg was expecting anything. 
 
   Thick clouds of dust trailed from behind her car, covering Greg's windshield as he followed behind. Arched trees passed by the window in a blur with the desert, rolling hills, and mountains in the far distance. They were surrounded by darkness except for the faint light from the stars. Greg didn't see any power lines, which worried him. Then again, it meant they were far from the city. 
 
   Veronica already explained to him that the house used well water and that Tilda and her neighbors lived self-sufficiently. Tilda's place could very well be the key to their survival. But Greg preferred to tread lightly and not put too much faith in one idea. 
 
   Commit yourself to a plan, but be prepared to change, was what he always told himself. 
 
   After five minutes or so of navigating over all dips and holes in the dirt road, they veered right at a fork. It led to a steel gate with three reflectors along the top panel. A line of trees blocked any view of the house, and Greg was already growing suspicious. Veronica stopped her car and called him on his radio.
 
   “This is the place. I'm gonna get out and open the gate, then just follow me in.”
 
   “Roger,” Greg said. “Turn your headlights off before we enter, and I’ll do the same, over.” 
 
   “It’ll be hard to see” was her answer. 
 
   “We have to be careful. Just do your best, over,” Greg said.
 
   “Okay Greg.”
 
   “Need any help with the gate? Over.”
 
   “I’m good, just keep a look out.”
 
   Greg watched as she got out of her dusty blue Volvo and went straight to the gate. 
 
   She pulled a latch holding the gate in place and pushed it open. She looked over to him, a distant shadow, and gave him a thumbs-up. When she got back into her car, he saw her hitting her steering wheel. 
 
   He picked up his radio. “What's wrong?”  
 
   There was a pause; then she came on. “I still couldn't get ahold of her. There's no reception here either. It doesn't make any sense.”
 
   “We just need to stay alert. If she's here, I'm certain she'll be plenty confused at first, but we'll explain everything. But we have to make sure the house is safe before we enter. Over.” 
 
   “If she's not here?” 
 
   “We investigate, then find a way in. Over and out.”
 
   Veronica put her radio down and shifted her car into drive. The idea of breaking into her own aunt's house and squatting there was funny in itself, but they had few options left. 
 
   They drove past the gate. Greg parked, jumped out of the van, and closed it. Then he got back in the van and followed Veronica down the long straight path to an impressively sizable ranch house resembling a log cabin. He got on his radio and told her to park a safe distance from the house. Her car rolled to a stop on the dirt path, roughly fifty feet away from it, and stopped.
 
   There were steps leading to a front porch with a wood railing and wooden pillars that held up the deck roof. A cat skirted across the porch, jumped off, and disappeared. At each side of the front door there were large windows. The green roof of the house rose up at a high angle. There was a barn to the left of the house and an open field to the right. Inside the house, the lights were on. 
 
   She noticed her aunt's white station wagon parked on the side of the barn. It was a good sign. Next to her station wagon was a red Ford truck she had never seen before, but it had been a while since she had visited. Maybe Tilda got a new truck. It was filled with boxes in the back, like someone was in the process of moving.  
 
   The lights and the station wagon had convinced her that Aunt Tilda was there, and she was excited. She turned her engine off and jumped out of the car. Greg’s voice came over the radio. “Give it some time. Come back to the van here, and we’ll watch the house together.”
 
   She felt annoyed at his hesitance but knew he had his reasons and that his instincts were generally good. “OK,” she said into the radio, walking back to his van.
 
   As she approached, he turned off the ignition, losing the tail end of the news update on the radio. But apparently Reno was in shambles after having problems establishing quarantine facilities and enforcing martial law. It looked as though they had gotten to Tilda's just in time. 
 
   It had been a long day, and Greg was ready to get the formalities out of the way and hunker down in style. Veronica got into the passenger seat of the van and began to explain how big the house was, and how it had four bedrooms, and how she believed they had come to the right place. She explained that Aunt Tilda was widowed and had owned the house with her rancher husband, Bernie. 
 
   Before his passing, the couple would have friends stay and visit all the time, but not so much anymore. Tilda, Veronica explained, was a generally cheerful person. She was tough, and Veronica also stressed that she believed they would get along great. Greg was ready to put on the charm. 
 
   “How did your uncle die?” Greg asked. 
 
   Veronica looked at him. “Heart attack.”
 
   With both vehicles parked, they waited. There was no movement they could detect inside or around the house, but Greg kept his Beretta pistol nearby anyway. He asked Veronica about the other vehicles, and she explained that she had never seen the truck before.
 
   “That could be a problem,” he said. 
 
   “Maybe she got a new truck.”
 
   “Why? Does she like trucks?”
 
   Veronica’s hair flew into her face as she turned to Greg. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s a friend. Maybe a boyfriend.”
 
   “A boyfriend?” Greg asked.
 
   Veronica laughed. “She’s not that old.”
 
   Greg stared forward, not taking his eyes off the house. “I just like to know things before I walk into a situation.”
 
   They sat and they waited. Nothing changed. The lights in the house remained on, and they saw no movement whatsoever. Veronica suggested that her aunt might be asleep, but Greg remained suspicious.
 
   Twenty minutes had passed, and Veronica was growing anxious. 
 
   “What do you say, Greg? Should we check it out?”
 
   Greg sighed. “All right. But you stay behind me. We don’t want to go walking into a situation we can’t get away from.”
 
   She got out of the van before he could say another word, closed her door, and waited patiently. He got out and walked around the front of the van toward the house, his pistol ready. They slowly climbed the front porch steps to the door. She stopped, took a deep breath, and then turned to Greg. 
 
   “I don’t know why, but I feel nervous,” she whispered. “It's stupid. Never mind me.”
 
   “No reason to doubt the plan now,” Greg said. 
 
   “You're right. I just don't want to scare her. It's pretty late, but I think she's kind of a night owl anyway.” Veronica still seemed hesitant. “Should I knock or ring the doorbell?”
 
   “Whatever you feel is more appropriate.”
 
   She bit her bottom lip and then went straight for the glowing doorbell to the side. They could hear its elegant tones ring throughout the house. They waited. No one came to the door. Veronica took a few steps, leaned over, and tried to look in the window, but the blinds were shut. Greg peered into a blurry glass circle in the top center of the front door and saw only an empty foyer. 
 
   Veronica came back to the door and knocked several times. 
 
   “Should we wait?” she asked. 
 
   Greg nodded and pulled at the scruffy beard on his chin. They waited. A few minutes went by and no one came to the door. Just for the heck of it, Veronica put her hand on the doorknob and turned it, opening the door a crack. They looked at each other, and Greg signaled her to push it open all the way. 
 
   She placed her palm on the wooden door and pushed it open. The light from the foyer hit them, casting their shadows across the front porch. Still, they saw and heard nothing. Greg entered the house first, with Veronica following closely behind.
 
   “Aunt Tilda,” she called out as their footsteps moved over the tile floor. 
 
   They walked past a closet to their left and a mirror at their right and entered a wide-open room with a high ceiling that covered the living room to the left and large dining room and kitchen area to their right. The living room had a single step leading into it, and the room was shaped like half of a hexagon. 
 
   There were chairs that had a distinctly rustic look to them, wood-stained frames that looked like tree branches. A large Navajo quilt was hanging on the wall with several cattle skulls lined up next to it. There was a flat screen TV, silent and only displaying white noise. 
 
   They walked toward the kitchen, which had a bar and stools in the center of the tile floor. Beyond the bar were green countertops and a stainless steel faucet. In the nearby dining room was a long wood-stained table with four tall chairs on each side and one on each end. The wood beams of the ceiling arched high, and there were two skylights at the top. Two fans hung down and spun at a low setting. 
 
   “Just look at this place,” Greg said in awe. 
 
   “I told you that you'd like it here,” Veronica said. There were shelves on the walls filled with collectible artifacts and several paintings of green fields and desert plains. It was a lot to take in, but it looked like a comfortable place to hunker down. 
 
   “Rooms are down the hall,” Veronica said, pointing. “Aunt Tilda is probably in bed sleeping right now.”
 
   She looked at the kitchen counter and saw a key ring on it next to some empty glasses.
 
   “I don't know if we should wake her or not.”
 
   “Unfortunately, we're going to have to,” Greg said. 
 
   She sighed and then walked to the living room, trying to decide. “You're right.” She leaned down to turn on a nearby lamp and turn the TV off. When the light came on, she screamed. 
 
   A young man was leaned back in a reclining chair near the TV. His eyes were closed, and his head was tilted up against the headrest. In his lap was an empty bottle of whiskey. He was clean-shaven, and had a crew cut and thick, dark eyebrows. He was dressed in army fatigues. The patch over the left side of his chest said “US Army” while the patch over his right said “Irwin.” He was knocked out cold, and his breathing was steady and calm. 
 
   Greg immediately ran into the room and moved Veronica to the side, standing between her and the mysterious sleeping man. He looked to be of average height and build—a little under six feet, and he was wearing black combat boots. Greg held out his Beretta pistol and aimed. Veronica stood motionless, watching. 
 
   “Do you know this man?” Greg asked. 
 
   She looked past Greg and studied the man. “No. I've never seen him before.”
 
   Greg approached the recliner, coming within an arm's reach of the man. The risks of walking into a house with a complete stranger inside were extremely high. The man could be infected for all he knew. 
 
   “Hey,” he said to the man. “Hey, you.”
 
   The man remained asleep. The last thing Greg wanted to do was touch or shake him. 
 
   “We should have suited up before we came in here,” he said to Veronica. 
 
   “Don't be ridiculous, Greg. It's my Aunt Tilda's house.”
 
   He cut her off. “Haven’t you learned anything yet? We don't take chances.” 
 
   “Look, let me go find Aunt Tilda, and she'll work this all out,” she said and ran off toward the bedrooms. 
 
   Past the dining room, there was a hall that led to all the rooms. She checked each one as Greg waited with his eyes locked on the sleeping man. He could hear her calling for Tilda and coming up empty. Greg's instincts made him suspicious; to arrive at an aunt's house with no aunt in sight, only to find a man passed out in a recliner wasn’t good. The situation didn't add up.
 
   Veronica came back into the room, looking worried. “I couldn't find her, I don't know where she is,” she said, catching her breath.    
 
   Greg held up his gun, pointed it at the man, and shouted, “Hey!”
 
   Veronica jumped. The man's eyes flickered open. At first, he just squinted at them, as if he didn’t know where he was. He was still noticeably out of it.             
 
   “Who are you?” Greg shouted. 
 
   The young man squinted at them again when suddenly his eyes went wide and he jumped up from the chair, sending the empty bottle to the tile floor. It broke into pieces as both Greg and Veronica jumped back. 
 
   “Take it easy!” Greg said as the man stumbled backward.
 
   He almost fell right into the TV stand but caught himself just in time. 
 
   “Who are you?” Greg asked. 
 
   “Who the hell are you?” the man asked back. 
 
   “Where's Tilda?” Veronica said forcefully 
 
   The man stumbled toward them a little, scratching the black hair on his head. “Tilda?” He steadied his footing and then suddenly appeared to be fully awake. “Oh, Tilda!” He stopped and looked around the room, trying to see how many people he was dealing with. “I don't know.”
 
   “What do you mean, you don't know? Who are you, and what are you doing in my aunt's house?” Veronica asked
 
   Greg raised his pistol again. The man crossed his arms over his face and shielded himself. “Please! My name is Sergeant Charles Irwin with the United States Army. I’m on a scout mission to find people in need and transport them to Base 42.”
 
   “In a privately owned vehicle?” Greg asked.
 
   The man smirked. “Well, our resources are limited.”
 
   “Where’s my aunt?” Veronica asked. 
 
   “Tilda went out. One of the neighbors came by. Man named Joe. They’re doing their rounds, making sure everything's okay. You know, neighborly stuff. With all this Ebola stuff going on, you can never be too—”
 
   “Quiet,” Greg said. He pointed to Veronica. “She doesn't know who you are, which means she can't vouch for you, which means you and I have a problem.”
 
   “We do?” the man asked. 
 
   “You could be infected for all we know. And it looks like you’ve been doing a little drinking. Hardly the behavior of a soldier on a mission.”
 
   Sergeant Irwin extended his arm defensively. “OK, yeah, you’re right. I haven’t touched the stuff in a while, but Tilda offered it to me. Said to make myself comfortable while she was gone.”
 
   “And how long has she been gone?” Veronica asked.
 
   Sergeant Irwin looked up. “About an hour or so. She’s checking on her neighbors and telling them about Base 42. She insisted that I stay here. She’s a real nice woman. She took me in. She can explain everything once she gets back, sir.” He looked to Veronica. “So you’re her niece, huh?” 
 
   She said nothing. He tried to shake their hands, but Greg told him to keep his distance. There was an uncomfortable silence when Greg suddenly motioned to the couch to his far right against the wall. 
 
   “Take a seat over there.” He turned to Veronica. “I have some rope in the van, right in the front. A small reel of it. Please go get it and bring it back.”
 
   The man walked slowly to the couch with his hands up and took a seat. “Please, sir. This really isn’t necessary.”
 
   Greg turned to him. “A soldier who drinks on duty isn’t exactly the most trustworthy individual, if you know what I mean.”
 
   Sergeant Irwin laughed. “Come on, I haven’t had a drink in ages. Tilda insisted.”
 
   “I don’t care. We’re not taking any chances,” Greg said. 
 
   Veronica took a look back into the kitchen and saw that there were several other liquor bottles sitting on the counter, some of them still half-full. She walked behind Greg and turned off the TV manually. 
 
   “Couldn't get a single channel,” the sergeant said.
 
   “That's enough,” Greg said. “Even if you know Tilda, like you claim, your presence here is unexpected. So we’re gonna wait until Tilda comes back and clear this whole thing up.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Sergeant Irwin said. “But do you really have to tie me up?”
 
   “Yes,” Greg said. 
 
   Veronica walked back behind Greg and began to investigate the rest of the house. The bottles intrigued her. She knew her aunt drank wine, but the whiskey was her late husband's—Veronica's Uncle Bernie—and Tilda wouldn't have let just anyone touch it. Maybe she had a soft spot for the soldier.
 
   “How about that rope?” Greg asked. 
 
   “Sorry,” Veronica said, walking out of the house, taking a flashlight from the counter with her. Greg took a seat on the couch across from the solider and kept his gun aimed. Irwin tried to smile at him, but Greg kept his guard up. He didn’t say a word to the soldier but kept his gaze locked on him. Irwin opened his mouth to speak but then decided not to.
 
   “Where’s your weapon?” Greg asked. 
 
   Irwin looked at him funny. Greg continued. “If you’re on some kind of mission, I assume you have a weapon, correct?”
 
   “Yes, sir. Of course.” Irwin looked down at the ground. “But I left it in the truck. Saw no reason to bring it inside.”
 
   “With everything going on right now, you’d leave your weapon in the truck. What is it, a rifle?”
 
   “An M16A4 rifle.”
 
   “Anything else?” Greg asked. 
 
   “Nothing,” Irwin said. 
 
   Veronica entered the house, came into the living room with a small spool of yellow nylon rope, and handed it to Greg. He gave her the pistol and told her to keep it aimed as he pulled a pocketknife from his pants pocket and cut the rope into sections. All Irwin could do was sit there and watch. Greg approached the man and told him to stand up.
 
   “I’m going to search you for weapons,” he said. 
 
   Irwin held out his arms as Greg patted him down. Oddly enough, the soldier had nothing on him, not even in his pockets. 
 
   “No ID?” Greg asked.
 
   “In the truck,” Irwin answered.
 
   Greg told him to hold out his wrists, which he did. Greg tied his together tightly and then tied an extended line of rope from Irwin’s wrist to the leg of a nearby bookcase, effectively locking him into place. 
 
   Greg walked to the other couch and took his pistol back from Veronica.
 
   “I’m going to take another look around the place,” she said. 
 
   “OK, just be careful,” Greg said.
 
   Leaving the men, Veronica walked down the hall and checked each room again, turning on lights as she went, not seeing a thing. 
 
   The house was exactly as she had always remembered it. There were books, historical figurines, goat and cow skulls, and paintings everywhere. There were antique rifles on the wall, which probably hadn't been fired in centuries. There were animal taxidermy displays on shelves, everything from rattlesnakes to foxes. All the beds were made and the house was clean, just how Tilda always kept it. On the countertop next to the sink, she saw Aunt Tilda's turquoise purse. 
 
   She walked to the front windows and looked out, hoping to find any signs of her aunt returning. She walked back to the kitchen, and to a door that led to the basement. She opened it and turned on the light. Downstairs, everything looked normal. She could see the rows of shelves, usually filled with food her aunt liked to keep on hand, but strangely, they were all empty. She walked back into the living room and leaned against the wall, crossing her arms and waiting as Greg continued his interrogation. 
 
   “This scouting mission of yours, what’s the point?” Greg asked. 
 
   Irwin shifted on the couch uncomfortably. “If I'm going to tell you that, can you please stop pointing that thing at me?”
 
   “No deal. Talk,” Greg said. 
 
   “Look, I don't have Ebola. It's impossible.”
 
   “And why is that?” Greg asked, astonished by Irwin’s certainty. 
 
   “Because I’ve been tested for it like a hundred times. Base 42 is a quarantine station. Real top secret stuff.”  
 
   Greg paused to get his thoughts together. He didn't know what to make of any of it. The man was young, maybe a little too eager, and while polite, Greg felt that something wasn't adding up. Irwin looked at Greg and Veronica as if pleading that they would give him a chance. 
 
   “I was called there for guard detail when the whole quarantine thing happened. They have these big concrete barricades and concertina wire. They want to help people there. And to ensure the surrounding population isn’t infected, they sent me out to remote areas with hopes that residents would come to be tested.”
 
   Greg shook his head. “So you decided to take a pick-up truck without any protective equipment and search for people who failed to report to the quarantine stations?”
 
   “Something like that,” Irwin said with a laugh.
 
   “This Base 42,” Greg asked. “Where is it?”
 
   Irwin thought to himself. “On the outskirts of Sun Valley, off of Route 88.” He smiled and continued. “Used to be some kind of drone base. Can you believe they tested nukes around there in the 1950s? Pretty cool, huh?”
 
   Greg sat on the couch across from Irwin with his pistol still aimed. Veronica took a seat next to him and sighed. “This is what we're going to do,” he said. “We're going to sit here and wait until Tilda returns. Maybe your story checks out, or maybe you’re full of shit. Either way, we’re going to find out.”
 
   Veronica and Greg both looked at the stranger as he smiled back at them, seeking approval. They sat in the dimly lit living room, three people brought together by circumstance, and waited.   
 
    
 
   


 
  

A Stranger Among Them
 
    
 
   An hour had passed, and there was no sign of Tilda. Veronica was growing increasingly frustrated, and Greg was tired. They were going to have to make some tough decisions involving their unwanted guest. It was past midnight, and they still had supplies to bring in and plenty of work to do. Veronica had tried calling Aunt Tilda's cell phone, but there still wasn't any reception. They were lucky to have power, which Greg found interesting in itself. 
 
   Apparently Tilda had a muffled 10K generator running in the back, providing just enough juice for the fan, lights, and appliances. That was what Irwin had told him. The power outage obviously was widespread, which meant that the outbreak had most likely spread as well. The question was, how far north?
 
   “I'm going to take my car and look for her,” Veronica said from the kitchen. “It's hard for me to believe that she would just leave you here unattended.”
 
   “I guess she just trusted me,” Irwin said. 
 
   Greg stood up, told Irwin he would be back, and then walked to the kitchen toward Veronica. “Let's talk for a moment.” 
 
   She nodded in understanding, and they moved to the dining room area, out of Irwin’s hearing range. Irwin didn’t show any concern and just hit his palms against the couch in a drum-like beat.  
 
    Greg spoke quietly. “How well do you know the area around here?”
 
   “It's a big place. There's a couple other ranches around, but I don't know them all. I heard Tilda mention this Joe before, so maybe Sergeant Irwin is telling the truth.”
 
   “We don’t know anything until we find your aunt.”
 
   Veronica shook her head. “I don't know. I think he’s just trying to help people. He is a soldier, after all.”
 
   “Soldiers don’t usually go on a mission alone. It’s strange.” Greg looked into the living room, where Irwin remained on the couch, staring ahead. Greg looked back to Veronica. “I want to know more about this Base 42 place. Why don't you drive around for a little bit and see if you can find your aunt? Do you remember where Joe's ranch is?”
 
   “I don't, unfortunately,” she said, looking down. 
 
   “Just do a little circle around the place and see what you can find. It's late, and we still have to bring in our supplies. I'll keep watch here while you're gone.”
 
   “What are we going to do with him?” 
 
   Greg turned his head toward the living room then back to Veronica. “I don't think he should stay here, but I guess that's for your aunt to decide. I'm as much of a stranger to her as he is.”
 
   “Okay, I'll do my best to find her,” Veronica said. “I won't be long.” She turned to the kitchen, walked over to the counter, and grabbed her keys. 
 
   “Good luck,” Greg said. He dug into his pocket and pulled out his van keys. “Here, take my van, it’s still got a good amount of fuel left in it.”
 
   Veronica thanked him, took his keys, and left the house. Moments later, he heard her start the van as headlights shined through the curtains into the living room where Irwin sat. The man remained quiet, seemingly lost in a beat as his hands continued to tap against the plush surface of the couch. Greg went back into the living room, ready to ask the stranger some more questions. 
 
   “So,” Greg said, taking a seat on the couch. “Tell me more about Base 42.” 
 
   “What do you want to know?” Irwin asked. 
 
   “Everything, starting with how many people are there, how long they've been there.”
 
   Irwin looked up. “Oh, about two hundred or so. You and the woman would fit right in.” He snapped his fingers with excitement. “Maybe I can take you guys there! It’s much safer than staying out here. The rioting and looting from Reno could trickle over here in no time.” He looked at Greg for approval.
 
   “That’s fine,” Greg said, putting an end to the thought. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
    
 
   In utter darkness, Veronica drove along the narrow dirt roads that circled the vast rancher community. She passed by an endless line of log fences and miles of sporadic patches of grass and weed sprouting from clay and dirt. The rustic environment made her feel somewhat at home; a place safe from disease and death, violence and evil. She hadn't seen a single home yet and was beginning to wonder if she would. 
 
   Maybe she was on a wild goose chase. Nothing made sense, yet she was trying her hardest to figure it out. Aunt Tilda leaving her house with a man named Joe? Why? To check on the others? Why so late at night? Was there some kind of emergency? Irwin only seemed to know so much, and she wasn't sure what she thought of him anyway. To her right, beyond the reach of her headlights, there was a narrow path leading to the first home on her search. 
 
   They really are spaced out around here, she thought. 
 
   She could see the shadow of the large house jutting into the night sky. There weren’t any lights on in or around the house, and it could have been vacant for all she knew. Her dusty Volvo bounced up and down the rugged path leading to the ranch house. Her headlights revealed a two-story behemoth with a barn next to it. 
 
   She could see the silhouette of horses circling a free-range grazing area beyond the three pillared log fences; however, there wasn't a vehicle near the home, nor did it look like anyone was inside. She parked the Volvo and got out, holding a flashlight. The horses seemed startled by her presence, even from afar. They scattered as she approached the house, shining her light into windows, her shoes picking up dirt with each step. 
 
   The sound of night crickets broke the otherwise eerie silence, and she approached the front porch stairs with caution. It was awfully late to be going door to door, but it was the only way to discover Tilda's whereabouts. The curtains hanging in each window were open, and she shined a light inside, seeing only empty rooms and furniture. It was an occupied house; it just didn't look as though anyone was in it. She knocked on the door, loud, and waited. No one came. 
 
   “This is stupid,” she said to herself. “I'm never going to find anyone at this hour.”      
 
   She turned around, walked down the steps, and went back to her car. As she left, the horses seemed to take little notice.
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Back in Tilda's living room, Greg got up from the couch to stretch. 
 
   “Can I use the bathroom?” Sergeant Irwin asked. “I really gotta go.”
 
   Greg looked at the man. “Not until Tilda gets back,” he said. “I’m sorry, but you have to understand the situation.”
 
   Irwin squirmed but nodded his head in understanding. 
 
   Headlights beamed through the curtains, and Greg jumped up to look out the window. Veronica hadn't been gone long, and he was excited at the prospect of her walking in with Tilda and putting an end to all the confusion. Of course, the aunt would be just as confused by his unexpected presence in her house. From what he’d heard about Tilda, though, he suspected that they would get along just nicely. 
 
   “Is that them?” Irwin asked. 
 
   “I don’t know,” Greg said, standing up. He went to the foyer to greet Veronica. She walked in with a look of frustration. 
 
   “You didn't find her?” Greg asked, reading her face. 
 
   “I only went to one house, but it's hopeless. I don't know my way around this place, and it's so dark. I was just thinking, what am I doing out here?”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Greg said, placing a hand on her shoulder. She looked up. Greg lowered his voice and pointed, motioning to the living room. “We just need to figure out what to do with this one.” 
 
   She nodded slightly, and they walked to the kitchen, where the curious sight of the liquor bottles met her glance again. She grabbed a nearby broom and dustpan. “Sergeant Irwin,” she called out. 
 
   “Yes,” he said from the couch. 
 
   Veronica walked into the living room while Greg leaned against the kitchen bar, trying to plan their next move. 
 
   “I noticed you were, uh, sleeping with that bottle in your lap.” The glass was still on the floor. “Were you guys drinking all the liquor on the counter? Looks like someone raided my uncle's liquor cabinet, and I don’t know her to drink anything other than wine.”
 
   Irwin looked at her with a blank stare. He saw that she had a broom in her hand and quickly tried to change the subject. “I'm sorry about the glass. I’d clean it up if I wasn’t tied up.” 
 
   “That’s all right,” she said, sweeping up the glass.
 
   Irwin remained silent as she filled the dustpan and walked back to the kitchen, shaking her head at Greg. In response, he shrugged. 
 
   She opened the cabinet under the sink where there was a wastebasket and dumped the glass in. Irwin slowly leaned back on the couch and studied the couple. Veronica looked again at the bottles on the counter. “Such a waste,” she said under her breath. She gathered the bottles, making a clinking noise and leaving one behind in the process. Two of the four in her arms were still half full. 
 
   “She may want to keep these,” she said to Greg. “Uncle Bernie's liquor cabinet is in the basement. I'll put them back.” 
 
   Greg scratched his beard. “Need a hand?”
 
   “No, I got it.” 
 
   Irwin watched from afar. Veronica opened the basement door right next to the refrigerator and disappeared from the soldier’s sight. Greg paced around the kitchen, pistol in hand, opening cabinets out of curiosity or boredom. He was thinking of cutting the soldier loose and sending him on his way. Whether Tilda was coming back or not, there was no reason for Sergeant Irwin to be there anymore. But letting him go was an issue too. 
 
   Irwin’s eye caught the glimmer of a small shard of glass lying under the two-shelved coffee table in front of him. The long, jagged piece must have had slid underneath when the whiskey bottle shattered. He had taken notice of it moments ago and knew that it was time for action. 
 
   As soon as Greg was out of sight, he lunged forward, grabbed the piece, and furiously cut at the rope around his wrist. He stopped once Greg came back into view. Once he was gone again, Irwin went back to cutting. 
 
   Suddenly Greg heard one of the bottles shatter from the basement downstairs. “Are you OK?” he said.
 
   There was a pause, then Veronica called out. “Yeah. I dropped one of the bottles. Damn it. Greg, could you go into the bathroom and get me some cleaner.”
 
   “Cleaner?”
 
   “Yeah. She’s got Pine Sol under the sink, and I don’t want the floor to get sticky.” 
 
   Greg looked under the kitchen sink just to be sure but didn’t see anything. 
 
   “She keeps it in the bathroom,” she shouted, as if hearing him look under the kitchen sink. “And grab a mop too, please.”
 
   Greg looked at Sergeant Irwin. He still appeared to be tied up to the bookshelf and gave Greg a friendly nod. Greg went down the hall into the bathroom and turned on the light. Realizing he had to urinate, he closed the door. 
 
   Veronica stood in front of the liquor cabinet just where she remembered it to be, right next to the washer and dryer. There was glass everywhere and a big puddle of Jack Daniels spreading on the floor. A single hanging bulb illuminated the cluttered basement, and Veronica looked at the washing machine with sinking relief. 
 
   She could finally wash her clothes the normal way. The cabinet was an antique of sorts that had two small glass doors above the base, where most of the liquor was stored. She opened the door with one hand and stuck the bottles inside. As she closed the door, she breathed in an odd, putrid smell, like a dead animal. 
 
   “Ugh,” she said. The odor made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. She surveyed the basement, all the stacked boxes of memorabilia under the stairs and old books and records piled up in the shadows. 
 
   She took notice of a blue tarp wedged into the corner and approached it. The closer she got, the stronger the smell grew. There was a large bulge under the tarp, and she was hesitant to investigate further. Her imagination had taken over. 
 
   One step closer and she noticed a red smear on the ground. She leaned down and saw another small red spot, untouched; like a blood drop. It heightened her curiosity and fear, but she approached the tarp, determined to investigate. 
 
   The tarp was rolled up and tied on both ends with rope. She pulled the rope on one end loose and untied it. The tarp fell open, and she was struck with a potent smell, followed by the sight of two bare legs streaked with blood. 
 
   She screamed and jumped back, falling onto the ground. An intense, sick feeling gripped her stomach, and she could feel herself shaking. Breathing heavily, she mustered the strength to approach the tarp and pulled it open further. Suddenly, she heard footsteps running down the stairs. 
 
   “Greg!” she shouted. 
 
   A quick glance downward revealed the mutilated body of a woman wearing a bloody sundress with countless open stab wounds crusted over with thick, dark blood. Gray, messy hair covered the woman’s face, but Veronica could see a large and jagged opening across her neck, where blood had flowed into a thick puddle on the tarp. 
 
   “Oh my God!” she screamed, covering her mouth. She turned around, expecting to see Greg, but only saw Sergeant Irwin standing there in front of her under the light of the fluorescent bulb, clutching a glimmering knife. There was a backpack slung around his shoulder. 
 
   “Keep your voice down,” he said. 
 
   Veronica recoiled and sobbed. “What happened?” she said in a shaky voice. “You did this?”
 
   “You seem like a nice girl, so let’s just cut to the chase. What happened, happened, and there’s no use crying over spilled milk.”
 
   “You monster. How could you?”
 
   “I didn’t mean to kill her, honest. It was an accident.”
 
   Veronica began to cry, her body crippled with shock. They heard movement upstairs. Irwin took a step forward.
 
   “I told you to keep your voice down. Don’t make me roll up another body tonight.”
 
   Veronica tried to calm herself, but her emotions felt as if they were beyond her control. She sobbed with erratic gasps.
 
   “You’re no soldier. Who the hell are you?” 
 
   “You’ll find out soon enough. This is what we’re going to do,” Irwin said, reaching into his backpack and pulling out a small .22 LR handgun. “You’re going with me back to Base 42. They’ll love a person of value like you. If you come willingly, no one gets hurt.” He gestured with his gun. “If you put up a fight, I’ll put one in you and another in your boyfriend. Understand?”
 
   Veronica stood there, unresponsive, with her legs shaking and tears streaming down her cheeks. 
 
   “Are you picking up what I’m laying down, sweetheart?” Irwin asked. 
 
   She tried to nod her head but managed only a slight shake. 
 
   “I’ll take that as a yes. Now go ahead and start walking. I’ll be right behind you. One wrong move, and things are gonna get real ugly.”
 
   Veronica moved slowly up the stairs, her legs quivering with each step. She felt that at any moment she would simply collapse under her own body weight. She could feel Irwin’s hot breath on her neck as he pushed her up the stairs. 
 
   “Now open the door, slowly,” he ordered. 
 
   At the top of the stairs, she turned the doorknob and opened the door. Greg was in the process of walking toward the basement with Pine Sol in hand. He stopped, suddenly noticing that Sergeant Irwin was no longer on the couch. He looked over at Veronica, noticing the tears on her face. 
 
   “Where is he?” he asked, pistol drawn. 
 
   Suddenly, Irwin emerged from behind her and fired his pistol at Greg, hitting him in the left leg below his thigh. The blast was deafening. She screamed. Greg hit the floor and pulled his Berretta out. He was hesitant to return fire as Irwin was standing behind Veronica, pushing her toward the foyer. She began to cry hysterically as he gripped her waist and forced her along. 
 
   “Don’t do it!” Irwin shouted. “You may be a good shot, but it’s not worth the risk.” 
 
   Greg struggled to get up, but the pain in his leg was too severe. They were about to move out of view and into the foyer when Greg saw his moment. He took a shot, hitting Irwin directly in his exposed shoulder. 
 
   A shell casing hit the floor and rolled along the tile as Irwin fell back against the wall in shock, pulling Veronica with him. She screamed again and tried to wiggle herself out of his grip, but he had her locked in. Irwin pushed himself against the agonizing pain and regained his footing. He had managed to hold onto his gun.
 
   “Move!” he shouted as he awkwardly pushed her out the door. The hot barrel of his pistol burned against her head, and she stumbled along down the porch steps with Irwin holding onto her. 
 
   “To the truck. Go!” he demanded. Blood started to run down his shirt from the gunshot wound, and he winced at the sight of it. Adrenaline kept him going.  
 
   Greg crawled on the kitchen floor, leaving a streak of blood in his path. He found his way to the bar and attempted to lift himself up, gripping the countertop. His leg felt as if it was a phantom appendage, dragging down the rest of his body. He shouted for Veronica as he heard the blaring engine of the F-150 start up.  
 
   She was in the passenger seat as Irwin frantically tied her wrists together and then ran Greg’s own nylon rope around both of her ankles. Next, he placed a bandana around her mouth and tied it tightly around the back of her head. 
 
   “Just don’t do anything stupid, and you’ll be fine,” he said with rapid breaths. 
 
   He winced again as he leaned against the driver’s seat. One hand clutched his pistol as the other pulled the gear shift into reverse. He took one glance back and floored it. 
 
   From the kitchen, Greg still struggled. The pain of the wound in his leg was coming full force, almost as if it was on fire. He made one last attempt to make it outside but fell hard on the ground like a bag of rocks. He crawled in agony as sweat poured down from his forehead. 
 
   The door was five feet away and within reach. As he pulled himself into the foyer, he saw the truck through the window, roaring down the dirt path leading out of Tilda’s ranch. The red taillights became distant and then soon faded. 
 
   


 
  

Hope for a Cure
 
    
 
   Dr. Robbins had an urgent appointment with the research department at the underground biochemical laboratory at Emory University. He left the CDC headquarters without saying a word to anyone. His replacement, Director Taylor, had his hands full trying to handle the spread of Ebola and the public outcry while maintaining a facade of competence and trust. 
 
   The research Dr. Robbins was privy to was at an early stage of development, and things were very secretive. He even had to sign a non-disclosure agreement upon entering the laboratory. There were several drugs being tested against the virus in research labs throughout the country, and the government was looking for the right drug to throw their weight—and reputation—behind. As long as Ebola was circulating at such an accelerated rate, there would be a race to find a cure. Nothing, however, seemed like it could keep up with the mutation of the disease and its baffling growth.
 
   The biochemical research department at Emory University believed they were close to finding something. Their experimental treatment involved creating an artificial DNA strand to mimic Ebola so that the patient’s immune system would be able to recognize the threat and eliminate it. That was the theory anyway. Robbins had been briefed on the phone, but details were minimal. 
 
   The thought of some “miracle cure” was on everyone's mind, and there was a great push for pharmaceutical companies and government agencies to get results. Dr. Robbins had a strong feeling about the work going on at Emory University. He knew of their outstanding advancements in medical research in the past and that they were generally at the cutting edge. Spearheading an effective treatment for the disease would be one thing; discovering a cure would be something entirely different. 
 
   He arrived at the research facility in the early afternoon, trying to remain low-key and inconspicuous. The Emory University School of Medicine in Atlanta was one of the premiere medical facilities in the country, and Dr. Crosby, the lead administrator, had always kept Dr. Robbins up to date on their research. Now that Dr. Robbins was no longer the CDC Director, he wondered if he'd still be provided the same inside access as before or if he would be relegated to a more limited role. 
 
   Being a former-CDC Director had its perks. He walked down the long, busy halls of the facility with his visitor's badge affixed to the lapel of his suit jacket. The front desk was in sight, and Dr. Robbins checked in with the female receptionist. She promptly paged Dr. Crosby, who eventually showed up looking busy and distracted. He wore a standard white coat with a blue dress shirt and tie underneath. A security badge was affixed to his coat as well, identifying him as the regional administrator of the medicine and research program. 
 
   “Dr. Robbins, so nice of you to come,” Dr. Crosby said, extending his hand. 
 
   Dr. Robbins shook his hand. “How are things going here?”
 
   “Oh boy, where do I start?” He looked around the busy lobby filled with students, doctors, and nurses. “Follow me,” he continued. 
 
   Dr. Crosby was an astute man in his early sixties with graying hair and square-framed glasses. He had a long neck, which hung in pockets of wrinkly skin. At the very end of his sleeve was a gold watch, which caught Dr. Robbins's eye. He followed the doctor past several departments, care centers, offices, patient rooms, and nursing stations, which seemed endless in number. 
 
   “Never ceases to amaze me how big this place is,” Dr. Robbins said. 
 
   “Yeah, we're taking the scenic route for a reason,” Crosby said, walking ahead. 
 
   A girl on a ventilator machine being pushed by two nurses walked by, and they moved out of her way. 
 
   “What's the reason?” Dr. Robbins asked. 
 
   “Because we need to talk.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “I'll make a deal with you, Ted. You tell me what the CDC knows but hasn't yet told the public about, and I'll fill you in on our research.”
 
   Dr. Robbins wondered whether or not to tell Dr. Crosby that he was no longer CDC Director, but in doing so, he wondered if he'd still be told of this supposed breakthrough. Hopefully Crosby was too busy to have watched the news.  
 
   “Did you talk to Chen?” he asked. 
 
   Their footsteps clicked along the white tile floors. A sign hanging from the ceiling indicated that they were nearing the research department. An arrow pointed left.   
 
   “Chen?” Crosby asked. 
 
   “Kal Chen, one of your students.”
 
   “Ah yes, of course, Kal. He told me that he spoke to you on the phone and that you'd be right over.”
 
   “He didn't say anything else?” Dr. Robbins asked. 
 
   Crosby gave him a weird glace. “No. What else would he have told me?”
 
   “Nothing. It's nothing,” Dr. Robbins said. “I just know that with the spread of this outbreak, both of our backs have been against the wall.” 
 
   “You said it. My team has just been trying to stay focused. It's been hard, Ted, it really has. They've put in long hours and remained dedicated despite the spread of this terrible disease. I can only imagine what the CDC has been going through.”
 
   “Well,” Dr. Robbins said. “It's our job.”
 
    
 
   They walked into the research department, past several security stations where armed guards had taken over the job of receptionists. Dr. Crosby had a key card that allowed them access through each door in their path. Dr. Robbins couldn't recall a time when precautionary measures were so high, but he completely understood why. He noticed the array of security cameras poking out from the ceiling down each hall, and realized that any attempt to keep his visit secret had been thrown out the window. 
 
   “I really appreciate you taking the time to come down here,” Dr. Crosby said. “I know it must have been nearly impossible to get away with everything that's going on.”
 
   “From what I heard on the phone, your team is making magnificent strides,” Dr. Robbins said, rubbing his eyes. 
 
   “That’s correct, and the only reason I would even ask you here at this time is because I believe we've made a huge breakthrough, and I wanted you to be among the first to see it.”
 
   “Well, I appreciate it.”
 
   Crosby let out a small laugh. “Don't think it's all about you, Ted. If this treatment works, we'll need all the backing from the CDC that we can get.”
 
   Dr. Robbins nodded, feeling his Adam's apple tighten. 
 
   They took several corridors that went deeper and deeper underground. Dr. Robbins could feel the change in atmosphere and the compressed air flowing into the room through overhead vents. Past the last security doors, they entered the main research floor, which spread out into an extensive oval-shaped room with low ceilings and several sections divided by thick Plexiglas.
 
   There were people moving around in full protective gear in what looked like some sort of high-tech lab, brightly lighted from above. The lab was full of digital machines, meters, microscopes, freezers filled with vials, and test tubes arrayed on every countertop. All of the activity was happening behind Plexiglas. An airtight metal door led into a decontamination room which separated the lab from where Dr. Robbins and Crosby were standing. Dr. Robbins had never seen this floor of the lab before.                
 
   “What are they doing?” he asked. 
 
   Dr. Crosby glanced beyond the Plexiglas then back to Dr. Robbins. “They're working.” He paused then continued. 
 
   “My students are joined by two of the best scientists in their field, Dr. Hosk and Dr. Roland. They specialize in DNA strand manipulation, among other fields. I personally called them here to guide our research team.”
 
   From where Dr. Robbins was standing, all the people looked the same in their protective gear, and he couldn't tell student from professor or vice versa. There was another area to the left of the lab, which housed four small separate rooms all divided by Plexiglas. Within each room was a thick transparent curtain attached from above on a square-shaped railing and concealing whatever was behind it in a distorted blur.
 
   “What's that over there?” Dr. Robbins asked, pointing to the rooms. 
 
   Crosby looked over. Dr. Robbins could feel the cold air from the vent above blowing onto the back of his neck.
 
   “Those are our patients,” Crosby said. “They've all contracted the Ebola virus.” 
 
   Dr. Robbins naturally took a concerned step back, and Crosby suddenly reassured him.
 
   “No, no. Don't worry. They're in quarantine right now. Four patients in all who volunteered to undergo experimental medical treatment to help us find a cure.”
 
   Dr. Robbins walked back to the window and tried to make them out. Each room had a blurry figure behind the curtain that appeared to be in a hospital bed, sitting upright. Oddly enough, he had yet to see an Ebola patient up close since the epidemic began. He was intrigued.
 
   “How long have they had the disease?” he asked.
 
   “They just started showing signs and symptoms three days ago. Fever, loss of appetite, redness in their eyes, blood in their stool and vomit. We've never seen the disease work so quickly. They were flown here from Florida by one of our special courier planes.”
 
   “How did you get around the FAA with this? Does the CDC know?” 
 
   Crosby gave Dr. Robbins another funny look. “The proper channels are aware, that I can assure you. As far as the CDC, that's exactly why we called you here today.”
 
   “I know, but—” Dr. Robbins began. 
 
   Suddenly the airtight door opened, and a man walked into the room, having already taken off his protective gear in the decontamination pod.
 
   Wearing green scrubs, the man immediately walked over to where Dr. Robbins and Crosby were standing. He was a tall man, with brown curly hair, a long face, and a square jaw. He exuded authority with his size, and his eyes were wide and serious. 
 
   “Dr. Robbins, this is Dr. Hosk,” Crosby said. The two men shook hands and gave each other hardy nods. 
 
   Dr. Hosk gripped Robbins’s hand tightly in his large and tan hand. “Seems like you’re public enemy number one right now,” Roland said. “I certainly wouldn’t want to be in your shoes, and I commend you for staying on at the CDC through all of this.”
 
   Dr. Robbins had the urge to bring them up to date right then and there, but the sheer curiosity of the research before him held him back. 
 
   “It’s certainly been taxing, but my main concern, as is the President’s, is ending this outbreak.”
 
   “How the hell did it get so out of control so quickly?” Dr. Hosk said, gazing up, astonished. “I mean, I’ve got a sister in Texas right now, she can’t get the hell out of the city. I just don’t understand it.” At the moment, he seemed to be going off on a tangent, but Dr. Hosk stopped himself. “But I digress. I came here at the behest of my good friend, Dr. Crosby, and when he told me of the type of research they were doing, I couldn’t catch a flight soon enough.”
 
   “I know exactly how you feel,” Dr. Robbins said. “I’m excited to see the work you and Dr. Crosby’s students have undertaken.”
 
   “Not a moment too soon,” Dr. Hosk said. “Eventually they’ll place a travel ban throughout the entire country.” 
 
   “Too controversial,” Dr. Crosby said. “And with this President’s politics, he wouldn’t dare close off the borders.”
 
   Dr. Hosk tilted his head to Crosby, perplexed. “Mark, have you been watching the news lately? They’re sealing states off, trapping people behind infected borders. I’d say we’re well on our way.”        
 
   “Be that as it may, I haven’t been watching the news. It takes my focus off the work we’re doing here.” 
 
   “Fair enough,” Dr. Hosk said. “Shall we show our CDC Director here the latest?” 
 
   “Absolutely,” Dr. Crosby said. 
 
   “Great, let’s suit up.”
 
   Dr. Robbins nodded and followed the men into the decontamination chamber. The door slid up with the push of a button. As they entered, the airtight entryway sucked in the air outside the minute the door slid closed. 
 
   There were bins on the ground with protective garments, gloves, hoods, and other standard equipment. Dr. Robbins watched as the two other doctors helped each other put their gear on, including taping their wrists at the opening. 
 
   “All right, your turn,” Crosby said to Dr. Robbins from behind his N95 respirator and face shield. Robbins promptly pulled the gear from the bins and began dressing himself. Crosby tied the garment from behind while Hosk helped with the wrists. 
 
   “We’re going to go in right through the lab and to the quarantine area,” Crosby continued. “Don’t worry, each room is sealed off. One of our specialists, in full HAZMAT, will administer the treatment to our next patient.”
 
   Dr. Robbins nodded in understanding. His heart beat fast with anticipation, and he could feel himself sweating already. They entered the lab through another sliding door, and people looked up from their work at the three men as they walked inside. There were several people huddled near a microscope in the middle of the room and others placing vials into a storage freezer sitting atop a white sterile counter. 
 
   The room was brightly lit from above, and there were flat screen computer monitors sitting along one of the counters displaying numbers, charts, and graphs. Another monitor displayed a microscopic image of the Ebola virus strand, which looked like a lasso.
 
   Crosby introduced Dr. Robbins as the CDC Director to the team of ten people in the room. Dr. Robbins could faintly see their faces beyond the hood and respirator masks they were wearing. By their eyes and face structure, he could see that there were three females and seven males. He noticed one Asian man give him a particularly odd look from behind his mask and surmised that it was Kal Chen—the only person in the room who must have known that he was no longer the CDC Director. He played along, however, hoping that Chen either forgot or would simply keep his mouth shut. 
 
   Dr. Crosby explained the importance of Dr. Robbins’s visit and how they were going to administer the experimental strand into a patient simply referred to as “Patient 2.” The team dutifully nodded as two of them went into a separate decontamination chamber where one person got into full HAZMAT gear with some assistance from the other. 
 
   Dr. Robbins marveled at all the work going on in the lab and felt confident in his decision to go there. He had faith in their work but still felt an unsettling feeling in his gut, which he simply chalked up to excitement. 
 
   Imagine a simple cure to this nightmare, he thought. 
 
   The man in the HAZMAT suit walked directly into the quarantine area from his decontamination chamber as his assistant came back into the lab. There were two isolated rooms on each side, and the HAZMAT man went into the second room on the right carrying a small container between his gloved hands. As soon as he entered the room, Dr. Crosby turned to his team. 
 
   “All right, it’s time. I don’t want all of us crowded into the quarantine area, so Dr. Robbins, Dr. Hosk, Dr. Roland, and I will go into the observation hall to review the effects of the virus strand into Patient 2. 
 
   “We had resounding success with the first patient, and I hope to reach the same results this time around. Through our research, we have no reason to believe that our experiment won’t reach similar results, but science, as we know, is a slow and careful process, full of difficult moments of trial and error. Let’s pray for the best this time around.”
 
   The students nodded in agreement as Crosby led his two specialists and Dr. Robbins into the observation area. Dr. Roland was a much shorter and pudgier man than his counterpart, and he gave Dr. Robbins a knowing nod as the quarantine door slid open and they entered the room. The students gathered around the window, looking into the quarantine rooms from the lab. Their eyes were eager and anxious.  
 
   Dr. Robbins stopped at the first room to their right and turned to the men, pointing inside. 
 
   “Here we have Patient 1, the first patient to receive the injection. Our research found that by mimicking the Ebola strand and administering it into the body, the infected patient’s body became self-aware of the intrusion and eliminated all virus cells within the patient’s immune system. Patient 1 is Lyndsay Murrow, from Sarasota, Florida, and she’s made some remarkable progress since yesterday.”
 
   Crosby stopped and leaned toward an intercom panel next to the door into the isolated room. He pressed a button and spoke.
 
   “How are you feeling today, Lyndsay?”
 
   They could see a woman lying on a bed shrouded by a transparent curtain. She pressed a button on a console sitting on a stand next to her and spoke.
 
   “A little better today,” she said in a wheezy voice.
 
   “The vomiting has stopped?” Crosby asked. “And your fever has gone down, correct?”
 
   She leaned over again and pressed the button on her console. “Yes, I still feel sick, but it’s a big improvement from yesterday.”
 
   Crosby glanced at the men as if expecting their hearty approval then pressed the button again. 
 
   “That’s great news, Lyndsay. We want you to rest for the next few days as we monitor your recovery.”
 
   He said the word “recovery” as if it were a foregone conclusion. Nonetheless, Dr. Robbins was immensely impressed. 
 
   “Let’s move on,” Crosby said. They went to the next room and peered in as the HAZMAT man placed a container on a wheeled table near the male patient shrouded behind the curtain. Even with the blur of the curtain, the patient’s skin was noticeably red and covered in sores that looked like boils. A bucket next to his bed was full of a thick red substance. The HAZMAT man opened the container and pulled out a syringe. 
 
   From outside the room, Dr. Crosby continued. “Patient 2 is one Neal Matthews, a thirty-five-year-old man from Orlando, Florida, who contracted the disease working as an RN at Orlando Regional Care. We estimated that he only has a few days left to live, but we hope to reverse his condition with our treatment.”
 
   Crosby nodded to the HAZMAT man from behind the Plexiglas, and the man opened the curtain surrounding the patient. The man was a ghastly sight of open sores and bulging crusts over both his eyes. There were tubes connected to his wrist, most likely sending morphine or some other pain medication into his veins. They couldn’t tell if the patient was conscious as the HAZMAT man put the needle into his arm and injected the serum. 
 
   The Ebola patient made no movement. There were machines next to him monitoring his heart rate and breathing. 
 
   Crosby leaned forward and pressed the button on the intercom. “That’s good, Daniel. Now we will take a few minutes and monitor the patient’s condition.”
 
   The HAZMAT man nodded and placed the syringe back into its container. He took a step back, held up a small camcorder, and pointed it at the patient. 
 
   Crosby turned back to his group. “Now, we wait.”
 
   Several minutes passed as the team watched in heated anticipation. Crosby’s students leaned against the Plexiglas in the lab.    
 
   From inside the patient’s room, HAZMAT man continued to videotape. Crosby and the others stood outside the room, looking in with wide eyes, searching for any signs of movement. 
 
   Crosby spoke up. “Patient 1 showed improvements within five minutes, so we hope that Patient 2 follows suit.”
 
   Suddenly, there was movement. Patient 2 started to twitch. Crosby his colleagues pushed against the glass, trying to look over one another. The patient opened his mouth and gasped for air. He then jerked forward and screamed in agony.
 
   Dr. Hosk turned to Crosby. “My God, what is he doing?”
 
   HAZMAT man took a nervous step back but kept his camera focused. 
 
   “I don’t know,” Crosby answered, keeping his eyes on the patient. 
 
   With another agonized scream, the man leaned forward and vomited thick red blood all over the bed in a ferocious geyser or bodily fluids. Everyone watched in stunned silence. They were confused and unsettled. It wasn’t supposed to happen like that. 
 
   “I’ll ask you again, Dr. Crosby, what the hell is going on?” Dr. Hosk asked. 
 
   Crosby didn’t answer. The patient flailed and continued to violently vomit all over himself. The vomit ran down the bed and spilled onto the floor in a puddle. HAZMAT man moved against the corner of the room, holding the camcorder in his shaking arms. 
 
   The patient’s screams were drowned out by red vomit flowing from his mouth. The crust over his eyes exploded as several sacs of pus split open and oozed a slimy, green mess. Fluids burst from his body from every orifice: eyes, mouth, ears, nose, and rectum, and the man doubled over and collapsed on the floor in a heap, as if his mangled insides were screaming to get out. 
 
   With the crash of his body on the cold, hard tile, everything went silent. HAZMAT man stuck to the corner of the room, petrified. No one could take their eyes off the patient, but they were next to certain that he was dead. 
 
   Crosby continued to stare at the body on the ground in disbelief. A sinking feeling weighed down on his insides, crushing him. Their promising experiment had ended in failure, at least where Patient 2 was concerned. He finally looked at the men around him, their faces pressed against the Plexiglas in abject shock. 
 
   “Our results with Patient 2 have proved unsuccessful.”
 
   Dr. Robbins’s hopes vanished in one fell swoop. There wasn’t much else to say. 
 
    
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   Recovery
 
    
 
   Sergeant Irwin clutched the steering wheel of his beat-up F-150 while trying to deal with the massive pain in his shoulder where the bullet from Greg’s Berretta had lodged. His driving was erratic as he tore through the countryside without care of anything in his path. Fortunately for him, they hadn’t encountered any other vehicles on the road. As he swerved between lanes, clenching his teeth and moaning, his vision grew blurry, and the inflammation from his wound began to spread throughout his body. They only had little over thirty miles to get to Base 42, and at the speed he was going, he hoped to get there in half the usual time. 
 
                 Veronica sat in the passenger seat, bound and gagged with tears streaming down her cheeks. The shock of discovering her aunt’s mutilated body still consumed her, almost enough to cloud any understanding of her own current predicament. They were in the middle of nowhere, and all she could see outside the window was black desert; there were no signs of civilization. 
 
   She felt lost and defeated, crushed with hopelessness. As the truck swerved along the rugged road, she could barely stay in her seat. The seat belt that Irwin had placed around her was the only thing keeping her from hitting her head on the ceiling as the truck bounded up and down over bumps and potholes in their path. She wanted to scream for Irwin to slow down but could only muster a series of grunts because of the handkerchief tied around her mouth, gagging her. She didn’t know if they were going to survive the trip to Base 42, and part of her didn’t want to. If the people there were anything like Irwin, she was doomed, or so she believed. 
 
                 She could hear his frustrated winces and pain-filled cries and almost took satisfaction in it. He had tied a rag around the wound in his shoulder as tight as he possibly could, but a thick spot of blood still seeped through anyway. He glanced away from the road while taking a tight turn and noticed her looking at him. 
 
                 “I really think we got off on the wrong foot,” he said with labored breaths. He grunted some more as sweat poured down from his forehead. He looked flushed and pale, certainly in no condition to be driving a truck across the desert at speeds of sixty miles per hour. 
 
   Veronica could already imagine the truck barreling over a shoulder in the road, rolling down the hill, and exploding in a fiery ball. Certain death seemed absolute, and there was nothing she could do about it. She opened her eyes after expecting the truck to roll over when he took the next tight curve, but Irwin was still at the wheel, trying his hardest to focus on the road. 
 
                 “With the way things are, sometimes we have to make hard decisions. I’m sorry about your boyfriend, but he was a liability.” Irwin stopped and let out another series of grunts. “You may be upset now, and things are not going to get much better for a while, but in the end, you’ll be alive, and I think that’s worth something.”
 
                 Veronica didn’t even try to respond to his ramblings, but she did have one question on her mind. “Joe,” she said through her gag. 
 
                 “What?” Irwin said, jerking the steering wheel. 
 
                 “What did you do to Joe?”
 
                 Irwin thought to himself, and then it hit him. “Oh! Joe, the neighbor. You’re wondering how I knew about him, or how I concocted that whole story.” He stopped and grimaced again from the pain, letting out rapid breaths. His lips curled upward, and he attempted a smile. “Well, he was one stop out of many. I’ve been making the rounds, I guess you could say. I’m not much of a scout really. And I’m not actually in the military. Truth be told, I was gathering supplies to bring back to Base 42, and this little soldier get-up helps me get inside these homes.”
 
                 Veronica shut her eyes and screamed on the inside. 
 
                 Irwin continued. “My real name is Jacob. Just a regular man on a mission. I had no intention of killing anyone, but sometimes it just turns out that way. I try to be friendly with everyone, but sometimes they don’t trust me, just like your boyfriend.” Irwin stopped and breathed in harshly, followed by a long exhale. “I’m sorry things turned out this way. I really am.”
 
                 His words were like white noise. He took notice of her sudden silence and the anger on her face and continued. 
 
   “I’m really not that bad of a guy, you’ll see. I mean before your aunt and her neighbor, I’ve only killed one other person. I’m not proud of that. I’m not proud of any of it.” 
 
   He reached down to pick up a bottle of Ibuprofen shaking around in the middle console and poured several pills into his mouth. He washed it down with a bottle of whisky rolling on the floor by his feet. 
 
   “It’s survival of the fittest now,” he said, breathing heavily and eyes watering from the strong whisky burning his throat. “I’m not going to hurt you. I need you, just like you’re going to need me. We’ll work together, and I’ll make sure no one does anything bad to you while we’re there.”
 
   Veronica tried to hold back her tears, but it was impossible. They streamed down her already salted cheeks amid thick sobs of anguish. 
 
   “I mean, you’re probably going to have to do some things to earn your keep around there. Just block it out and do what you have to do. In the end, you’ll be alive.”
 
   Veronica felt dizzy. She pulled on the rope tying her hands to her ankles, but it made no difference. There was no escape. The whisky seemed to have an effect on Irwin as his cries of pain became less frequent. He looked at her, eyes glazed, as the searing intensity of his wound soon dulled.
 
   “Beyond that, I can guarantee your safety. It comes at a little price, but we all gotta do our little part, you know?”
 
   Veronica tried to block his words out as every syllable felt like poison to her. She thought of Greg and felt a glimmer of hope. He had been injured, but he was still alive. How would he ever find them though? Her heart sank when she thought of her aunt, a woman who had always been there for her. She wished she and Greg could have gotten there sooner, or that she had made it to her aunt’s house the night she had been stopped by roadblocks that had been placed throughout the city.
 
   She had seen more death in the past two months than in her entire life, and through it all, a spark of defiance came over her. She would fight them all. She wasn’t going to allow herself to succumb to any of the threats that Irwin rambled about. It seemed realistic enough. The minute she got the chance, she would ram a dagger through his throat and do the same to any man who tried to assault her. It was her only hope.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Greg awoke on the kitchen floor after a brief blackout. The gunshot wound in his left thigh still throbbed painfully, and he also had a large bump on his forehead to contend with. Nothing was going to keep him from chasing after Irwin and recovering Veronica; at least, that was how he felt. The reality, however, was far different. There was a .22 bullet in his leg, which immobilized him, and he wasn’t going to get very far until the wound was fixed. Though the bullet was low caliber, it was still enough to take him down.   
 
   Greg’s mind raced with options. He had first-aid supplies in his van, and he knew exactly what had to be done. He’d remove the bullet, if possible, and then clean, cauterize, and bandage the wound. Everything he needed was in the van, but the problem was in getting there. 
 
   There was a streak of blood on the kitchen tile, running from where he was shot all the way to the bar counter he lay under. Greg had dealt with bullet wounds before and had some knowledge in how to treat them. His main concern was the bleeding—both internal and external. He had to wrap something around the wound, and he had to do it fast. 
 
   His shattered nerves and ripped flesh were almost too much to bear. He had to get to his van. With his shot leg dragging behind him like an anchor, Greg pulled himself across the kitchen floor to the stove, where there were two dish towels hanging. He yanked them down, trying to control all the burning sensations throughout him. It wasn’t the first time he had to deal with a bullet wound, but he hoped it would be the last. 
 
   He carefully pulled his jeans off, shaking with every movement as the pain shot through his body. Blood flowed from the wound like water from a busted pipe. He tied the two kitchen towels together, placed them over the wound, and tied them around his leg, tightly, to control the pressure. 
 
   He lay there for a moment, trying to keep calm while propping his leg up to drain the flow of blood from his leg toward his head. He began to grow thirsty and knew that he would have to stay hydrated if he had any hope of making it to the van and back. After a moment of lying there, the towels had effectively stopped the bleeding. 
 
   He gritted his teeth and pulled himself up on the counter, snatching the nearest glass and filling it up with water from the faucet. He downed a couple glasses, trying to keep his balance, leaning against the counter without putting pressure on his injured leg. 
 
   “Son of a bitch,” he said in an exhausted tone. The pain traveled back down through his leg, but he remained determined. It was going to be hard, but his only choice was to make it to the van. Whereas he had been shot, he knew that whatever fate awaited Veronica was far worse. He had to get it together if there was any hope of finding her. With a push, Greg slid along the side of the counter, keeping his bad leg slightly raised. 
 
   He continued sliding along the counter to where it met the foyer and then pushed himself against the wall. He reached up and grabbed one of the antique rifles hanging there, put the barrel against the ground, and propped himself up against the buttstock. It was sturdy enough to provide him with just enough balance to get outside. 
 
   From the outside porch to the van was a careful balancing act, but he eventually found himself near Veronica’s Volvo and closer to the back doors of his van. He had packed all that he could and knew that there would be a fair amount of work involved in finding his medical supplies. He pushed forward on the rifle, driving the barrel into the dirt, and then hopped his way to the van where relief awaited. 
 
   It seemed as though Irwin had taken off long ago, but Greg knew that he was shot as well, and it might have been enough to slow them down. As he opened the back doors, he was greeted with a stack of boxes, one of them clearly marked Medical Supplies. His mind filled with relief. It then became a matter of getting the supplies inside. 
 
   He tossed the box onto the ground and pulled a first-aid kit and small emergency bag out. With one hand balancing himself against the rifle and the other cradling the found supplies, Greg hobbled back into the house, fighting the pain every step of the way.      
 
   When he finally got back inside, Greg made his way into the bathroom. Once inside, he smacked the light switch on and nearly fell onto the bathroom floor. The tub was in sight, and he leaned himself against the sturdy bathroom counter. He was wearing only his shirt and underwear with two dishtowels wrapped around his leg and a trail of blood running down from the wound. He made his way to the tub and turned the bathtub faucet on. Water spat out and began to fill the tub.
 
   With his medical kit nearby, he pulled his shirt and jeans off and fell into the tub. The water immediately began to turn a rusty red. From his medical kit, he pulled out a syringe of anesthetic, cotton balls, and disinfectant. He injected the syringe into his thigh, pulled the towel off his wound, and began to clean the wound with peroxide, the sting sending shocks up his body. 
 
   With no pain medication, he had nothing but determination to push him through the ordeal. After cleaning the wound, he knew he had a choice to make: to grab his tweezers and pull the bullet out, or simply finish the wound and stitch it up. He wasn’t a man who liked to walk around with bullet fragments lodged in his insides, so he opted for the former. The bullet had missed his femoral artery, striking slightly to the side and above his knee. He had been very lucky. Noticing that it was a flesh wound and little more, Greg prepared himself for the worst part. He grabbed a pair of tweezers from his medical bag and dug through his flesh for the bullet. The pain was intense, and he wished that he had downed some of Tilda’s liquor beforehand.
 
   After a long ordeal, Greg managed to pull out the small bullet, clean the wound, and dress it with some fresh gauze. He dried himself off and hobbled into the living room, wearing only a towel. He had a mission, but he couldn’t see himself immediately rushing into his van to chase after the man who had bested him. Even if he wanted to, his body wouldn’t let him. 
 
   Everything had happened so fast. Greg was alone in an empty house. He still didn’t know where Aunt Tilda had gone. After downing some antibiotics, he fell onto the couch and rested there, trying to keep his heavy eyelids from falling shut. 
 
   The wound had accelerated his tiredness, making him feel weaker, perhaps vulnerable. He lay on the couch, trying to resist falling asleep, but his body wouldn’t let him. He called out Veronica’s name as his eyes shut and he drifted off. 
 
   When he awoke, it was morning. The house was empty just as it had been the night before. Veronica came to mind at once, and he suddenly felt a wave of adrenaline come over him. He lifted himself off the couch and tried his best not to put any pressure on his leg. He felt a slight pain, but the mission became no less clear: he had to get Veronica. He hobbled to his van, the bright sun hitting his face, and pulled out his bug-out bag. 
 
   There was still no sign of Tilda, and Greg could only assume the worst. Something had happened in the basement, and he had to investigate. After he brought his bug-out bag into the house and pulled out a set of fresh clothes, he got dressed and slowly went downstairs.
 
   It didn’t take long to find Tilda’s wrapped body, and Greg surmised that he was dealing with a psychopath. Veronica was in more danger than he could have even imagined. He came back upstairs after finding a cane that had probably belonged to Veronica’s uncle. The time to bury Tilda would come later—he had already wasted too much time as it was. One thing he was sure of was that he wasn’t going to let anyone stand in his way. He would kill them all if he had to. Irwin had taken Veronica somewhere, and Greg went with the only lead he had: Base 42.
 
   After he dressed, he went out to his van, which had enough weapons and ammunition to take down an army of men. Time was of the essence, and he started the engine, noticing that he had a half tank left. More fuel would be necessary; Sun Valley was a large place. He would find more fuel or siphon it if he had to from both vehicles that were parked nearby. After that, he was determined to find Base 42 and rescue Veronica from the man whom he planned to kill without hesitation. 
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Boiling Point
 
    
 
   Base 42 Sun Valley, Nevada: 
 
   Nearly one thousand residents from the surrounding area, including Reno, had taken refuge at a small military outpost called Base 42. Some had willingly climbed aboard military trucks to be transported to the base while others were ordered to abandon their homes and be taken to the base for quarantine. It didn't take long before the base reached maximum capacity and the disease began to spread on site. The base itself consisted of several operational buildings, hangars, tool shops, a mess hall, and rows of sleeping quarters. 
 
   Before being converted to a quarantine station, Base 42 operated as a highly secretive Air Force base for drone repair, holding, and maintenance. The drones had been relocated to make way for eleven Ebola treatment centers. 
 
   The costly $300 million-dollar project was put in place as a precautionary measure due to some very real concerns of Ebola spreading. By the time the outbreak was in full force, the National Guard was ordered to transport civilians to the base, plus the costs of all the other logistical measures. Everything was in place, the military had control, and residents were being treated and quarantined. They were provided food, shelter, and treatment. Hospital personnel and chemical specialists were on-hand to monitor symptoms and ensure that the virus could be contained. Three weeks after the outbreak, all of this changed. 
 
   It had been a long night and there was another hundred or so people who arrived at the base late at night ready to be processed through, but the soldiers running the base had been driven to the point of exhaustion. 
 
   The treatment centers were at over-capacity with more infected than they knew what to do with. The struggle was in keeping infected patients away from non-infected ones and minimizing the fear of contagion. 
 
   Tensions were high when somewhere in the long waiting line, a man began to cough, creating an immediate panic as the crowd began to move away from him. The soldiers tried to maintain order. They did their best to keep the newcomers from running into unauthorized areas—places occupied by those who had already been cleared. Shots were fired into the air, but the panic only seemed to escalate. They had to be stopped. With little time to react, the soldiers in the towers called in for instructions. 
 
   Were they to open fire? 
 
   The voice over the radio told them “yes.”
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
   The shots awoke Bill Hodder from his crowded quarters where at least ten other men were packed closely together—some sleeping on beds and some sleeping on the floor. Others slowly jerked awake too. The loud pops were alarming, but it was the screams that followed that were the most disturbing. 
 
   "What the hell's going on out there?" one man asked from his pile of blankets on the floor.
 
   "I don't know," Bill said, rising from his bed. He went to the only window in the dark room and looked out into the empty airfield beyond. The screams eventually died out, and then silence filled the room once more. It wasn't hard for him, or any other man in the room, to reach a conclusion. 
 
   "Newcomers," he continued, scratching at his bare chest. He tugged at his shorts and began to walk back to his bed.  
 
   "What about them?" asked Marcus from his bed, another man, like Hodder, who had been there since the beginning. 
 
   "They keep bringing them here. Maybe they’re just now realizing there’s too many of us. Maybe they have orders to kill us all," Hodder replied.
 
   "That’s insane,” said Alex, a lanky man in his late 50s who lay sprawled in his spot on the floor.
 
   Hodder dressed and began to pace, his mind full of grandeur. He had been considering the right moment to make his move, and it seemed as though the time was near. Others began to wake up, sitting up and trying to figure out what was going on. "I don't think we can trust the military to protect us anymore. We have to do something before it’s too late,” Hodder told them. He grabbed his jacket and walked out of the room as everyone looked at each other, confused. 
 
    
 
   Hodder walked down the hall lit from above by emergency lights, striding past closed doors of rooms just like his own, all equally crowded. In the beginning, most people had jumped at the opportunity to go to Base 42. It promised a safe haven from the scourge of infection, but Bill could see that they had all been hopelessly naïve. He was convinced the disease would spread with the continual influx of outsiders. 
 
   Hodder had already seen infected people in the streets of his affluent neighborhood, their bodies twisted in agony. He had seen the overwhelmed hospitals on TV. Seen the desperate medical personnel fleeing and leaving behind their co-workers to the mercy of an unstoppable virus. He had seen the bodies in the streets and the burning, rioting, and looting—an utter breakdown within a few short weeks. He was committed to ensuring that neither the plague nor the despair would follow him.
 
   With treatment centers full of infected patients only a couple of hundred yards away from where they slept, Bill had deep concerns. He stopped at the exit door and hesitated. He could hear movement, distant shouts, and combat boots striking the pavement, hurrying. With a deep breath, he slowly pushed the door open.
 
   The smell of gunfire was in the air. In the distance, he could see the treatment centers—long warehouse frames covered in clear tarp. The silhouettes of patients in their beds crammed wall to wall. Closer to his building, almost hidden by darkness, lay several bodies facedown on the pavement. There seemed to be about twenty in all, motionless men and women with open gunshot wounds in their backs and blood pooling underneath them.  
 
   The soldiers, dressed in grayish-tan uniforms and matching helmets, moved with a purpose, keeping their rifles at the ready and herding people back to the processing hangar. Other soldiers approached the bodies carrying flashlights and ChemLights, trying to search for vital signs. They found none. A Humvee suddenly pulled up with its bright lights on and engine booming. A higher-ranking soldier exited the vehicle on the passenger side and immediately began to chastise his subordinates.
 
   "What the hell happened here?"
 
   "Things got a little out of control, Sergeant," the young and visibly nervous private said.
 
   "Who gave the order to open fire?"
 
   The private hesitated. 
 
   "Who gave the order?" the sergeant shouted. 
 
   "It came over the radio. S-somebody must have notified the tower. The crowd wouldn’t listen to us. They hadn’t been tested and cleared yet." 
 
   The sergeant pushed aside the soldier and began to survey the carnage. He had little to make of it, only that the incident had happened on his watch and that there would be repercussions. Bill watched from afar. The climate was ripe for his plan. The murder of the unarmed civilians had changed everything. He'd turn the people against the military, one way or the other. Then the base would be his. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
   There was little that fewer than fifty soldiers could do to keep control in a base of a thousand people. They manned the guard towers and the front gate and provided general security of the base. Civilians were prohibited from carrying firearms. While the soldiers had their hands full running the base, civilian volunteers were needed at the Ebola treatment centers: the one place where no one wanted to go.
 
   Finding volunteers to assist the overburdened medical staff was a chore in itself and few people, even the most selfless among them, wanted the assignment, no matter what protective gear was provided. Too many medical personnel had been infected. The need for volunteers created a constant conflict between the controlling military force and civilians. And it was something that Hodder was ready to fully exploit. 
 
   The next morning, he walked out of his building and onto the hard concrete pavement. There were still some red streaks on the ground where the bodies from the previous night had fallen, faded but visible. Shell casings lay in patches of dirt and weeds next to the building. 
 
   He looked up at the first guard tower to his far right and waved. From under the dome of the tower, the soldier didn’t respond. His attention was elsewhere. Hodder looked to the one to his closer right and waved as well. The soldier in the tower waved back and looked away. Hodder scanned the area around him, making a mental note of each soldier in his path. Not all of them were on duty. Some worked night shifts and slept during the day. His focus was on their numbers.
 
   Hodder looked up and squinted into the sunlight as a soldier approached him in haste. It was his inside man, a young and ambitious soldier named Specialist Christopher Santos. Hodder had discovered that Santos was largely disgruntled at his superiors and offered him an opportunity to turn the tables against them. 
 
   "Que pasa, mi amigo?" Santos asked, approaching Hodder in full uniform, an M16 rifle slung around his arm. He had a tan, round face and a thin mustache.  
 
   Hodder leaned in. "It's time," he said.
 
   Santos nodded in excitement. "For real? You know they mowed down a whole lot of them last night."
 
   Hodder looked around cautiously. Civilians were beginning to shuffle out of their buildings, waking up for the day. A line of joggers suddenly ran by. The more people he saw, the more he felt the challenge of the enormous task before them. 
 
   "Just be ready, Santos. You know your role. We're going to need weapons. We're going to need diversions."
 
   "Yeah, man, I told you, I got it."
 
   Hodder clutched his arm and stared into his eyes. "Listen. We mess this up, or if anything goes wrong, we’re going to pay a price. You have to be ready for that.” He released Santos. "Now I need you to take me to Major Greene."
 
   Santos looked around. "Now?" 
 
   "Yes, now. I’m going to need a military escort. Let's go," Hodder said, gesturing toward a small building with a chain-link fence around it. He pulled a surgical mask from his jacket, placed it on his face, and immediately started walking past the single-story dormitory buildings toward the operations center, located past the hangars and the Ebola treatment centers. 
 
   "You should wear a mask when you go outside," Hodder said, his voice slightly muffled. 
 
   "I can't breathe with those things on," Santos replied. 
 
   Hodder shook his head as they made it past the treatment centers—eleven all lined up in a row—and to the tactical operation center where several antennas were affixed to the roof, stretching far into the cloudy, purplish sky. 
 
   Outside the fence, Santos showed his and Hodder’s IDs to a guard. The guard let them pass through and they walked into a courtyard where an American flag waved proudly from the pole. Santos approached the building, opened the entrance door, and walked in with Hodder following behind. 
 
   


 
  

Mutiny
 
    
 
   The eleven Ebola treatment centers in the camp were bustling with constant activity and were the places where most of their medical supplies and resources were used. Perhaps the worst job at the centers, however, involved the disposal of human remains. In order to transport remains safely and discreetly, two assigned soldiers dressed in complete protective gear would load bodies into the back of a large military cargo truck, then drive a mile away from the base to a spot where a large burn pit awaited them. It was a standard routine, and it wouldn’t be long before they made their next trip. 
 
   Inside each treatment center, military cots were aligned in closely-spaced rows. Nurses and medics moved around in their protective gear, tired and overworked. Morale was low among them after seeing so many of their co-workers become patients themselves. The sores, rashes, and pus-filled sacs on their bodies had rendered those infected unrecognizable. 
 
   The groans of pain and agony were never-ending. There were over fifty patients in each warehouse. The sickly patients, most of them dying, or those with not much longer to live, were the tragic victims of a relentless virus which had rapidly attacked and destroyed their tissues, muscles, and organs. 
 
   Medicine, serums, and antibiotics did nothing to stave off their physical degradation. The nurses could only provide relief from the pain through morphine, Hydrocodone, Oxycodone, and whatever else they could get their hands on.
 
   Two buckets rested on the floor next to each bed. One was for vomit—usually a thick, dark red, and the other was for diarrhea, often bloody as well. The buckets had to be dumped into sealed biohazard bags and taken to the burn pit frequently. It was as if the insides of each patient were spilling out from every orifice. The virus didn't distinguish between male or female, young or old; the patients were of all ages and genders. 
 
   As hard as everyone worked, there was an undeniable hopelessness in the air, and it was growing with the increasing number of patients. Among the ten medical personnel left, there were talks of quitting despite their Hippocratic oath. Survival had become more important. They had already seen their colleagues contract the virus even after wearing full protective gear. There was no sense to any of it. 
 
   This attitude was not lost on two CDC medical researchers who had been deployed to the base as representatives of the agency. Dr. Kagan, a balding man in scrubs with a skinny neck and circle-framed glasses, and Dr. Costa, a heavier-set man with an abundance of hair and a dark shade of stubble. Initially, both had been optimistic about their work, but that soon changed. 
 
   They believed that the treatment centers were making the disease impossible to contain, and they soon refused to go near them. After that, they refused to even go outside. Instead, they chose an isolated room in a highly secure bunker to do their research. 
 
   Of the two underground bunkers at the base, one housed an armory where the military had stored weapons, ammunition, and supplies while another contained several holding cells that—throughout the base's history—had never been used. Whoever had access to the bunkers had control of the base.   
 
   Even before the mutiny, Dr. Kagan and Dr. Costa had grown to resent their time at Base 42 and questioned both the military's leadership and its decisions. It didn't take long before they were swayed by Bill Hodder to turn against them.                    
 
    While conducting tests on different serums in their underground lab, they had come across some startling discoveries about the virus. Under microscopic examination, it looked two times the size of what they had been accustomed to seeing from the West African strain. It was clear that they were dealing with something different. 
 
   "Could this particular strain be airborne?" Dr. Kagan asked. 
 
   Dr. Costa looked down at the microscope in near disbelief. "I don't know. It appears to be even bigger than the ones we collected last week." He slowly rose and backed away from the counter. "This mutation is out of control. At this rate, I don't know if this base is going to last through the next week."
 
   A silence came over the two men in their dimly-lit lab. Kagan suggested it first.
 
   "The sick need to be removed from this base. That is, if we’re unable to treat this.”
 
   Dr. Costa turned to him dismissively. "This is a military operation, as you know. Our say-so isn’t going to matter."
 
   Dr. Kagan moved in closer, speaking forcibly. "If we take any more outsiders in here, it's over. At this point, I have to start thinking about my family in Georgia, and you have to start thinking about yours."
 
   Dr. Costa seemed perturbed. “Just what exactly are you talking about?”
 
   Dr. Kagan leaned in even closer. “There’s talk of an uprising. We need to be on the right side of this.”
 
   Costa stared ahead, trying to contemplate what he was being told.
 
   "Just stay out of their way," Dr. Kagan added. "That’s what we need to do." 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
   Specialist Santos escorted Hodder down the long hall past empty offices and plaques and military photos affixed along the walls. Major Greene's office was located at the end corner and across from it, on the right, was the Tactical Operations Center or TOC. Always busy, the TOC functioned as a hub of communications between Base 42 and various governmental agencies and departments, such as the Pentagon and the CDC. Major Greene was always in the TOC, constantly asking for more support and more resources. However, the idea of support seemed less and less likely with each passing week. 
 
   As Hodder and Santos reached the entrance to the TOC, Santos looked up and told him to wait. A large RESTRICTED ENTRY sign was posted on the metal double doors. Bill took a step back and waited as Santos punched in some numbers on a nearby keypad and entered the room. 
 
   Inside, there were flat screens attached to the wall displaying a map of the U.S. with infected areas colored in bright red. All of Nevada, some of California, some of Texas, and nearly all of Florida were in the red. 
 
   Numbers scrolled on another screen, displaying the number of infected in the millions, and those presumed dead in the hundreds of thousands. Another screen ran a news ticker detailing the pandemonium occurring across the country as a result of the outbreak. 
 
   There were three other soldiers in the room, all manning the phones—a captain, a lieutenant, and a sergeant. Major Greene stood in the center of the room monitoring the screens. A large cup of coffee sat on the table next to him.      
 
   "Tell 'em we need them to airlift support pronto. We got a crisis at this base, and I don't know how much longer we can hold out!" Major Greene said gruffly to the sergeant holding one of the phones.
 
   Greene was a tall, bulky man nearing his sixties but seemingly unfazed by aging. He was in better shape than most of the soldiers at the base half his age. He had a thick white mustache, as if he were an old-time cowboy. The persona was certainly there, typical for a military man who had permanent residence in Sun Valley. 
 
   There seemed to be a lot of commotion in the room, and no one immediately took notice of Santos walking slowly toward the Major as he suddenly turned around.         
 
   "Santos! What the hell are you doing in here? Can't you see we're busy?" 
 
   "Yes, Sir. I know, but—"
 
   Greene wasn't finished. "And how did you get in? This is a restricted area!"
 
   "I have security clearance, Sir. They gave me a PIN."
 
   Greene scoffed. "Well, we're gonna hafta change that real quickly. It's sergeant and above in here."
 
   "Yes, Sir."
 
   The three other soldiers remained on landline phones, not turning around to see what the major was griping about. 
 
   "So what is it? We gotta crisis on our hands and you’re distracting me! Spit it out!" 
 
   "Sir. Um. Bill Hodder is with me, and he wants to speak with you."
 
   Greene took a step back, surprised. "Hodder? What the hell does that silver-spoon baby want to talk to me about? I don't have any time for his shit right now!"
 
   Santos leaned in closer, shifting around nervously while trying to keep his voice down. "It's important, Sir. There's talk of an uprising."
 
   Greene tilted his head and gave Santos a look. "Uprising? By whom? The Ebola patients?" 
 
   Santos was almost whispering. "No, Sir. The civilians on base. The healthy ones."
 
   Greene backed away, disinterested. "Look, tell Hodder to go pound dirt. I don't have time for this happy horseshit right now. I got people dyin' left and right. You're dismissed, Santos.” 
 
   "But—"
 
   "I said you’re dismissed!" Greene shouted, causing the other soldiers to turn around at last and look. Santos felt humiliated. Defiant, he remained and spoke loudly. "It's about last night, Sir. The dead civilians. Word is getting out."
 
   Greene squinted and twisted the corners of his mouth to one side. It was clear that Santos had got to him. 
 
   "You tell Hodder..." he stated in a slow and baritone voice, "...tell him to wait in my office."
 
   "Yes, Sir," Santos said. He scurried out of the room as the team inside went back to their business. Once the doors closed, Greene let out a big, exhausted sigh.
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
   Hodder stood against the wall across from the entrance as Santos came out. "He said to wait in his office and that he'll be with you in a minute." 
 
   "Very well," Hodder said. He pushed the door open to Major Greene's office right next to where he was standing and began to walk inside. Suddenly, he stopped and turned to Santos. "Just wait outside and be ready for the signal."
 
   "Wait, what signal?" Santos asked. 
 
   Without response, Hodder walked inside and shut the door. The office was decked out with military plaques and awards from Major Greene's long, distinguished career. He had a glass display case with miniature figurines, military coins, and numerous other items from his travels and deployments. 
 
    
 
   Hodder had a strange contempt for the military, even though his own father was a high-ranking Air Force general. He had spent half his childhood moving from military base to military base and had always found it difficult to adjust. His father thought his anti-social behavior was a weakness. Hodder had gone into politics to prove many things: he was able to show his father that he could connect with people and be accepted by them. He could also manipulate and control them. 
 
   Despite obtaining his law degree, starting a legal practice, running for office and becoming a Senator, his career was dwarfed by his father’s, who had a high-ranking position at the Pentagon. For a moment, his mind drifted back to the bad things: the disappearance of his first wife, that thing with his young female intern and the subsequent trial where he was eventually acquitted. His political career hadn’t survived and his father disowned him, just like that. But even after his father’s passing, Hodder still felt like he had something to prove. 
 
    
 
    Major Greene’s large mahogany desk sat squarely in the middle of the room with two vinyl-covered chairs in front of it and one vinyl swivel chair behind it. The window behind the desk let plenty of light into the room, with the curtains drawn aside and the sun rising. 
 
   Hodder leaned against one of the chairs and scanned the room. He patted his jacket pocket for reassurance and felt something metallic and thick, on-hand just in case. 
 
   The door opened and Major Greene walked in, going straight to his desk. "Mr. Hodder, what’s on your mind?"
 
   "Good morning, Major."
 
   Major Greene told Hodder to sit as he walked around to his desk and sat in his oversize chair. The major seemed preoccupied and overworked. He began scribbling something onto a notepad, then threw the pen across the room, cursing. Apparently the pen had stopped working. He regained his composure, looked up at Hodder, and folded his arms. 
 
   "To what do I owe the extreme pleasure of this early morning visit?" 
 
   "Thank you for your time. There's some very important matters that we need to discuss."
 
   "You don't say?" Greene said, tilting his head. 
 
   "Absolutely. The question is, where do we start?"
 
   Major Greene looked flummoxed. His face appeared to turn red as he looked at his watch. "Santos said that you wanted to discuss last night."
 
   "Sure," Hodder said, nearly smiling. "Let's start there. Who gave the order to massacre those civilians?"
 
   Greene immediately put his hand out. "I'm gonna have to stop you there. Those civilians weren't shot for target practice. We were trying to protect the base. It was a hard decision. A tragic one. But none of those civilians had been in-processed."
 
   "So you gave permission?" 
 
   Major Greene shook his head as his voice rose. "No, I didn't. It was my sergeant of the guard, and I completely back him up on this one. The soldiers were behaving within protocol and the rules of engagement as far as I'm concerned."
 
   "I think that's disputable," Bill said. 
 
   Greene lunged forward, as if ready to attack him, but controlled himself. "Would you prefer if we’d just let 'em run off? Maybe they could've gone into your room, infected the whole lot of ya'."
 
   "Were there any infected among the dead?"
 
   Greene glared at Hodder with contempt. "I think we're done talking about that. What's your next concern?" 
 
   "Several things, actually," he began. "As you know, I speak for the majority of the people on the base."
 
   "How could I forget?" Greene said, rolling his eyes. 
 
   "And we're all concerned by the gross incompetence and mismanagement on all levels." Hodder held out his hand and began to count off each finger with his other hand. "There's favoritism among the soldiers and reports of abuse inflicted on civilians, primarily female. Ebola patients are being shorted on medical care and resources. 
 
   “There are no effective measures in place to contain this disease. The invisible barrier between the healthy and the sick is a joke. And lastly, we’ve already reached capacity, yet the soldiers keep bringing people in. This is unacceptable."
 
   Greene remained silent for a moment then slowly leaned back in his reclining swivel chair and smiled. "That's quite a mouthful, Hodder. I can tell you used to be in politics; however, used to is the operative word here. It's no damn wonder they threw your ass outta office."
 
   Hodder tried to cut him off, but Greene wouldn't have any of it. He kept talking, his voice angry and loud, and stood up from his chair.
 
   "No! Now you listen here. These soldiers have sacrificed everything to be here and man this outpost just so ungrateful turds like you can disparage them. Not on my watch. It ain't happening. You don't like the way things are done here, then how's about you leave? We're under strict orders not to let anyone leave these walls, but I'll make a special exception just for you."
 
   "Not happening," Bill said. 
 
   Major Greene leaned forward with veins bulging at his temples. Undeterred, Hodder continued. "I have something better. You have one hour to gather your troops and vacate this base so we can ensure that it will be run properly."
 
   Greene's eyes lit up and he erupted with laughter. Bill waited patiently for the major to catch his breath. Greene looked at him with near tears in his eyes. "And who's going to take over after we leave?"
 
   "Me," Hodder said matter-of-factly.  
 
   Greene raised his hand and slapped the desk, laughing. 
 
   "I'm not joking," Hodder said. 
 
   Major Greene rose, trying to catch his breath. His face then took on a more serious look as he grabbed his landline phone. "Well, if you're being serious, I'm gonna hafta have you locked up, Hodder. I don't take too kindly to threats. Looks like Base 42 just got its first prisoner." He looked toward the door and shouted. “Specialist Santos!” But Santos didn’t respond. 
 
   Bill suddenly reached into his pocket and pulled out a 9mm handgun. Greene's face twitched as he stared ahead, stunned. 
 
   "Now whatcha gonna do with that?" he asked in a quiet tone. His face contorted once he considered the fact that Hodder was even armed. "And how in holy hell did you get a gun?" 
 
   "Put down the phone," Hodder said. 
 
   "Go to hell," Greene replied while pressing the emergency button on the phone. 
 
   Without further hesitation, Bill blasted a shot right into Major Greene's face, pitching his head back and tossing him out of his swivel chair. The gunshot was louder than he had anticipated. Predictably, the door swung open and Santos stormed in.
 
   "It's OK!" Hodder shouted, putting his hands up. "I got it under control."
 
   Santos scanned the room and saw a running blood stain on the wall. He looked down to see Major Greene lying on the floor, his chair knocked over, his motionless legs sticking out from under his desk.           
 
   "Holy shit," he said, breathing heavily and staring at the major’s motionless body. "You really did it."
 
   Hodder stood up and smacked him on the shoulder to get his attention. Santos jerked his head to look right at him. "We don't have much time," Hodder said. "How many soldiers in the TOC?"
 
   Santos thought to himself. "Three—I think."
 
   "I need your PIN." Hodder noticed Santos's hesitation and spoke calmly. "This is a matter of survival. We're all in now, and there's no turning back. We don't have to kill them all, only the ones who fight back."
 
   Santos nodded. His heart was beating so fast he felt like he was going to hyperventilate. He walked with Hodder out of the room and put his PIN into the keypad. 
 
   "You ready?" Hodder asked, holding the pistol in the air. 
 
   "Yeah," Santos said. 
 
   The door beeped and he pushed it open. The three soldiers inside, already suspicious of the gun blast, were standing. Santos held his rifle up and pointed it at them. 
 
   "Hands up, all of you!" 
 
   They looked at each other, than back to Santos, confused. 
 
   "I mean it! Put 'em up!" 
 
   "Specialist Santos, what is this all about?" the young captain asked. 
 
   Suddenly, Hodder appeared at Santos's side and fired multiple shots into each man. The flat screen behind the captain exploded and shattered into pieces. The men hit the ground with shouts of agony followed by silence. The blasts left Santos’s ears ringing, even though he had dropped his rifle and covered them the minute Hodder started shooting. He turned to Hodder, enraged. 
 
   "I thought you were going to take them prisoner!" 
 
   Hodder scanned the room for any others but didn't see any movement. "They were too high ranking. We can’t trust them. Besides, the lieutenant was going for his sidearm."
 
   "This is crazy," Santos said, rubbing his shaved head. 
 
   Bill lowered his pistol and looked to Santos. "Listen carefully. We need to destroy every piece of communications in this room. Phones, radios, computers, you name it."
 
   Santos looked at him funny but could see that he was serious. 
 
   Hodder was emphatic. "The world's on fire right now and we have to keep the flames from reaching us. You're going to take my guys to the armory, just like we discussed. Then, we take the base."
 
   Santos knelt down to pick up his rifle. He tried to quash the sick feeling in his stomach by blocking out whatever he had just done and the things he was about to do. Hodder walked over to a line of computer monitors and smashed the glowing screens out with the handle of his pistol as glass flew everywhere. Santos walked over to the phones and radios, battering them with the buttstock of his rifle.  
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 Just as planned, they reached the armory with Hodder’s militia of thirty men who had vowed to help overtake the base. The operation was in full swing, and they didn’t waste any time disposing of the bunker guard who manned the door. Hodder would have preferred a night operation, but there was no sense in waiting any longer. They had to strike, and they had to do it fast. 
 
   Specialist Santos used his PIN code to open the armory, and the men stormed the vault, cutting the locks of the weapons racks with bolt cutters and taking every rifle they could carry. The next room over stored the magazines and ammunition, and they quickly loaded their weapons as Hodder held up his watch. “Five minutes, gentlemen. We strike in five minutes. Be mindful of any civilians. We don’t want them to get caught in the middle of this thing.” 
 
                 The men, most of them ex-cons, were a diverse group of thieves, gang members, and felons. Hodder had sought each of them out with promises of sharing his vision of power and survival in the new world. They rammed the magazines into their rifles and were prepared for war. 
 
                 “Remember everything we discussed,” Hodder continued. “We take the guards in the towers out first. Then we round up every soldier on base. If they surrender willingly, they live. But if they so much as hesitate, you cannot do the same. Remember your teams: first wave, crowd control, and treatment centers. And finally, we can’t let anyone escape. Today, this base is officially going off the radar.”
 
                 The men nodded enthusiastically in agreement. Their weapons were armed and ready. “Let’s move!” Hodder said. The men swung their fists in the air and cheered, pumping themselves up for the raid. 
 
                 They stormed out of the armory and into broad daylight as the men immediately started shooting. Hodder stood safely by the bunker, watching his plan come into bloody fruition as the men moved on with pure, hardened resolve. The guards in both towers were quickly eliminated. The first few shots startled the civilians on the base. They immediately started running for cover when they saw the herd of armed, wild-eyed men storming the area. Taken by surprise, many of the soldiers were slow to respond. Against Hodder’s wishes, many of them were shot on the spot. Hodder’s men dispersed and started rounding up all the civilians at gunpoint, ordering them back into the living quarters. 
 
                 Shots rang out from afar, taking out some of Hodder’s men. A group of soldiers moved into position and began fighting back. A lengthy firefight followed, but in the end, the soldiers were overwhelmed. After the military threat was eliminated, an opposing group of civilians tried to fight back against Hodder’s men with anything they could find: rocks, glass bottles, and weapons from the dead soldiers. Hodder had expected this and had told his men earlier to be prepared for a resistant civilian force. They were soon extinguished as well. 
 
   After an exhausting and bloody battle, Hodder’s men soon had control of the base. However, one crucial task remained. They doused all eleven Ebola treatment centers in gasoline as the medical personnel fled in terror. The centers were soon lit on fire with all the patients inside clinging frantically to their beds, howling with pain. As the centers lit up like torches and burned to the ground, the screams of the trapped patients were the things that nightmares were made of.           
 
   


 
  

Resurgence
 
    
 
   Reno, Nevada: Two months after the outbreak
 
   Greg Atkins had a mission, and he was already running against the clock. His friend and partner in prepping, Veronica, had been taken at gunpoint by a deranged man who claimed to be a soldier in the army. Her fate was largely unknown to Greg, but he knew he had to do everything in his power to try to rescue her. Going after Veronica changed his hunker-down plan considerably. Traveling anywhere, no matter how close or remote, posed a risk. But the Ebola virus soon became the least of his problems. 
 
    
 
   The state-mandated quarantine and travel ban had effectively isolated most of Nevada, and its most populated cities, from Reno to Las Vegas, had descended into anarchy. The military had moved out and positioned themselves along the northern borders of Nevada to keep anyone from getting in or out. The Ebola virus was too powerful to control and had spread too rapidly. Officials felt that the risks of sending personnel into infected areas far outweighed the benefits. As personnel were ordered to pull out of infected areas, officials felt it was best to monitor the outbreak remotely and wait for the contagion to peak and subside. No one would have believed it, but the government agencies had largely abandoned Nevada.  
 
   Many quarantine sites, such as Base 42, were left to fend for themselves. No one was going for them until the area had been officially determined safe from disease. Two months after the outbreak, no such call had been made. In the media, it was declared unconscionable by pundits, politicians, and celebrities alike that so many people would be left on their own, but as the virus spread to neighboring states, people began to accept the most extreme measures in containment.  
 
    
 
   Despite being shot in the leg by Veronica’s attacker, Greg was determined to leave Aunt Tilda's ranch and find her, wherever she might be. The man, who had identified himself as Sergeant Charles Irwin, claimed to have come from Base 42. He had tried to convince Greg and Veronica to go back with him, stating that he was on a scouting mission to help local residents and inform them of the military outpost.
 
   But Aunt Tilda's butchered body wrapped in a tarp in the basement told a far different story. Greg didn't believe a thing Irwin had told him, if he was even who he said he was. For all he knew, Veronica could have been taken to a basement of some house, tied to the radiator and God knows what else. 
 
    
 
   The man was indeed from Base 42, but he wasn't a soldier, he was an impostor. His real name was Jacob, a drifter from Reno with a lengthy rap sheet. After the mutiny in Base 42, he volunteered to go into town and search abandoned homes for supplies, and it just so happened that Aunt Tilda and her neighbor, Joe, lived along his route. But they weren't the first. If the home was occupied, Jacob’s plan was to work his way in by posing as a soldier and then scope the place out from the inside. 
 
   Once in Tilda's home, he knew he had discovered the jackpot. She was a self-proclaimed "homesteader" and had up to five months of food and supplies stored in her basement. Things escalated when her neighbor Joe showed up to check on her, spooking Jacob just as he was trying to win her over. 
 
   An army vet himself, Joe had a number of questions for Jacob: who he was, where he had been stationed, and general military stuff. Questions that one soldier would normally ask another, nothing out of the ordinary, but Jacob panicked, and as a result, he shot Joe and Tilda, then took his knife to their bodies for “extra fun.”
 
    
 
   Greg knew that the longer Veronica was missing, the worse the outcome would be. She had been gone for nearly five hours. His leg throbbed with pain from the gunshot wound, but he was relieved that the .22 bullet had been relatively small. It could have been much worse. Perhaps the wound Greg had inflicted on Jacob’s shoulder with his Beretta would slow them down. 
 
   Come morning, he limped to the kitchen table using a nearby wooden cane, which had probably belonged to Veronica's uncle. He sat and opened a large map booklet of the state he had taken from his van. Light poured into the kitchen from the skylights. He estimated his current location on the map, just outside Reno, and saw that Sun Valley was not too far. Finding a secret military outpost, however, wasn’t going to be easy. From what he had heard, it was a small base hidden behind concrete walls, barricades, and concertina wire.
 
    The main highway, Interstate 580, would not be without its share of risk, but it was the only route into Sun Valley. Staying safe and mobile would require a careful balancing act and therefore take time—a commodity Greg did not have. With his leg propped up on a chair and his mind racing, he opened his notebook and began to jot down his plan for the trip:
 
    
 
   Distance from Reno to Sun Valley - roughly fifteen miles
 
   Top van off with siphoned fuel
 
   Load up with supplies
 
   Van as mobile prep unit
 
   Hide van under camouflage
 
   Continue trip on foot 
 
   Bring: Bug-out bag, weapons, night vision, binos, trip wire
 
   Set-up stakeout point outside of base
 
   Survey and record activity
 
   Find a way in, find a way out
 
    
 
   Greg stopped writing. His plan was simple enough, but he didn't like to throw caution to the wind. He wanted a reliable strategy with an outcome that was nearly guaranteed. For starters, he wasn't sure if Veronica had even been taken to Base 42. Secondly, he wasn't sure if he could find the base, and lastly, he was in no condition to be traveling a great distance on foot. Driving the van too close to the base would alert anyone there of his presence. A successful mission would take tact, planning, and focus. He was no good to Veronica captured or dead. 
 
   "Son of a bitch," he said, pushing himself up from the chair at the kitchen table. His leg still ached, and he had a pain in his chest just from thinking about Veronica. He had committed himself to protecting her. She was his friend. They been through months together, hunkering down in Greg's house in Carson City. They had warded off two home invasions through sheer teamwork. Now everything had changed. She was gone. Kidnapped by a psychopath.   
 
   "I should never have taken my eye off him," Greg said out loud. "I should have shot him the minute we saw him in the house."
 
   He pushed himself away from the table and hobbled to the living room couch. He vowed that he would never hesitate again. Shooting first and asking questions later was part of the way things would go from now on. 
 
   The house was quiet and deserted. There was no longer any power as the generator had run out of fuel overnight. He took careful steps, using the cane to reduce the weight on his bad leg. Most of his supplies were still in the van, packed and ready to go. The thought of Aunt Tilda’s body in the basement gave him the chills.
 
   He made his way to the bathroom down the hall, still wearing only boxer shorts, a T-shirt, and a band of gauze around his leg. There was just enough natural light in the bathroom that allowed him to see himself in the mirror. His hair was shaggy and unkempt. In place of his normally clean-shaven face, he fashioned a light brown beard. There were bags under his eyes and a paleness to his skin. His brown eyes were slightly bloodshot, but not Ebola red. Considering the pace at which the outbreak had spread, it was a miracle he was still alive. And that's how Greg wanted to keep it. 
 
   He had lost weight over the months and looked a lot thinner as a result. Tired of gazing, he looked away from the mirror and began the hard process of cleaning and changing the bandage on his wound. 
 
   After his shower, Greg dressed in tactical, desert-tan shirt, pants, and ammunition vest. He had re-dressed his wound and was ready to get on the move. He left the house using the cane and went to his van under the light of a new day. From the back, he pulled out a hose and a ten-gallon fuel can and filled it up with gas siphoned from both Tilda's and Veronica's cars. In the end, he had ten gallons of fuel. Sun Valley was close, but he didn’t want to leave anything to chance. 
 
   Before getting in the van, he stretched and mentally prepared himself for the journey. He had weapons, optics, food, and water. There were plenty of resources for a stakeout. He took one last look at Tilda’s house and breathed in the open air. The home was an ideal place, perfect for hunkering down, and he couldn't understand why things couldn't have worked out as planned. 
 
   After leaving Tilda’s, he took the barren 580 Interstate, keeping careful watch for any other vehicles on the road. His van was a gold mine for thieves. It had a stockpile of enough food, weapons, and survival gear to support an entire family. A few miles down the two-lane road, his eyes narrowed as he tried to figure out what a slumped figure on the side of the road might be. It looked like a large dog or some other roadkill. He soon realized it was human. 
 
   His heart sank and he slowed the van to get a closer look. It was a man lying on his side in a pile of dirt rocks and a dried puddle of blood. He was rendered unrecognizable by a litany of open sores. His mouth was wide open and bulging blisters covered his eyes. In his frozen contorted agony, it was clear the man had experienced the furthest thing from a painless death. Greg stepped on the gas and sped past the body the minute he saw that it wasn't Veronica. 
 
   Down the road ahead and all around him were nothing but desert and wide-open terrain. He was on the outskirts of civilization, exactly the kind of area one might find a secret military base. He kept his eyes peeled for any road signs. The surrounding area was a diverse range of hills, plateaus, and valleys. Predominantly made up of sand, dirt, dust, and rocks, there were also shaded areas with patches of grass and large rock outcroppings—perfect for concealment—and acacia trees. Their spread branches gave the impression of beauty and calm. 
 
   The digital clock on the radio said that it was 11:14, and as far as he was concerned, it looked to be almost noon. The glaring sun in the cloudless sky was overhead, slightly to the east. He wore his favorite pair of sunglasses and tried the car stereo, which only played static. Radio transmission had been fading in and out as far back as Carson City. 
 
   It was as if the residents had officially been cut off from the rest of the world. Complete quarantine and isolation. No power. No running water. Not even working radio frequencies to let them know what was going on. His dashboard GPS had no signal. His cell phone was the same. All he had was a map and compass. 
 
   A few more miles down the interstate, there was a small intersection. There was a dirt road on both sides that stretched into the desert as far as he could see. In over ten miles, he hadn't seen a single vehicle, just one dead body on the side of the road. Following the map, he took a right turn down the long dirt road. As he turned, the sun glared right into the windshield, nearly blinding him. He stopped the van and glanced at the map, looking for any identifiable terrain or landmarks. There was a valley displayed nearby, but no military facility was identified within range. Something ahead, however, piqued his interest: a faded, green road sign.  
 
   Greg put the van in gear and sped toward the sign, drawing closer. A thick cloud of dust was left in his wake as rocks, stones, and pebbles flew up from behind the tires, crackling underneath the rubberlike kettle corn. The dirt road became more bumpy and rough, as if it hadn’t been traveled on in a while. Two large mountains were in the distance and the road seemed to curve right between them, similar to the valley terrain shown on the map. 
 
   The map also showed a nearby cliff, indicated by curvy contour lines with tick marks pointed toward low ground. Greg believed the top of the cliff would be a perfect stakeout spot if he could find cover. Somewhere shaded, he hoped, with plenty of concealment. Finding higher ground in general was important to his mission.   
 
   The sign got closer in range and Greg could make out the lettering. In two simple words it read, “Restricted Area.” He slowed the van to a roll as he studied the rusty, metallic sign, looking for any other clues. There was no additional text anywhere on the sign. There was no “by order of the Defense Department,” or the FBI, or any other department or agency. The sign also looked like it had been there since the 1950s. It could mean nothing, or it might be an indication that he was traveling in the right direction. 
 
   A few more miles down the road, he saw some lonely acacia trees amid the patchy terrain of dead grass and weeds. Vegetation appeared closer to the mountains where some grass had retained its color and the flat land gradually began to descend into the valley. Greg’s heart raced with anticipation, but he remained alert of his surroundings, considering every possible spot up and around the mountains that could be a lookout or ambush site. He steered with one hand while positioning his rifle next to his seat with the other. There was still no base in sight. 
 
   He drove up over a hill as the path became even more rugged. His van was not an off-road vehicle by any stretch, but it had been his best option for mobile prepping. The path winded up and to the side of a mountain, and Greg hoped for a spot high enough where he could park the van and conduct reconnaissance. His engine rattled and heaved, clearly struggling the weight of Greg’s supply haul. It was a company van, but his last concern was the condition he kept it in. He’d pay for the repairs himself if he had to—if things ever went back to normal.
 
   Like an oasis, Greg found a spot up the mountain where he could park the car and look out over a cliff. It was shaped and located exactly as it was shown on his map. Before reaching the summit, he noticed an ideal spot to hide the van in. 
 
   There was a large open crevice on the side of a hill between large stone pillars, with branches extending from the cracks. Greg felt the time was right to ditch the van and set up his stakeout spot. If the base was anywhere remotely close, he was high enough to see it. 
 
   He parked the van and sat silent for a moment. There was a half tank left and the engine was smoking. The van needed to cool off, and although he didn’t like leaving all of his supplies, he wouldn’t be far. Greg stepped out carefully with the aid of the cane from Tilda’s house. He squeezed through the shaded crevice, just large enough to fit his van into, and went around to the other side. He opened the door and pulled out his bug-out bag and rifle. Laying them aside on the ground, he then pulled out some rolled-up camouflage netting and fastened it over the van. His leg still hurt, but the pain was manageable and certainly not enough to immobilize him. 
 
   He heard and saw no one, and a light mountain breeze blew around him, making everything seem calm and pleasant for just a moment. He grabbed his bug-out bag and threw it over his shoulders while trying to keep his balance. 
 
   Come on, old man, he said to himself. 
 
   He picked up the rifle—his prized Remington Bolt Action Model 700 with a scope. With the bug-out bag, rifle, and cane, he trudged up the hill leading to the lookout cliff. The dry dirt and pebbles crunched beneath his boots with each step. The rugged cliff sat on the side of the mountain overlooking the wide plains below. Atop the cliff, covered in heavy scrub, there were several trees with thin braches stretching out like veins, their leaves as brown as an autumn desert. It was a perfect lookout spot, better than Greg could have hoped for. 
 
   He tossed his pack down and rested his rifle against a nearby tree. Looking out from the cliff from the cover of thick, plentiful desert shrubs, he gazed at rolling hills and the flat, barren landscape below. There were some signs of green vegetation, but the dry season had taken its toll. 
 
   Across the land he could see more mountain ranges that touched the clouds. The sun shone brilliantly on everything below. Greg could have appreciated it more if the situation hadn’t been so dire. He turned around and dug into his bug-out bag, pulling out a pair of binoculars. He looked out into the vast open space, carefully scanning everything below. 
 
   Through the lens of his binos, Greg saw a faint smoke trail miles away. It made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. He could see something, but what? It wasn’t a fire exactly, and the surrounding area looked like a landfill. He thought he could see trash piled into a large hole that, from his vantage point, looked about the size of a swimming pool. He continued to scan when, in his field of vision, at least two miles away, he saw an enclosed facility with large, concrete walls. 
 
   He removed the binos, quickly rubbed his eyes, and then looked again. The walls had concertina wire on them, but there were no other discernable markings. There were no signs, people about, or vehicles anywhere to be seen. The place looked about as isolated as any military outpost could be. He had a feeling about it, just as he had a feeling about the path he had taken so far. 
 
   “Base 42,” Greg said out loud, smiling.              
 
   He lowered his binos and readied his rifle. After watching the base and observing its defenses, he planned to take action and save Veronica before it was too late. What stood between them was a short distance, thick concrete walls, and concertina wire. That’s all? He smiled wryly, then turned back to his bug-out bag and began to lay out the equipment he would need for the perfect stakeout.   
 
   


 
  

Inside Base 42
 
    
 
   On the night he kidnapped Veronica, Jacob's beat up pick-up truck arrived outside the gates of Base 42 with the engine smoking. He leaned against the steering wheel and held down the horn in front of the rolling chain-link gate that was chained and padlocked shut. From the passenger seat, Veronica again struggled to free herself from the ropes tied to her wrists and ankles. Somehow, she managed to open the truck door, startling Jacob, whose head shot up. The blood-soaked rag wrapped around his shoulder had controlled the bleeding enough to keep it from running down his shirt. 
 
   "Where do you think you're going?" he asked. 
 
   His eyes were half-shut, sweat poured down his forehead, and he appeared to be on the verge of delirium. He was in no rush to grab her. Instead, he found it amusing. Even if she made it out of the truck, nothing but desert surrounded them. Veronica, however, saw it a different way. She fell out of the truck onto the rocks and dirt below and immediately began to crawl away, digging her bound hands into the ground and pushing herself forward with exhausted grunts. 
 
   Jacob remained in the car, his head sinking lower and about to pass out from the liquor he had downed to dull the pain of his gunshot wound. It was the middle of the night, and it hadn’t taken long for them to arrive at the base. Jacob had driven like a madman through the twists and turns of the valley and the mountains. Veronica didn't think that they would make it. She had almost accepted it. But now that they had arrived, the only thing on her mind was escape. 
 
   While crawling away from the truck and the base, she could hear the large chain-linked fence squeak open and footsteps racing toward her. She cried out, digging into the sand, hopelessly trying to flee. Only there was nowhere to flee to. Two dark figures ran in front of her and stopped. A flashlight beamed into her face. 
 
   "Where you going, lady?" a man's muffled voice asked. 
 
   She looked up at them, squinting and unresponsive, unwilling to give them the satisfaction of an answer, but seething behind clenched teeth. Blocking her path, the two men laughed and nudged each other. 
 
   "Looks like we got a feisty one here," the other man said. He spoke with a twang and had a mocking laugh.
 
   "Well, I don't wanna touch her."
 
   "Me neither. Could be infected for all we know."
 
   "That'd be a shame."
 
   They walked away from her and to the driver's side of the truck. Veronica pushed herself forward as a feeling of hopelessness overcame her. 
 
   One of the men shined his flashlight into the driver's seat, exposing Jacob, his head slumped on the steering wheel. 
 
   "Well, look who's back," the man said.
 
   "Sergeant Bilko, in the flesh," the other man added. They were both in their thirties and of average height. The taller of the two was covered with tattoos on his neck. His head was shaved and his scarred face was free of facial hair. His compatriot was the polar opposite, heavyset with a full head of hair and a beard. Both of them were wearing surgical masks. 
 
   They observed an unconscious Jacob for a moment. His silence gave them no answers, but when they walked around to the other side of the truck and saw a bloody rag tied around his shoulder, they could guess what had happened. Veronica's cries of struggle continued. She had managed to stand up, but with her legs tied at the ankles, she could only hop forward. The two men turned around in amusement. 
 
   "Looks like ol' Jacob got himself a hostage," the bearded man said with a laugh. 
 
   The tattooed man took a step forward. "Let's give her a running start." The two men laughed heartily as Veronica fell to the ground again. 
 
   "All right, all right, enough playing around," the bearded man said. "We'll have to call this one in. Get some HAZMAT dudes out here to wrangle in this broad." 
 
   The men walked away casually without concern for Veronica as she lay on the ground. She gnawed at the rope on her wrists then moved her hand down to pull at the rope around her ankles. Jacob had tied them too tight. Ahead of her, she saw nothing but darkness and the large shadow of a mountain ridge. There wasn't a soul around. Suddenly, she remembered Jacob’s knife in the truck. She chastised herself for not thinking to take it before she got out, but her instincts had been to just get away. 
 
   She sat up and then lunged forward, pushing herself as hard as she could back to the truck. She could see the lights of the base through the open gate and figured that she had little time. As the truck idled, she climbed in on the passenger's side and searched frantically. 
 
   Jacob remained slumped over, breathing quietly in his stupor. She recoiled from him but then found the strength to move in closer for a look. She felt around his pants pocket then saw that the knife was on the seat right between his legs. The opportunity to do some real damage was right there, but jamming a knife into Jacob would only make him scream and cut the amount of time she had to escape. 
 
   She grabbed the knife with both hands and situated herself firmly in the passenger seat. She placed the handle between her knees, holding it tight, the blade pointing straight up, and moved her wrists up and down, cutting the rope against the blade. It began to fray and she felt a moment of hope. Suddenly a bright light beamed into the truck and she saw several shadowed figures moving toward her from the base. 
 
   She looked up in a panic then looked back down, continuing to cut the rope as her black hair hung in her face. All at once, the rope was cut in half and she was free. Ecstatic, she shook away the remaining rope on her wrist as the knife fell to the floor. She lunged for it and quickly started to get to work on her ankles. The footsteps were getting closer and the light was still shining into the truck. She didn't stop her frantic attempt to get free despite the feeling of impending doom deep within. A man wearing a HAZMAT suit came directly to her side of the truck just as the rope cut free around her ankles. 
 
   "All right, let’s go, sweetheart," he said. 
 
   She turned to him and froze, not sure how many people were surrounding her. She saw another HAZMAT man come around the other side to examine Jacob. 
 
   "Nice and easy, ma'am," the HAZMAT man on her side said. 
 
   Without a moment's hesitation, Veronica jumped out of the truck and tried to run, but he grabbed her shoulder and pulled her back. 
 
   In response, she brought the knife around in a fury and stabbed him in his side. The man screamed and fell to the ground. Veronica sprinted off and ran into the darkness. 
 
   "Hey!" the other HAZMAT man shouted.
 
   She continued to run without turning back. It felt like she was going to get away as she had taken them completely by surprise. But there were more than just two men in HAZMAT suits. As the injured one lay on the ground, two others attended to him, asking what happened.
 
   "Bitch stabbed me!" he said, gritting his teeth. One of the men holding a spotlight ran to the rear of the truck and then shined the light in Veronica’s direction. 
 
   "There she goes!" he yelled 
 
   "Shoot her!" the stabbed man shouted, causing the one armed HAZMAT man by his side to stand up and take aim.
 
   "Do not shoot her!" the man on the driver's side said. "I'm warning you." He then sprinted off after her, telling the man holding the spotlight to follow. 
 
   As hard as it was to run in full HAZMAT, the two men made great strides and only trailed a short distance behind Veronica. She could feel them closing in behind her and pumped her legs as fast as she could. The spotlight HAZMAT man kept his light on her as the other man raised a Taser gun and fired it. Veronica could feel the sharp prongs go right into her back just before the jolt came, then she was on the ground, shaking in agony. The HAZMAT men were on her in an instant. Their gloved hands pulled at her arms and feet and she was lifted into the air and carried back to the truck. 
 
   "No!" she shouted as her tears fell. "Let me go. Let me go!"
 
   They threw her on the ground and she slid into the dirt face-first. She began to get up on all fours when the blunt end of a buttstock came across the back of her head. She fell back to the ground as everything went dark.
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 Jacob awoke lying in a bed in a small empty room. He had been changed into a hospital gown and the wound on his shoulder had been cleaned and bandaged. He felt dazed, light-headed, and sore. A long fluorescent bulb lit up the room from above. There was a chair in the corner of the room and a rolling table to his side with gauze, scissors, and tape resting on it. Just as everything started coming back to him, the door opened. 
 
   A man entered the room in protective garments—gown, coveralls, boots, gloves, respirator, hood, and face shield. Jacob recognized him as Marcus, Bill Hodder's number two around the base. Jacob tried to speak, but his throat and mouth were too dry. All he managed to get out was a faint "water."  
 
   "You're up, I see," Marcus said. 
 
   Jacob repeated himself. 
 
   Marcus walked to the bed, leaned down, and held up a thirty-two ounce bottle with water in it. "Here you go. We brought this in here earlier for you."
 
   Jacob quickly took the bottle, placed it against his lips, and gulped it down. He thanked Marcus and then asked why he was suited up. 
 
   "It's pretty obvious," Marcus said. "You've been beyond the walls. We have to monitor you. You know the drill."
 
   Jacob sighed, his voice still a little raspy. "Come on, man."
 
   "There's nothing else to it," Marcus said, pacing the room. "Hodder believes it's airborne, and most of us agree. There are going to be some interesting changes around here." 
 
   "Look. I did what I was supposed to do. I got some supplies. Lots of them."
 
   "You also brought back a woman."
 
   Jacob's eyes widened as if suddenly realizing she wasn't at his side. "Where is she?"
 
   "We've got her in another room, monitoring her just like you."
 
   "I want to see her."
 
   Marcus picked up the scissors on the table, playing with them, and then turned to Jacob. "That's not happening. At least for a while."
 
   Jacob started to get up when the pain in his shoulder suddenly kicked in. He fell back to the bed. 
 
   Marcus continued. "Easy there, fella. It didn't exactly look like an ideal romance when we found you two."
 
   "How long do I have to stay in here?" 
 
   "As long as it takes us to clear you. Maybe two days, maybe two weeks."
 
   "Just brilliant," Jacob said. His face was red with anger. 
 
   "Some could say the same thing about you bringing an outsider back with you."
 
   Jacob looked at Marcus in stunned disbelief. "Are you dense?" he asked. "What the hell do you think I brought her back here for? If Hodder really believes we're going extinct, don't you think it makes sense to keep the population going?" 
 
   "Won't matter if she's infected," Marcus said. 
 
   Jacob scoffed. "She's not infected. Trust me." 
 
   "What makes you so sure?"
 
   "Call it a hunch."
 
   "We don't give a shit about your hunches. Anyway, your plan’s a bust."
 
   "What are you talking about?" Jacob asked, confused.
 
   Marcus swung around at the end of the bed, still holding the scissors. "She said that she's infertile," he said. "It was one of the first things she said when we locked her up. Only you would manage to snag a woman who can't get pregnant to further the human race."
 
   “Give me a break," Jacob said. "She's just saying that, hoping that we'll leave her alone."
 
   “Sure. She could be. I guess after she's cleared we'll just have to find out."
 
   "Fuck you," Jacob said. "She's mine." 
 
   Marcus stared back at him coldly through his protective hood.
 
   Jacob's eyes then went to the ground. "I mean, I should get her first anyway."
 
   "Need to respect your chain of command, Jacob. You, as a pretend-soldier, should know that."
 
   Jacob’s face grew red with anger, but he said nothing else. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
   Veronica found herself in a room that resembled a prison cell, only there were no bars. Instead, there were four barren walls and a white floor. There was a small aluminum toilet in the corner of the room with an equally small aluminum sink next to it. She lay on a single mattress on the floor wearing her same tattered jeans and T-shirt. Any sense of hope was erased when she saw the handcuffs around her wrist, connected to a metal railing in the wall. 
 
   She was a captive yet again, only her captors were nameless. She didn't think that they could be any worse than Jacob. As that thought entered her mind, the door opened and Bill Hodder entered wearing full protective gear. Veronica backed against the wall, tugging on the handcuffs. His appearance was intimidating and frightening to her, partly because of the way the distorted reflection from the overhead lights glared onto his face shield. 
 
   "Who are you?" she asked. "What do you want from me?" 
 
   Her head pounded and she could feel a large bump on top. Her narrow escape began to come back to her in fragments. It was as if she never had a chance. "Where am I?" Her questions seemed to have no end. 
 
   Hodder approached closer to her bed. A brief glimmer of hope came over her that maybe he meant her no harm. Maybe they wanted to help her. The handcuffs, however, brought her back to reality. 
 
   "My name is William Hodder. You're at a military outpost called Base 42. I'm assuming your arrival here wasn't voluntary?"
 
   "Why am I handcuffed?" she said, pulling at the railing.
 
   "You assaulted one of our men. Stabbed him in cold blood."
 
   "Your men assaulted me, starting with that psycho who killed my aunt. He's not going to get away with it. None of you are."
 
   "Careful now—" Bill stopped. "What's your name?"
 
   Veronica thought about giving him a fake name but didn't see the point. "Veronica," she said. 
 
   "Now, Veronica. I understand that you're upset, but I don't take kindly to threats. We have rules at Base 42. Rules that keep us safe and alive. One of our rules was broken when Jacob brought in an outsider, possibly contaminating the base. The other rule was broken when you stabbed one of my men. That, my dear, is why you're handcuffed."
 
   Veronica dropped her head in defeat. "Why didn't your men just shoot me?" she said as her dark bangs hung down, covering her face. 
 
   Bill walked closer to her bed and stopped. "Why would we do that? If someone had shot you, I would have shot them. Simple as that. Where I come from, you don't shoot a woman for just trying to run away. That wouldn't be fair at all. In fact, it would be cowardly."
 
   Veronica let down her guard and attempted to try reasoning with him. "I don't know who you people are, and I don't care. I don't want to be here. I'm asking you to let me go. I have a friend, and he's looking for me. Lots of friends actually. They'll come here, and that'll be the end of your 'no outsiders' rule."
 
   "I doubt they could find the place," Bill said. "Besides, we're pretty well fortified here."
 
   Veronica jerked at the handcuffs once again. Talking with Hodder was like a game. She was searching for the right thing to say. His cold, formal demeanor made him difficult to read, and the only thing she could see of him when he moved closer were his sunken blue eyes. "Mr. Hodder," she said. "I think we can work something out here. I have a house with supplies. In fact, I know of many houses with supplies not far from here. Jacob said that he was 'scavenging,' so I can assume this base is in need of supplies."
 
   "That's very generous of you," Bill said. Every word was muffled, but he didn't even consider taking his respirator off. "Eventually, I imagine, we'll have to go on another scavenger run. Only I'll try to send someone more competent. You said that Jacob murdered your aunt. Why?"
 
   An intense, emotional weight hit Veronica, and it was hard for her to speak. She looked down at the white floor below and held back her tears, shaking her head. "I don't know. Because he's a sick man."
 
   "I'm sorry to hear about that," Bill said. 
 
   Veronica's eyelids squeezed together as tears rolled down her cheeks. 
 
   "It's very unfortunate." He walked closer to her mattress and stood over her. "Now your friends. Did he hurt any of them?" 
 
   Veronica shook her head, almost as if refusing to answer. "I need to know, please. The rules apply to everyone here, even those who answer directly to me. Jacob will answer for his crimes, rest assured."
 
   She looked up, almost as if confiding in him. "He shot my friend, Greg."
 
   "And did he kill him?" Bill asked. 
 
   There was a pause. "I don't know."
 
   "And I assume your friend is responsible for that gunshot wound in Jacob's shoulder?"
 
   Veronica said nothing.
 
   "That's what I thought," Hodder said. He backed away from her and walked toward the door. 
 
   Veronica called out to him, and he stopped and turned around. "Please let me go," she pleaded.
 
   Bill took a single step toward her, stopped, and folded his arms. "It's a fragile thing, what we have here. It could be gone like that tomorrow." He clapped his gloved hands together. "The people here respect action. You will be given a trial for attacking one of my men. It will be fair and impartial, just like our system in the outside world. Jacob will have to do the same."
 
   Veronica was beside herself. "What trial? Under whose authority?”
 
   "That's enough for now," Bill said. "I suggest you get some rest." 
 
   He turned around and left the room before she could respond. She could hear the door locking as it closed. The room was quiet again and she was more confused than she had ever been.
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
   Jacob was lying in his bed, nearly dozing off from boredom, when the door suddenly burst open with Hodder and Marcus storming in, downgraded from HAZMAT to basic protective gear. He jolted awake and sat up, confused. 
 
   "What is it?" he asked. 
 
   Hodder stopped at the foot of the bed and loomed over Jacob like an angry storm. Marcus stood to the side not saying anything. Jacob, again, asked them what they wanted, but there was no immediate reply. Hodder slowly raised an arm and pointed. 
 
   "You're not telling us everything," he said. 
 
   Jacob looked around nervously. "What are you talking about?" 
 
   "The woman. Her friends. The one who shot you. Is he still alive?"
 
   Jacob stammered in response. "I—I don't think so."
 
   Hodder leaned over. For a moment, it seemed that Ebola was the least of his concerns. "Did you get in a head shot? Gut shot? Where did you shoot him?"
 
   Jacob hesitated but could only tell the truth. "In the leg."
 
   Marcus threw his hands up. "Now you tell me!"
 
   Hodder gripped the bedpost with both gloved hands. "One shot in the leg. Then you stole his girlfriend. What about the others?"
 
   Jacob looked confused. "What others? There were no others. It was just him and the girl."
 
   Hodder released his grip and backed away, smiling under his respirator mask. "Well, I guess I can't blame her for trying." 
 
   He then paced around Jacob’s bed, slowly. Growing nervous, Jacob pushed his back against the frame. Hodder stopped, inches from the bed, and spoke directly and with calm authority. "That woman says you murdered her aunt. You tell us you shot a man in the leg. He's out there right now. You told him about the base, didn't you?"  
 
   Jacob looked at Marcus for support, but Marcus only looked away. "I-I...they tied me up. He questioned me. I was stalling. I didn't tell him where it is!"
 
   "He could bring others here. It's only a matter of time," Hodder said.
 
   "There's no one else around! He's the only one. He's completely alone, and he’s been shot. What's he going to do, fly over here?"
 
   Hodder folded his arms behind him and rocked back on his heels as if displaying a mock military general’s stance.  
 
   "You were trusted to find supplies and bring them back, not go on a murdering and kidnapping spree. The rules are the rules and we'll have to consider a trial, lest word spreads around the base of this woman's story. It makes us look weak, ineffective."
 
   Jacob couldn't believe what he was hearing. "Bill, please. Everything I did was to help out the base. I can't help it if I was attacked in the process. I was defending myself!"
 
   "We'll have to sort it all out during the trial."
 
   Jacob tried to speak but could only get out fragments of words and broken sentences. It didn't make any sense to him. He felt hurt and betrayed. 
 
   "You can't do this to me!" he shouted. 
 
   Marcus stepped in and put his hand up. "All right, Jacob. That's enough."
 
   Hodder stepped forward again. "Or." He paused. "Or, you can lead a team outside the base, find this man, and put an end to what you started."
 
   Jacob shook his head, trying to comprehend the situation. 
 
                 "The choice is all yours," Hodder said.
 
   


 
  

The Stakeout
 
    
 
   From behind the weeds under the acacia trees on top of a cliff in the mountains, Greg had watched Base 42 for an entire day. There had been no outside activity, but he could see movement in the towers above the concrete walls surrounding the base. The main, and only, entrance was through the rolling chain-link fence, which itself was capped with concertina wire on top. 
 
   Two large red and white signs were attached to the gates that read, "Restricted Access," and "Authorized Personnel Only." Much time had passed since the outpost had operated as a drone site, and Greg wondered whether there was any continuing military presence at the base. He was concerned it had been taken over by a rogue group. The only question was why. 
 
   After a restless night’s sleep, it was soon morning, and Greg was determined to find a way in without being seen. However, the desolate area around the base provided no cover. To simply approach it would mean full exposure. Nighttime would be his only option, but he still would need a way in. 
 
   Lying on his stomach and propped up by his bug-out bag, Greg held his binoculars up and scanned the walls of the base. It was more of the same: no movement and no activity. The night before, he had noticed the glow of lights inside the base. They had running power, and that alone made Base 42 significant. The guards in the towers looked prepared to defend it against outsiders, much as Greg had been ready to defend his own home. 
 
   He had set some trip-wire around his position before going to sleep the night before. The mini-sentry traps were attached to sticks he strategically placed into the ground around him. Once tripped, the wire would trigger a blast from a blank .22, immediately alerting him to an intruder's presence. It was the same concept he’d used at his house, only now the stakes were even higher.
 
    A light breeze swayed through the trees above Greg, and the shade provided him with just enough cover and comfort. He blended into his surroundings, wearing a pair of tan jeans and a tan long-sleeve shirt, and he was alert and focused—confident that he was out of their view. He snacked on an MRE and waited. 
 
   Just when he began to expect another long day spent staring at the concrete walls with his binoculars, the gates opened and a large military 5-ton cargo truck drove out. The low growl of the engine echoed for miles as smoke billowed from its exhaust pipe, sticking up from behind the cab. Greg lowered his binos and grabbed his Remington. Looking through the scope, he followed the truck as it drove out into the open desert.
 
   There were two people inside, and the cargo bed was covered by a camouflage tarp. They drove about a mile away from the base and stopped at the same smoking landfill pit Greg had scoped out a day earlier. The truck backed up to the pit and parked. 
 
   Greg shifted his focus back to the base where guards had just finished closing the gate. He saw an opportunity, perhaps the only one he would have to get inside. It made perfect sense. The base had to dispose of their trash, and making routine trips to a nearby burn pit were necessary for sanitation purposes.
 
   Curious, Greg moved his sights back to the landfill where the passenger and the driver, both in full HAZMAT, jumped out. Clouds of dust trails floated around the men, nearly concealing them, but Greg stayed locked in. His ballistic long-range riflescope gave him an up-close view of the proceedings, and he remained still, with his elbows dug into the dirt, balancing the rifle. 
 
   One man unlatched the tailgate as the other paced around in a circle, kicking up more dirt. The tailgate came down, and the two men walked back to the side of the truck near the front. Greg was intrigued. Seeing men in full HAZMAT had him thinking that he was no safer from the virus out in the desert than he was in Carson City. That, or the men were being overly cautious. The driver pressed a button on the side of the truck and the cargo bed went up at an angle, dumping all the contents directly into the pit. 
 
   Greg watched as long black body bags rolled over each other and piled into the gaping, smoky hole. A gruesome idea entered his head, but he tried to dismiss it. Several trash bags fell from the truck as well. The driver pressed another button, and the cargo bed moved back in position. The other man pulled out a can of gasoline and poured it into the pit. He lit a match and tossed it in as flames grew. He stared into the fire for a moment as the driver called to him, signaling it was time for them to leave. They walked to the front of the truck, and the driver stopped—as if by premonition—and began to look around.          
 
   Unless they had super-vision, Greg knew that they couldn't see him. He continued to observe as they got back into the truck and rode back to the nearby base with their engine roaring. The entire ordeal took about ten minutes, and after the truck re-entered the base, the gates were closed and locked once more. If the truck left the base on a schedule or routine, Greg could better position himself near the landfill in order to sneak onto the truck and get inside the base. He was ready to kill both passengers if necessary. Then a thought came to him, as if he was trying to talk himself down from the idea of automatically killing people.
 
   Not everyone on the base might be like the man who took Veronica. There might be some good people here.  
 
   Regardless, he needed to have a plan, and he would need to act if there was a chance of getting Veronica and escaping with their lives intact.
 
   He stood up to stretch for a moment, expecting another lengthy wait until the trash truck came out again. Suddenly, a guard wheeled the gate open and a small jeep left the base. Greg flew to the ground, among the dirt and pebbles, and picked up his rifle. Through his scope he could see that the jeep was filled with people, all wearing respirator masks, hoodies, and gloves. The jeep was speeding through the desert, leaving a long cloud of dust in its wake. He wasn't yet sure where they were going, but they were headed in his direction. 
 
   Greg saw another opportunity, though it was far more risky than riding into the base in the trash truck. If the jeep was headed for the mountain, they were most likely on their way back to town, as it was the only route Greg knew of. He carefully observed the jeep as it drove up the winding mountain curve, getting closer to where he was hiding. He lost sight of the jeep once it drove on a curve. 
 
   Greg jumped up again and looked around. It may have been nothing to get worried about, but his instincts told him differently. They were driving fast, and with urgency, as if on a mission. Greg began to rethink his strategy. He got up, moved his bug-out bag under a tree, and pulled out a small camouflage netting. He re-positioned himself facing the road and lay flat on his stomach, rifle in hand. He pulled the netting over him, concealing himself among the weeds and the shade of the nearby tree hanging over him. 
 
   He peered out of an opening under the netting, aimed his rifle, and waited. He could hear the engine. The jeep was getting closer, and they were slowing down. It pulled to the side of the road only twenty or so feet from Greg's hidden position. They parked just out of view, but Greg remained still and alert, listening for their every movement.
 
   He could hear a voice call out to the men. Though it was muffled by a mask, it was immediately recognizable to him. 
 
    
 
   "Keep your eyes open, gentlemen. A quick sweep of this area, and then we move on."
 
   "Who the hell are we looking for? This some kind of wild goose chase?"
 
   "We're looking for an outsider, a man, who poses a threat to the base."
 
   "Well, he's got to be one Billy badass to stir up this much shit."
 
   "Hodder thinks he's watching us."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because I stole his supplies, that's why."
 
   "I heard you stole his bitch, too."
 
   "Who said that?"
 
   "Word gets around. Is it true?"
 
   "The only thing that's true is that if we don't find this guy, we'll be pulling trash detail for a month."
 
   "You think so?"
 
   "I know so. Now keep your voices down and split up. We have a lot of ground to cover. We might have to backtrack all the way to his house."
 
   “On foot?”
 
   “No, not on foot. Are you insane?” 
 
   "Why not just go there now?"
 
   "Because a guard said he saw some movement up here."
 
   "Probably a damn coyote."
 
   "Regardless, it's got Hodder spooked."
 
   "Heard you shot this dude in the leg."
 
   "You guys are worse than a damn sewing circle."
 
    
 
   Greg could finally see them as they came around a bend and into view. There were five of them. They wore respiratory masks and were armed with rifles. They weren't wearing standard protective gear. Instead, they sported jeans, long-sleeved shirts, hiking boots, and gloves. The haste at which their mission was thrown together gave them only so much time to prepare. 
 
    
 
   Jacob paused to study the landscape, not sure what he was looking for. Catching Greg was a priority, and Jacob felt that his fate was singularly tied to the outcome of the search. Hodder had made that much clear. Jacob wasn't lying when he said that failing the mission would mean trash duty for the men.
 
   The only thing he had left out was the punishment that awaited him. The men didn't care either way. They just wanted to go back to the base and get some rest. For Jacob, it was do or die. If the mission failed, he wasn't going to return to the base. He'd take the jeep and flee. If they succeeded, everything would go back to normal, and he would reclaim his position as one of the top enforcers on base.  
 
   Hodder wanted Greg captured for interrogation—to find out what he knew about life on the outside—but Jacob had other ideas. He was confident that, if found, Greg wasn't going to go down without a fight. Killing him was the only option he believed they had. You don’t try to ‘catch’ a rabid dog was his thinking. Jacob told the men to cover a half-mile perimeter. He pulled out a pair of binoculars from his jacket and handed them to a large bearded man named Dixon standing to his right before he walked off.
 
   "Those should help you,” he said, turning back. “They're thermal binos. They can sense body heat."
 
   Dixon took the binoculars and held them up with curiosity. He looked through them and scanned the area. 
 
   "You'll be able to see anything that's breathing," Jacob said. 
 
   "You sure you want to give these up?" Dixon asked.    
 
   "I've got another pair," Jacob answered, pulling another pair from his green army jacket. 
 
   "Damn, what else you got in that jacket?" Dixon asked. 
 
   "Pictures of your mom," Jacob said with a laugh. 
 
   "You're pretty funny for a guy that got chewed out this morning."
 
   "Up yours, Dixon. Let's find this guy. And be careful. He's a dangerous one."
 
   "There ain't shit out here," Dixon said. "Nothing but rocks and dirt. But you're the boss."   
 
    
 
   The men split up in different directions. Jacob continued walking down the road, passing right in front of Greg's view. A sliver of panic suddenly struck Greg. His van was parked nearby. Though covered and concealed, it wouldn't be too difficult to find if someone really looked. He watched the men go in their separate directions, carefully scanning the area with their rifles at the ready. 
 
   From their voices, he knew that one of the men was the one who had taken Veronica. Greg's heart raced. He had to get him. He was the key to learning Veronica's location. Greg also wanted payback. He could take a few of them out, but not all of them, as some were not even in range. Firing the rifle would expose his position, so he waited for the right opportunity to strike. 
 
   Suddenly, a short, skinny man walked into Greg's line of sight. The others had all disappeared. He seemed to be heading right for Greg, toward the cliff. Greg's finger caressed the trigger. The man was giving him little choice, but there was something odd about his approach. He was walking funny, like it pained him to move, and he didn't appear to take any notice of Greg's position under the camouflage netting. He walked right up to the tree, set his rifle down, and unzipped his pants. 
 
   "Man, I gotta piss!" he bellowed. 
 
   He raised his head up and urinated a heavy stream against the tree. Greg took a quiet breath, trying to remain motionless as the man stood a foot away, moaning in relief. It was the closest he was going to get to any of them. He lowered his rifle and pulled a hunting knife from his side holster. He slowly began to rise from the netting just as a puddle of urine was forming near him. 
 
   The man was facing away, in the process of zipping up, when Greg jumped up and charged him. He threw one arm over the man's neck and pulled him into a chokehold. The man fell back—arms flailing in the air—and tried to scream, but Greg's grip was too tight.  
 
   With his free hand, Greg held the knife in front of the man's face. His respiratory mask went crooked and loose on one end, nearly falling off. He kicked the air and tried to squirm away but was helpless to do anything.      
 
   "You make one more move, I'll jam this knife right into your throat," Greg said. 
 
   The man stopped moving and stood limp as Greg kicked his rifle away. 
 
   "Now, we're going to go to the ground. I want you on your knees with your hands against the back of your head, just like if you were being arrested. You ever been arrested before?"
 
   The man tried to speak but could only gag in response. 
 
   Greg continued. "That's OK, just nod your head if you understand me."
 
   The man jerked his head up and down in agreement, struggling to breathe. 
 
   "You make any sudden moves, you're a dead man."
 
   Greg lowered himself and the man to the ground and then slowly released him. Once the man was on his knees, Greg squatted behind him. He looked around and didn't see any sign of the others, but he knew that his time was limited. 
 
   "I have some questions, and you're going to give me answers. I want them brief and quiet. If it's a yes or no question, simply nod or shake. You try to yell or do anything that brings attention to us, it's over. Understand?"
 
   The man nodded. Greg stared at the back of his blond, shaggy hair and continued. "I'm looking for a woman. Her name is Veronica. She was taken to the base against her will. Do you know where they are keeping her?"
 
   The man shook his head no. Greg looked around again. The coast was still clear.
 
   "Do you know who Sergeant Irwin is?"
 
   The man shook his head no. Greg was confused. "You’re lying. I know he’s with you guys right now, leading this little search party. I've met him before." Greg touched the blade of the knife against the back of the man's neck. 
 
   "His name's Jacob," the man said. "And he's no sergeant. He's not even in the military. He dresses up as a soldier for his scavenger missions. There’s no military left at the base."
 
   Greg's suspicions about Irwin being an impostor were verified. Now he needed to know who he was dealing with. "Who runs the base now?"
 
   "We do," the man answered back.
 
   "And who the hell are you?" 
 
   "We're the survivors."
 
   "The survivors?"
 
   "Those chosen to survive the plague."
 
   "Who are you guys looking for?"
 
   The man started to turn his head to get a look at Greg. The knife went back against his neck. "Keep your eyes forward and answer my question."
 
   "We're looking for a man."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "I don't make the rules. It's what they want us to do. They said that there's a man trying to attack the base. A terrorist or something. He attacked Jacob and now he's after us."
 
   "Do you have any idea how ridiculous that sounds?" Greg asked. 
 
   "It's what we were told."
 
   From afar, Greg could see one of the men making his way back. There had been no sign yet that they had found his van, and he hoped it would stay that way. He turned back to the man. 
 
   "So no military on the base. How many people do you have?"
 
   "About two hundred."
 
   "How well is it guarded?"
 
   "Night and day."
 
   Greg looked around again. It was time to wrap up this conversation. 
 
   "This is what we're going to do. We're going back to your jeep and you're going to take me into the base."
 
   The man shook his head. "Why? So you can attack us? I would never betray my people like that."
 
   Greg dug the tip of the knife into the man's neck, causing him to wince. "You don't have a choice here. Now get on your feet and let’s get moving."
 
   The man stood up, spun around, and tried to dive to the ground for his rifle. Without hesitation, Greg plunged his knife into his throat─the man didn't have a chance. The full weight of his body fell into Greg as he gurgled and twitched, with blood flowing like a red river from his throat and mouth. 
 
   Greg pulled the knife out and let the man collapse. He stared down, disappointed. The man seemed like he was going to cooperate but had foolishly tried to play the hero. Now he was dead. Looking upon the body at his feet, Greg knew that there was no turning back. He was going to have to fight back or die. 
 
   He wiped the blood off his knife with a rag and then quickly dragged the man by his feet to the edge of the cliff where he pushed him over. His body flew to the bottom, into oblivion. When Greg turned around, he could see the others. It looked like the team was reassembling. 
 
   Two of them, including Jacob, approached from a distance on Greg's left; the other two were coming from the right. Greg repositioned himself on the far side of the tree, away from the man's puddle of urine, and covered himself with camouflage net. Lying on his stomach, using the bug-out bag as an arm rest, he held up his rifle and looked through the scope. He aimed at the center-mass of Jacob's head. The temptation to pull the trigger was there, but Jacob had information he needed, and Veronica was relying on him. 
 
   He waited until the four men were closely grouped together. Even if they were to run after he fired the first shot, they wouldn’t get very far. Concern grew among the men about where the fifth member of their team was. They looked around and called out to him, appearing frustrated every time their calls were met with silence. 
 
   “Where the hell is he?” Jacob asked. 
 
   Dixon answered. “Knowing Taylor, he probably fell into a hole somewhere.”
 
   Thomas, a man with a ponytail and tattoos on his neck, laughed. 
 
   “This isn’t funny,” Jacob said. “We need to find him and move on.”
 
   They continued to stand in their circle as Greg strategized. If he could handle the situation without further bloodshed, he would try that. But he didn’t see things ending peacefully. News of his presence would ruin any chances of getting Veronica back. For good measure, he had the dead man’s rifle at his side. 
 
   Jacob looked around nervously. “All right. Everyone back to the jeep. Chris, go find him.”
 
   Chris, a bulging, muscled bulldog of a man, objected. “I don’t know where he went. Hell, he was just here a minute ago.”
 
   “This ain’t right, man,” Thomas said.
 
   Jacob continued. “None of this is right, but we have to find him. We have no choice. We’re going to take the jeep and drive it another mile or so down the road and start another search.”
 
   Chris ran his hands down his face in frustration. “This is damn stupid.” 
 
   Jacob simply looked at him, waiting for him to walk away. 
 
   “I have no idea where that fool went!” Chris said. 
 
   “I think I saw him go up there,” Thomas said, pointing to a jagged hill of stone on the other side of the dirt road. 
 
   “You kidding me?” Chris said. 
 
   “Just do it,” Jacob said. He signaled to his men and began to walk back to the jeep, leaving Chris standing there on his own. 
 
   “Five minutes,” Jacob added. 
 
   Greg watched them move away. Now another member of their team was alone, and Greg knew that it was time to act. He rose quietly from the ground and removed his camo netting. The other men were close to the jeep. Jacob got in the passenger seat while Dixon got behind the wheel. Thomas slung his rifle around his shoulder and climbed into the back. Greg then watched Chris quickly ascend the hill. 
 
   The jeep’s engine started, and Greg got ready. He set his Remington down and grabbed the rifle. Crouching low to the ground, he moved as fast as he could and darted across the road with a noticeable limp in hot pursuit of Chris. 
 
   


 
  

Against All Odds
 
    
 
   The men sat in the jeep, unaware of the figure moving across the road behind them. Jacob sighed as Dixon ran his hands through his hair, scratching at his head. Thomas stared ahead blankly, not much interested in the outcome. He considered the entire mission a waste of time. All the firepower and protection at the base, and they were out looking for one man. To break the silence, he decided to voice his opinion. 
 
                 “Why don’t we just let this dude come to us, then take him out. What y’all so scared of?”
 
                 “We’re tying up loose ends,” Jacob said. “That’s all.”
 
                 “Well, your loose ends are cutting into my TV time.”
 
                 “What TV?” Dixon asked. “We don’t get a single station on base.”
 
                 “I ain’t talkin’ about network TV. I got me a hard drive full of porn.”
 
                 Dixon laughed.
 
                 “Thanks for letting us know,” Jacob said. He couldn’t help but think of Veronica and the things he wanted to do to her. As far as he was concerned, Thomas and everyone could watch all the pornography they wanted. He had the real thing. One way or another, he was going to make it work. Veronica would come around soon enough. He’d make sure of that.
 
                 
 
                 Greg advanced up the hill, moving with stealth despite the pain in his leg. He hated feeling limited in his movements and only hoped that Jacob suffered from the same. He saw the lone man moving ahead with his back turned to him, mindlessly scoping the area in search of their missing man. Greg rushed toward him and by the time Chris turned around, there was a rifle in his face. 
 
                 “Drop you weapon!” Greg said. “Do it, now!”
 
                 Chris froze and allowed his rifle to fall onto the ground. He was big and bulky, but he wasn’t stupid. There was nothing he could do, not with a rifle between his eyes, except remain silent and complicit. 
 
                 “Now put your hands up. I wanna see nothing but the palms of those hands,” Greg said. 
 
                 Chris quickly raised his hands into the air. 
 
                 “Good,” Greg said. “Here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to go back to the jeep, and then you’re going to call out to your men and we’re going to have a nice discussion. You stay in front of me at all times and I promise not to hurt you. But if you pull anything stupid, you’re going to get shot. Understand?”
 
                 Chris nodded. “Who are you?” he asked in a faint voice. 
 
                 Greg didn’t answer. “Let’s move.”
 
                 “Are-are you the terrorist we’re looking for?”
 
                 Greg jerked his rifle to the side, signaling Chris to move. “I’m no terrorist. I’m just someone not to mess with.” 
 
                 Chris staggered back down the hill as Greg followed closely behind with the rifle pressed firmly against his back. Greg looked like some crazed militia man to him. His hair was messy and unkempt. He had a beard and looked dirty. His sunglasses shielded his eyes, making him even more threatening to Chris. 
 
                 They reached the bottom of the hill and walked down the dirt road with the back of the jeep in view. Greg had eyes on both sides of the jeep as well as where everyone was sitting. It was only a moment later that they noticed his approach. He was ready to fire if anyone made a threatening move. His objective, however, was to keep Jacob alive. 
 
                 “What the fuck?” Dixon said from the driver’s seat. Through the rear-view mirror, he saw them approaching the jeep—Chris in front, with a man carefully walking directly behind him. Jacob swung his head around as Thomas did a double take, thinking at first that Chris had found their missing man. 
 
                 Dixon and Jacob immediately jumped out of the jeep, aiming their rifles as Greg advanced with Chris blocking him. 
 
                 “Drop it!” Dixon yelled from behind the vinyl cover of the driver’s open side door. Jacob took a similar position and held his rifle steady, searching for a clear shot. His eyes lit up when he realized the man behind Chris was the very person they were looking for. It was surreal and ethereal at the same time. 
 
                 “Is that him?” Thomas asked, ducking to the floor of the jeep. 
 
                 “Just stay down,” Jacob told him. 
 
                 Greg stopped about ten feet from the jeep, and with one hand on Chris’s shoulder, pushed the rifle harder against his back. Chris still had his hands up. His legs were shaking and he begged the men not to fire at them.  
 
                 “Let him go,” Jacob said to Greg. “You’re not getting out of this. Come with us quietly, and I’ll make sure you’re handled fairly.”
 
                 “Where is she?” Greg shouted. “What have you done with her?”
 
                 Dixon didn’t know anything about where Veronica was being held. He looked to Jacob. The question itself was intended for one man only. Jacob knew that Greg would stop at nothing to get her back, and that was exactly why Greg had to be taken out. The sooner the better. 
 
                 Jacob steadied his aim while trying to deflect Greg’s question. “How’s the leg?” he asked with a smile. 
 
                 “Never been better. Now I’m gonna ask one more time, and if you don’t answer, none of you will make it back to the base alive.”
 
                 Chris squinted and sighed heavily. His lips quivered and his legs continued to shake. “Please, Jacob, tell him what he needs to know!” he shouted. 
 
                 “Don’t worry, Chris, he’s not going to do anything. He needs you standing there, because he’s a coward.”
 
                 “Fuck you! You’re not the one with a gun pointed at your head.”
 
                 “Time’s running out. Tell me where she is,” Greg said.
 
                 Jacob showed no urgency or fear. “I dropped her off at Disney World. I think she’s in the line for Space Mountain right now.”
 
                 Greg assessed the situation and made note of the three areas of fire. He had a clear shot at Dixon, another one at the head of the man crouching inside the jeep, and a pretty good shot at Jacob’s face. 
 
                 “Give it up. You lost, man,” Dixon said. “Now put that rifle on the ground and come out from behind ol’ Chris.”  
 
                 “I’d suggest you men lay your weapons down and give me the answers I need. Last chance,” Greg said.
 
                 Chris kept his eyes closed and mumbled under his breath. “Oh God, oh God, oh God…”
 
                 Jacob shook his head in frustration. “The hell with this.” He fired two quick shots, hitting Chris in the chest and head, missing Greg completely. From inside, Thomas wisely hit the floor of the jeep again, covering his head. Surprised, Dixon scrambled at first then followed Jacob’s lead, firing multiple shots at Greg, but only hitting Chris instead. 
 
   The shots tore into Chris, whose body erupted with chunks of flesh flying into the air. Greg struggled to hold up the bullet-riddled body as it began to slump over. Jacob and Dixon continued to fire, and Greg felt a bullet nick the top of his shoulder, tearing through his shirt. He hesitated no longer. 
 
                 Using Chris’s shoulder for leverage, he aimed first at Dixon and fired a shot right through his head. Dixon collapsed after his head blew out from the back. Greg brought the rifle around Chris’s neck and took a shot at Jacob, striking him through the same shoulder he had hit before. Jacob was helpless to remain standing and fell to the ground screaming in agony.
 
   Greg pushed Chris’s body to the side, where it collapsed like a bag of lead.                               
 
                 Greg dug the buttstock in the pocket of his shoulder, held the barrel steady, and moved forward, ready to end the showdown. He fired directly through the back of the jeep, and he could hear shouting. “Don’t shoot, man, don’t shoot!” 
 
                 “Come out of the jeep and keep your hands up.” 
 
                 Greg could see Jacob struggling on the ground, lying below the open passenger door. He was moving to his rifle, which had fallen beside him. He then saw booted legs stepping out of the jeep, followed by the rest of the pony-tailed man, who rolled out onto the ground. 
 
                 “Don’t move!” Greg said. “Stay where you are.”
 
                 Thomas had other ideas. He jumped up and ran away from the jeep in sheer panic. Greg sighed and fired a shot into his back, dropping him instantly. All the gunfire had echoed throughout the mountain, and Greg worried that the sound had traveled to the base. He hadn’t wanted it to turn out the way that it did, but he had done what was necessary to stay alive. 
 
   Jacob continued his struggle, trying doggedly but ineffectually to retrieve his rifle. Greg approached the passenger side of the jeep, kicked the rifle away, and stood over him. Jacob looked up and brought his hand to his face, shielding his eyes from the sun. Greg looked like a shadow, backlit by the light.  
 
                 “We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” Greg said. 
 
                 Jacob spit blood on Greg’s boot. “You son of a bitch. Shot me in the same damn place. You’ll never get inside, and even if you do, they’ll kill you. They’re probably organizing another team to come out here right now.”
 
                 “Where is she?”
 
                 Jacob laughed, holding his wound as blood flowed out—forming a thick red pool in the dirt. “They’re gonna pass her around like a piece of meat. Not sure if she’ll be much good to you after that.”
 
                 Greg knelt, pulled his knife from his side, and jammed it into Jacob’s wound. Jacob screamed in a high-pitched voice. His piercing howls of pain were startling. Then it was followed by low growls and grunts of exhaustion. 
 
                 “I can do a lot worse,” Greg said, holding the knife in.
 
                 Jacob’s face was pale and pouring with sweat. He looked to be in a state of shock as his body trembled and his mind raced.               
 
                 “In-in a holding cell,” he stuttered. 
 
                 “Where?” Greg asked. 
 
                 Jacob began to cough blood. “She-she’s in a holding cell. Monitoring her for Ebola. Now take this damn knife out of me!”
 
                 Greg removed the knife and stood up as Jacob screamed out again in pain. He looked like he was about to pass out. His eyelids grew heavy as he drifted in and out of consciousness. However, Greg wasn’t done with him yet. He pushed his boot in Jacob’s side and nudged him. 
 
                 “What holding cell? Where is it?”
 
                 “On the base,” he answered in a tone of delirium. 
 
                 “I know that, but where are the holding cells located?”
 
                 “Your mom’s house,” Jacob said with a crooked smile. 
 
                 The response didn’t make any sense to Greg, and he didn’t think there was much more he was going to get out of him. He knelt down and held the blade of his knife against Jacob’s throat.   
 
   “This is for Aunt Tilda.” With one quick motion, he slit Jacob’s throat open. He choked as blood flowed from the gaping wound. His eyes rolled back into his head and his body went still. Jacob wiped his knife off on the fabric of Jacob’s shirt and then stood up. He didn’t have a lot to go on, but he knew that Veronica was still alive, and that, at the very least, he had gotten vengeance for Tilda and her neighbor, Joe. 
 
   With little to go on, Greg prepared for his next move. He believed it was only a matter of time before they sent others outside the base to investigate after hearing gunfire. He had to clear the scene of the bodies and the jeep. The jeep, however, was an asset he didn’t want to let go of. The less distance he had to travel on his injured leg, the better.  
 
   He needed to get to the burn pit but couldn’t get close enough in the daytime without risking exposure. He couldn’t drive the jeep too close to the base without them seeing him either. Whatever he was going to do, Greg needed to do it fast.
 
   He pulled Jacob’s body away first, dragging it under his stakeout tree and leaving it there. Next came Dixon, Thomas, and then Chris—who was undoubtedly the most challenging to move. When he was finished, he was soaked through with sweat and exhausted. His leg was throbbing. With their bodies piled together, Jacob covered them with his camo netting, then grabbed his bug-out bag and sniper rifle and put them in the jeep. 
 
   He gathered all their weapons and placed them in the jeep as well. He collected shell casings and covered the blood of the dead men, visible on the road, by kicking sand over it. Then it was time to drive the jeep to a new stakeout spot where he could wait until nightfall. 
 
   After taking the wheel, he moved the manual shift into drive and calmly left the scene. He drove along the trail leading up the mountain, looking for somewhere to hide. He found a location between two mountain ridges, among some bushes and trees, and parked. He had more camo netting in his bag and hoped that it was enough to cover the jeep. 
 
   Greg got out and moved with haste, tossing the netting over the top and covering it with branches and leaves. The ridge wasn’t far from the road, but it was far enough away that anyone driving by wouldn’t notice a thing. At least, he hoped that was the case. Greg placed his bug-out bag behind a particularly large bush and sat with his rifle to the side and a pair of thermal binoculars on hand collected from Jacob’s team. 
 
   He looked through them and saw everything in a grainy-gray tint, but there was no body heat colorization. He waited in anticipation, but an hour passed and no one came. Greg thought they had to have heard the gunfire, if only as distant pops in the air. Another hour passed and there was still no sign of a search party. 
 
   What’s their game? Greg thought. 
 
   He got up to stretch. It was late afternoon. The overcast sky had provided him with moments of shade and relief. The sun, however, was beginning to sink below the horizon. In the next hour, the sky went from a light blue to gold with dark purplish streaks. Greg couldn’t help thinking there was still beauty in the world despite what was happening. 
 
   By nighttime, he hadn’t seen or heard anyone. Perhaps there would be no search party. Under cover of darkness, he planned on changing positions. He opened a pack of crackers from his MRE, took a few bites, and washed it down with water from his two-quart canteen. He felt closer to his goal now and more determined than ever.
 
   After resting and unintentionally nodding off under the stars, Greg awoke in the middle of the night and prepared to make his move. His plan was to get as close as possible to the burn pit and then ditch the jeep, covering it in the same manner he had done with the bodies. Once he got to Veronica, it could be their getaway vehicle into the mountains. Then they’d take the van to safety. 
 
   Greg was optimistic, but he’d seen enough horrific things over the past few months to know that things seldom worked out as planned. But he was alive, and he was pretty sure Veronica was too.   
 
                 He uncovered and loaded up the jeep, then did a quick scan of the area with the thermal binoculars. There were no vehicles or people around. He did, however, see a pack of coyotes in the distance, displayed as orange and reddish four-legged figures. He went back to the jeep and opened his bug-out bag, sitting upright in the passenger seat. Five standard-military M4 rifles were piled on the floor, plus Greg’s Remington. He fished through his bug-out bag and pulled out a small plastic zip-sack. Inside was the very device that would allow him to navigate down the mountain without headlights: his PVS-7 Night Vision Goggles.   
 
                 Greg attached them to a plastic head-piece and strapped it over his head. The goggles were perfectly aligned with his eyes, and when he turned them on, he could see everything in front of him displayed in a grainy-green tint. He started the engine and drove back out into the road. The coast was clear.
 
   He drove down the first hill, shifted the jeep into neutral, and cruised his way down the winding roads to the bottom of the mountain. The wind blew through the jeep’s open flaps, providing a refreshing breeze from the cool night air. He navigated the dark roads with the assistance of his NVGs while staying alert for any wildlife on the road. During his brief five-minute journey down the mountain, nothing impeded his path.
 
                 Once he reached the flat desert road leading into Base 42, he carefully coasted to the side, off the pavement, and into a slump in the ground where a small ravine was located. The ground became rough and bumpy, and he gripped the steering wheel tight as the jeep rode down into the dried-up slope about twenty meters wide. 
 
   Greg felt good about the spot, especially because it was near some desert brush where he decided to park. The ravine dipped down low enough from the road that he wouldn’t be visible to anything or anyone from the road. He was a half mile from the base and even closer to the burn pit. For their getaway, they’d have to move fast, but Greg believed they could do it. They had to. 
 
   Sneaking onto the trash truck required that he travel light, so Greg left everything he had in the jeep except for his binoculars, knife, Beretta pistol, and N95 respiratory mask. He carried a small sack with him packed with snacks, his canteen, and extra ammo. The rest had to stay behind. 
 
   Greg hated leaving supplies behind, no matter how well they were concealed. He got what he needed from the jeep, tossed the camo netting over it, and walked up the slope to the road with his mask on. Base 42 was in range. There were supposedly more than two hundred people inside, and Greg hadn’t a clue if any of them were infected. Part of him told himself to turn around and leave, but he had come too far to run away.   
 
   The lights inside the base projected a distinctive white glow into the night sky. Greg looked at his wristwatch. It was 4:32 in the morning. The trash truck had come the day before around nine. He began the walk to the burn pit, still moving with a limp. He didn’t miss the weight of the bug-out bag but still wished that he could have brought it. A prepper never leaves his preps was another rule he had always told himself. Only this time, it would have to be broken.  
 
   The burn pit was much larger than it had looked from far away. The crater-sized hole was full of ash and some burnt, slightly visible trash. Smoke rose from the hole continually, day and night, like some geyser at Yellowstone. He examined the pit with his NVGs and was dismayed to see what looked like charred flesh and bones among the trash. 
 
   His suspicions from seeing the large black bags tumble into the pit the day earlier were confirmed. They were burning the bodies of the dead, and it seemed as though people were still dying at an alarming rate.  
 
   He found a spot on the farthest side of the pit away from the base. A small nearby rock outcropping offered the perfect cover. Greg set up behind the rocks, which were about five feet high. He leaned against the wall, looked up into the sky, and let out a deep breath. Everything had gone according to plan so far, with the significant exception of the men trying to kill him. He’d have to play his cards right once he got inside the base, for there could be an even worse fate awaiting him.  
 
   Morning came and Greg waited patiently for his moment. The sun was out in full force with barely a cloud in the sky. He watched the base attentively and heard the sound of someone’s voice coming over the intercom. It was faint and hard to decipher, but the tone was cold and demanding nonetheless. It had the eerie, echoed tones of a labor camp that sent shivers down his spine. 
 
   He pulled his binoculars from his bag and scanned the walls. The entire base looked to be the size of an airport runway. It was long but still seemed inadequate to contain so many people. Two hundred seemed like a lot, and Greg had his doubts about the numbers. 
 
                 The voice on the intercom continued, but the gates remained closed and Greg couldn’t see a thing. He looked at his watch. It was five minutes to nine. His heart began to race. Soon it would be time. He glanced around the rocks with his binos and grew anxious when he saw a guard sliding the entrance gate open. 
 
                 He could hear the roar of the engine as it chugged out of the front gate and into view. It was the same truck as before, on its way to the burn pit, or so Greg hoped. He remained kneeling down behind the rocks, carefully following the truck’s movements. The burn pit was roughly fifty feet from him, and once the truck arrived, he’d only have a brief amount of time to act.
 
                 He wasn’t going to ride in the back, and he didn’t want to complicate things by killing the driver and passenger. He assumed that with the short distance back to the base, he could ride underneath the truck. There would be plenty of undercarriage to grip onto, and once inside the gates, it would be easy to roll out from underneath and stealthily search the base. He felt he had little choice.
 
                 The truck backed up to the burn pit, much like it had done the previous day, emitting a high-pitched beeping sound as it moved in reverse. Watching the passenger’s side, Greg waited patiently for the right moment. The door swung open and a man in protective gear hopped out. 
 
   On the other side and out of view from Greg, the driver jumped out as well while his partner went to the back and released the tail gate. If their routine was the same, the driver would press the button and the partner would pour gasoline into the hole and throw in a match. The back of the truck began to rise at an angle, squeaking and rattling all the way. The truck looked and sounded like it was on its last leg. Greg watched as more body bags tumbled into the pit, at least twenty or more. 
 
   How were they dying? What the hell kind of base is this? he thought.   
 
                 “That’s good!” the gasoline man shouted as the last of the contents fell into the hole. The cargo bed suddenly reversed its position and slowly dropped back down. The gasoline man walked to the front of the truck and grabbed a five-gallon fuel can. Greg’s fingers dug into the rocks as he peered from behind. His chance was coming. Suddenly, the man tripped on a hole in the sand and dropped the gas can, spilling it everywhere. 
 
                 “Shit!” the man said. He scrambled to get up and retrieve the can, and in doing so, managed to spill even more. 
 
                 “Damn klutz,” Greg said quietly under his breath. “Go to the hole.”
 
                 The driver came around the other side of the truck and noticed the gasoline spill. 
 
                 “Oh come on! You know our resources are limited! What the hell’s wrong with you?
 
                 “I’m fuckin’ sorry, OK?”
 
                 The driver walked closer to him and pointed in his face.
 
                 “You better hope there’s enough in there to burn them bodies, or there’s going to be hell to pay for you, my friend.”
 
                 Irritated, Greg rubbed his face with both of his hands. The two men bickered back and forth while he looked on, waiting. 
 
                 “I don’t give a damn,” the clumsy man protested. “They can take me off this shit trash detail for all I care.”
 
                 “Oh, they’ll do more than that, you dumbass. You just wait.”
 
                 “I’m not afraid of anyone here at this camp. Not you. Not Hodder. No one. You fuckin’ hear me? You have any idea who I used to roll with? Second largest biker gang in the nation.” 
 
                 Greg listened closely, looking for any clues in the man’s rant. Great, he thought, a base full of criminals. But was it still a military base or was it a prison? The two men started to push each other when the driver pushed back the hardest, sending the gasoline man back onto the ground. 
 
                 “Just do your fucking job!” the driver said, walking away. 
 
                 Gasoline man got up, took what was left of the fuel can, and walked toward the pit. With the driver farther away and his back turned, Greg sprinted from the rocks, running low and trying not to limp. As soon as he made it to the truck, he slid underneath on his stomach—right into the dirt—and then rolled over onto his back. 
 
   There were several pipes, railings, and axles for him to grab onto. He saw the legs of the gasoline man walk by and get into the truck just as the flames rose from the pit. Greg pulled himself up, lifted his legs, and wedged them above a pipe railing. The truck immediately jerked forward and started moving. He had just made it. He held tightly onto the pipes as sand and dust flew up into his face, making it hard to breathe. He closed his eyes and kept his mouth shut as the truck rattled and picked up speed, shaking him violently. He wasn’t going to allow himself to let go. After a brief and tasking ride, the truck slowed to a halt. 
 
   Greg hung down lower and looked to the front of the truck. He could see the gate being opened. As they moved forward, the ground below changed from sand and rocks to concrete pavement. His arms wrapped tightly around the exhaust pipe and he pulled himself up even closer to the innards of the truck in order to remain concealed. The gate closed behind them and Greg found himself finally inside the base.     
 
   


 
  

Intruder
 
    
 
   Bill Hodder stood in the Tactical Operations Center convening with his right-hand men, Marcus and Alex. Their meeting was urgent as tensions on the base were high. Residents had already endured abuse and forced labor at the hands of Hodder’s men, and pockets of resistance had begun to form. Hodder had his men capture such “agitators,” splitting them apart from their families and locking them up in the underground prison as they awaited trial. The prison itself was one of the base’s most tightly held secrets.  
 
   But public trials had grown redundant. Most people had been broken, no matter their age or gender, and Hodder had them convinced that things were far worse outside the base. He delivered phony news reports to the people about how Ebola had wiped out half the state and how it was spreading at an unstoppable rate. Little did he know, he was half-right. Their only refuge, he explained, was the base itself. 
 
   Fear was his prime motivating force, but it couldn’t last forever, no matter how destitute, scared, and vulnerable the people were. What he offered them was a system of rules and routines to follow, enforced by strict measures. He presented himself as more of a reluctant and benevolent prophet of doom than anything else. 
 
   He used the same rhetoric he had used to seize the base and expel the military. And for a while, it seemed to be working. Now, protecting his power was even more important. Lately, however, his fragile control of the camp and its inhabitants felt like a powder keg waiting to go off.                     
 
   Often times, anyone suspected of a conspiracy to overthrow Hodder or join any kind of rebellion were privately executed and disposed of in the trash truck. They hadn’t had an official Ebola-related death in over a month. The more recent deaths that followed had all come through the direct orders of Hodder himself. But they were always classified as Ebola-related by the two resident researchers of the base. Like all who did his bidding, the former CDC reps were aligned with Hodder. And for their loyalty, they were given unlimited rein in conducting medical experiments on prisoners in their attempts to crack the Ebola code—and hopefully get rich in the process. 
 
   Families began to dwindle. Children were without parents. Mothers went without their husbands. And sisters went without brothers. The true horrors of the camp, and what Hodder and his men were doing, were known only by a few. Conspirators, radicals, and anyone who wised up to his lies soon found themselves taken from their quarters in the dead of night and locked in an underground holding area. 
 
   Everything was starting to come to light among the people, but they were still afraid. Hodder’s enforcers were armed, whereas they were not. Throughout the one hundred and fifty-four people left on Base 42, few had any spirit or hope left in them as they clung onto survival the best way they could. They did as they were told. Young women were passed around among Hodder’s team and given extra supplies and privileges for their services, and men often toiled on pointless labor projects, such as building platforms and pavilions and more gates and security. It was never enough. Twenty-five men, including Hodder, held power over the others, simply because they had weapons. But there were rumors of a military armory filled with hundreds more.
 
   It was the key to any kind of revolution, and it was also one of the closely monitored supplies. The only kind of meaningful change that would lead to the disposal of Hodder was the arrival of outsiders. Hodder knew this and focused squarely on ensuring that no one could get in or out of the base. He was going to hold onto his power, no matter the cost. 
 
   In the operations room, Hodder kicked a chair and threw a small table across the room. Marcus and Alex remained seated, not saying a word. His tirades were fast becoming a daily event.
 
   “This supply count is all off,” Hodder said. “We can’t possibly be this low.” At this point, wearing tan, nameless military fatigues had become his daily uniform. Often times he even wore a beret. Dressing like the very military men he loathed gave him an even greater sense of power. 
 
   “The numbers are what they are,” Marcus said. “Jacob’s supply run did little to change that.”
 
   Hodder paced the room, mumbling under his breath. He then stopped and turned toward his men. “We need to get a handle on this thing and fast. What’s the status on the search team?”
 
   Marcus and Alex looked at each other before Marcus spoke. “They haven’t been seen since yesterday.”
 
   Hodder cupped his chin with his palm and nodded with a slight smile. “Jacob is stalling. That’s what he’s doing. He knows there’ll be consequences if he doesn’t find this lone wolf, and he’s waiting it out.”
 
   Alex interjected. “Or maybe they’re still trying to find this guy.”
 
   Marcus shook his head. “I think we’d have heard something by now. It doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   Hodder walked to a nearby table and leaned into it, biting his lip. “Or maybe that vigilante bastard took them out.”
 
   Alex laughed. “Five men against one? I don’t think so.”
 
   Hodder slammed the table with his palm, startling the men. “Don’t underestimate anyone! How many times have I said that? We’re not in any position to make casual assumptions. Every single day, it’s a new challenge maintaining some sense of order around here. Every day, someone wants to step up and test us. They whine and complain about the conditions. Some threaten to leave. Some even have the nerve to fight back. We have to eliminate these threats before they consume us. If I’ve seen it in politics, I’ve seen it a dozen times.” 
 
   Hodder stared at the men, almost as if studying them. “You men come from criminal backgrounds. That’s no judgement, it’s just an observation. You’ve been to prison, you’ve seen the power struggles that exist in correctional facilities. I’m offering you all something that you’ve never had before: complete power over your fellow man. And if you lack the means or comprehension to hold onto power, we’re going to fucking lose it—just like that.” Hodder snapped his fingers.   
 
   “I want an end to this talk of infighting among the people here. Whatever we’re doing to keep them in line, it’s growing stale. I want agitators locked up. I want an increase in public trials. And I want this stupid son of a bitch who’s out there now standing on stage with a bag over his head so we can show the people what happens when an outsider tries to attack us. Do I make myself clear?”
 
   Marcus and Alex nodded. “We’ll get an update on the progress of the search team,” Marcus said. 
 
   “And you mean to tell me that those idiots didn’t take radios or anything with them?”
 
   “They assembled very quickly yesterday. It was overlooked,” Marcus said. 
 
   Hodder held out his hands. “And that’s why we can’t overlook things anymore.”
 
   Alex leaned forward. “I think this vigilante thing could help us in the long run.”
 
   Marcus folded his arms and tilted his head, waiting for Alex to continue. 
 
   “We spread the word about this terrorist trying to attack the base. Make him out to be whatever we want him to be. We tell the people that any measures we enforce, no matter how extreme, are for their own protection against this man.”
 
   Marcus jumped in. “And maybe it’s not just one man. Maybe it’s several.”
 
   Alex continued with enthusiasm. “And then when Jacob and the boys catch him, we bring him before the people and show what happens to outside threats.”
 
   Hodder nodded along, intrigued. He raised a finger, putting a stop to their speculations. “First things first. I want to talk with that woman again. The one we have in quarantine. I want to know everything about this man, from his name to his physique down to his driver’s license number. We could really be onto something here, gentlemen. And Alex, I see a job in politics is in your future.”
 
   Alex flashed a self-satisfied smile as Hodder continued. “In the meantime, get this base under control. I’m talking curfews, increased labor, and better rationing of the supplies. As soon as we introduce the prospect of an outside threat, we’ll put an end to this bullshit talk of resistance.” 
 
   Hodder left the room without saying another word, leaving Marcus and Alex to contemplate their next moves. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 Greg carefully lowered himself onto the pavement moments after the truck was parked. His arms were sore and his legs ached, but he had made it. He rolled onto his stomach and waited. The small pack fastened around his shoulder contained both his knife and pistol—the most important assets for exploring dangerous new territory. 
 
   He was inside some kind of garage or shaded area. Greg saw legs on both sides of the truck walk by and go to the corner where there were wall lockers. The men opened the lockers and began to change out of their protective clothing. Greg could hear their conversation.
 
                 “So you think this thing could actually be airborne? I mean, if that was true, we’d all be dead by now.” 
 
                 “Some of us are luckier than others.”
 
                 “I mean, we’re collecting, what—five, ten bodies a day? At that rate, we’re not gonna last another month out here. Calling ourselves the Survivors. What a bunch of bullshit. We’re dying just like everyone else out there.”
 
                 “You ever see any of the bodies we dump?”
 
                 “No. So what? I don’t want to be exposed to that shit. Next thing I know, it’ll be me zipped up.”
 
                 “It ain’t always Ebola, genius. There’s a resistance growing, and Hodder’s just keeping them in line.”
 
                 “That’s cold, man. Ice cold.”
 
                 The men tossed their protective garments into a waste receptacle and grabbed their jackets from the lockers. After running their hands through a washing station, they opened a door leading outside and walked out. Greg lay on the ground, watching and listening for signs of anyone else in the garage. He crawled out from under the truck and stood up as every joint in his body ached. He was completely covered in dust from his hair down to his feet. He quickly took his sunglasses off, set them aside, and patted and brushed himself down. 
 
                 A scan of his surroundings showed that he was in a military hangar. There wasn’t any aircraft in the room, only a few Humvees and the truck he was standing next to. There were tool cabinets, dollies, pallet jacks, stacks of pallets, and large bins of ratchet straps. It was, for all intents and purposes, an ordinary military hanger. The real action, Greg believed, was taking place outside. He moved quickly to the wall lockers in the corner and rummaged through them for a change of clothes, keeping one eye on the hangar’s entrance. He found a black T-shirt and blue jumpsuit, similar to what the other two men were wearing, and pulled them out. 
 
   He took his dirty shirt off, buried it in a trash can, and then cleaned himself up at the washing station by throwing water on his face and hair. He felt more muddy than clean and did it again. The pants stayed on, but he put on the tight-fitting T-shirt and pulled the blue jumpsuit up over his jeans and over his shoulders. It was a perfect fit. He hoped it would help him blend in a little better, though he had no idea how everyone else dressed on the base. He slowly pushed the exit door open and was met with bright sunlight shining directly on his face. He placed his sunglasses on, scanned the area, and walked out. The hunt was on. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 Veronica had pulled at the handcuffs so much that bruises and cuts had formed around her wrist. Two days of being cuffed to a bed, and the only person she had met was Bill Hodder. He was back again to pay her a little visit, and he slammed her door shut just to let her know that he meant business. He also wasn’t wearing any protective gear.   
 
                 “What do you want?” she asked. 
 
                 His face was stern and serious. He immediately went to her bed, sat next to her, and got close into her face. Startled, she tried to back away.  
 
                 “Let’s just cut all the bullshit right now,” he said. “I know you’re not infected, and I know that you know you’re not infected. So that’s that.”
 
                 He leaned in closer, causing Veronica to push herself against the wall. 
 
                 “This base has been officially Ebola-free for over a month.” Hodder drove his own finger into his chest. “I made that happen! If it wasn’t for me, we’d all be dead right now. And how do they thank me? How do they show gratitude? They whine and complain and start talking about a resistance. Bullshit!”
 
                 He jumped off the bed and began to pace around as Veronica pushed her back harder against the wall; silent, with her eyes wide, she followed Hodder’s every move. 
 
                 “Tell me about this man. This hero of yours. The one who you think is going to come save you.”
 
                 Veronica swallowed and took a deep breath. “Why would I tell you anything?”
 
                 Hodder turned to her. “Ah. A bartering woman.” 
 
   He stood with his hands on his hips and leaned down toward her, like he was talking to a child. “While a guest at our Ebola-free facility, you’ve been afforded certain protections. This is mainly of my doing. You see, Veronica, I’m the only person on this entire base keeping you safe. 
 
   “If it wasn’t for me, these men would tear you apart. And who are these men, you ask? They’re criminals, each and every one of them. With the exception of my disgruntled soldier, they have served time for robbery, battery, rape, even murder. Ex-cons brought here from a halfway house. I sought them all out, built a coalition, if you will, and took the base from an incompetent military run-operation and turned it into a refuge of survival.”
 
                 “I’m not afraid of you or your gang of perverts.”
 
                 Hodder couldn’t help but laugh. “Careful what you say around here. Some people can be very sensitive to such accusations.” 
 
                 He walked over to her and slammed his fist against the wall. “Who is he?” he shouted. 
 
                 “Greg. His name is Greg,” Veronica said. “What does it matter?”
 
                 “Because I sent out a team yesterday to go find him, and they haven’t come back yet. Frankly, I would like to know what we’re dealing with.”
 
                 Veronica couldn’t hide her smile. “You’re asking the wrong person. Greg is my friend. He’s a tough guy. Resourceful. But I really don’t know that much about him.”
 
                 Hodder walked closer to her and smiled back. Like a snake, he struck and smacked her across the face so hard that the loud pop reverberated throughout the room. She fell to the side of the bed, clutching her face as blood formed on her bottom lip. She couldn’t believe it had even happened. There was a ringing in her ears and she could see Hodder standing over her, ready to strike again. From where she lay, he brought his leg back and kicked her in the stomach, knocking the wind out of her. She snapped into a fetal position, gasping for air. 
 
   The pain was intense and overwhelming. As she struggled to breathe, Hodder clutched the back of her neck and slammed her face against the wall, holding her there. He got close—so close that spit flew onto her face when he spoke. 
 
                 “Now let’s stop dancing around and get serious for a moment. Start talking.”
 
                 Veronica cried out in shock and pain. She squeezed her eyes closed as her hair covered her face and blood ran down her lip. 
 
                 “His name is Greg,” she said between labored breaths.
 
                 “You already told me that.” Hodder kept the side of her face pushed against the wall. 
 
                 “We drove here from Carson City. He’s a security alarm specialist…a friend of mine from the bookstore I work at. I was staying at his house. We had a home invasion and had to leave.”
 
                 Hodder released her and then smacked her across the other side of her face with brute force. Her cuffed arm hung on the railing as her body flew against the corner of her bed.   
 
                 Hodder stood up. “Who is he?” he shouted.
 
                 “I don’t know!” Veronica cried out. A fresh red mark rose on her face and tears streamed down her cheeks. “He’s a prepper. He takes it very seriously, but he hasn’t told me anything about his past.”
 
                 “His past?” Hodder asked. “What about it?” 
 
                 “If only I knew, but I don’t, you son of a bitch.”
 
                 Hodder ran at her with his fist in the air as she backed further into the corner with her arms up, trying to defend herself. Instead he pushed through and gripped her neck, choking her. “It can get a whole lot worse and we’re getting nowhere fast. Is ‘Greg’ worth all the bruises?” 
 
   Hodder squeezed harder, constricting Veronica’s windpipe. “I have a good mind to think that he killed my men and that he’s coming here for blood as we speak.”
 
   Veronica gripped Hodder’s arm and dug her nails into it. He showed no reaction. 
 
   “There’s something that you’re not telling me, and when I release you, right before that last bit of oxygen is needed, you’re going to start talking.”
 
                 Veronica’s face was red. Her eyes were glazed and watery, staring at the ceiling above. She couldn’t breathe and her heart raced in panic. He was cutting her oxygen off. He was killing her. Just when she thought she was going to black out, he released her and backed away. She fell face-first into the bed and inhaled with such ferocity that it looked like she was going to suck in the bedsheets. She gagged and shook, trying to catch her breath in a violent fit of coughing.
 
                 Hodder waited patiently for her to look at him, and what he saw on her face was contempt. He casually pointed down to her. “Last chance to tell me something.”
 
                 “He was a spy.” Her voice was hoarse and strained. “At least I think so. He wouldn’t tell me for sure. An assassin for hire. Not sure what agency. Told me places he’d been on all over the world on ‘assignment.’ I know he’s killed people before. He took down six men who broke into his home like it was nothing. Then another group came and tried the same thing, and the same thing happened to them.”
 
                 “So he’s a prepper and an assassin?” Hodder asked. 
 
                 Veronica looked up at him in a dazed glance. Her left eye was starting to swell and blood began to run down her nose. “Whatever you say.”
 
                 Hodder shook a fist in the air in triumph. “Perfect! This will work great. And you said he’s alone?”
 
                 “He’s alone,” she said as her eyelids grew heavy.
 
                 “What kind of arsenal does he have?”
 
                 “He’s got everything. If your men went looking for him, I can guarantee that he got them. And if he’s coming after you, he’ll get you too.”
 
                 Hodder scratched his chin, nodding his head. “Hmmm. Well, you’ve been very helpful, Veronica.” He dug into his shirt pocket and pulled out a handkerchief. “Here, clean up that pretty face.” He tossed it on the bed in front of her and walked out of the room. Veronica pushed her face into the mattress and let out a muffled cry. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 Greg stood outside the hangar and moved quickly behind a large fenced-in air conditioning unit to his left. Properly concealed, he scoped the place out. There were several one-story buildings across the way, perfectly aligned with each other, and identical. Several people walked by the buildings, wearing worn and tattered clothing. 
 
   There was one guard tower close to the front gate in the distance and another tower at the other end to his right. Armed men, wearing jumpsuits like his or militia-type clothing, were everywhere. They looked healthier than the unarmed people and walked with the smug assurance of their own authority.       
 
                 Curious, Greg noticed a large perimeter roped off and under construction with wood beams and plywood over piles of ash and burnt steel. It looked as if they were rebuilding something. The project seemed to be in its most early state. He was witnessing life on the base but was unsure of what was really going on. All he saw was constant movement with little purpose behind it.
 
   He pulled out his binos and scanned the area for Veronica or any signs of the so-called holding area that she was in. He searched for other potential hiding places, closer to where the activity was at. The hangar area he was close to was virtually deserted. Near the living quarters, he saw in the shadows some barricades he could hide behind. He looked up at the guard towers, and both guards were looking away. Greg moved forward, finding whatever he could to hide behind along the way to the living quarters—in hopes that discovering Veronica wasn’t too far off.   
 
                 Greg moved from one hiding place to the next while managing to stay unseen. He was good at blending in, for the most part, and not drawing attention to himself. If someone saw him, he hoped that he wouldn’t be mistaken for a guard, given that he was dressed like some of them. He moved from one point to the other, getting closer to the living quarters, when all of a sudden, a bell tone rang out over the intercoms affixed to each of the buildings. Then came a voice:
 
                 “All personnel report to the public square for mandatory examination.”
 
                 The message repeated another three times before the bell tone sounded again. Greg crouched behind a large circuit-breaker near the side of a building labeled “103” and watched the people stream out and form orderly lines and move behind the living quarters. In building after building, doors opened and groups of people flowed out in unison, following the same drill as the others. They soon moved out of Greg’s view. 
 
   Greg changed his position and moved along the wall next to him to the rear of the building. He came to a wide-open lot with hundreds of people standing in single file lines. Several armed men stood on a large platform in front of the men, women, and children. Standing in the center of the platform was a microphone-wielding, beret-wearing man dressed in combat fatigues. He ordered all those assembled to stand at arms-length intervals and prepare for Ebola checks. His sunglasses, black gloves, and domineering presence made him stand out from the rest of the crowd. 
 
                 Several other guards walked to the front of each line carrying clipboards. Several men in medical scrubs circled the lines, monitoring everything. Classical music came blaring over the ubiquitous intercom speakers. Greg thought the whole scene bizarre. The faces of the crowd were sullen and despondent. No one looked like they wanted to be there. Greg couldn’t quite put his finger on it. They looked broken and defeated. 
 
                 The beret man spoke into his microphone and continued. “Just bear with us while we conduct our standard checks. Our efforts and your patience have resulted in thirty days of this base being completely Ebola-free.”
 
                 The guards on the platform and elsewhere applauded enthusiastically while the people looked at the ground, less than impressed. 
 
                 “Let’s hear it, people!” he said into the microphone. “How about a round of applause?”
 
   The people looked up slowly and began to clap listlessly, much to the beret man’s dissatisfaction. 
 
   “Is that the best you can do? I want to see energy. I want to see those hands clapping passionately. Let’s see it!” 
 
   They began to applaud louder, though it was anything but genuine. What the hell has happened here? Greg thought to himself. He stayed low-key and out of sight and continued to watch the proceedings. With his binos, he scanned the lines for Veronica. There were women here and there, but none of them looked like her. He watched as each clipboard man approached a different person and examined their eyes, had them lift up their shirt, open their mouths, and answer a series of questions.  
 
   The beret man continued speaking as his men went down the lines asking questions and examining each person. “We have a lot to be thankful for, ladies and gentlemen. I formed a team of specialized men to apprehend the outsider who is trying to infiltrate this base and harm us. 
 
   “This outsider, this terrorist, is determined to kill as many people as he can. Why? Because it’s a sick world out there, full of sick people like him who want to infect our world in here with his poison. We apprehended his partner-in-crime, a woman, after she stabbed one of our guards right outside the gate while trying to break into the base. He managed to escape, but we currently have her in custody. Rest assured, however, that he’ll be back. The man’s name is Greg Atkins.”
 
   There were some collective gasps in the crowd. He had their attention. Greg leaned against the wall of the building in the shadows. Hearing his name was a shock. It felt strange to be called out in such a manner, but he understood why the man was doing it. He was making it impossible for Greg to walk among the people or blend in. The risks of being caught were now even greater, something he knew the moment he heard his name. 
 
   “I’m told,” said beret man, “that this Greg Atkins is a little under six feet tall, skinny, has a beard, brown eyes, and dirty blond hair. Think Unabomber here, people. The woman told me quite a bit about him and the delight they get from murdering innocent people. Apparently, he’s a former assassin who has terrorized plenty of people before and continues to do so today. She spoke of countless murders over the past few months during their ruthless killing spree, taking advantage of the Ebola outbreak to their sick liking.”
 
   The crowd held their faces forward with a steady gaze, captivated. From afar, Greg watched in disbelief. Soon he would have to find a more secure spot or be exposed and torn to pieces by the agitated mob. 
 
   “Put him on trial!” one of the men in the crowd shouted out. Applause rippled among the crowd. 
 
   The beret man nodded. “Once he’s captured, we certainly will. In the meantime, the woman is currently being monitored for Ebola, and as soon as she is cleared, she will face punishment for assault. And this is the best part...” The man turned, lifted his arm, and gestured to a spot where two men stood guard.
 
   Suddenly, more guards entered the public square from a nearby building, holding small plastic buckets. 
 
   “We’re going to have a lottery.” A fearful tremor of intuition seemed to ripple through the crowd. The man called for quiet. “Each of you will draw a number, and whoever has the winning number will be given the opportunity to enforce the sentence the woman receives after her trial. Depending on the outcome of course.” He held up a finger. “And you must be eighteen years or older.”
 
   Several of the guards on the stage laughed at the beret man’s closing comment. The people below each pulled out a tiny piece of paper from the buckets as the guards passed by them. Greg couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The sadistic nature of those running the base exceeded even what he thought possible. Their twisted game was all the conviction he needed. But he was relieved to hear that Veronica was alive…for now.  
 
   The beret man pulled out a ticket from his own bucket and held it up in the air. “Let’s see what we have here. Who will be the lucky winner?” He tilted his head to read from the paper then paused, letting the suspense build, like they used to do on those stupid TV game shows. Finally he spoke. “Ladies and gentlemen, I am holding number seventy-four! Number seventy-four.” He lowered his arm and looked around the crowd, waiting for a response. “Do we have number seventy-four out there?” From afar, Greg watched the scene unfold, the crowd alive with nervous anticipation. 
 
   “Oh. Oh. Right here!” a scraggly-faced, long-haired man shouted from the middle of one of the lines, holding his ticket up. His eyes were wild with excitement. 
 
   “It’s about time,” the beret man said. A guard approached the man to verify his ticket. He then turned to the stage and gave a thumbs up. The beret man nodded. “What’s your name, sir?”
 
   “Larry Osborne,” the man said. He began to jump up and down, pumping his fists in the air. “I won! I can’t believe I won!”
 
   From the stage, beret man smiled. “We’re all happy for you. Let’s give Larry a round of applause.”
 
   The crowd responded with cheers, whistles, and clapping, some of it genuine and some of it forced. 
 
   Larry’s faced beamed. “What do I get to do to her?” he asked. 
 
   “That depends on the outcome of the trial,” beret man answered. 
 
   “Can I do her before I kill her?”
 
   Small gasps flowed like waves through the lines. Mothers covered the ears of the few children in the crowd. 
 
   Beret man held his hand up. “Please, sir. We have children around.”
 
   Larry didn’t seem fazed. “I mean, is it on the table? I just need some action. Nothing special. I promise to kill her afterward.”
 
   Beret man shook his head and laughed. “You are entirely too eager, Larry. You’ll have to wait until the trial, and whatever her sentence is, you’ll be authorized to carry it out.”
 
   Greg continued to watch the spectacle while scanning the area for another hiding spot. He found the spectacle shocking and sickening. 
 
   Larry’s ramblings seemed to have no end. “I mean, if she’s going to die anyway, what’s the harm, right?”
 
   A young red-haired man standing in front of Larry squinted and looked up toward the sky in frustration. As Larry continued, the man spun around with rage.
 
   “Shut your disgusting mouth, you parasite!” he shouted. 
 
   Larry went silent. His face seemed surprised and angry, then he spoke. “Hey, fuck you, buddy.”
 
   The young man pushed Larry with full force, knocking him to the ground. People watched, some frozen with fear. For others, it was exciting. Guards immediately moved toward the knot of people helping Larry up as the young man whipped around to face the stage. 
 
   “This is sick! You and your lackeys should be ashamed of what you’ve done to us! What you’ve turned these people into!”
 
   The young agitator was the lone voice in the crowd. Everyone else remained silent as the beret man waved him off. 
 
   “There, there. Go ahead and get it off your chest,” he said into the microphone. “We all need to blow off steam every now and then.     
 
   Two guards immediately grabbed the young man and yanked him out of line. A woman in the back of the line cried out in a panic. “No! Joel! Please don’t hurt my husband.” 
 
   They dragged the man away and out of the public square as the woman fell to her knees, distraught. 
 
   The beret man looked confused but attempted to defuse the situation. “That’s OK, ma’am, don’t worry. On your feet now. We’re just going to try to help your husband cool off. We don’t want him making a scene here and scaring good people.”
 
   The stringy-haired, plainly-dressed woman rose up with the help of another woman behind her. She cried into the woman’s shoulder. Beret man looked into the crowd with a smile and tried to turn attention away from the disruptive little circle. Larry pushed himself up from the concrete and brushed himself off. Gone was his smile and enthusiasm. 
 
   “Let’s move on, shall we?” beret man asked the crowd. "To celebrate our thirty days of being Ebola-free, we’re distributing double rations for lunch today. And every one of you deserve it.”
 
   The guards clapped loudly and the crowd enthusiastically followed. The idea of extra rations made everyone happy. 
 
   “Just stay productive on your work details, and you’ll get a nice reward at lunchtime. Thank you all!” The beret man passed the microphone to a nearby guard, saluted the crowd, and walked off the stage as the cheers continued. 
 
                 Greg’s attention was focused elsewhere. He watched the two guards as they dragged the man away from the lot and into the alley between two distant buildings. Some people in the crowd looked beyond saving, like lost causes. However, the young man had shown signs of humanity noticeably absent from most of the others, and Greg felt obligated to investigate. Veronica wasn’t the only one in need of saving.
 
   


 
  

Good Samaritan 
 
    
 
   Greg trailed them to a shaded alleyway where Hodder’s men were taking the agitator who had publicly condemned them. The Ebola checks in the lot were still ongoing, and it was business as usual. Now that the people had been alerted of his presence and warned about him, he had to be extra careful. Joel, the man who had been taken away, was clearly not a part of the corruption rampant on the base. He could have information about the location of the holding cells or something about Veronica’s whereabouts. It was also the perfect opportunity to get two of Hodder’s men alone to interrogate them.
 
                 Greg ran behind a Humvee parked next to the building adjacent to the alleyway. He had a nice vantage point and watched as the guards walked the man to the end of the alley, as far away from public view as possible. One of Hodder’s men, a lanky mustached man with shaggy hair, pushed Joel against the wall and ordered him to put his hands up against it. Joel complied as the other man, a heavyweight bald man with tattoos completely covering both arms, rammed the end of his buttstock into the back of Joel’s legs. 
 
                 “Down you go, big mouth,” the man said, laughing. 
 
                 Joel grunted and fell to the ground in pain. The lanky guard kicked him in the side, knocking Joel over, while the overweight man kicked Joel in the back. At first, they seemed to just be toying with him, with a few hits here and there, taunting him. Then their attack escalated into a full-fledged beating. 
 
   On his knees, Joel held his arms up to deflect the swift blows to his head and face. He was losing ground as fists rained down on him, hitting him on all sides. Joel fell to the ground, begging them to stop. The men paused and took a step back. Trembling, Joel lifted himself up and got on his knees, his face already bruised and bloodied. As soon as he found his balance, the two men went back to beating him, throwing punches left and right. Greg saw his moment and moved quickly down the alleyway, drawing his hunting knife.  
 
                 The men were too busy beating Joel to take notice of Greg’s approach. They were armed, and Greg had to be careful not to reveal himself. If the men were to turn around, all would be lost. They continued to pummel Joel as he struggled to stay on his knees. 
 
                 “See what happens when you make a scene!” the lanky man shouted. “You must feel pretty stupid now.” He then looked to his heavyset partner. “Hey, Bones, I don’t think we’re getting through to this genius.”
 
                 Bones looked back at the lanky man. “Guess we’re gonna hafta try harder, Jimmy.” 
 
   Greg kept his footsteps light and his movements swift. He chose the lanky man, Jimmy, to his left first and rushed toward him, knife poised and ready. As the man took another step back from his beaten victim, Greg came from behind and ran the blade across his neck, slitting his throat. Jimmy stumbled back, hacking and spurting blood. Greg pushed him aside and immediately charged at the heavyset man like a viper.    
 
                 “What the fuck?” Bones began, when suddenly Greg punched him the face, directly in the nose, and tackled him to the ground. 
 
   Bones hit the pavement like a rock. His rifle flew off to the side and rolled across the ground. He brought his tattoo-covered arms up and covered his busted nose with his large, meaty hands. Greg flew on top of him and brought his knee right into the man’s gut. He howled out in pain as Greg brought the knife to his throat.
 
                 “Listen here, big boy. You’re feeling a world of pain right now, but that’s just the beginning. You tell me what I want to hear, or it’s not gonna be just a broken nose.”
 
                 Bones grunted, still holding his bleeding nose, trying to understand what was happening. Joel lay on the ground near them, slowly losing consciousness. 
 
                 Greg smacked the side of the man’s face, snapping him back into the moment. “Don’t start getting spaced out on me now. I’ve got a few questions for you.”
 
                 Bones started to scream out for help when Greg launched a quick punch to his throat. He chocked and gagged, gasping for air as his wide, watery eyes stayed fixed on his attacker. Greg remained on top of Bones, digging his knee deeper into his gut. “Just slow down and breathe. You try to scream again, I’m done with you, got it?”
 
                 Bones nodded as his breathing steadied and color came back to his face.
 
                 “Where are the holding cells?” Greg asked. 
 
                 “Under—underground,” Bones answered, wheezing. His large, sweaty arms lay at his side. Blood ran from his nose down both sides of his face. Greg lifted some of his weight off the man and probed him further. 
 
                 “Like a bunker? How do I get to it?”
 
                 “You can’t,” Bones said.
 
                 “Why not?” Greg asked, growing frustrated. 
 
                 “Off limits. Too secure.”
 
                 “Bullshit. You’re going to take me to them, and you’re going to get me in.”
 
                 Bones closed his eyes and seemed to start laughing to himself. Greg knew he was running out of time. All someone had to do was walk by the alley and everything would change. He sucker punched the man, causing him to gag and choke. 
 
   “Is this funny to you?” Greg asked. He stood up over the man with his knife. 
 
   “Now get up. Take me to the bunker.”
 
   Shaking his head, Bones struggled to get up. 
 
   “Hurry up,” Greg said. 
 
   He finally got up from the ground in agony. He stumbled to the side and leaned against the brick wall, steadying himself with one hand and holding his nose with the other. Greg picked up both men’s rifles and went over to check on Joel. His eyes were half shut and he was moaning. 
 
   Greg looked over to Bones as he stood against the wall and felt uneasy. He then approached Bones and told him to get moving. 
 
   “One minute, I gotta catch my breath,” he responded. 
 
   “Now,” Greg said. He looked back at Joel, knowing that he couldn’t leave him there. Jimmy’s body lay on the ground as well in a puddle of blood. Bones limped over to Greg, holding his chest. 
 
   “You really did a number on me, bro,” he said. Greg studied the man. His bloody face had an eager expression, as if he wanted Greg to trust him. 
 
   “Come on,” the man said. “Follow me, I’ll take you to the bunkers. You’re that terrorist, right? You’re here to get that woman back?”
 
   “You just need to show me where to go,” Greg said. 
 
   “Sure, sure, man. I got you. What’s your name?”
 
   Greg noticed something in Bones’s eyes, as if he was trying too hard. He looked deceitful. He was stalling, and Greg knew that he had no intention of showing him the bunker. 
 
   Greg plunged his knife directly into Bones’s throat. One minute he was talking, the next moment, sharp steel was embedded in his windpipe. The man’s wide, shocked eyes said it all. Greg pulled the knife out with one yank, releasing him as blood gushed from the wound. Bones gagged and then fell to the ground on his face. 
 
   Greg now had two bodies to contend with. They would have to be hidden. He looked around for any place that could do the trick. He pulled the bodies next to each other and then went over to Joel to help him up. 
 
   “Hey. Hey, wake up.” 
 
   Joel’s eyes opened and he looked up. Greg crouched, put his arm around him, and helped lift him up. “Come on, easy does it.”
 
   Once he got Joel standing, Greg had him lean against the wall. He was dazed and disoriented, with a busted-up face and a swollen eye.  
 
   “Look at me. Your name’s Joel, right? A woman in the crowd shouted out your name as they led you away.”
 
   Joel nodded, trying to look through his less-damaged eye and make sense of what was happening. 
 
   “I came to help you, but now I need your help. Do you understand me?”
 
   Joel nodded. “Yes,” he said in a faint voice. He almost fell over, but Greg blocked his fall and pushed him gently against the wall again. 
 
   “Listen, my name is Greg, and we have a situation here. I need to get rid of these bodies, and I need somewhere to lay low. The longer we stand here, the greater chance we have of getting caught. Either way, both our asses are on the line now.” 
 
   Joel nodded again. “I have a place. A room with my family. You can stay with us.”
 
   “And the bodies?” Greg said. He could tell that Joel was thinking, but not fast enough. “Come on, Joel, think.”
 
   “What are you doing here?” 
 
   “I’ll explain all that later, but we gotta do something quick. We leave them here, they’re gonna come right after you. They come after you, they get to me.”
 
   “There’s a dumpster on the side of the building,” Joel said. 
 
   “Perfect,” Greg said. “Let’s move.” 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 Hiding two bodies in a nearby dumpster offered only a temporary solution. Greg assumed they’d be discovered during the next trash run, which, in keeping with routine, would be the next morning. But he wondered about the bodies he had seen them dumping two days in a row. Where did they come from? Where had they been stored? Seeing the madmen running the base convinced Greg that the bodies they had been dumping weren’t necessarily all affected by Ebola. 
 
                 Greg moved quickly and with stealth between buildings as Joel led the way, trying to move as fast as he could. The Ebola checks were still ongoing, and all attention was at the public square. They entered through the front door of a long building with a series of rooms opening onto the dark hall. No one appeared to be inside. 
 
                 “Follow me,” Joel said, limping along. They could hear classical music still blasting from the speakers outside. Greg followed Joel to the third door on the right as Joel stopped and opened the door. “This is the room,” he said. They went inside as Joel turned on a light switch and closed the door.      
 
                 The room was small, with two bunk beds and two wall lockers on both sides. A pile of luggage was at the end of the room against a wall with a single window. The beds were unmade and clothes were everywhere. 
 
                 “Sorry about the mess,” Joel said, sitting on the bottom bunk to the left. “We had to get up and leave in such a hurry this morning. It was crazy.”
 
                 “That’s the least of our problems right now,” Greg said, pacing the room. He stopped and turned as Joel began to fall against his pillow, exhausted and in pain. 
 
                 “You need to clean your face. Do you have any ice or anything anywhere?”
 
                 Joel laughed and shook his head. “My wife is going to freak out about this.”
 
                 “I wouldn’t blame her,” Greg said. He noticed children’s clothes on the other bed. “You have children?” 
 
                 “Yes,” Joel said. “Three girls.” He put his hands over his face. “This is so bad. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
                 Greg came over to Joel’s bed and stood over him. “Joel, look at me.” Joel struggled to sit up while trying to keep his good eye open. Greg continued. “We don’t have a lot of time. Is there any way you and your family can escape?”
 
                 Joel hesitated. “There’s only one way out of here, and that’s through the front gate.”
 
                 Greg began to pace again, thinking. “This is what we’re going to do. When your wife and children come back, you tell them to stay low and quiet. They never saw us. We clean up your face, put on a respiratory mask on, some sunglasses. I trim my beard, wear a hat, anything. You take me to the bunkers and I’ll take it from there.”
 
                 “What do I do after that?” Joel asked, in a wavering, concerned tone.
 
                 “There has to be others like you on the base, right? People who haven’t been completely broken? Find them. Form a group, something. Be ready to fight back.”
 
                 Joel looked down and shook his head, looking defeated. “Hodder has spies everywhere. People are too scared to talk. They’re too scared to do much of anything.”
 
                 “You want to survive this thing or not?” Greg asked. “It’s our only option. All that matters to me right now is saving my friend. I can help you fight, but only after I get her back.”
 
                 Joel fell back on the bed. Greg was less than confident that the man was up to the task. 
 
   Hodder and his men must have really done a number on these people, he thought. 
 
   Greg couldn’t imagine such a thing happening, but the epidemic had made the population desperate. It had given the likes of Hodder and his men the opportunity to completely control and abuse them. Greg had seen and heard of similar things happening in cults throughout American history. It wasn’t that unusual at all. 
 
                 Suddenly, the door to the room opened. Standing there was the same, stringy-haired, petrified woman from the crowd. Greg froze as the woman stopped in the doorway and looked at him. Children tried to push their way in, but the woman blocked their path, holding them back and not saying a word. 
 
                 “What is it?” a little girl’s voice said. 
 
                 The woman’s gaze shifted to Joel on the bed. She immediately ran inside the room as three young girls followed. “Joel! My God, what have they done to you?”
 
                 “Daddy!” the girl in front shouted. The family ran to the bed, not paying any attention to Greg. He backed away, looking for the right moment to explain the situation. Joel groaned from the bed as the woman cried, leaning over him. 
 
                 “It’s OK. I’m OK,” Joel said, patting her back. Tears ran down her face and onto his bloodied shirt. She whipped her head around to look at Greg. 
 
                 “Who are you?” she seethed.
 
                 “That’s Greg, honey,” Joel answered. “He saved me in the alleyway where the guards took me.”
 
                 “My name’s Greg Atkins, ma’am. I’m an outsider, coming here to rescue my friend.”
 
                 The woman studied him for a moment, then her eyes went wide. “You’re the terrorist they’re talking about! What do you want from us? What do you want from our family?” 
 
                 “They’re feeding you lies,” Greg said. “My only interest is in getting my friend. She was kidnapped and taken here by one of Hodder’s men.”
 
                 “It’s true,” Joel said, struggling with the pain. “We can trust him. He didn’t have to do anything to help me, but he did.”
 
                 “And where are the guards?” the woman asked. 
 
                 The three young girls stared at Greg suspiciously while clinging to their mother. Greg took a step forward with a sincere look of concern. Though the family look malnourished, ragged, and worn, Greg looked like something from the wild kingdom. “I had to take care of them. It was the only way.”
 
                 The woman hit the bed with her fist in hysterics. “You’ve doomed us now! Our entire family is going to pay the price for this.” The young girls all looked noticeably upset at their mother’s outburst.
 
                 “They were going to kill your husband, do you understand that?” Greg said forcibly.   
 
                 The woman looked down with an intense expression, stroking Joel’s head. It seemed as if Greg had gotten through to her. She looked toward her daughters. “Go to your beds and listen to some music. Let the adults talk for a minute.”
 
                 The three blonde-haired girls looked identical, like triplets. They were reluctant to move but did so once they realized that their mother was serious. As they strolled to the other side of the bed and put their earbuds on, the woman continued.
 
                 “Thank you for saving Joel. But what are we supposed to do now? We’re no longer safe. You don’t know what they do to people here who step out of line.”
 
                 “You weren’t safe the moment he spoke out. The best we can do is defuse the situation.”
 
                 “Defuse?” the woman said mockingly. “How the hell do you suggest that we do that?”
 
                 “We fight back. Now is the time. I told Joel that I would do everything I could to help the people here and stop the men who are running the place. All he needs to do is take me to where they’re holding my friend.”
 
                 “No. No, please don’t make him do that. Have you seen his face?”
 
                 Joel raised his arm and placed his hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Honey, listen to me.” She looked at Joel with eyes brimming with tears. “It’s the only way, just like Greg said. If we want to survive, we have to listen to him.”
 
                 The woman studied Greg again, still filled with suspicion. His face didn’t show a hint of deception. He had a stern, serious look that made her realize how dire and impossible their situation really was. It also inspired her with hope. 
 
                 “I’m Jordan,” she said, offering her hand. Greg walked up and gently shook it. 
 
                 “Well, Jordan, we have some work to do.” 
 
   


 
  

 
 
                 
 
   There wasn’t much time to get moving, and with each passing minute, the threat grew that Hodder’s men would begin their search. Joel washed his face in the facility restroom down the hall just as other people started returning from the Ebola checks. Greg shaved his beard with Joel’s electric shaver and put on some of Joel’s clothes to avoid standing out and looking like an outsider. He wore a loose-fitting green T-shirt and blue jeans that looked as if they would have been baggy on Joel now because of all the weight he had lost. 
 
   They tried to stay out of sight but couldn’t avoid the other people in the building. But no one seemed to take notice of them as they moved quickly down the hall, towels around their necks, practically concealing their faces. After getting back to Joel’s room, Greg handed Jordan both rifles belonging to the guards and gave her specific instructions. 
 
   “We won’t be gone long, but Hodder’s guards might bust in here any minute. You have to change rooms, stay with some people that you trust. Give them one of the rifles, hunker down for a little bit, and be prepared to defend yourselves if they do a room sweep.”
 
   “Stay with the Freemans,” Joel said. “They’re good people, and we can trust them.”
 
   “They’re in the next building over. How can I possibly walk around with these rifles?” Jordan asked.
 
   “Conceal them,” Greg said. “Find a laundry bag. A pillow case, anything.”
 
   Jordan nodded her head in understanding. Joel squeezed her hand tightly in support. The girls sat on the other bunk bed, prepared to leave but confused. Greg put a baseball cap and sunglasses on. His clean-shaven appearance was different. He tied a surgical mask on his face and handed Joel the other. Joel took the mask and put his sunglasses on as well. The injuries to his face were nearly concealed. Greg took a step back as Joel embraced his wife and children in a lengthy, tight squeeze. He told them that he loved them and would be back soon. The girls began to sniffle as Jordan held back her own tears. She needed to show strength—for her daughters if nothing else. The group carefully exited the room and went their separate ways. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 Hodder walked into the TOC, seemingly satisfied with himself as three of his men followed. He tossed a file onto a nearby table, adjusted the pistol belt around his waist, and pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. Marcus, Alex, and Specialist Santos rested their rifles against the wall as Hodder lit the cigarette and took a long, hard drag.
 
                 “I think that went pretty well, don’t you?” he asked. 
 
                 Marcus looked at the stack of paperwork in his hand. “Not a single trace of Ebola found in the crowd.”
 
                 Hodder smiled, went over to a filing cabinet, and opened the top drawer. From there he pulled out a small bottle of brandy and held it out. 
 
                 “Gentlemen, let’s celebrate,” he said, opening the bottle. “To ridding this base of Ebola. And to defeating our enemies, wherever they may be.” The men nodded as Hodder took a swig. He then handed the bottle to Specialist Santos, who took a sip and passed it on. 
 
                 “What you said about the outsider was awesome,” Santos said. “We’ll have them so scared of this dude, they’ll be jumping up and down when we capture him.”
 
                 “Agreed,” Marcus said. “A stroke of genius on your part, boss.”
 
                 Hodder paced the room in his mock general stance with his hands locked behind his back. “You see, the people constantly need a bogeyman. Some outside force that poses the real threat. They’ll put up with anything as long as we offer them protection from this heinous terrorist. Politics 101.”
 
                 Alex cut in. “It’s a real shame they threw you out of office.”
 
                 Hodder turned and stared at Alex coldly. “No one threw me out of anything.”
 
                 The room went silent, and Alex appeared unnerved. “Well, I mean, the recall and all that.”
 
                 “It was a political assassination, understand?” Hodder said, angered. “I was a scapegoat. A scapegoat for a corrupt, amoral system.”
 
                 “Of course,” Alex said, nodding along. 
 
                 Hodder took a step back and scratched his chin. “That agitator from earlier this morning. Where did they take him?”              
 
                 The three men looked at one other for answers then back to Hodder.
 
                 “Not sure,” Marcus said. “I haven’t heard from Jimmy or Bones since then.”
 
                 Hodder stepped forward in disbelief and held out his hands. “Not a word? Where are they?”
 
                 The men were slow to respond. “Haven’t seen them,” Santos said. 
 
                 “Did they kill the man or not? And if so, what about the rest of his family?”
 
                 No one had an answer. Hodder slammed his fist down on a nearby table, rattling the cup and saucer from his morning coffee. “This sloppiness is unacceptable! Get on your radios and contact each man on base. I want an update!”
 
                 “I’ll do it,” Marcus said. He took his two-way radio from his pocket and sent a message for Jimmy and Bones to report. When there was no response, he told everyone to report on their status. Hodder walked in a circle mumbling to himself as men from all around the base checked in—all but Jimmy and Bones. 
 
                 “Nothing on either man,” Marcus said.
 
                 “Maybe they don’t have their radios on them,” Alex said. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”
 
                 Hodder stopped and smiled. “Who was the man they took away?”
 
                 “Joel Hudson,” Marcus answered. “Lives on C-block with his family.”
 
                 “A family man?” Hodder said. An idea flickered in his head and he could barely contain himself. The men waited in anticipation. “He’s here. He got into the base somehow, I just know it.”
 
                 The men looked confused and doubtful. 
 
                 “He’s been watching us!” Hodder shouted. “For how long, I don’t know, but I’ve got the perfect plan. Delay the search for the family man. We’re going to take care of this thing once and for all.”
 
                 “How?” Santos asked. 
 
                 “We have some leverage, and we’re going to use the one person he cares about the most.”
 
                 They still didn’t understand. Hodder took another swig from the brandy bottle and tossed it back into the filing cabinet. “Follow me. And put an announcement out to the entire base to report to the public square immediately.”
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 Greg and Joel moved quickly behind the row of living quarters. There were a few people mulling about under the shade and out of reach of the merciless sunlight. Joel had assured Greg that the bunkers weren’t far, just past the mess hall and the labor zones, where Hodder had people pointlessly constructing several “work projects.” These projects included new platforms and towers, crudely constructed with steel beams and plywood taken from the base’s storage depot. Greg stayed close as Joel led the way. They stuck to the shadows and any structures along the way that offered concealment. 
 
                 “Just a little further,” Joel said. 
 
                 Suddenly, a repetitive announcement came over the loudspeakers throughout the base, ordering everyone back to the public square. Joel and Greg scrambled behind another dumpster. 
 
                 “All residents report to the public square for an urgent meeting. All residents report to the public square…”   
 
                 Greg looked at Joel. Joel shrugged. As the crowd of twenty or so began walking away from the labor zone toward the public square, it looked like the perfect opportunity for them to move. He signaled at Joel to move forward when suddenly they heard Hodder’s voice come over the speakers. 
 
                 “Hurry people, assemble at once. We have some urgent news to deliver. Please, everyone in front. Thank you, thank you.” 
 
                 They moved from the dumpster and passed the labor zone—a wide, open area with several projects in the works. 
 
                 Hodder’s voice continued. “We have good reason to believe that our terrorist is in the base!”
 
                 Greg and Joel stopped again, unsure what to do.
 
                 “And we’re going to conduct a full count here to make sure that everyone is accounted for. Anyone not present will be assumed to be aiding and abetting the terrorist. It’s time to clean house, people!”
 
                 Joel turned to Greg. “My family!” he shouted, running off to the public square. 
 
                 “Joel, no!” Greg shouted. He had no choice but to run after him.
 
   


 
  

Leverage
 
    
 
   Hodder stood on stage wearing his beret and sunglasses again, seeming to enjoy himself. He had his microphone in hand and was flanked at both sides by his armed guards. A crowd quickly formed below the stage as people pushed their way to the front, anxious to hear the latest news of the terrorist. Hodder, wanting to quell the growing fear, urged calm and order. He waited until the crowd was gathered and no one else was rushing toward the square, hoping that everyone was accounted for. It was all too simple. Those who weren't there would be labeled subversive. 
 
   Like a rat, their terrorist had to stay hidden somewhere. If Hodder played his cards right, they would expose him soon enough. The sun was shining brightly, and there was no shade to be found in the open square. An idea crossed Hodder's mind concerning his next labor project. They would construct a roof over the entire lot, something that would provide them enough cover from the Nevada sun. When everyone seemed to be assembled, Hodder spoke into the microphone. 
 
   "Brothers and sisters, as many of you may know, this base has eradicated Ebola. It's in the past now, and we continue to sustain an environment free from disease and death. The latest rounds of checks showed no signs and symptoms of Ebola among any of you. We are truly survivors. Each and every one of you!" 
 
   The guards applauded, and the crowd, wondering why they had been called back out, soon followed suit. Hodder smiled, relishing the praise. From afar, Joel ran toward the square, stopped, and hid behind a stack of pallets. Greg took a chance and stole next to him. 
 
   "Joel, we don't have a lot of time." 
 
   Joel turned to him. "They're going to find my family. I can't let that happen!"
 
   Greg placed an understanding hand on Joel's shoulder as the crowd continued its applause. "They haven't even started any kind of head count yet. They have no reason to start searching the rooms."
 
   "You don't know that," Joel said. "They could be doing it right now."
 
   "We knew the likelihood of it happening, that is why I gave your wife those rifles."
 
   "I can't let them parade my family on stage, I just can't let it happen."
 
   Greg was determined to move forward with or without Joel's help. "You need to show me where the bunkers are. There's nothing we can do about anything else right now." 
 
   Despite Greg's impulse to keep moving, they remained there for a moment as the applause died down and Hodder resumed talking. 
 
   "And I say with certainty that I have strong evidence to suggest that the terrorist is here among us right at this moment."
 
   The crowd gasped. Greg's attention shifted immediately away from the stage. He looked around to see if anyone was watching them from above or behind, but didn't see anything—only bare, one-story buildings and concrete pavement. 
 
   Hodder continued. "I say to this outsider, this man named Greg: step forward now and make yourself known."
 
   The crowd looked around nervously. Greg knelt down behind the pallets, and Joel did the same. Hodder waited as silence gathered. The people were gripped by anxiety. He then began to walk from one side of the stage to the other, back and forth, looking out into the open. No one came forward. The people in the crowd began shuffling, looking more nervous. 
 
   "Very well," Hodder said. He signaled to his men, who then passed the same signal to two guards standing behind the platform. They stomped up the steps holding the arms of a badly beaten woman who struggled against them. Greg was seized by panic. Veronica—only one hundred feet ahead of him. They trotted her out on stage as a spectacle and an example. A sinking feeling came over Greg as Joel looked at him with grave concern. 
 
   "Who is that? Is that your friend?"
 
   Greg nodded. 
 
   "What are we going to do?" Joel asked with dread.  
 
   Greg pulled the pistol from his pocket and held it tightly. However, it was going to take more than a single handgun to handle what was coming, and Greg knew it. The guards pushed Veronica to the middle of the stage, where she stumbled but remained standing. She was wearing an orange jumpsuit and her hands were bound at the wrist by zip-ties. Hodder came up to her and put one arm around her. She shuddered and tried to back away. Greg wanted to shoot him right between the eyes. 
 
   Delighted, Hodder continued to perform before the anxious crowd. Veronica stood with her head down, shadowing her bruised face. She had a black eye and her cheeks were swollen. The crowd marveled at her appearance. "This woman here is our prisoner. She is the partner of our infamous terrorist outsider named Greg. I know her face doesn't look like much right now, but we can't blame her entirely. It was a result of her violently resisting, but I also have to admit that my men may have gone a little too far."
 
   Two of the guards standing on the stage, who had been there when Veronica was apprehended, looked at each other. They didn't like being blamed for Veronica's injuries. But they assumed that, just like everything else, Hodder had ulterior motives. 
 
   "I know that we weren't expecting to see her until tomorrow, but her presence now serves a very important purpose."
 
   Hodder stopped, looked out into the crowd, and took in a deep breath. 
 
   "We're going to find out how much her partner really cares!"
 
   With that, he pushed Veronica to the stage floor. She fell to her knees in pain and cried out. Some in the crowd cheered. Others stood in silence apprehensively. They didn't know if she was a bad person or not, and some, especially the women, felt sorry for her. Greg gripped his pistol tightly. He was ready to rush out from behind the pallets and charge. But something was holding him back, and he waited. 
 
   Hodder pulled a Colt .45 revolver from the holster of his pistol belt. He clicked the hammer back and held the barrel against the back of Veronica's head. 
 
   "No!" Greg said under his breath. 
 
   Veronica squeezed her tired eyes shut, breathing heavily. Hodder looked out into the crowd with heightened expectancy. He figured that he was going to enjoy himself either way no matter the outcome. With his free hand, he held the microphone to his lips and continued. 
 
   "I'm going to give our mysterious intruder until the count of ten before I pull this trigger. And once I do, folks, you better cover your ears. This is one loud gun."
 
   Joel looked at Greg in fear. "What now?" 
 
   Greg was too focused on the stage to respond. He knew he was dealing with a madman, but he wondered if by stepping forward he would be forfeiting both his life and Veronica's.  
 
   The countdown began. "Ten...nine...eight."
 
   Greg held onto the side of the pallets. His mind raced as sweat poured down his forehead. 
 
   "...seven...six...five..."
 
   "Greg!" Joel said. "What do we do?"
 
   "...five...four...three..."
 
   Veronica's eyes remained shut as she cried out. 
 
   "...two...one."
 
   "No!" Greg shouted. He jumped up from behind the pallets and ran toward the crowd. All eyes instantly turned to him. Panic consumed the crowd and they began pushing against each other in fear. Hodder continued to hold the gun at Veronica's head. He looked up in pleased surprise. His plan had worked. 
 
   "Let her go!" Greg shouted. "Right now!" 
 
   The guards ran down from the stage and assembled, three on each side, with their rifles aimed and ready. They rushed Greg just as he put his hands into the air. 
 
   "Get on the ground!" one of the guards shouted. Before he could respond, they instantly began beating him, knocking him down with their buttstocks and kicking him. It was as much a display for the crowd as anything else. Joel watched from the pallets, trembling. He didn't know what to do and chose to run back to the living quarters buildings in hopes that his family was okay. Hodder lifted the gun away from Veronica's head, and she opened her eyes. 
 
   "You got really lucky there, sweetheart," Hodder said, walking away. He looked at a guard and pointed to Veronica. "Take her back to her cell." The guard came forward, smiling. He took a deep breath and forcefully pulled her across the stage. She looked into the distance and saw Greg being kicked and beaten. The crowd was mostly quiet, with only a few claps and hollers here and there. 
 
   "Oh no…" she cried under her breath. Any hope she had clung to over time was lost in that moment. The guard took her by the arm and pulled her off the stage and back down the steps. Hodder raised the microphone and continued. 
 
   "May I present to you, ladies and gentlemen, our terrorist!"
 
   Having finished beating Greg, the guards lifted him up and displayed his nearly unconscious body as if it were a trophy. The crowd stood in stunned silence. Their enemy had been captured.   
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
   Jordan remained in a small room with her three daughters. It was assigned to the Freemans—a fifty-something couple who had shared the room with another couple who had disappeared a month ago. The Freemans always believed that their disappearance was linked to their outspokenness and criticism of the way the base was run, not to Ebola, but they didn't know for sure. For that reason and many more, they were more than willing to help Jordan and let her hide in their room. They could hear the commotion outside and Hodder's faint voice coming over the loudspeakers. 
 
   Jordan's three girls were huddled in the corner in front of one of the bunk beds. The Freemans, Pat and Dolores, sat on their bottom bunk, ready for anything. Dolores's right hand held firmly onto Pat's leg as his hands clutched one of the rifles. Jordan sat across from them on another bunk holding the other one. 
 
   "I've never even shot one of these things before," she said. 
 
   "There ain't nothin' to it," Pat said. He had thick white hair and some stubble on his wrinkly cheeks. He wasn't that old, but his time at Base 42 had worn him down, just as it had Dolores. "Remember what I told you; just make sure the weapon’s off of safe, then point, keep it steady, and pull the trigger lightly with the meat of your index finger." 
 
   Dolores interjected. "You just need to know to point and shoot.”    
 
   Jordan felt nervous. So many things could easily go wrong for her and her family. They had heard Hodder discussing a head count and subsequent room sweep and knew they weren't safe. 
 
   "Perhaps there's somewhere else we can go. I feel like we're just sitting ducks here." Dolores said. She had glasses, brown curly hair, and was wearing a tattered sundress and slippers.
 
   "There are guards everywhere," Pat answered. "They got 'em in the towers, they got 'em walking around. You can't escape them."
 
   "Yes, but we're armed now too," Jordan said. She noticed her three shaken and withdrawn daughters sitting in the corner and tried to comfort them. "Everything's gonna be all right." They took little comfort in their mother's assurances and just remained silent. Jordan turned to the couple across from her. "We need to find a way out."
 
   Pat laughed. "Heck, we've needed to do that for a long time now."
 
   "But it's different now. We have weapons. This man who was with Joel, he said he would help us take the base. If we can just manage to get more guns and stuff, I think it's possible." Jordan spoke with confidence. Her long, skinny face was nearly skeleton-like in appearance, but her eyes remained hopeful. 
 
   Dolores then weighed in. "We don't know anything about him though."
 
   "We know that Hodder doesn't like him," Pat said. "And that's got to be worth something."
 
   They could hear more commotion from outside, clapping and applause, followed by Hodder's voice trailing on and on with excitement. Something was happening for sure; they just didn’t know what it was. They heard a countdown, followed by roars from the crowd. Then everything went silent. Footsteps came running down the hall. Jordan seized her weapon and held it up, pointing it toward the door. Dolores released her grip on Pat's leg as he held up his rifle and aimed. A swift knock came at the door, startling everyone. 
 
   "It's me!" a voice said from outside. "It's Joel. Are you guys in there?"
 
   Jordan jumped up from the bed, ready to let him in, when Pat stopped her. He signaled everyone to be quiet. "He could have five guards behind him with guns pointed at his head," he whispered.
 
   More knocking followed. "Jordan! I'm coming in, don't shoot," Joel said.  
 
   "Hold on now," Pat said. He signaled for Jordan and Dolores to get behind the bunk beds and then carefully walked up to the door. "I'm gonna open the door a crack, Joel. Just to make sure." He placed his hand on the knob. 
 
   "I'm alone," Joel said. "Please. It's urgent!"
 
   Pat turned the knob and opened the door a crack, with the barrel sticking out. He saw only one man so he opened the door fully and let Joel rush in. Once inside, Pat closed the door and then placed a desk chair tilted between the doorknob and the tile floor. Jordan rose from behind the bed, tossed the rifle to the side, and ran to Joel as they collapsed in an embrace. Their children ran over from the corner, taking his hand, hanging onto his legs, and hugging him. 
 
   "Greg got captured," Joel said, distraught. "I don't know what to do now."
 
   Jordan pulled herself away and took a step back. "What? How?" 
 
   Pat and Dolores stood aside, listening  
 
   "It was Hodder. Somehow he suspected that Greg had made it into the base..." Joel stopped to take a breath. He was winded from the run. "...so he hauled the woman on stage, the one Greg was trying to rescue, and he threw her to her knees and put a gun to her head, then gave Greg ten seconds to come out." 
 
   Jordan covered her mouth with her hands and gasped. "Did he shoot her?" She then looked down at the three girls. "Please, go back to the corner and stay there. You're not in trouble. We just want you to be safe." The girls reluctantly walked to the corner, mumbling to themselves. Jordan feared that after everything they had been through, the girls would never be the same.
 
   "No," Joel said. "But they got Greg anyway. I had no choice but to run." 
 
   "You did the right thing," Pat interjected. 
 
   Joel turned to him. "Thanks for letting us hide in here. Thanks for taking the risk."
 
   "Things gotta change up soon enough," Pat said. "We're all on the same side here."
 
   Joel's face turned to worry. "It won't be long until they trace the death of the two guards to me. People talk around here, and they know that we're friends." 
 
   "I admit, it's going to take some work, but we can do it. We tell the people what's going on. Tell them that the resistance is going forward."
 
   "Is there anyone in the resistance still left?" Dolores asked.
 
   "That's what we're going to have to find out. We need to send a scout, find out who we can trust."
 
   Their eyes went around the room. Joel's face was busted, and he was still a hot commodity. Jordan, as his wife, would prove a risk, as anyone wanting Joel's whereabouts would come at her. 
 
   "All right," Pat said. "Guess that person will be me."  
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
   Greg woke up on a hard surface in a nearly pitch-black room. The bones in his face and ribs throbbed, and one of his eyes could barely open. He thought of Joel and wondered if he had managed to make it back to his family. His greater concern, however, was Veronica. He burned with rage the moment he thought of the physical abuse she had endured, evident in her bruises and swollen face. Joel had warned Greg of the man who ran the base—a former Senator turned psychotic, someone mad with power. His name was Bill Hodder, and he was the same man who had put a gun to Veronica's head. 
 
   Greg vowed that if he were to accomplish anything else in whatever time he had left, it would be to return the favor to Hodder. He pulled at his hands and realized that they were held together at the wrists by zip-ties. The same for his ankles. Rather than panicking, Greg took a deep breath and strategized. 
 
   There had to be a way out. There was still hope. He wasn't going to allow Hodder to win. The tide had to turn, one way or the other, and he would make it happen. In order for anything to work, Greg would have to plan every step he made and every word he spoke carefully from that moment forward. 
 
   It was just when that thought crossed his mind that the door into the room unlocked and swung open, letting in a bright light from the outside hallway. A figure entered the holding cell and flicked on a light switch. Overhead lights came on, nearly blinding Greg. He squeezed his eyes shut and heard the door close followed by footsteps drawing nearer. Flat on his back, he slowly opened his eyes and turned to try to see who was approaching. His eyes slowly opened and he saw a blurry figure standing only few feet from where he lay. The hard surface was, in fact, a wooden slab connected to the wall by two chains; supports underneath it elevated the slab a few inches above the floor.
 
   "And here our terrorist lies," the figure said. Once Greg's eyes focused, he could see the man in front of him—his number-one adversary: Bill Hodder. 
 
   Greg said nothing as Hodder continued. "I know most of what you've done. You've killed some of my men for sure, but I don't know how many others you've killed beyond that. I've since given up hope for the search party to return. What was that, five men? Plus the two guards, which makes seven."
 
   Hodder paused, almost as if in awe.
 
   "Seven of my men. Good, loyal men who did everything that I asked. I'm curious to know what kind of punishment you think is fit for the killing of seven men."
 
   Hodder paused and pulled a large hunting knife from a holster on his waist. He held the knife up and touched the tip with one finger while not making any eye contact. 
 
   Greg knew sometimes that it was better to say nothing than anything at all. Hodder was toying with him, trying to push his buttons, and Greg was prepared. 
 
   "No response?" Hodder asked. He stepped away from Greg and turned his back, walking away. His boots clicked on the tile floor with each step.     
 
   "Oh, I get it, you're not sure about what would be a proper punishment. I mean, logically, the only thing that could even the score would be to kill you seven times. Or take seven of your friends, your girlfriend included, and kill them all. That's really the fairest thing I can think of. Any thoughts?"
 
   Hodder stopped and waited. He then put the knife back in its holster as Greg said nothing.
 
   "You may not have realized this, but I need you. The fear that your presence has caused goes right to the hearts of these people. It terrifies them. But me, on the other hand, I'm not afraid of you at all. Hell, I haven't even had you examined for Ebola, like I normally would, so confident am I that we live in post-Ebola times. The disease has passed, and now all these people can pack up and go home, right?"
 
   Hodder leaned in closer for a response. Greg apathetically nodded.
 
   "Wrong! It's far too dangerous a world to send them struggling out there. I don't see us leaving anytime soon. But how, you may ask, do we keep them here? Well, we use people like you—outside threats hell-bent on their destruction, that’s how."
 
   Greg finally spoke, but quietly. "Ebola hasn't passed."
 
   "What?" Hodder said, urging him to speak louder.
 
   "I said that Ebola has not passed. It's still out there and it's spreading."
 
   Hodder held his arms out. "It's not spreading here. Imagine that? The very place where Ebola was once rampant. Once we took over, we ended that."
 
   Greg could resist no further. He decided to probe Hodder. "I heard that there were once more than a thousand people here. Now the numbers are somewhere between one fifty to two hundred. It doesn't sound to me like you ended anything. In fact, with the absence of Ebola, it seems to me that you've been systematically killing your own people. Why?"
 
   Hodder stopped, surprised by the question. The long fluorescent lights in the ceiling hummed like bug zappers. "Greg, Greg, Greg. You may someday grasp the complexities of running a place like this. Certain factions must be removed for the good of the whole."
 
   "Like those who disagree with you," Greg said. 
 
   Rather than respond in anger, Hodder seemed to embrace the comment. "Exactly! See, you're getting it. Base 42 is anything but a democracy, as you can clearly realize."
 
   "What do you want from me?" Greg asked. "You want to take me out in front of the mob and put a bullet in my head? Fine. Let's do it and get it over with."
 
   "Oh, your time will come soon enough. No need to rush the process."
 
   "I would only suggest that you watch your back."
 
   Hodder didn't seem to know what to do with the comment. He asked Greg to elaborate. 
 
   "Your focus in controlling the base has been on the civilian population. You've failed to see, like most tyrants, that the conflict is really coming from your inner circle."
 
   "What the hell are you talking about?" Hodder walked closer to Greg in noticeable agitation. He was the one most used to playing games with people, and he wanted to understand Greg's ploy, if he had one. 
 
   "You sent five men after me the other day. They seemed competent enough. They covered a wide terrain looking for me, but I had already found a spot. They never had a chance. Before I tracked them down, I heard each one of them discuss you. You were the subject of disdain. They loathed you. And they talked of turning against you and putting up one of their own."
 
   "I don't believe you," Hodder said with contempt. "You'd say anything to distract me right now."
 
   "Sure, I understand. Why believe a word I say?" Greg said, moving his bound arms up in the air. "And I'm sure you don't want to hear what your two guards said in the alleyway."
 
   "Nice try," Hodder snapped. "Let's talk a little about what's in store for you. You and your girlfriend will be tried and a swift sentence will be carried out. You'll be made an example of, to quell any further talk of this rebellion." Hodder stopped and waited for Greg to respond, then continued. 
 
   "Oh, you didn't think I knew about that, did you? I know all about the resistance, and I've got a list of names we'll be rounding up, starting with Joel Carson and his entire family. I know you intervened and saved him, but it looks like it was all for naught."
 
   Greg went back to being unresponsive as Hodder continued. "You lost, Greg. But you can't say that you didn't try." Realizing that Greg was done talking, Hodder began to walk out of the room. Once he got to the door, however, he stopped. His back was to Greg and he looked at the floor while still keeping his hand on the door handle. "What did they say?" he asked. 
 
   "Your men? As I approached them, the big one with all the tattoos said that you didn't know what you were doing. The skinny one said that they should throw your Ivy-league ass over the wall." 
 
   Hodder remained at the door, his heart racing.
 
   "That was it," Greg continued. "Then I drove a knife through their throats." 
 
   Hodder turned the door handle quickly and rushed out of the room. He forgot to turn off the light. Greg stared at the ceiling, thinking of a plan. They could bind his hands and ankles, but they couldn't bind his thoughts. He believed that Base 42 was at a tipping point. All he needed to do was find a way to exploit it. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   An Underground Secret
 
    
 
   It didn’t take long for the purge to begin. Rooms were searched and ransacked by Hodder’s men with a desperate kind of fervor. They were on the hunt for Joel’s family, and when they didn’t find them in their assigned living space, they searched all eighty rooms of the adjacent buildings. Anyone showing even a hint of subversive behavior was brought out into the public square and lined up to be read their charges. 
 
   Some fifty people in all fell under suspicion, which had more to do with finger-pointing by other residents who were scared and only trying to protect themselves. It was a modern-day witch hunt, and Hodder was clearly displaying the extent of his paranoid delusions and insanity. According to him, however, he wasn’t the one who was insane—everyone else was. 
 
                 Despite all their searches, the Freemans and Joel’s family, the Carsons, were nowhere to be found. Their absence baffled and infuriated Hodder’s men. An even more extensive search of the entire base was conducted, but they still came up empty-handed. There were forces at play that Bill Hodder couldn’t understand. He felt his power slipping away, especially since the arrival of Greg, the outsider, when in fact it should have been quite the opposite. 
 
   Before ordering the purge of the base, Hodder had a heated private meeting with all of his men. With the exception of two trusted guards left to keep watch in the towers, they gathered in the operations center to listen to him speak. 
 
                 The room was packed, and Hodder stood in front of them, arms crossed. Behind him was a large television, its LED screen smashed. All outside communications had been destroyed on the day of the initial mutiny. Their leader did not look pleased, and it was strange that a group of ex-convicts who could easily overpower him stood in fear of his retribution. It was the essence of group-think at work. Most of the men assumed that the others supported Hodder when in fact, most of them didn’t. But they had gotten too invested in Hodder’s sweeping vision to turn back. 
 
   Most of them had already committed murderous acts on his behalf and still needed Hodder to make sense of what they were doing. If anyone was going to provide leadership to the group or justification for the atrocities they had committed under his watch, it was Hodder. 
 
                 Their leader seemed to be studying their faces, one by one, as his eyes swept from one end of the room to the other, and no one, not even his closest circle, knew why they had been summoned there. 
 
                 Hodder stepped closer to the microphone. “We’ve reached a crucial moment where every action we take from here on out determines our fate. There is talk of a rebellion, and we must stamp it out immediately.” He paused, listening for the sharp intake of breath. “All of this has just reached my ears, coinciding with rumors of inflammatory talk among my most trusted men.”
 
                 They were noticeably baffled by his words, as some thought he was bordering on incoherence. 
 
                 “That’s right,” Hodder said, as if reaffirming their thoughts. “It’s come to my attention that some of you believe that I’m unfit to be in charge of this base. After all of my steadfast leadership and determination, it comes as a surprise that you would see fit to question me.” Again, Hodder paused, as if studying each man’s demeanor.
 
                 “Pardon me,” Marcus said, interrupting and holding a hand up. Hodder stopped and immediately looked over to him, eyes wild with fury. Marcus asked, “Where is this talk coming from? Who is saying what?”
 
                 “That’s irrelevant,” Hodder continued. “What’s important is that your loyalty to the cause has come under suspicion.” He flew forward and kicked a nearby table over. “And I won’t stand for it!” 
 
                 The room reacted with silence. Hodder regained his composure and pointed at the men, as if accusing them all. “You just remember, if the day ever comes where we are standing before others following the aftermath of this terrible time, we’re all in this together. What we’ve done here falls on all of us equally.”
 
                 The men knew it but couldn’t give voice to it. They said no words, but everyone felt the same. Who would protect them? They felt betrayed. Hodder had spoken in the past of ushering in a “new age” in which they shared power over the masses. Now he was talking as if the world they had once known still had considerable meaning. Worst of all, it sounded like he was trying to absolve himself of blame should the base be re-taken by the military.    
 
                 “Don’t misunderstand me,” Hodder said, sensing unrest and making a hasty retreat. “It’s very unlikely that we’ll ever see the world beyond these walls, but should that day come, we have to remember why we did the things that we did. It was to ensure the survival of our species. The Ebola epidemic changed everything. Have any of you men ever considered that your own government would simply abandon you and allow you to perish from a deadly plague?” 
 
   Falling back on a bit of practiced charm, he told them, “Hell, being in politics, I thought anything possible, but not this. We were betrayed, gentlemen, we were betrayed by the very institution we’ve been taught to believe in our entire lives. We were betrayed by our elected leaders; we were betrayed by our fellow man, and we were betrayed by our God.” A collective gasp. “That is why we had to fight back!” 
 
                 Hodder looked out into the group. Their eyes were uneasy, and he could tell that he was losing them. For him, it was all so simple: hold onto everything they had achieved through the most extreme measures. Base 42 was theirs. They had fought for it, lost men because of it, and he’d be damned before he ever let it go. Hodder pointed at a man standing near the front of the room.
 
                 “You, step forward,” he said. It wasn’t clear where Holder was pointing, and two men looked at each other, confused. “You’re Eric, right?”
 
                 A short, stocky man with an orange handlebar mustache and freckled skin pointed at himself. He wore a skull cap and a muscle T-shirt, exposing several tattoos that advertised his affiliation with a California biker gang. He had a pistol holster slung over his shoulder with a Magnum .45 seated in the pocket. 
 
                 “Me?” he asked. 
 
                 “Yes, please come here,” Hodder said. 
 
                 The man reluctantly walked out from the crowd and approached Hodder. As Eric stopped in front of him, Hodder asked for his gun. “I want to see what you’re packing,” he said. 
 
                 Eric looked around the room, and no one said anything in response. He dug into the holster, pulled out the handgun, and handed it to Hodder. 
 
                 “This thing’s a real beaut,” Hodder said, taking the pistol and holding it up in the air. “Where did you get this? I mean, it’s not standard military issue. This is an outside weapon.”
 
                 Eric stiffened and asked quietly, “Well, where did you get your revolver?” He looked at the piece in Hodder’s pistol belt. 
 
                 “Oh, this old thing? I bought it from a man who smuggled it inside the base. A man who’s in this room right now.” The man he was referring to was Marcus, whom he glanced at. Hodder held up Eric’s Magnum in admiration. “This is a really nice gun, I’ll tell you that.”
 
                 As Eric nodded, Hodder swiftly brought the piece down on his face, clubbing his cheek. With one strike, Eric fell to the ground. Some men in the audience began to step forward, but Marcus held up his arms and held them back. Hodder was relentless. He beat Eric over the head again and again, cracking his skull open, as Eric folded his arms over his head, trying to defend himself. The men stared ahead, shocked, even given what they had seen over the past several months. It made no sense to them. Hodder continued to mercilessly beat the man with the handle of the Magnum as he lay at his feet, stone-cold and unconscious. Blood was everywhere. It was all over the green carpet of the operations room, all over the pistol, and all over Hodder himself. He rose from his frenzied crouched position and looked at the men, breathing heavily with spittle running down his mouth. 
 
                 “I won’t stand for any more of this talk behind my back. Do you hear me? Now all of you get your senses together and get control of this base before we lose everything. Do it now!”
 
                 There wasn’t a single objection in the group. Startled and shaken, the men shuffled out of the room in an orderly file. Only Marcus remained.
 
                 “What the hell was that all about?” he asked. 
 
                 Hodder tossed the Magnum to the floor next to Eric’s fractured and bloodied skull. “Sometimes, you have to put the fear of God in your subordinates.”
 
                 “But—”
 
                 “Get out of here and do your job!” Hodder shouted. 
 
                 Marcus narrowed his eyes while displaying a hint of resistance. “You need to get your shit together.” And with that, he walked out of the room, leaving Hodder with a fresh corpse at his feet.        
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 All hope was lost, Veronica thought. Her “trial” was pending, Greg had been captured, and her spirit had been broken. All she could do was lay on the mattress in her cell with her hand cuffed to a railing and try to keep her mind off the inevitable. She thought of her family and friends and how much she wanted to see them, to talk to them again and feel their touch—even that of her estranged parents. 
 
   She still had faith in Greg but little assurance that they could escape their fate. No matter where they went, death seemed to follow. Ebola was a fitting match for the other kinds of violence they had constantly encountered since the epidemic began.
 
                 If ever she had a chance to redeem herself in her final hours, she thought the time was then. Never particularly religious, she prayed quietly to herself, asking for an end to the horrors surrounding her. She prayed for life, for another chance, and for an end to the plague. For a moment, she felt at peace, when suddenly the door to her cell opened and a man she had never seen before stepped in. He entered her cell armed with a pistol and holding a file in his hands.
 
                 “Hello, Veronica, I’m Douglas. I’ve been assigned to look over you until your trial.”
 
                 Veronica was confused. Douglas was a large man, over six feet, but his bottle-cap glasses and geeky demeanor made him look less intimidating. He had short, grayish-hair parted to one side with a cowlick in the middle. He wore green hospital scrubs, and she couldn’t tell if he was one of Hodder’s men or one of the occupants of the base. However, the pistol belt around his waist was a clear giveaway that he was one of the bad guys. He was clean-shaven and friendly, but there was something off-kilter about him that sparked her distrust. 
 
                 “What do you want?” she asked. “I don’t want to be bothered right now.” She turned away from him and looked at the wall next to her. She felt helpless cuffed to a railing and wanted to be left alone to her thoughts. Besides, he seemed scary. 
 
                 He stepped closer. “Well, I have some nice information for you that I think will make you happy.” He flipped open the file and read from it. “You’ve tested negative and have been declared completely Ebola-free.” 
 
                 Veronica shook her head in amazement, not saying a word. Douglas took a step backward and closed the cell door, instantly making her feel fearful. 
 
   “I think it’s pretty great news, how about you?” he asked. 
 
   Veronica paused, trying to think of how to respond. She held her free hand out and spoke. “Douglas, it’s the best news I’ve heard all day. Thank you. Now please leave.”
 
   “Sure, sure, I can leave,” he began. Instead of turning to the door, however, he began to walk closer to her bed. “It’s just, I was hoping that we could talk. You know, maybe get to know each other.”
 
   She was ready to lash out at him when suddenly, she noticed a ring of keys around one of his belt loops. “What do you want to talk about?” she asked. 
 
   Douglas nervously came nearer to her bed, still with the file in his hand. “I don’t know. Maybe you could tell me a little about yourself. Where you came from. What you like to do. Those kinds of things. Don’t see too many prisoners around here as pretty as you.”
 
   Douglas looked down at the floor nervously, as if regretting the comment. “I mean. Well, you know what I mean.”
 
   Veronica tried to keep her composure and turn the situation to her advantage. The strange man’s unexpected visit afforded her an opportunity. “That’s quite all right, and thank you.”
 
   Douglas looked at her and smiled. “Do you mind if I sit?”
 
   “Um. OK,” Veronica said. “But you have to take these cuffs off first. It would make me much more comfortable.”
 
   His eyes followed her pale arm up to her bruised wrist, circled with handcuffs linked to the railing. “I don’t know if I can do that.”
 
   “Please, Douglas. Just for a moment. Then we can talk.”
 
   He appeared to be struggling with the decision and side-stepped near to the railing, his sneakers squeaking on the floor. “I guess. As long as you promise not to do anything.”
 
   Veronica laughed and then covered her mouth. “What am I going to do, run amok in this cell?”
 
   Douglas hesitated for a moment, then unfastened the key ring around his belt loop. Veronica felt elated. She had won the first battle. Now all she had to do was convince Douglas to let her go. He flipped through the many keys on the ring, finally coming to a series of much smaller keys, most likely for handcuffs. He leaned over the railing against the wall with a small key between his fingers. 
 
   “I’m not sure which one it is. This might take a while.” He placed it in the handcuff keyhole and turned it. It didn’t work. Veronica waited patiently as he tried key after key to no avail. She grew more apprehensive by the minute, and just when she was about to lose hope, the next key clicked and unlocked the handcuffs. 
 
   “There you go,” Douglas said. He released the cuff from the railing and Veronica was free. As she moved her arm away, the cuffs dangled, still connected to her wrist. 
 
   “Thank you,” she said. 
 
   “No problem,” Douglas said, standing over her bed indecisively.
 
   “Have a seat,” Veronica said. She glanced at his pistol, then looked away.
 
   Douglas hesitated and stammered but slowly took a seat on the bed next to her. The mattress sank as he sat down. 
 
   “So what did you want to talk about?” Veronica asked. 
 
   “Oh, you know. Maybe just get to know you some. Where are you from? What did you do before all of this shit went down?”
 
   “I’m originally from Colorado, but I moved to Carson City about two years ago where I work at a bookstore. I love to read. It’s just my thing.”
 
   “Me too!” Douglas said. “What’s your favorite book?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Veronica said, pausing. She laughed. “What about you?”
 
   “I like Science Fiction. Maybe Dune?” 
 
   “Me, too. I love Dune.” His face brightened as she continued. “And what are you doing here? You’re not one of Hodder’s men, are you?”
 
   Douglas paused, looking upward. “Yes and no. I mean, I wasn’t originally, but I volunteered for prison duty.”
 
   “What did you do before this?” 
 
   Douglas laughed nervously. “I worked for a correctional facility in Reno.”
 
   “Really? Well, that makes sense. Might as well keep doing what you know.”
 
   “Yeah, I had just got the job a few weeks before the outbreak.” Douglas looked down as his voice took a more solemn tone. “Things got really bad there. It was terrible. Ebola spread throughout the prison…there was…just nothing anyone could do about it.”
 
   Veronica sucked up her pride and placed her hand on his shoulder, startling him. He looked over to her with surprise. The light from above reflected onto the thick lenses of his glasses. He was slouched over like some big child, and she felt the time might be ripe to try to appeal to his better nature.
 
   “Listen, Douglas. What they’re doing here, it’s not right. You seem like a good person. You need to help me get out of here.” She tried to read his expression. “I was kidnapped and taken here, beaten, and locked up. My friend came to get me, and they got to him as well.” Veronica moved closer to him on the bed. “Our so-called trial is scheduled for tomorrow. I think they plan to kill us. Please, you have to help me.”
 
   Douglas’s eyes dropped, and then he stared forward with a large sigh. Veronica quietly waited, hardly breathing.
 
   “Douglas? Please listen.”
 
   His backhand flew across her face before she could even finish her sentence. After a loud, startling pop, she fell back onto her bed in shock. Douglas rose from the bed and stood up over her as she buried her face into the mattress, trying to crawl away from him on her knees.
 
   “You must think I’m pretty stupid, huh? Like I’m just some Joe you can toy with? You bitches are all the same. Flash us a little smile and try to get what you want. Well, I’m in control now, and the games are over.”
 
   She lifted her head. Her eyes watered and her face stung with pain. “They’re going to kill me! Do you even care? What the hell is wrong with you?”
 
   Douglas took a step forward and then fell onto the back of Veronica’s thighs as she squirmed underneath him. He leaned forward and placed his hands on the back of both her arms, pinning her down. Her face dug into the mattress as she screamed. Douglas ignored her muffled pleas for help, unfastened his pistol belt, and tossed it to the side of the bed. 
 
   “All I care about is that you’ve been cleared for Ebola. Now we’re going to have some fun.”
 
   With his heavy weight crushing her, Douglas struggled to pull off Veronica’s jumpsuit. He was anxious and consumed with lust. Her head shot up and she screamed, “Wait! You’re doing it all wrong!”
 
    “What?” he asked, pausing.
 
   She could barely breathe, her face was turning red, but she continued. “Get off of me and let me take this thing off. Would you at least do that?” 
 
   Douglas stopped and seemed to consider it. He nodded and slowly pushed himself off of her. “Don’t try any funny business.” He grabbed the pistol belt on the bed and stood up as Veronica turned over. 
 
   “Let me catch my breath,” she said. The sumptuous shape of her breasts underneath her jumpsuit, combined with her exposed cleavage, excited him even further. As she pulled down her jumpsuit, Douglas could see that she wasn’t wearing a bra. He dropped the pistol belt to the ground and then began to unfasten his pants. 
 
   “Look into my eyes,” she said, pulling her jumpsuit down, exposing her breasts. Douglas couldn’t take his eyes away from her. It was just the moment she was looking for. Once his pants dropped to his ankles, Veronica fell back against the bed, drew her leg back, and flung it forward full-force, delivering a hard kick directly into his crotch. 
 
   The thrust sent him stumbling backward shouting with pain. He tripped over his pants and hit the tile floor on his back. In haste, Veronica jumped to the ground and pulled his 9mm pistol from its holster. Douglas struggled like a turtle on its back, holding his throbbing crotch with one hand while trying to pull up his pants with the other. Despite the immense pain running from his groin to his stomach and then spreading all over, he remembered his gun. 
 
   The moment he sat up, however, Veronica was already there. She pushed a pillow against his face, held the pistol against the pillow, and pulled the trigger. The back of his head exploded like a watermelon and his brains dumped onto the white-tiled floor. His body flew to the ground in an instant. The ordeal was over in no time. 
 
   Veronica gripped the pistol tightly while the handcuffs dangled from her wrist. As much as she had tried to muffle the sound of the blast, her ears still rang in pain. She shifted her aim directly at the entrance door, fully expecting others to rush in. She waited and waited, but nothing happened. 
 
   Without wasting another moment, she crawled over to Douglas’s corpse and yanked the key ring off his trousers. She jumped up from her knees, zipped her jumpsuit up, and ran to the door, clutching the pistol in one hand and the key ring in the other. 
 
   She pressed her ear against the door and couldn’t hear anything. The room was silent, and the body of a dead man was sprawled in the middle of the floor. Blood was everywhere. There was no turning back now. She ejected the magazine and examined how many rounds she had. The tiny hole on the side of the magazine indicated six rounds left. She thought of Greg and how he had shown her how to do that. 
 
   She pushed the magazine back in and chambered a round with one pull of the slide lock. She was ready. After another quiet prayer, she slowly turned the door handle and pushed it open a crack. It seemed as though no one was coming down the hall in either direction. She knew the minute she stepped out of the cell, she’d be a target. The bright hallway before her was equally long in both directions. There were no windows of any kind in sight, only doors—just like hers —and all closed. She had a strong feeling that Greg was in one of the cells but had no way of knowing which one. She’d have to try them all—roughly ten rooms on each side. 
 
   Once outside, she closed the door, hoping to never have to look at those walls again. She walked to the next room over, and as she held up the key ring, the sound of footsteps came down the stairs at the end of the hallway to the left side of her. Silhouettes formed in the glass panes as the figures neared. She turned around the other way and ran to the other side of the hall, right through the door and into a darkened stairwell.    
 
   After shutting the door, she leaned against it and listened. The footsteps continued toward her. She heard voices—the sound of two men talking, and they were getting closer. Veronica had no choice but to run down the winding stairs into what felt like a dank cellar. She stopped at another, dimly lit and smaller hall with one room on each side. She had to choose. 
 
   From atop the stairs, she could hear the door into the stairwell open. The two men began walking down. There wasn’t much time to act. Her eyes darted between both doors, trying to make a decision. She hurried left and pushed the door open. It was unlocked. She shut the door lightly and looked around the room for a place to hide. Instead, what she saw horrified her.  
 
   The room looked like some kind of lab. There were lights everywhere, hanging over black countertops sitting in rows like some high school chemistry class. There were microscopes, freezers, test tubes, scales, and medical tools lying about—sharp tools: surgical saws, scalpels, and small, circular electronic cutters. A stereo in the back was playing light rock music. Aside from the medical equipment, everywhere she looked there were corpses. 
 
   The room was filled with wheeled gurneys—some openly displaying bodies, and some with bodies zipped in black body bags. It could have been a coroner’s lab, but nothing about the mutilated bodies conveyed the idea that these were conventional autopsies. It was quite the opposite. Veronica covered her mouth in shock and gagged as a sickness clutched her stomach.
 
   Two torsos—a man and a woman—lay on the table in front of her, covered up to the neck with a small blue sheet. On the next counter over, the severed head of a man sat in a petri tub with wires coming out of his head connected to electric modules. At the end of each wire were long needles that had been inserted through his skull into his brain. 
 
   The skin of another body had been completely peeled away, leaving only the red muscle. The more Veronica looked around, the more terrified she felt. She couldn’t take another minute in the room and turned to go. Just as she was about to run as fast as she could from that horrific place, she heard footsteps outside, heading right for the very room she was in.
 
   She looked at the grotesque displays surrounding her and desperately searched for somewhere to hide. There was a bolt on the door from the inside and she quickly locked it. The handle on the door jiggled, and she ran to the far right corner of the room, past the countertops and to a large filing cabinet. She squeezed into a space between the wall and cabinet and waited.  
 
   The door unlocked and swung open. She peered out from the side of the cabinet and could see two men enter, both dressed in white medical gowns, like doctors. They walked into the room, holding small brown paper bags and chatting up a storm. Veronica hadn’t seen the men before; they looked different from most people at the base. But there was a reason their faces were new to her. 
 
   Dr. Kagan and Dr. Costa, former CDC representatives, had primarily lived underground since the beginning of the mutiny, with free rein to conduct their experiments. They had promised Bill Hodder and his men that they could discover a cure for Ebola, or at least a breakthrough treatment; so confident were they in their abilities. 
 
   However, time had passed and their research had shifted to other, more unconventional experiments that had nothing to do with Ebola whatsoever. Soon their surgeries and autopsies didn’t seem to have much scientific merit, but nonetheless, Hodder frequently sent them fresh test subjects, some alive and some dead. There was no doubt that the time spent underground had had an unexpected effect. 
 
   “Did you lock the door?” asked the skinny balding man, whose name was Dr. Kagan. His counterpart, Dr. Costa, the heavier man with a ponytail, shook his head.  
 
                 “No, I didn’t, did you?” 
 
                 “Well, someone did.”
 
                 “How many times have you locked yourself out of this room?” Costa said. He held up three fingers. “Three fingers. Count ‘em.”
 
                 The men set their paper bags on the only clean table in the room, well away from their “experiments.” Arms, legs, and ligaments were lined up in clear bags at the last long counter directly in front of Veronica. She couldn’t believe her eyes as she watched the two men empty the contents of their brown sacks onto the table. She saw a sandwich and a pack of crackers fall out of each bag. The doctors then unwrapped their sandwiches and dug in. 
 
                 “You know, if we don’t start showing Hodder some results, we’re going to lose certain privileges," Dr. Kagan said, talking with his mouth full.    
 
                 “What privileges are those, exactly?” Dr. Costa said. “You call this job a privilege?”
 
                 “These turkey sandwiches, for starters,” Kagan answered. “They don’t grow on trees.” 
 
                 “Well, if I gotta slice up one more perfectly fine-looking cadaver for signs of Ebola, I’m gonna scream.”
 
                 “Patience, my friend, we’re on the cusp of a medical breakthrough. I can feel it,” Kagan said. 
 
                 Suddenly, a voice called out to them from the shadows. “The only thing you’re going to feel is a bullet through your head.”
 
                 The two doctors dropped their sandwiches and looked over to the side where Veronica stood, aiming a pistol at them. Dr. Kagan was first to put his arms in the air. Costa soon followed. 
 
                 “What do you want?” Kagan asked.
 
                 Without further hesitation, Veronica pulled the trigger and shot him in the head. The bullet burst through his skull and his body collapsed against the table and onto the floor. Costa jumped back and began choking on the food that was still in his mouth. He struggled to breathe, chew, and swallow at the same time. Losing air, he hacked until the chunk of moist warm bread and turkey flew from his mouth. 
 
                 “Please. Don’t shoot me,” Costa said, breathing heavily and trembling. 
 
                 “Where am I?” Veronica said. 
 
                 Costa looked confused. “Base 42?”
 
                 “I mean this room! What have you been doing to these people?” 
 
                 Costa didn’t know what to say. He didn’t think he could explain it. Where would he begin? “This is our research lab. We’ve been trying to develop a cure for Ebola.”
 
                 Veronica inched closer. “Last time they moved me from my cell, they put a blindfold on me, but I know that we’re underground. How do I get out of here? How do I get above ground?
 
                 Costa’s arm shook as he pointed in the direction where she had come in. “T-take the stairs up. Go down the hall, take another set of stairs up, and you’re outside.”
 
                 “Where are the guards?”
 
                 “They’re posted at the door. You can only get out with a code. I don’t know what you plan on doing, and I don’t care. Just don’t kill me, please.”
 
                 “Last question. Are these the only holding cells on base?”
 
                 Costa thought for a moment. “Yes. Yes, I’m sure of it. There’s only two underground bunkers. The other one is for supply storage and the armory.”
 
                 Veronica lowered her pistol. “Very well.” She began to walk away. “You stay in your little room of horrors and stay out of my way, and I won’t hurt you. I just want to get out of here.” She pointed her pistol at him. “Got it?”
 
                 Costa recoiled against the wall with his hands outstretched defensively. “Yes, yes! I got it.”
 
                 Dr. Kagan’s body remained slumped on the floor. She started to walk toward the door again when something caught her eye on one of the medical tables. It was something small and fragile. She approached the table as Costa inched along the wall, looking like he was prepared to run away. Upon closer inspection, she could see that it was the body of a young boy. His chest cavity had been crudely torn open and his organs had been removed. 
 
   A heart, lungs, and bladder sat in small dishes circling the boy’s body. His pale blue skin indicated an empty vessel. His eyes were closed and he looked at peace. Next to the boy was a clipboard with documents affixed to it. She picked it up and read from it. 
 
   “Sedative experiment failed. Subject expired 11:47 a.m. Results inconclusive. Will examine mass density of organs to reach conclusion of mythos surrounding healthy eating among children.” 
 
   She dropped the clipboard to the ground in disgust and looked over to Costa. He stood petrified against the wall, shaking. 
 
   “It’s not what you think. The boy was ill. We were trying to save him. We didn’t know he was allergic to a particular barbiturate. It was a mistake!”
 
   Veronica raised her pistol without saying a word.
 
   “We didn’t know! Please!” 
 
   In the middle of his pleading, she fired a single shot. He never said another word. 
 
   


 
  

Cell Block
 
    
 
   With three bodies in her wake, Veronica was on a mission. In her sneakers and jumpsuit, she ran up the dark stairwell up to the holding cell area. As she ascended the winding steps, her mind counted her remaining pistol rounds: six rounds, two fired; four rounds left. It was simple math, but she wanted to be sure. She had no idea what was waiting for her at the top of the stairs. 
 
                 Once she reached the door leading into the holding cells, she paused and listened. No movement could be heard. Her hand slowly pushed the door open into an empty hall. The cells along the walls intrigued her. 
 
   How many other people were they holding?  
 
   It would take some time to figure out which one Greg was in, if he was even here at all. Arbitrarily opening each door posed its share of risks as well. Veronica hesitated. For a moment she stood there, in the middle of the hallway, with no clue what to do. Her only option, it seemed, would be to start at any door and go down the line. 
 
   The doors were each covered in a thick green paint, chipped in spots. She started at the last door to her left. She knocked and called Greg’s name. There was no immediate answer. She knocked again and moved to the next door.
 
   She tried the second door and heard the unfamiliar voice of a man. It was a scraggly, desperate voice that begged for help.
 
   “Who’s there? Please let me out of here! I can’t see a thing!”
 
   She moved onto the next door and heard the muffled voice of a woman. “Release me, you bastards!” the woman shouted. 
 
   At the next door over she heard nothing and was getting discouraged and desperate. Time was of the essence, and if she didn’t find Greg soon, they would surely die, especially after Hodder and his men discovered what she had done. The next room was hers, and she needn’t waste a minute finding out what was in there. She moved to the next door over and knocked.
 
   “Greg, Greg!” she said, in the loudest voice she could manage above a whisper. She heard nothing and pushed on, only then hearing a faint voice call out her name. She turned and rushed back to the door, nearly falling over along the way. 
 
                 “Greg, is that you?”
 
                 “Veronica?” the voice shouted. Greg. She almost fell to her knees. Of all places, they had put Greg in a cell next to hers. Had she known he was on the other side of the wall, she would have called out to him earlier. She pounded on the door. 
 
   “Greg! I can’t believe it. Hold on!” With the key ring dangling in her hand, she flipped through the door keys—all twenty of them—and tried the first one. It was frustrating to say the least. 
 
   “I’m going to get you out of there,” she said, glancing constantly to the end of the hall where she expected Hodder’s men to storm through at any moment.
 
   The keys weren’t numbered or labeled in any way, but she had faith that she would find the right one in time. Her nervous fumbling didn’t help though.
 
   “What’s happening?” Greg shouted. 
 
   Her thin black hair hung in her face as she frantically went from key to key, fitting each one in the hole and turning it. On the tenth try, she heard a click and turned the handle. Ecstatic, she swung the door open and rushed in, leaving the keys still hanging in the doorknob. 
 
   With the lights on in the room, Greg was lying on a wooden slab attached to the white walls in the corner of the room. He was tied at his wrists and ankles with thick zip-ties. His badly beaten face shocked her. He had purple bruises from forehead to chin, a swollen eye, and dried, crusted blood under his nose. She was appalled at the sight, frightened and angered at the same time. 
 
   “What did they do to you?” she said, rushing over to him. 
 
   He took one look at her face and thought the same thing. Her cheeks were swollen and her right eye was half shut. For a moment, they stared into each other’s eyes, shocked at the other’s appearance.
 
   “I’m going to get you out of here,” Veronica said. “I managed to escape from my cell, but we don’t have much time.” 
 
   Greg held up his bound hands. “They got me hog-tied at the moment. Do you have anything that can cut this?”
 
   Veronica looked around the room in haste. It was an empty white room with a portable toilet and sink just like hers. An idea flashed across her mind. She didn’t like it, but it was the only way. 
 
   “I know of a place, but it’s downstairs. I’ll be right back,” she said, running off.
 
   “Veronica!” Greg shouted. But she was already gone. She closed his door and yanked out the keys just in case. Her legs ran at a speed unknown to her since running on the high school track team. 
 
   Racing down the hall, her vision got blurry and she became light-headed. She couldn’t stop no matter what. She made it down the winding stairs and entered the room of horrors, looking just as she had left it. She turned away from the bodies on the operating tables and grabbed the first scalpel she saw, then bolted back up the stairs with no desire to ever see that room again.
 
    Greg lay in the room, squinting at the overhead lights. His heart pounded in anticipation of Veronica’s return as well as fear for her safety. He couldn’t believe that she had managed to escape. He didn’t know all the details, but he knew there wasn’t much time. Their only chance for escape and survival was to wage an all-out assault on Hodder and his men. Those men didn’t intend to let him and Veronica leave the place alive; that much he knew. 
 
   He heard the keys jingle outside the door and felt himself heave a sigh of relief. Veronica rushed back into the room holding a scalpel in her shaky hand.
 
   “Easy there,” Greg said. He held his wrists out. “Take a minute to breathe and focus.”
 
   “OK, I got this,” she said, leaning down. She placed the scalpel over the zip-tie and dug into it with a quick sawing motion. The thick plastic split and Greg’s wrists came apart. 
 
   “Awesome,” he said. “I’ll get my ankles.” He held his hand out for the scalpel and Veronica handed it to him. With one cut, he was free. He noticed the 9mm in the side pocket of her jumpsuit. 
 
   “Where’d you get that?”
 
   Veronica looked down. “I got it from one of the guards. He… Well, let’s just say I won.”
 
   Greg asked no more. He didn’t even think he wanted to know. He stood up from the wooden slab and tried to regain his equilibrium. His legs were wobbly and he nearly fell into Veronica. She caught him and he found his balance. In that moment, they wrapped their arms around each other and clung together without moving.
 
   “I’m so glad to see you,” Veronica said as her eyes welled up. She moved her head from his shoulder and kissed him on the lips, taking Greg completely by surprise. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again.”
 
   “It’s, uh. It’s quite all right.” 
 
   She looked into his swollen eyes. They made her feel safe again. To Greg, her gray eyes were like an oasis. She passionately pressed her lips against his again, breathing heavily. This time he kissed her back. Then for a moment he just held her, rubbing his palm over her back, a kind of reassurance that they were going to be OK. 
 
   “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you for getting me out of here.”
 
   “Thank you for trying to rescue me,” she replied. “I’m sorry—” 
 
   Greg held his hand against her cheek. “No. No apologies.”
 
                 They stepped away from each other and began to strategize. Veronica’s pistol had four rounds in it; not nearly enough to take on Hodder’s army. Greg had heard of an underground armory from Joel. Veronica had heard the same from one of the doctors who had met his own fate at her hands. They both agreed that the key to any victory over Hodder relied on getting into the armory.
 
                 “There’s other people locked in these cells,” Veronica said. “I don’t know how many in all, but we can build our numbers. Give us a fighting chance.”
 
                 Greg was apprehensive about the idea. “We don’t know them. We don’t even know why they’re locked up.”
 
                 “We need them!” Veronica said, pacing. “They’re probably in here for the same reason we are: awaiting some ridiculous trial at the hands of these madmen.”
 
                 “I met a man we can trust,” Greg said. “I gave him and his family two rifles I stole from some guards. That gives us something.”
 
                 Veronica opened her mouth, ready to object. Greg held up his hand. “I’m not discounting any of these people locked up. I’m just saying that we need to be careful.”
 
                 “The clock is ticking, Greg. How long before another guard comes waltzing in here wondering what happened to his partner?”
 
                 “We move now. You have the keys ready?”
 
                 Veronica rolled her eyes and put her hands over her face. “I left them in the door. I can’t believe it.”
 
                 “It’s OK,” Greg assured her. “Let’s get our heads straight and get ready.”
 
                 Veronica suddenly rushed into his arms again. He held her gently. “We can do this,” he said. “I know we can.”
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 Bill Hodder walked across the stage overlooking the public square—his favorite place to be. It was where he felt he held the most power. Microphone in hand, he spoke endlessly to the people lined up in rows as his men conducted headcount checks. They had come up a few short. Anyone not present was immediately flagged. 
 
   Hodder was confident of the men he had guarding the bunkers, even the CDC researchers he rarely saw. Those people didn’t concern him. At the top of his wanted list was Joel’s family and the Freeman couple. A search of the base hadn’t yielded any results, which infuriated Hodder, but he knew that eventually he would run them down. He kept the tired crowd out under the hot sun to the point of exhaustion.
 
                 “If anyone can give me information on the whereabouts of Joel Carson, Jordan Carson, Ruby Carson, Rosie Carson, and Rhianna Carson, please let me know. I’m also looking for an elderly couple you may be familiar with, Dolores and Pat Freeman. The sooner we find these people, the sooner you can all go back to your living quarters.”
 
                 From below the stage, overlooking the crowd, Marcus stood next to Specialist Santos. He rolled his eyes and sighed. “He really knows how to drag things out lately.”
 
                 Santos looked at him but he was hard to read, given the thick sunglasses concealing his eyes. “I hear ya’. We could be out here all damn night. He better hurry up, I got some tail to get with later.”
 
                 Marcus scoffed. “Yeah right. Who?”
 
                 Santos laughed. “The Rodriguez girl. She’s taken a liking to me. What can I say?”
 
                 Marcus leaned in closer in disgust. “You and everyone else around the base. How much is it gonna cost you, two cases of MREs?”
 
                 “Hey, fuck you, puta,” Santos snapped. “You’re just a jealous old man.”
 
                 “Whatever,” Marcus said.
 
                 They both resigned themselves to looking out into the crowd as Hodder droned on endlessly from the stage. 
 
                 “It’s not just the numbers, my fellow survivors. I fear that friends of our terrorist outsiders may have infiltrated the base and perhaps taken them hostage. There is no way of knowing until we find our fellow residents.”
 
                 Marcus looked to Santos again. “Is he fucking serious?”
 
                 “Got to keep the people in line,” Santos said, shrugging.
 
                 Hodder looked out into the crowd with fire in his eyes. Despite his calm, concerned demeanor, inside, he was raging. He wanted to pull the crowd on stage one by one and hold a gun to their heads until they revealed the whereabouts of the traitors among them. Either that, or spill their brains on the wooden platform. It was all the same. He began to yell now, growing angrier. His requests soon turned to demands. He ordered the crowd to talk, but still no one said anything. 
 
                 “All right,” Hodder shouted into his microphone. “Have it your way.” He turned to one of his men standing guard on the ground. “You there, bring up the first person in line.”
 
                 The burly man went right to the first person, a young woman, and pulled her onstage. She fought every step of the way, screaming out for help. Hodder’s man dragged her up the steps and threw her on the platform at Hodder’s feet. 
 
                 “What we’re lacking here is the proper motivation!” Hodder paused and pulled his revolver from its holster. “One of you knows something, and we’re going to get to the bottom of it if it takes every last one of you!”
 
                 The woman pleaded as Hodder pointed the gun at her head. Instead, he kicked her down, shocking the crowd—and even some of his own men. He then pointed the revolver at the crowd as people fell to the ground and ducked their heads. 
 
                 “One of you knows, and we’re going to get to the bottom of it no matter the cost!”
 
   


 
  

Revolution
 
                 
 
   Greg and Veronica moved quickly from cell to cell and tried to open each door. Veronica unlocked the doors as Greg held the pistol at the ready. They were greeted by residents who were pale, frightened, and underweight. Many had been incarcerated for weeks. There were eight men of varying ages and three women in all. Each of them was confused and disoriented upon their release and had little clue to what was happening. 
 
   They had all been locked up under similar circumstances—suspected of aiding a resistance movement. Some had indeed played a part in what they were being accused of, though others had not. It became patently obvious to Greg that, under Hodder’s control, Base 42 had turned into a modern-day gulag. 
 
   They were normal people, for the most part, who had been through hell. Some were eager to fight back. Some had lost people close to them through disease or murder at the hands of Hodder’s men. Some had lost their will, while others had lost their way. Greg knew that they needed numbers and weapons. It would make all the difference. Once everyone was gathered outside their cells wearing orange and blue jumpsuits, Greg and Veronica stood in the middle of the hall to address them. 
 
   “This is our last chance to save not only ourselves, but the innocent people at this base,” Greg began. “We have tremendous odds against us, but as long as we unite, we can still do it. Veronica and I were prisoners here just like you. She managed to break out and free me. Now we’re offering the same chance to you. But freedom doesn’t mean a thing if we can’t leave this underground cell block. The real fight is out there.” Greg pointed up and then held up Veronica’s pistol.
 
   “This weapon makes all the difference. Hodder and his men are able to do whatever they want because the people they control are unarmed. But that is now about to change. Our plan is to get into the armory for more weapons. For this, we’ll need a few things. We’ll need people to help us take out the guards from both this bunker and the other one containing the armory. As we get to the armory, I’ll need a group to go to the hangar and gather some basic tools so I can bypass the vault and alarm system.”
 
   A skinny, scraggly man with long brown hair parted in the middle stepped forward. “How can you be sure that we will get in there, even with tools?”
 
   “In my job, I’ve installed many of the same systems that this base uses. I’m not one hundred percent, but it’s the best chance we have.”
 
   Veronica noticed the solemn, despondent faces of the people around them. 
 
   “Hey, we can do this, people. Greg and I were set for trial tomorrow.” No one said anything. “I have no doubt that they planned to kill us both. Look at us now. We have a chance to change everything.” A woman muttered, “Maybe.” Veronica smiled at her. “We’ve all suffered so much during this terrible time, but all is not lost. We control our fates, not the people who run this place.”
 
   A gray-haired woman wearing a faded jumpsuit stepped forward. “I’m sorry, I can’t do this. It’s just not right. The minute we emerge from the bunker, they’re going to gun us down. You don’t know what these people are capable of.”
 
   All eyes watched as she walked back into her cell and closed the door.
 
   Greg could see that some others felt the same way. “You can do things her way, or you can do them our way. But to willingly be a prisoner is the saddest thing of all. Join us and fight back.”
 
   “I’m in,” a man said, introducing himself as Brian. He was thin and young-looking despite the heavy bags under his eyes and his stooped shoulders. 
 
   “Me too,” a woman with curly red hair said. “I’m Carla.” 
 
   “You got my help,” a tall, slouching man said. “Name’s Ernie.” 
 
   Others called out in support too, and before long, Greg and Veronica had won them over to their cause. Having the support of a group of eleven was one thing; the task before them was a different animal altogether. They moved to the door leading up the stairs and out of the bunker. Greg took Veronica’s pistol and said that he would clear the room first. She nodded and waited with their new group as Greg pushed the door open and went up the stairs. Pistol in the air, he came to the top of the stairs and glanced around the corner. 
 
    
 
   In a small room off to the side, one of Hodder’s men was sleeping in a chair, with monitor screens in front of him. He was a tall man with short, thinning gray hair and a goatee. Greg could see a ledger full of scribblings on the table next to the man that said “Wade’s Journal.” The room was compact and tight with an operations table, phones, VHF radios, and five small black-and-white monitors. The man, who he assumed to be Wade, had slept through the entire escape from their cells. Maybe Hodder had been pushing them too long or maybe the man was just lazy; either way, he was about to wake up. 
 
   Greg approached from behind and pushed the pistol against his neck. “Hey,” he said. “Rise and shine.”
 
   Wade’s head drooped down and then he jerked up, suddenly awake and disoriented. Greg took a quick inventory of the room and saw the man’s rifle leaning against the table resting on its barrel. Wade tried to turn around, but Greg gripped his shoulder and told him to look straight ahead. 
 
   “If you don’t wanna get shot, do exactly what I say.”
 
   “Who the fuck are you?” Wade tried to twist away. Greg swung the handle of the pistol down hard on his head. Wade fell over and slammed into the operations table, holding his head in pain. He heaved, cursed, and moaned as Greg stood over him, ready to strike again. 
 
                 “No questions. Just listen.”
 
                 Wade remained slumped on the table covering his head. Greg looked over to the door leading out of the room. Next to it on the wall was a keypad. His head turned back to the man, who hadn’t made a move. 
 
                 “You’re going to help me get out of here. What’s the code?”
 
                 Wade’s voice shook. “I can’t do that. They’ll put me through the wringer if I let you out of here.”
 
                 Greg pushed the barrel against the Wade’s skull. “I’ll blow your brains out if you don’t. Which way do you wanna go?”
 
                 Wade hesitated, sobbing.  
 
   “Tell me the code!” Greg shouted. His voice shook the room.
 
   “Five nine seven nine!” Wade cried out. 
 
   Greg patted him on the back. “You see, that wasn’t so hard, was it? Now get up.”
 
   Wade slowly rose up from his chair. Greg looked around the room for something to tie him up with but couldn’t find anything. However, Wade’s long-sleeved black shirt would do the trick. “Take your shirt off.”
 
   “W-what?” Wade asked. 
 
   “Just do it.” Greg walked to the other door as the man slowly and reluctantly pulled his shirt off, exposing a chest and torso covered with scars and badly faded tattoos. 
 
   “It’s all clear!” Greg yelled down the stairs. He then heard Veronica and the rest of the group began to walk up. Greg walked past a shirtless Wade to the exit. He punched in the numbers and the door unlocked. 
 
   “Smart to not bullshit me,” Greg said. He cracked the door open and looked out. There was a long, dark cement tunnel angled upward where he could see daylight at the end. They were close. 
 
   He walked over to Wade and told him to turn around just as Veronica and the others showed up. With his pistol pointed at the man, Greg signaled to the group. 
 
   “One of you use his shirt and tie his arms together. Who knows how to tie a good knot?”
 
   A thirty-something man with shaggy hair and patches of scruff on his face stepped forward. “Hey, screw that, man. Shoot this son of a bitch!” 
 
   The group nodded along in support as others joined the call for blood. Veronica looked at their group with concern. She didn’t know how she felt about it. 
 
   “No,” Greg said. “Take him downstairs and lock him in one of the cells.”
 
   “Why?” an angry woman shouted out. “Would he do the same thing in our position? Look at him, he’s a common thug!”
 
    “It’s not worth the bullet. What are you going to do, beat him to death? Whatever humanity we still have, we have to hold onto it. When this is all over, that’s what’s going to matter.”
 
   Veronica was surprised to hear such words come from Greg’s mouth. She was almost sure he would have killed the man by now. Maybe their experiences had changed him. 
 
   After Wade was tied by his arms, Greg pushed him into the group. “Two of you lock him in the first cell, and then head back up here.”
 
   Two men nodded and grabbed Wade, pulling him along down the stairs. Greg told the group the plan for their next step.
 
    “We’re splitting into two teams: team A and Team B. For Team B, I need people light on their feet plus a good shooter. Team A, two good shooters and everyone else. Team A will go to the hangar as Team B takes a stationary position behind them to provide cover if needed. Team A will take one rifle for immediate defense while Team B will have two for cover. Once Team A is out of range, Team B will go to the other bunker, secure the entrance, and wait. Team A, you will meet us at the second bunker with whatever tools you can get from the hangar.”
 
   “Everyone does know where the other bunker is, right?” Greg asked. 
 
   The group nodded as the two men came back up the stairs after locking up the guard. 
 
   “Veronica and I will lead Team B.”
 
   Greg looked around the group. 
 
   “Brian?” he asked. 
 
   Brian looked up. “Yeah?”
 
   “You good with a weapon?”
 
   Brian nodded as Greg tossed him the rifle. He then looked to Ernie. “You and Brian take one other person and get me those tools.”
 
   “Sure thing,” Ernie said. “Let’s go, Alvara,” he continued, pulling a tanned and flummoxed-looking man out of the group.  
 
                 Greg looked to the group. “Team B—myself, Veronica, and the rest of you will move to the other bunker and wait outside the door. We have to be extra careful in our movements. Stick to the shadows—structures, buildings, dumpsters, whatever you can hide behind.”
 
   He wanted someone good with a rifle to lead Team A and someone who knew the best way to the other bunker to lead Team B.      
 
   “Once we have the tools, I’m pretty sure I can get us into the building. I know how to bypass these things in my sleep.”
 
   The group felt confident. Greg seemed to know what he was talking about. “Just watch your back and stay alert. It’s the best thing I can tell you. Now let’s move.”
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 Fortunately for Greg and the group, all attention was still on the commotion in the public square. Bill Hodder was growing more impatient by the hour. He prowled the stage from one side to the other, wearing his beret, fatigues, and aviator sunglasses. Their celebration following Greg’s capture was short-lived. Now he had other problems.
 
   He couldn’t trust his men, he couldn’t trust the people, and—with his reluctance to start randomly shooting anyone who he suspected of treason—he couldn’t trust himself. The exhausted people were now mostly lying on the hot pavement trying to fan themselves. Two had already been carried away, probably suffering from heat stroke. During a rambling speech on the new age of survivalism, Marcus—his most trusted enforcer—climbed onto the stage and urged him to soften his rhetoric.
 
                 “If anyone had any information on where the missing families went, I’m sure they would have told us by now.”
 
                 Hodder looked away, distracted as Marcus waited for some kind of response. Hodder moved the microphone away from him and covered it with his hand. 
 
                 “You believe in breaking points, right? Everyone has them. We’re about to find out.”
 
                 “Yeah, but—”
 
                 “It’s like this, Marcus. It may just be a family and it may just be an old couple no one cares about. That’s not the point. If one person shows us up, that’s all it takes. Then we lose everything. You, Alex, Santos, and the rest. You’re the muscle. You’ve been referred to as my enforcers. That’s fine. We all play an intricate part in this whole thing. But don’t forget whose vision is responsible for this.”
 
                 Marcus shook his head. “I won’t. I won’t forget for a second, trust me. But this shit has to stop. The men are losing their—”
 
                 Hodder snapped. “Their what? The men are losing what?” he shouted. All eyes went to the stage where it looked like a heated discussion was taking place. “Are they losing their faith in me as a leader? Losing their trust? Tell me.”
 
                 “I think you need to get out of the sun for a little bit,” Marcus said. 
 
                 Hodder said nothing. He turned away from Marcus and looked intently into the crowd.
 
                 “My main man, Marcus here, has gone a little soft. Surprising for a man who has done the things he’s done to now lecture me on how to run this base.”
 
   Marcus stood to the side, shaking his head as Hodder continued
 
   “He said it’s not fair to make you stand out here all day over information you may or may not have, and I concur.”
 
   Collective relief spread throughout the gathering. 
 
   “Which is why I’m going to wrap this up real quick.” He pushed past Marcus and kneeled at the front of the stage where Specialist Santos was standing. He whispered something into Santos’s ear and received an understanding nod in return. Santos gathered some of the other men and walked away. 
 
   “We’re going to have another lottery, ladies and gentlemen. Yes, that’s right. Another lottery.”
 
   Hodder clapped his hands together as the crowd remained less than enthused. 
 
   From a building next to the public square, Santos and four other men reemerged carrying the same buckets they had used for the previous lottery. 
 
   “Everyone is going to pick a number and when I call the number, you have the honor of coming on stage and telling me what you know about our missing residents. Thirty seconds to tell me something or you die. It’s that simple.”
 
   Everyone gasped. A few brave people shouted obscenities. Hodder looked knowingly at Marcus. “And Marcus here is going to be the one pulling the trigger.” Marcus’s eyes shot open in shock.
 
   The crowd was scared. They looked at each other with murmurs of confusion and fear. One of Hodder’s men came up to the first man in the crowd and presented him with the bucket. 
 
   “Take a number,” he said. 
 
   The man refused. “I can’t. I don’t know anything,” he cried. 
 
   Without hesitation, Hodder’s man butt-stroked him on the head. He fell to the ground as the people around him screamed. The bucket was pushed in the face of the next man, who immediately dug into it and took a ticket. 
 
   Then, some kind of ruckus drew Hodder’s attention to the far side of the square. He tried to see what all the commotion was but couldn’t make it out. “What’s going on over there?” he barked.
 
   “Nothing!” his man shouted. 
 
   Hodder turned to Marcus. “Well, I hope you’re good and ready for this.”
 
   Marcus stared ahead. “This ends here.”
 
   Hodder leaned in closer. “What? Pardon me.”
 
   “I said—”
 
   Suddenly, a shot rang out and a bullet went through Marcus’s chest. The crowd screamed and fell to the ground. Hodder stumbled back, not sure what had just happened. Marcus slumped to the ground in a bloody heap. All of Hodder’s mean raised their rifles, trying to get a fix on where the shot had come from. Hodder backed away from Marcus’s twitching body and looked up. On top of the nearest building overlooking the square, he saw smoke. He jumped at the sight.  
 
   “They’re on the roof!” He pointed, consumed with rage, ordering his men to open fire. “Get them now!” 
 
   His men ran to the building, firing into the air. From the top, Joel backed away and hid behind the ledge with his family nearby. The Freemans were taking cover too, lying on the asphalt surface of the roof. The guard towers were in the distance and not close enough to get a good shot at him. He didn’t know that Greg and the others had escaped and believed that he had only that moment to take out Hodder. But he had failed.  
 
   “Damn it, I missed,” Joel said. He and Pat Freeman were on the roof, both of them holding rifles. “I was going for Hodder but hit one of his men instead,”  
 
   “We better get ready for an onslaught,” Pat said. 
 
   “Everyone take cover!” Joel shouted. 
 
   


 
  

              
 
   ***
 
                 Running down the sloped tunnel, Greg, Veronica, and five of the others had made it to the second bunker under the navigation of a burly man named Shane. As Greg’s group approached the door into the bunker, they could hear gunshots from afar. 
 
                 “Holy shit,” Shane said with heavy breaths. “Did they get them?” He looked at Greg. “You think they got the other team?”
 
                 Greg listened carefully as another faint pop went off. 
 
                 “No, that’s coming from the public square. The hangar is on the opposite side of the base.”
 
                 “What do we do now?” a woman said in a quivering voice. 
 
                 “Everyone just calm down,” Greg said. “We proceed with the plan. This bunker is too important to abandon. It’s our only hope of fighting back. Now everyone stay away from the door in case one of the guards comes rushing out.”
 
                 The group backed away as Greg kept the pistol aimed at the door. Veronica leaned against the wall close to him and spoke into his ear. 
 
                 “What do we do once we get in? We only have four rounds left.”
 
                 Greg looked at her and handed her the pistol. “You fire as soon as I breach the door.” 
 
                 Veronica took the pistol and felt the weight of it in her hand and the weight on her shoulders. 
 
                 Greg looked at her and nodded. She could tell he was intensely focused on the mission at hand. They heard footsteps above and then saw silhouettes of a group running down the tunnel. 
 
                 “They’re shooting out there,” Ernie said, running toward them with a tool bag swinging in his hand.
 
                 “I know, but it seems unrelated to us,” Greg answered. 
 
                 “Maybe the resistance has already started,” Carol, the red-haired woman, interjected. 
 
                 Ernie handed Greg the bag. “Here, I got most of what you asked for. Flathead, Philips head, wire cutters, splicers…um… needle nose pliers, and a flashlight.”
 
                 “Perfect,” Greg said. “Great work.”
 
                 Ernie shrugged as Greg pulled the flashlight from the bag and handed it to him. “I hope it helps.”
 
                 They walked to the keypad as everyone stood aside. Veronica kept a steady aim at the center of the bunker entrance door, knowing that armed guards would be waiting on the other side. Greg immediately went to work on the security panel next to the door. He used a small screwdriver to remove the panel and then pulled out the keypad and began splicing and reconnecting the wires. For Ernie, it was like watching a master at work. After a few tense moments, a beep was heard over the keypad. 
 
                 “Get ready,” Greg said. 
 
                 They could hear the lock click as Greg pulled the door open. Inside, two armed guards were playing cards at a table only a few feet away. They were taken completely by surprise as the door swung open. Their rifles were slung around their shoulders, and they tossed their cards away and jumped up. 
              “Drop your weapons!” Greg shouted. 
 
                 Before Greg could continue, Brian stormed the room with his rifle and sprayed it with bullets, blasting both men away. They hit the ground, their bodies riddled with bullet wounds. Both Greg and Veronica were stunned by Brian’s actions. He turned to them with a satisfied grin but could clearly see that they weren’t happy.
 
                 “What?” he said defensively. “We’re alive, aren’t we? Who gives a shit?”
 
                 “Right…” Greg said. “The thing is, Brian, we need to be on the same page at every call. Those guards could have information we need about getting into the vault.”
 
                 “Come on, Greg. You said you could get in there, no problem.”
 
                 “Listen. Out there in the open, it’s kill or be killed, but in tight spaces, especially secure rooms like this, we have to use tact.”
 
                 Brian said no more. 
 
   “Just please be more careful. Acting like a gung-ho maniac will get you or someone else killed.” Greg looked to the group still standing outside the entrance door. “Let’s go, everyone. We have a vault to breach.”
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 The firefight continued from the rooftop as Joel and Pat took random shots at Hodder’s men whenever they got the chance. Joel knew he had started something the minute he took his shot, but it was the last chance he thought he would have to take Hodder out. He then realized that it had been a bad move.
 
   Jordan, their three children, and Dolores hid behind a large air vent in the center of the roof. Despite the extensive searches through the base, Hodder’s men had never thought to look on the roofs of the buildings, and it was exactly what Joel had been counting on. Now he had unleashed their fury.
 
                 “We’re on our own,” he said to Pat as bullets whizzed by their heads. “Conserve your ammunition. Pretty soon they’ll figure out how we got up here.”
 
                 Pat nodded while keeping his rifle close. The public square had since been evacuated, and they could only see glimpses of Hodder’s men hiding wherever they could and taking shots at them. Joel figured that Hodder’s men planned to wait until Joel and Pat ran out of ammo. For that reason, he told Pat to fire only when he had to. 
 
                 Though Hodder and his men were dumbfounded trying to figure out how Joel and his crew had gotten on the roof of the building, it was rather simple. They had used ratchet straps, smuggled from the hangar, and linked them together to make a makeshift grappling system. Normally used to tie down and secure cargo loads, the ratchet straps made a perfect climbing tool. Joel climbed up first, dropped the line, pulled up his children, dropped the line again, and so on. Their survival, however, depended on a zero-sum game. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
   Greg’s team quickly moved to the vault door—a single iron door in a small hallway—and Greg got to work on the digital combination lock. Like most vaults, he knew that the alarm system module was inside. If armed, he’d have very little time to disable it. It would go off immediately, alerting Hodder to a breach, but if he could shut it off in time, Hodder might be more distracted by the shooting outside than by the alarm briefly triggering. Sweat poured down his forehead as everyone gathered around, waiting anxiously. 
 
   Greg disassembled the front of the lock and turned the knob carefully, looking for the right pattern.
 
   “How much longer?” Brian asked, pacing nervously.
 
   “Brian, please,” said Ernie. “Let the man work.” 
 
   After a few moments, Greg broke the combination. He looked at Veronica, nodded, and then lifted up on the large metal handle. He heard a metallic click and told the group to be ready. He pulled the door open and an ear-piercing alarm triggered immediately. They only had moments to try to save their lives and fight back. 
 
   “Grab any weapons you see!” Greg shouted, rushing in. There were weapons racks containing up to thirty M4 carbine rifles, untouched. Boxes of ammunition and empty magazines sat on the floor atop a pallet. The group moved in fast and grabbed the rifles. Veronica found some 9mm ammo and magazines and loaded them while the group zeroed in on a pallet of 5.56mm rounds and loaded the magazines as fast as they could. 
 
   Greg found the alarm system box and pried it open. He then moved systematically to disarm it by splicing the wires and removing circuit boards. Sweat trickled down his forehead as he moved carefully to remove just the right components. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 Hodder was squatting behind the stage for protection, watching the roof of the building, when he heard the alarm go off over all the loud speakers. 
 
                 “What the hell was that?” he shouted to Alex, who was standing next to him. 
 
                 “I don’t know. Sounds like the arms room alarm went off. Johnson must have set it off or something. Dumbass.”
 
                 Alex’s attention was focused on the shooter on the roof. Several of the men had advanced closer to the building. 
 
                 “Get on your radio and ask Johnson why he tripped the alarm,” Hodder said. 
 
   To Alex, he was beginning to sound like some nagging parent. He looked at Hodder with a blank stare. 
 
                 “Do it already! We could have armory breach! This shit could all be orchestrated.”
 
                 Another shot fired from the roof, causing Alex and Hodder to duck.
 
                 “Son of a bitch!” Hodder said. “Kill those bastards!”
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 Greg’s group was armed and ready. So far, everything was going to plan. The hardest part, however, was now upon them. Regular men and women—they would all have to fight. Hodder’s men were experienced shooters and killers while some of Greg’s group had never fired a weapon before in their life. Their numbers were such that everyone had to fight. It was the only way. As they gathered in the outside tunnel, Greg briefly went over some fundamentals to the novices. 
 
                 “You align the rear sight and front sight and aim at the center of your target. Control your breathing and keep the weapon as steady as possible. As you exhale, gently squeeze the trigger once your target is in sight. Hodder’s men will most likely be using concealment, so we need to use the element of surprise to our advantage.”
 
                 The group listened attentively as Greg pointed to Brian.
 
                 “You and I will take out the two guards in each tower. Ernie, you lead the rest of the group directly to the public square and take out as many of Hodder’s men as possible. And if anyone finds Hodder, keep him alive, because he’s mine.”
 
                 Shots continued to ring out from outside. Nervousness and anxiety began to spread through the group as the time to move came closer. 
 
                 “Is everyone ready?” Greg asked. 
 
                 “Yes,” they answered in unison. 
 
                 Veronica stepped forward and Greg grabbed her arm. 
 
                 “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
                 “I’m following Ernie.”
 
                 “With a pistol? You should have grabbed a long-range weapon.”
 
                 “This is what I know. I’ll be fine, Greg, really.”
 
                 Greg knew better than to challenge Veronica, especially with all eyes on them. He released her arm and gave her an understanding look. “Just please be careful,” he said. 
 
                  With that, everyone was ready to go.  
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 They charged up the tunnel with Greg and Brian in the lead. The minute they emerged, sunlight nearly blinded them. Greg and Brian split off and ran to the guard towers on their left as the rest of the group moved toward the public square. There were ten or so of Hodder’s men crouched down at different points around Joel and Pat’s building, blissfully unaware of the advancing militia. 
 
                 Frustrated, Hodder ran off the stage and toward the bunkers to investigate. Upon Hodder’s departure, the citizen’s militia followed Ernie and Veronica to the center of the public square where Hodder’s men were open and exposed with their backs to them. From the top of the roof, Joel took a peek and couldn’t believe his eyes. There were people fighting back. He fired his rifle into the air just to distract Hodder’s men further. 
 
                 “Take positions,” Ernie said. The group dispersed to different spots from behind and around the platform stage. They crept up behind Alex and Tom, two of Hodder’s men, who were taken completely by surprise.  
 
                 “What the fuck?” Alex said. 
 
                 Veronica was quick to react and fired bullets into each of the men, both head shots. They dropped like rocks to the ground as Hodder’s other men, only ten feet away, remained focused on the shooter on the roof. Specialist Santos, however, turned around and saw something strange: fresh blood all over the stage. He then noticed some people in dirty blue and orange jumpsuits. 
 
                 “Behind you, we got company!” he shouted. 
 
                 Hodder’s men turned around, confused. 
 
                 “Fire!” Veronica shouted. 
 
                 The citizen’s militia fired their rifles, hitting three of Hodder’s men right away. Santos jumped behind the other side of the crate he was using for concealment. There was a pause in the assault. One of the men in Greg’s group had a weapon’s malfunction. A woman forgot to pull her charging handle back. Their first assault was sloppy, but they still managed to take out five of Hodder’s clueless men in the process. 
 
                 “They’re behind the stage!” Santos yelled. 
 
                 “Get down!” Veronica yelled to her people. 
 
                 Bullets flew over them. The man with the weapon’s jam was torn to pieces just as another man on Greg’s team took one in the head. Ernie and Veronica both urged the group to fire back, and bullets began to fly in both directions. The chaotic gunfight intensified once Joel and Pat got back into the mix. From above, Joel noticed that the majority of Hodder’s men were pinned down. He scanned the square. There were five dead men on the pavement and seven more firing into the stage. Suddenly he saw his target and aimed at Specialist Santos. It was one shot he was confident that he wasn’t going to miss. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
   Greg and Brian ran in a crisscross pattern toward the guard towers. The guards, feeling threatened by the gunfire in the public square, had radioed for more men, asking for help. The distraction gave Greg and Brian a chance to find concealed positions below each tower. Greg gave the go-ahead and they took their shots. Both guards were struck through the head without knowing what hit them. They fell over the tower railing, plummeting forty-feet below and splitting their heads open on the concrete below. Brian looked to Greg, and Greg looked back with a signal to join the fight in the public square. It felt like they were winning. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 Hodder knew something was terribly wrong. The amount of gunfire was perplexing. It no longer involved a lone shooter on the roof. He pulled his Colt .45 from its holster and backed against the nearest building. He called his men on the radio, demanding a status report, but no one answered. 
 
   Could this really be it? Could the resistance actually be winning? he thought. 
 
   For a split second, the irony of the situation hit him; he was now on the losing side of a mutiny much like his own. But he wasn’t going to go down without a fight. Base 42 was his, and he’d do whatever was left in his power to hold onto it. He crouched down against the building behind an oil drum to strategize. Suddenly he saw two men running past the building. If he didn’t know any better, he’d say one of the men looked just like Greg. 
 
   How? he thought. How is it possible?  
 
   He raised his revolver and fired at the closest man. A deafening blast erupted from his gun. The shot hit Brian’s leg and brought him to the ground. Greg stopped as Brian’s rifle slid across the concrete. He was as taken by surprise as Brian, and he quickly jumped behind another oil drum, similar to the one Hodder was hiding behind. 
 
   Brian lay on the ground struggling. Just as he reached for Greg, another shot rang out, splitting his head open. Greg jumped back behind the oil drum and held his rifle close to his chest. Hodder examined the carnage with satisfaction. 
 
   “Greg!” he yelled out. “This isn’t over yet. You think your rag-tag group of misfits can take over my base? You’re dead wrong, my friend. Dead wrong!”
 
   Greg looked out from behind the oil drum toward the direction of Hodder’s voice. 
 
   “It’s over, Hodder!” Greg shouted. “You lost. Your men are dead. There may be two or so running around, but we neutralized this base. Best for you to surrender if you want to stay alive.”
 
   Hodder laughed. “You really expect me to believe that? You’re the kind of man who would kill someone just out of spite. You wanna know how I know that? Because we’re the same, Greg! Two sides of the same coin.”
 
   He stopped and looked all around just to see if anyone was sneaking up on him. After taking a deep breath, he continued. 
 
    “You may act noble, but you’re no different. We’ve both killed, but you justify your killing while condemning mine. In the end, it’s all the same.”
 
   “Very poetic,” Greg said. “This is your last chance, Hodder.”
 
   He turned around facing in Hodder’s direction and balanced the barrel of his rifle on top of the oil drum. He was looking for a clean shot, any shot, but Hodder was completely concealed. He then fired two shots into Hodder’s oil drum. All that followed was laughter. 
 
   “Gonna take a lot more than that to put a hole through these drums.”
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 The firefight continued in the public square. Only two of Hodder’s men remained, though they were pinned down. Ernie had a plan. He had his group provide cover fire as he ran around the public square to get Hodder’s men from the other side. He was in the process of running around the very same building Joel was positioned atop of. Once in position, he saw both Hodder’s men hiding, crouched down with their backs against wood crates and cinderblocks. Both their weapons were on the ground and it was clear they were out of ammo. 
 
   Their dirty faces were stricken with fear. Ernie studied them for a moment and then came to a decision. Something Greg had said earlier stuck out for him. It was something about humanity.
 
                 He approached the men and told them to put their hands in the air. Wide-eyed, the men jumped up and held their hands out, begging him not to shoot. 
 
                 “I’m not going to kill you. That is, as long as you do what I say. Whether you die or not today, that’s entirely on you.”
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 The group rallied around the stage platform after their sweeping victory against Hodder’s men. Ernie signaled to Joel and Pat, still stationed at the top of the building, that the area was clear. Joel’s heart leaped and he hugged Pat, taking the old man completely off guard. The only remaining problem they had was getting off the building. 
 
   Veronica met up with Ernie and they assessed their numbers. They had lost some men: Keagan, Josh, two young men in their thirties, and Terry, a gruff man nearing fifty-five. Outside the base, they undoubtedly had family somewhere. Family who would have to know how hard they fought and how their efforts had made a difference in saving everyone else. 
 
   Hodder’s force had been completely annihilated. The men among his mob most likely had concerned family too, somewhere. But their tale would not be one of sacrifice or courage—instead, their actions would live in infamy. Once all the gunfire ended, people began to stream out of their living quarters, weary and nervous. 
 
                 Ernie and Veronica took charge and assured everyone that Hodder’s men had been defeated. No one really knew what to say. It didn’t seem real. Ernie had his team start collecting the rifles of Hodder’s dead men. The two enforcers taken prisoner were led to the stage and held at gunpoint while the citizen militia did a sweep of the area. One particularly dazed, blonde-haired woman walked around the courtyard trying to understand what had just happened. She nearly tripped over a rifle, then bent down and picked it up. 
 
                 From the roof, Joel rappelled down the building. Once he reached the bottom, he carefully assisted his family in coming down the ratchet straps. Veronica stood on the stage overlooking everything. She felt euphoric about their victory but was also worried. Greg was nowhere in sight. She asked Ernie if he had seen him.
 
                 Ernie picked up the microphone to address everyone, but it didn’t seem to be turned on. He then turned to her. “No, I haven’t. I’m sure he’s running around here somewhere.” There was also the question of Hodder’s whereabouts. Ernie was confident that they’d come across his body soon enough. 
 
                 “Can you call him on the microphone?” she asked.
 
                 Ernie tried. The microphone was turned on, but maybe it had shorted out. “PA system must have gotten damaged by all of the gunfire.”
 
                 Veronica jumped off the stage and walked alongside the building calling Greg’s name. She came to the end, turned the corner, and walked around it, pistol in hand. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
   ***
 
                 Greg remained ducked behind the barrel trying to assess the situation. Hodder was slippery, and he wasn’t going to go down without a fight. Maybe they weren’t so different after all. 
 
                 “Your call, Greg!” Hodder shouted. “Why don’t we go ahead and settle this like men? You come out from behind your barrel and I’ll come out from behind mine. Our weapons will be low and at the ready. Twenty paces and all that shit. Then we fire, just like an old-fashioned duel.”
 
                 “Not going to happen,” Greg said. “I have the advantage here. All you’re doing is dragging this out more than it needs to be.”               
 
                 Veronica suddenly came around the corner only to see Hodder sitting against a barrel with his head tilted in the opposite direction and calling to Greg. At first she froze. He hadn’t noticed her yet. She raised her pistol just as his head turned to her. His revolver was down and at his waist. His hand hovered over its handle. Their eyes locked on each other.
 
                 “Well, well. Ms. Veronica. How about that?”
 
                 “I should shoot you right now. Where’s Greg?”
 
                 Hodder laughed and signaled behind him. “He’s pinned down just like me, right over there.”
 
                 Veronica quickly glanced ahead and saw Brian’s dead body lying on the ground in a pool of blood. Her eyes went back to Hodder, who seemed entirely too amused. 
 
                 “You’re right,” Hodder said. “You should shoot me. But I assume you’ve done a lot of shooting already. Are you sure you have any rounds left?”
 
                 Veronica held the pistol firmly. Her mind raced for the answer. She didn’t know. Hodder could sense her doubt. 
 
                 “That’s what I thought,” he said. “I, on the other hand, know that I have five .45 caliber bullets in here, enough to blow your head clean off.”
 
                 Veronica squeezed the trigger and the gun clicked. Her body seized, but she tried to hide the fear.
 
                 Hodder laughed again and tilted his head back. “Greg!” he shouted. “What was that about you saying you had the advantage? I think the game has changed.”
 
                 Greg looked over and saw Veronica standing in the distance. He threw his rifle on the ground and stood up. “All right, Hodder. You got me! Don’t hurt her.”
 
                 Veronica stood, frozen. Her eyes watched as Hodder’s hand went for his revolver.
 
                 Suddenly a female voice sounded behind her. “Step aside.”
 
                 Veronica moved to the side and Hodder then saw a distraught blonde-haired woman holding a rifle. Much to his confusion, she had it aimed right at him. 
 
                 “Do you remember me?” she asked. 
 
                 Hodder narrowed his eyes, trying to recognize her. “Um. Refresh my memory.”
 
                 “My name is Judy Russell. You shot my husband in the head. Executed him like an animal in front of hundreds of people. You stole my children from me and murdered them. You took everything possible from me. Now, I have nothing left. The only thing I have left is sending you to Hell.”
 
                 A month prior, Judy and her husband, Aaron, had been given a public trial for hiding a sick child, their daughter Sarah. They were accused of harboring an infected person on the base, and Sarah and their son, Freddy, were taken from them, never to see the light of day again. Hodder ordered one of his men to shoot Aaron on stage in front of everyone. Hodder had made her a childless widow. He thought that he had broken her completely. She had become a mute. Defeated. Catatonic even. But she had always been plotting.  
 
    
 
                 Hodder swallowed. His Adam’s apple moved up and down. There wasn’t much to say. He knew that he was at the end. His only hope was that, like Veronica’s pistol, Judy’s weapon was out of rounds. He tried anyway.  
 
                 “Judy, look. You knew the rules on sick family members. They are to be reported immediately. You and your husband violated those rules. You violated our trust—”
 
                 She unloaded the weapon into him in a blinding burst of gunfire. His body instantly went limp as round after round tore through him in an eruption of fury. After expending the magazine, all that remained of Hodder was little more than ravaged organs, bone, and blood splatter. Judy stared ahead with tears running down her cheeks. She tossed the weapon aside as Veronica stood near her in shock. The woman didn’t say a word. She walked away like a zombie, ignoring Veronica’s calls to come back.   
 
    
 
   


 
  

The Aftermath
 
                 
 
   Veronica called to Greg as he picked up his rifle and ran to her. He had seen the woman, Judy, unload her rifle, toss it on the ground, and simply walk away. Greg pulled Veronica close and squeezed her tightly. He lifted her off the ground as she wrapped her arms around him. 
 
                 “Hello,” she said, looking at Greg as tears welled in her eyes. He set her down and they took a quick glance at Hodder’s bullet-riddled body only a few feet away. She turned away as Greg tried to figure out what happened. 
 
                 “Who was that woman?” he asked.
 
                 “I don’t know. She said her name was Judy and that Hodder had killed her family. Guess some vendettas are larger than others.” 
 
                 “Our plan worked though,” Greg said. “We’re alive and we did it.”
 
                 “What about all these people? All the things they’ve been through. Where do we even start?”
 
                 “They’re free now,” Greg answered. “They can do whatever they want.”
 
                 Veronica looked at the ground. “For now.”
 
                 Greg placed a hand on her shoulder. “Let’s go check on everyone.”
 
                 She looked up and studied his face. It was still consumed by bruises, cuts, and scabs, but it was the face of a man she couldn’t help feeling something for. 
 
                 “OK. I’m ready.”
 
                 They walked back to the public square as people continued to flow out of their living quarters, surveying the carnage around them. Ernie stood on the stage with the other freed prisoners and explained to the crowd what had happened. He declared it a new day for Base 42; a day of victory, hope, and survival.   
 
                 “We fought back hard and we won. The brutality of Bill Hodder’s reign has come to an end. He spent months lying, terrorizing, and controlling us, and in the end, he broke the spirits of many of you. Now it’s over.”
 
                 Greg and Veronica entered the square as everyone’s eyes followed them. Many people still feared them.
 
                 “It’s the terrorist!” a frazzled woman screamed. 
 
                 Roars of protest began to echo throughout the crowd. Greg pushed his way to the stage as Veronica followed. 
 
                 “Greg!” Joel shouted out from the crowd. He pushed through as well and ran to Greg, hugging him. Surprised, Greg stood with his arms to the side and slowly brought one arm to Joel’s back. 
 
                 “Thank you,” Joel said. “We’re so grateful for what you’ve done.”
 
                 The crowd was noticeably confused by the embrace of the two men. Ernie continued to talk from the stage. 
 
                 “They’re not terrorists. They’re the reason we’re standing here right now. As you know, many of us were accused of being a part of some resistance movement. Some of us were, but it made no difference to Bill Hodder. He killed us indiscriminately. His crimes were immeasurable, and he would have won had it not been for these two people. They freed us from our cells, urged us to fight back, and because of them, we’re all free. And I’m proud, as we all should be, to call them friends.”
 
                 The crowd stood in stunned silence. Their minds had been so scrambled by Hodder’s propaganda, they had no idea what to think. 
 
                 “Hear, hear!” a man shouted from the crowd. 
 
                 Applause grew lightly and then caught on as the entire crowd began to cheer. 
 
                 “Come on up here, Greg. Say a few words,” Ernie said.
 
                 “Yeah, say something!” Joel said, clapping. His wife, Jordan, soon met up with them and hugged both Greg and Veronica.
 
                 Greg looked around, feeling a tad overwhelmed. Everyone seemed to like them now. He climbed on stage at Ernie’s behest and then held out his hand for Veronica.
 
                 She shook her head and refused. “Come on,” Greg said. “I’m not saying a word until you join me.” 
 
                 Veronica reluctantly took his hand as he pulled her up. The crowd continued to cheer as Greg took the stage. He didn’t like all the attention but figured he’d try to tell them what he knew. He wanted to try to bring life back into their defeated faces.  
 
                 “These brave people on stage are the real reason we defeated the men who held you prisoner. We couldn’t have done it without them. And none of us would have been freed without Veronica.”
 
                 Veronica smiled as the crowd applauded. 
 
                 Greg continued. “Bill Hodder has been defeated. His body is lying on the other side of this building. We’re pretty sure that all of his men are dead as well. Unfortunately, we lost some brave men of our own.”
 
                 Ernie cut in. “We actually took two of Hodder’s men prisoner.”
 
                 Greg nodded. “That makes three prisoners total. What we do to them will dictate what kind of people we are from here on out. Veronica and I plan to leave, as I’m sure many of you will. Those who stay have a lot of work to do. Things are pretty bad out there. We have no news on the Ebola epidemic, and the entire state has been cut off and isolated from aid, at least according to the last news reports we heard. The virus could very well still be a threat. But nothing, I feel, is worse than what all of you have endured.”
 
                 He looked out into the crowd. A child’s face—a young boy sitting atop his father’s shoulder—caught Greg’s eye. “I suggest we open the gates and take our chances out there. We can’t be scared of the world anymore. It’s time to venture out and reclaim our lives. It’s time to live.”
 
                 The crowd clapped and cheered. He hoped that he got through to them. With that, he felt he had said enough and offered the floor to Veronica. She declined and nearly ran off the stage before he grabbed her. She refused anyway, and they both walked off the stage together. 
 
                 “To the gates!” Ernie said to more applause. 
 
    
 
                 Under the overcast sky, all one hundred thirty-four people began to flow from the public square down a concrete path toward the front gates. Greg and Veronica followed Ernie, with everyone eager to see the desert beyond the walls. Just as they began moving in a mass group, they heard the sound of helicopters in the distance. Faces looked up into the sky with excitement as the rumbling in the sky deepened.
 
                 “Helicopters?” Veronica asked Greg. 
 
                 “Not a moment too soon, eh?” he answered.
 
                 They continued to walk as the crowd got to the gate. Ernie and his men took the lead, shot the padlock off the chain, and then pushed the gate open to raucous applause. Men, women, and children poured outside and into the majestic sight of the open Sun Valley desert. They weren’t sure what to do or where to go. Ebola was still a fear among most. Veronica brought Greg to the side and told him that she wanted to sit. They moved away and sat atop a small dirt hill. She took his hand in hers and squeezed it. 
 
                 “You’re right,” she said. 
 
                 “About what?” Greg asked, turning to her.
 
                 “That we have a lot of work to do.”
 
                 Greg nodded.
 
                 Veronica continued. “But I’m hopeful. I want to know what is going on in the world. How bad the disease has gotten.” She laughed. “Mainly I just want to get the hell out of this state.”
 
                 “We will,” Greg said, stroking her back. “We will.”
 
                 The helicopters coming into view were unmistakably military.
 
   “Are they coming to help these people?” Veronica asked.
 
                 “If so, it’s long overdue,” Greg said. 
 
                 They stared out into the rolling hills, sprawling mountains, and rugged terrain of a wide-open valley. 
 
                 “We should get going,” Greg said. “I’ve got a jeep hidden only a half mile from here.”
 
                 “What about the van?” Veronica asked. 
 
                 “I’ve got that hidden up the mountain.”
 
                 Veronica smiled. “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?”
 
                 “Yep,” Greg said, standing up. Veronica quickly grabbed his leg. 
 
                 “No, not yet. I want to sit for a moment. Get my thoughts together.” 
 
                 Greg crouched back down and sat, nodding his head. For a moment, they were silent. The helicopters were in range. There were three of them. The crowd instinctively spread out more, waving and shouting into the air. The sky was a thick blue and the line of mountains on the horizon was comforting. 
 
   “You were always asking me about my past. Well, I’ve been doing some thinking,” Greg began.
 
   Veronica looked over at him with renewed interest, intrigued by his mystique.
 
                 The helicopters flew over the base, dangerously close to the ground, then circled around and flew over again. The people chased after them, waving their arms. They began to land some hundred yards away from the base. Greg and Veronica’s hair flew up wildly as dust clouds engulfed the crowd and drifted over. 
 
   Greg paused to gather his thoughts, then continued. “And there’s no reason to dredge it up. It’s a pointless exercise.”
 
   He turned to her and placed a hand over hers. “I have to go somewhere else. Relocate and start all over again. I’m sorry; that’s just the way it has to be. It’s how I live.”
 
   Veronica stared into his eyes. “You’re taking me with you.”
 
   “You don’t mean that,” Greg said. “You think you mean that because of all we’ve been through, but it will pass.”
 
   “I don’t know anyone else who would risk their life for me the way you have. That means something, Greg. It has to mean something.”
 
   “It does. It means that you’re worth it.”
 
   Veronica looked up at him and smiled. “I want to be with you, Greg. I can’t handle all of this disease and death everywhere without you.”
 
   She leaned forward and gave him a soft kiss on the lips. “And I know that you want to be with me, too.”
 
   Greg wasn’t sure what to say. She was right. He took her hand and kissed the back of it. “You do have very pretty eyes.”
 
   Veronica laughed as the helicopters blew another cloud of dust in their direction. The crowd swarmed around the helicopters like prisoners of war being rescued. 
 
    Greg stood up and held his hand out and helped her up. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   They walked off, away from the crowd, the noise, and the helicopters and toward the ravine where the jeep was parked. No one took notice of their leave, and they announced it to no one. They were simply two people walking hand-in-hand along the desert under an overcast blue sky. The epidemic could be raging across half the country for all they knew, but something told Greg that it had subsided. But if it hadn’t, they would go find a safe place, if such a place existed within their travels.
 
   Their story would continue and the world would face other disasters, epidemics, and pandemics years down the road. They continued their walk, happy to be alive and happy to have each other. They left Base 42 without a second thought. Sometimes it was better to not look back.  
 
   The adventure ends…for now. 
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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Smoke billowed throughout the entire base. Screams were muffled by the sounds of sirens and blasts coming from every direction. There wasn’t a safe place to hide. They were caught off guard. Shrapnel and fires from the bombs of enemy aircraft ravaged the naval ships. Crewman were burned, maimed, and blasted to pieces.
 
    
 
   Men attempting to escape from the smaller ships through the water were either dragged down by their own equipment or by the hundreds of others desperately trying to stay alive. Those that survived the waters were mowed down by the swarming aircraft that picked them off like fish in a barrel.
 
    
 
   This harbor was supposed to be impenetrable. The shallow waters made it impossible for submarine assault, and they were too far out of reach for any airstrike to be effective without being picked up by their radars. However, all of those securities were blown apart, along with 21 ships that were sunk or damaged, including 8 battleships and 188 aircraft.
 
    
 
   The attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941 took the lives of 2,471 Americans as Japanese fighter pilots decimated the naval air base. Those events reverberated throughout the rest of the United States and propelled us into World War II.
 
    
 
   Over 70 years later, the American military is still considered the most powerful military force in the world. A large portion of how a military’s power is defined comes from the prowess of its navy. In 2011, the U.S. Navy controlled almost fifty percent of the world’s naval power. The second largest percentage was the Russian Navy, which came in at around eleven percent. 
 
    
 
   The homeport for the United States Pacific Fleet is the San Diego Naval Base. It is home to forty-nine navy ships, two Coast Guard cutters, five military sealift command logistical support platforms, and many research and auxiliary vessels. This base has played a pivotal role in the relief efforts of natural and terrorist disasters. It is the central logistical hub for the entire Southwest region for the American Navy.
 
    
 
   There is an annual exercise to simulate an attack on the naval base to ensure that police and military personnel stay on their toes. They go over legitimate scenarios of how a person, or persons, could sneak onto the base to cause serious destruction or harm to military personnel and equipment. These role-playing incidents cover anything from a boat attack to enemy divers placing bombs underwater. The San Diego Naval Base considers itself thoroughly prepared for any attack.
 
    
 
   So did Pearl Harbor.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 2 
 
    
 
   Clouds drifted across the grey morning sky. The sun lazily poked its head above the horizon. The orange light hit the window of a small one-story house in the suburbs of San Diego. The light forced its way through a small crack where the curtains came together, hitting Jim in his closed left eye. 
 
    
 
   The alarm clock buzzed and Jim’s eye squinted open, his light brown pupils hesitant to greet the morning. He clicked the alarm off. He sat up, rested his feet on the soft carpet, and lingered there for a moment stretching his neck. He ran his hands through his short hair and rubbed his face.
 
    
 
   Jim Farr was a slender, toned man in his late thirties. He had some premature greying hair speckled into his scalp and along the stubble on his face, although with him closing in on forty, he wasn’t sure the phrase “premature” really applied anymore.
 
    
 
   He pulled the curtains open. His eyes were met with a quiet stillness reserved for lazy Sundays, even though it was only Tuesday. A slight purring came from beneath his feet. His cat, Tigs, wrapped her body around his legs. He smiled at her as she made her figure eights, meowing for her breakfast. Jim reached down and picked her up. “Let’s eat.”
 
    
 
   The small kitchen was clean and tidy. A gas stove was sandwiched in between the counters with a microwave above it. Jim reached for the cat food in the small pantry. The tin can cracked open and Tigs bounced around excitedly. Jim dumped the brown mush into her bowl. He grabbed the water bowl, refilled it, and placed it down next to her as she chewed on her breakfast. He gave her a pat and then headed back down the hallway.
 
    
 
   Jim opened a skinny door at the end of the hallway where a large black safe lined the side of the closet. Blankets, first aid kits, water, and canned goods lined the rest of the remaining shelf space. He unzipped a large backpack on the floor and rummaged through the small portions of food, water, and medical supplies inside it. He took note of his inventory on a checklist sheet, going along and marking the items off as he came across them. He flipped a bag of instant oatmeal over in his hand and read the expiration date. It was the very same day. Jim left the rest of the materials in his bag and leaned it against the doorframe. 
 
    
 
   In the kitchen, Jim tossed the oatmeal packet on the table and rummaged through one of the kitchen cabinets. He pulled out a new box of instant oatmeal, tore the side of the box, and pulled out another pack. Jim then went back to the hallway to replace the oatmeal pack he took and then double-checked everything to make sure it was secured in the bag before he shut the door.
 
    
 
   Jim ripped open the oatmeal bag, poured it into a small beige bowl, added some water, and hit the two-minute express button on the microwave. He sat down on the steel chair of his round table and picked up the paper from the day before. Jim caught Tigs staring at him as he shoveled the mush into his mouth. “What? It said it was good until today.”
 
    
 
   After Jim finished his breakfast, he tossed the bowl in the sink and rinsed it out. He walked back to his room and opened his closet, grabbing his light blue polo and dark blue cargo pants. He dressed quickly and snatched his Navy security badge off the top of his dresser as he walked out. 
 
    
 
   His phone buzzed in his pocket as he locked the front door. He slipped his phone out as he got to his truck, throwing his work bag in the back while tucking his shirt in. 
 
    
 
   “Hey, Terry,” Jim said into the phone. 
 
    
 
   Captain Terry Streak squared up a notebook on his desk. The lines of the book ran perfectly parallel to the edges. His shirt matched the sharp corners of the desk and the bars on his uniform stretched broad like his shoulders. 
 
    
 
   “You know you’re the only person who works here that doesn’t address me as Captain?” Terry asked.
 
    
 
    “Contractors aren’t enlisted men, Terry.” Jim hung his badge around the rearview mirror, cranking his truck engine to life. “Besides, if you could just teach your boys proper marine mechanics, I wouldn’t have to come and fix your ships all of the time.”
 
    
 
   “For the price you charge, I could just buy a new one.” Terry took a swig of coffee from his mug and set it gently down on a coaster. He swiveled in his chair to look out the window and at the line of warships in the bay. “Jim, I just wanted to give you a reminder about the drills happening this week. It’ll be busy around here and security will be tight.”
 
    
 
   Jim turned his truck onto the highway. Light traffic dotted the lanes. Jim slid his sunglasses on to shield his eyes from the rising sun. The orange light bathed the coast in a warm glow. “You’re still going through with it then?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   Terry rubbed the creases in his forehead as he logged into the computer on his desk. “We’ve had our FBI friends look into it, and they don’t seem to be worried. Besides, the drills we’re doing this week are to prepare for those situations. We’re already on high alert. We’ll be fine.” Terry picked up a small frame in his worn hands. A laughing woman and two squirming kids were wrapped in his arms. “I wouldn’t let anything happen if there was a real threat.”
 
    
 
   Jim merged onto an exit heading west. “Just tell your boys to keep the cavity checks to a minimum until after I’m there.” 
 
    
 
   Terry let out a snort on the other end of the phone. “Will do, Jim.”
 
    
 
   Jim slid the phone off his cheek and tossed it in the cup holder. He rolled the window down and let the fresh salt air cool his face.
 
    
 
   Security gates and personnel lined the entrance to the naval base. Jim watched the canine units sniff the cars before entering. “At least the guys with gloves aren’t out,” he said to himself. 
 
    
 
   A young man with a clean shaven face waved him forward to the front gate. Jim stuck his badge through his open window, smiling. “Rough game last night. It’s gotta be hard being a Cubs fan.”
 
    
 
   The young man shook his head and scanned the badge. “Don’t make me use my side arm, Jim.” 
 
    
 
   Jim snagged the badge out of mid-air after Sean tossed it back. “Have a good one, Sean.”
 
    
 
   Jim parked in the remote lot and saw his friend Coyle leaning up against his work van. He gave a nod to Jim before he opened up the back doors and started rummaging for his tool kit. 
 
    
 
   “’Bout time you showed up,” Coyle said, throwing on his jumpsuit that covered his matching polo and blue cargo pants.
 
    
 
   “Hey, make sure you have your badge visible on you today.” 
 
    
 
   The top half of Coyle’s body was consumed by the back of the van. The clank of tools banging against each other blocked Jim’s voice. 
 
    
 
   “Huh?” Coyle asked.
 
    
 
   Jim pounded on the side of the van. Coyle popped his head out with an annoyed expression. 
 
    
 
   “What?” he asked again. 
 
    
 
   Jim grabbed the badge hanging out of Coyle’s pocket. 
 
    
 
   “Keep this on you and keep it visible. Terry told me they’re doing their drills this week, so it’s gonna be tight around here.” 
 
    
 
   Coyle snatched his badge out of Jim’s hand. “They were definitely thorough when I came in. I’ll be walking funny all day.” Coyle pinned the ID card to the front of his jumpsuit and grabbed the rest of his tools. “So what are we getting into today?”
 
    
 
   Jim motioned over to the Coast Guard cutter in the harbor. “Something’s wrong with her operation system. She keeps choking when they start her up.” 
 
    
 
   Coyle pulled a cigarette out of the pack in his pocket and popped it into the left side of his mouth. “This place would sink without us.” 
 
    
 
   Jim grabbed the cigarette out of Coyle’s mouth. “And you’d get kicked out of this place without me.” 
 
    
 
   “Hey!” 
 
    
 
   Jim pulled his hand and the cigarette out of reach before Coyle tried to snatch it back. Jim pocketed the smoke and looked at a frowning Coyle, who then reached back into his pocket for another one. “I thought you quit?” 
 
    
 
   “I did, but I still like going through the motions. It makes me feel better.”
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Crowds outside the naval base were growing. The U.S.S. Midway, part of the education Navy Museum, was permanently parked in San Diego Bay. The traffic in the parking lot was picking up and sunscreen-coated tourists were pouring out into the warm morning sun. 
 
    
 
   A large black van sat idly in line at the main security gate. The driver wore dark aviator sunglasses and a ball cap labeled “Real Productions” on the front. A long, blonde-haired woman with her hair pulled back in a ponytail scanned through her emails on her phone. 
 
    
 
   The canine unit ran by and circled the car, cleared it, then moved on. Sean came out to greet the driver as he rolled down his window. “How are you doing, sir?”
 
    
 
   The driver’s nose hairs sprouted to his upper lip and a mole dotted his left cheek. He smiled, revealing crookedly stained yellow teeth. “I’m fine. We’re part of the production team here for the training exercises today.”
 
    
 
   Sean checked his clipboard. “I’ll need to see your clearance badges.” 
 
    
 
   “Sure, no problem.” The driver tapped the girl on her shoulder. He stuck his hand out and without looking, she shoved two badges into his hand. 
 
    
 
   Their pictures appeared on Sean’s screen as he scanned their badges. His eyes moved from each picture to the faces in the van. “Okay, Mr. Fin, you’re going to want to report to the main office and meet with Captain Streak for further instructions.”
 
    
 
   Mr. Fin smiled again and replied, “Thank you.”
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The afternoon sun beat down through the windows of the Coast Guard cutter’s bridge. Tools were strewn about the floor covered with greasy rags and the dismantled parts of the control panel. 
 
    
 
   Jim stripped three wires of their multi-color wax coatings and twisted them together. He pulled a laptop out of his bag and plugged a portable USB card into the side, which brought up the schematics of the ship. He grabbed a small radio out from under the mess on the floor and clicked the side box. “Coyle, are you getting a signal down there?”
 
    
 
   Coyle, who was now covered in engine grease down below in the aft engine room, checked the LCD screen on the engine board. He pulled the radio to his mouth and clicked the talk button. “Yeah, it looks like we’re good. She lives!” He threw his arms up in the air victoriously.
 
    
 
   Jim gave a fist pump himself. “And just in time for lunch.” While Jim reassembled the control panel on the bridge, a rush of static voices came breaking in and out of his radio. “Coyle?”
 
    
 
   A voice rang through very clearly, talking in low hushed tones. Jim didn’t recognize the voice. 
 
    
 
   “We are a go,” the voice said. 
 
    
 
   More static rushed through the line followed by a loud screeching, and then it broke off. 
 
    
 
   Coyle’s voice finally broke through. “Easy there, bud. No need for a sound check.”
 
    
 
   Jim replied quickly. “Did you hear that?”
 
    
 
   “Hear what? You making those banshee screams into the radio?” Coyle jeered.
 
    
 
   Jim shook his head, stood up from the floor of the bridge, and looked out the window into the bay. “I think we were picking up some traffic from the training exercises going on.” Jim scanned the massive destroyers in the bay. Waves lapped helplessly onto their grey steel sides.
 
    
 
   Coyle’s voice broke him out of his trance, “Well, I think we should finish up here and grab some food. I’m starv—”
 
    
 
   Before Coyle could finish, an explosion rattled the bowels of the ship and knocked Jim onto his back. The noise was deafening. A continual high-pitched ringing filled Jim’s ears. The boat rocked back and forth, sliding his tools across the floor, banging into each other. The blurs around him came into focus even as his legs kept buckling underneath him. A seemingly far away voice called out to him. It was faint but growing stronger. Coyle was screaming through the radio. 
 
    
 
   “Jim! Jim! What the hell was that?  Talk to me, Jim!”
 
    
 
   Jim reached for the radio across the floor and fumbled with it. “Coyle? Are you alright?” 
 
    
 
   “I think I busted my ass, but I’m okay. You alright?” 
 
    
 
   Jim felt around his body for any injuries and then glanced at his reflection in the window to see if he had anything on his face. “I… I’m fine.” Jim watched smoke plumes rising from the base. Small bodies in the distance ran towards one another. Several fire trucks headed towards the source of the smoke. He gathered what was left in his bag and immediately began to exit the bridge. “Coyle, meet me on the main deck. Forget whatever gear you have lying around. Just grab whatever’s left in your tool bag and move. NOW!”

              Jim descended the stairs to the main deck. When Coyle joined him on the side of the boat, Jim’s bag dropped from his hand. Smoke rose from a crater the size of the forty-seven foot cutter they were standing on. Chunks of concrete, metal, and debris littered the base. Teams of medics rushed towards lifeless bodies on the ground. Fires engulfed buildings and vehicles. The words that left Jim’s mouth were barely audible. “Jesus Christ.”
 
    
 
   Coyle came limping up the steps behind him. His breaths were labored and his mouth went slack jawed at the sight of the carnage. Jim looked him up and down, patting his limbs and body for any wounds. “You sure you alright?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I’m… I’m fine. Jim, what the hell happened?” 
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure, but we need to find the closest security office and check in.”
 
    
 
   Jim and Coyle ran along the dock. The screams and cries that were silenced by their distance from the blast grew louder the closer they moved to the giant crater. They ran past the main office, and Jim spotted Captain Streak talking to a group of soldiers while pointing in different directions. A portion of them broke off and sprinted towards the blast site. Jim waved his arms. “Terry!”
 
    
 
   Terry whipped around. Dirt, blood, and ash soiled his white shirt. “Jim, you alright?”
 
    
 
   “I’m fine.” 
 
    
 
   Two more soldiers rushed up to Terry. Their helmets were tilted forward more than usual, hiding their panicked eyes. “Captain, we’ve got twenty men trapped in the barracks that collapsed after the blast.”
 
    
 
   “You boys get on the horn with CBMU 303 and tell them we need wreckage crews here ASAP.”
 
    
 
   “Yessir!” they said synchronously.
 
    
 
   Terry turned back to Jim and Coyle. “I need the two of you to report to the rear security office and wait there ‘till we sort this out. Angela!”
 
    
 
   A young sailor with braided hair helped lift a gurney carrying a soldier with a missing leg into the back of an ambulance. She rushed over to Terry at the sound of her name. “Yessir?”
 
    
 
   “I need you to escort these two back to the rear security office.”
 
    
 
   Angela grabbed Jim’s arm, pulling him forward. “You gentlemen follow me.”
 
    
 
   Jim called out to Terry, who was trotting off. “You need any help?”
 
    
 
   Terry waved him off. “Just follow Angela and we’ll take care of it from here.”
 
    
 
   Before Jim could object further, another earth-shattering blast rocked the base. Jim flew forward with Angela, whose head smacked against the concrete. Jim’s hands caught himself before his face hit the ground. Pain shot from his hands, wrists, and elbows up to his shoulders from the force of the blow. 
 
    
 
   A trickle of blood poured from Angela’s ear. Jim rushed over to her unconscious body. He checked her pulse. She was alive, and she was breathing. She moaned as her eyes fluttered open. Jim cradled her face gently in his hands. “Angela, can you hear me?” 
 
    
 
   Behind Jim, Coyle stumbled onto his hands and knees with an endless string of cursing. Jim glanced over to Terry, who was motionless on the ground. More sirens were blaring in the background, and an ambulance’s blue and red lights flashed in the distance. Jim threw his arms up into the air. “Hey, over here!” The ambulance made a sweeping turn over to them. Jim knelt down and cradled Angela’s head. “Angela, do you know what today is?” 
 
    
 
   “Tuesday,” she mumbled. 
 
    
 
   Jim picked up her security badge from the pavement beside her and examined it. “And can you tell me your last name?” 
 
    
 
   “Parker,” she whispered with her eyes half shut. She then turned her head sharply and threw up on the ground. 
 
    
 
   An EMS responder jumped out of the back of the ambulance. His gloved hands gripped the medical bag in his hand. Jim watched him shine a flashlight in her pupils and check her pulse. Jim patted him on the shoulder. 
 
    
 
   “I think she’s concussed. She knows her name and what today is, but the Captain over there has been motionless for the past two minutes.” 
 
    
 
   Jim watched the medic check Terry’s vitals. Then he heard the loud cracking of Terry’s ribs as the medic started CPR. He stumbled over to a building that Coyle was leaning against and examined Coyle for injuries, but couldn’t find any. Coyle’s eyes were closed and Jim slid his eyelids open. “Do you know your name?”
 
    
 
   Coyle smacked Jim’s hand. “Shut up, Jim.”
 
    
 
   “Doesn’t look like you have any brain trauma, except for what was already there,” Jim said with a half-smile. 
 
    
 
   Coyle forced a grin. 
 
    
 
   “You think you can stand?” Jim asked. 
 
    
 
   Coyle nodded as Jim helped steady him.
 
    
 
   When Jim brought his attention to the rest of the surrounding area, he saw where the second blast had come from. A huge plume of smoke was rising out of the U.S.S. Midway. Tourists were running in all directions, trying to flee the blast site. There were only a handful of first responders on the scene and too many injured victims for them to help. Jim ran back over the ambulance and grabbed a first aid kit out of the back. Jim passed Coyle and shouted back at him. “Come on!”
 
    
 
   The two of them ran along the dock next to the Midway when Jim saw a young man lying on the ground with his arm blown off. His horrific and painful screams filled the air as people around him ran for safety. Jim rushed towards the injured man, grabbing some gloves out of the bag. He tossed a pair to Coyle in mid-stride.
 
    
 
   “What do you want me to do with these?” Coyle asked.
 
    
 
   “Put ‘em on!”
 
    
 
   Jim skidded to the ground next to the boy and started pulling out gauze and bandages from the first aid bag. Coyle fumbled with the gloves and knelt down beside Jim with a wince. The young man cried in agony as Jim tried to calm him. His shrieks grew louder after every glance he gave the bloody stump that used to be his left arm. Jim stuffed gauze into Coyle’s hands and shoved them onto the wound. “Keep steady, even, firm pressure. If the blood starts to seep through, just add more, but don’t remove the bandages you have. Let them pile up.” 
 
    
 
   Jim ran further up the dock a little ways to see if there was anyone else hurt. He scanned the dock, his eyes tearing from the smoke around him. 
 
    
 
   “Uh, Jim!” Coyle shouted.
 
    
 
   Blood had soaked through the gauze. The white cotton turned crimson red when Jim rushed back over to Coyle and the now-unconscious man. Coyle’s fingers were now deep in puddles of blood.
 
    
 
   “Jim, I’m out of gauze!”
 
    
 
   “He’s losing too much blood. We need to pinch off the brachial artery to stop the flow.” 
 
    
 
   Jim removed the gauze and jammed his fingers into the stump to locate the artery. “I got it. Grab the IV tubing out of the bag and we’ll make a tourniquet to stop the rest.”
 
    
 
   Coyle searched the bag for the tubing and flung it at Jim. 
 
    
 
   “Coyle, I’ll need your hands for this.” He instructed Coyle to wrap the tubing around the end of the stump. “Get as close to the edge as you can.”
 
    
 
   While Coyle finished tying off the impromptu tourniquet, Jim dropped his ear down to the man’s face. “He’s not breathing. Check for a CPR mask in the bag.” 
 
    
 
   “A what?” Coyle asked.
 
    
 
   “It looks like a water jug with a mouth piece on it,” Jim yelled back.
 
    
 
   Coyle pulled the mask out and slid it over the man’s face. Jim stopped him. “No, you’ll need to open his airway up first. Tilt his head back with the palm of your hand, then place the mask over his mouth and give him two full squeezes of air… Good, now put the palm of your right hand right in the center of his chest, and then place your other palm directly over that. Perfect. Keep your arms rigid and bring your body weight over his body and press down hard. Do those thirty times followed by two more breaths with the mask and repeat.”
 
    
 
   Coyle’s body shook with every compression. Sweat dripped off of his forehead. The blood on his hands dried and cracked in the sun. Jim kept coaxing him on.
 
    
 
   “You’re doing great, Coyle. Keep it up.” 
 
    
 
   Jim looked around to see more ambulances arriving on the base. Another young man who was coughing terribly ran by them. “Hey! Go and grab those ambulances and tell them you have a priority over here. Tell them we have a patient with a severed limb who’s unconscious with severe blood loss.” The man hesitated as he saw the huge pool of blood Jim was kneeling in. “Go!” Jim shouted. 
 
    
 
   The man snapped back to reality and took off at a stumbled sprint. Jim knelt down and checked the man’s pulse. He couldn’t feel anything.
 
    
 
   Two EMS responders with a stretcher came rushing up. The first one took over for Coyle, who had fallen back on the concrete, exhausted. The second knelt down by Jim. 
 
    
 
   “I’ve got the brachial artery pinched off, but he’s lost a lot of blood,” Jim told the responders.  
 
    
 
   Jim and the EMS responders lifted the man onto the stretcher while Coyle looked on in shock at what he’d just done. Jim followed them all the way back to the ambulance with his fingers jammed inside the man’s stump. One of the EMS workers and Jim traded places when they got to the ambulance doors. The two EMS responders jumped in the back and the ambulance took off.
 
    
 
   Jim walked back over to Coyle and surveyed the dozens of ambulances and fire trucks now on scene assisting the wounded. When he finally reached Coyle, he was sitting still, staring at the pool of blood the young man left behind. Jim put his hand on Coyle’s shoulder as he knelt down to him. “You did great.” 
 
    
 
   Coyle glanced back up at him with watery eyes and nodded his head. Jim stood back up and extended his hand to help him off the ground.
 
    
 
   Firefighters were extinguishing the flames in the surrounding buildings. Debris lay strewn along all areas of the base. Jim couldn’t believe it. There was no way this was the same naval base he had entered this morning, but it was. 
 
    
 
   Jim saw Angela propped up on a stretcher as they were walking back and trotted over to see her. She was conscious with an IV running into her and a bandage wrapped around her head.
 
    
 
   “Where’s Terry?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “They took him up to the Naval Medical Center. He wasn’t breathing when they left.”
 
    
 
    “Who’s second in command?”
 
    
 
   “Captain Forth.”
 
    
 
   “Where is he?”
 
                 
 
   Angela pointed behind Jim to the smoldering U.S.S. Midway as tears welled up in her eyes. Jim looked back at the fiery blast as the EMS responders loaded Angela into the back of the ambulance. They slammed the doors shut, startling Jim, and before he could say a word, the ambulance was off. 
 
    
 
   Jim rushed back over to Coyle, who was trying to hold himself up. Jim started to cough as the smoke in the air thickened. He grabbed Coyle’s arm and pulled him along back to their vehicles. He hoped beyond anything that they were still intact. 
 
    
 
   “Jim, what are you thinking? What’s going on? What are we gonna do?” Coyle asked between exhausted breaths. 
 
    
 
   Jim didn’t immediately answer, leaving Coyle to wonder if Jim had heard him. As the two of them headed off away from the chaos, Jim said aloud the one thing he was thinking. “Get the hell out of San Diego.”
 
   


 
  

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Jim and Coyle found their cars intact where they’d left them. Jim threw his and Coyle’s bags in the back of his truck as Coyle tossed him the keys. He unlocked the back van doors and took a scan of its contents. He grabbed some of the multi-use tools that Coyle had, along with a tackle box, and combined them with the rest of the items in his truck. He locked the van and tucked the keys into his pocket.
 
    
 
   Coyle looked at him suspiciously. “What are you doing?”
 
    
 
   Jim hung on the driver side door. “It’ll be better if we take one car. My truck is a 4x4.” Jim got in and started the engine while Coyle mulled over the fact that he was leaving his van and tools in the middle of all the madness. Jim rolled down the window and shouted, “Hey, the longer we wait, the worse it’s going to get!”
 
   
              Coyle lingered next to his van. 
 
    
 
   “Coyle, if I’m wrong, I’ll buy you a new van,” Jim said.  
 
    
 
   Coyle let out an exasperated breath and jumped in the truck. “That one has sentimental value.”
 
    
 
   Jim pulled out of the space, dodging the emergency and military vehicles scattered around the base. The crowds from the U.S.S. Midway Museum were half-awestruck and half-panicked. The majority of the people had been evacuated from the immediate area, and all of them seemed to spill into the road, clogging up traffic. 
 
    
 
   Police arrived in droves and started herding the tourists away from the harbor and roping off sections of the base. Jim wanted to get out before they were stuck there for questioning. 
 
    
 
   Drivers became restless as the crowds thickened and patience dwindled. Horns and shouts from all over could be heard for miles. The EMS vehicles flipped on their sirens as cars tried to make room for them to pass. 
 
    
 
   A military officer walked to one of the upset drivers and tapped his AR-15 on the glass of his driver side window. “Honking won’t make it go any faster, pal.” The driver sank back into his seat and took his hand off the horn.
 
    
 
   Jim was right on the curb in between the intersection and the highway. “If we can make it up to the street, I can jump the median and get on the interstate back to my place.” Jim drummed his fingers on the steering wheel then opened up his glove box for a pen and paper. He shoved the pen and paper into Coyle’s hands. “Make an inventory of everything in the truck. Tools, maps, food, everything.”
 
    
 
   Coyle rummaged through the glove box, checked behind the seats, and got out into the bed of the truck and wrote down everything that he could find. He climbed back into the truck after the survey. During that time they had moved about a foot. He handed the list to Jim, who looked it over. “Not bad. We could be in a worse situation.” 
 
    
 
   Coyle surveyed the massive, un-orderly exit of families on vacation and turned to look at Jim, who was still studying the paper in his hands. “Jim, what the hell happened back there? What kind of a blast does that to a military naval ship?”
 
    
 
   “It was probably a dirty bomb. Terrorists will take a dynamite base explosive with a radioactive component to enhance the blast radius and sheer power.”
 
   
              All of the frustration, fear, and anger that Coyle had been feeling came pouring out. He punched the front dashboard repeatedly. “Goddamnit! How could have this happened? We’re on a military base!” He paused for a second. “In San Diego!” 
 
    
 
   “Knock it off! You’re going to bring attention to us, which I would like avoid,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   Coyle slammed his head back into the headrest. Jim put his hand on his shoulder as he spoke. “The San Diego Naval Base is the central logistical hub for the entire southwest region of the United States. It’s homeport for the Pacific fleet and is also one of the Navy’s formal training grounds. It’s a perfect target for somebody wanting to hurt the United States.”
 
    
 
   A horn honked behind them, and Jim noticed that traffic had picked up a bit and he lurched forward. He was able to pass the intersection and jump onto the highway, where he went twenty over the speed limit.
 
    
 
   The truck pulled into Jim’s driveway and he jumped out. Coyle followed suit and started to reach in the back to grab their gear. Jim stopped him. “Leave it. We won’t be long.” 
 
    
 
   “We’re not staying here?”
 
    
 
   “No, we have to get out of the city.” 
 
    
 
   Jim swung the front door open and ran to the small closet in the hallway. He pulled the backpack out and placed it in the hallway, then took out his keys and put the smallest in the lock of the black safe that lined the inside of the closet. He opened it to reveal a shotgun with a tactical grip, an AR-15 with a scope, two 9mm pistols, and stacks of ammo for each. The assault rifle would be good for any combat situations, and he had a variety of shells for the 12-gauge for hunting ranging from the big buckshot shells to the “number four” shells for duck hunting. Jim grabbed a large duffel bag from the top and started emptying the safe. 
 
    
 
   Jim pulled a holster out and strapped it to his belt. He liked to keep his pistol at his hip for easy access, and the Ruger LC9 was small enough to be hidden under a jacket without looking too bulky. He stuffed one of the pistols in his bag and kept the other one out, loading a magazine in it. He shoved it in the holster, covering it up with his shirt, along with two spare magazines. He walked back down into his room and grabbed a jacket out of the closet.
 
    
 
   Jim placed the duffel bag of guns and ammo behind the seat of his truck along with the backpack. When he came back inside, he saw Coyle sitting on the couch with Tigs in his lap purring loudly. Jim walked to the kitchen and pulled out a bottle of pills from the cabinet and headed over to Coyle. He tossed the pills into his hand and Coyle examined the bottle. 
 
    
 
   “What’s this?” Coyle asked.
 
    
 
   “Potassium-iodide. It’ll help fight off any radiation poisoning we may get. Take one.”
 
    
 
   Jim returned with a bottle of water and handed it to Coyle to help swallow the pill, then he went to grab his cat’s cage and a small pre-prepared bag of cat food. 
 
    
 
   “So where are we headed to once we get out of San Diego?” Coyle asked from the living room.
 
    
 
   Jim stacked the food in his pack and walked back down the hallway. “Phoenix. My sister and niece live there. We can stay with them for a while.”
 
    
 
   “You sure it’s cool if I come with?”
 
    
 
   “It’ll be fine.” Jim picked up Tigs and put her in the cage.
 
    
 
   Jim gave a last glance around his home and took it in. A few pictures of him and his Navy buddies lined the walls. His sister’s family portrait with his niece and brother-in-law sat atop the entertainment center. He might never sleep under this roof again.
 
    
 
   “Coyle, we need to get going. The roads will be packed soon if they’re not already, and we still need to grab supplies for you.”
 
    
 
   “Supplies? I thought we were going to Phoenix? Isn’t that only like a five-hour drive?”
 
    
 
   Jim walked over, extended his hand, and helped him off the couch. “I’ve only packed enough in my bug-out bag for one man and one cat. I didn’t plan on having a plus one besides Tigs.”
 
    
 
   He picked up the crate under one arm and locked the door. Just in case he got to come back, he wanted to make sure his things stayed where they were. He loaded Tigs in between himself and Coyle and backed out of the driveway. He pulled out his phone, searched for “Sister” under his contacts, and hit dial. Nothing. He hit the call button again, but it still didn’t ring. He checked the signal on his phone. No reception.
 
    
 
   “Hey, let me see your phone,” Jim asked. 
 
    
 
   Coyle pulled his phone out from his pocket. He noticed the dry blood on his pant leg, then realized that the majority of his jumpsuit was covered in blood and grease. He quickly unzipped and stripped down to his polo and cargo pants. 
 
    
 
   “Shit. Something’s wrong with the phone lines. I’m not getting through.” Jim glanced down at his gas tank. He had three quarters of a tank, which was not very comforting. He had planned to fill it up after work that day but regretted not doing it earlier. They didn’t have enough to get to Phoenix, but it was enough to put some distance between them and San Diego before they had to stop again. 
 
    
 
   “Grab the map out of the glove box for me. Check the quickest route to Phoenix and have a few back up routes in case the one we pick is blocked,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   The truck flew down the highway and Jim flicked on the radio. News reports began to stream in over the incident at the naval base. 
 
    
 
   “Our reporters on scene say the base has been completely leveled. The targeting of the U.S.S. Midway Museum as well as the base itself has the casualty estimates somewhere in the thousands with even more injured.”
 
    
 
    “Holy shit,” Coyle said. The broadcaster continued. 
 
    
 
   “The military has quarantined the entire area and the majority of the crowds have been evacuated. We’re also getting confirmed reports of similar bombs going off in New York and Washington, though we’re unsure of the location of the specific blast sites. We haven’t got any official word from the Pentagon other than they’re ‘gathering information,’ but this reporter believes that these are intentional attacks on U.S. soil. The National Guard has been called in for assistance and control as well as the San Diego Marine Corp Recruit Depot. Right now, no further warnings have been issued.”
 
    
 
   An advertisement began to play and Jim turned the volume down a bit. Coyle looked at Jim in disbelief. “New York and Washington D.C.?”
 
    
 
   “See if you can find a grocery store on our way to Phoenix. We still need to get you a few thing,” Jim replied.
 
    
 
   Coyle came through and ended up finding not only a grocery store, but a camping store in the same shopping mall a few miles up the road. It was on the way and while Jim wanted to avoid any crowded areas, he wanted to make sure he had enough supplies for the two of them if they had to make a sudden change of plans on their way to Phoenix.  
 
    
 
   When the exit came up, traffic was beginning to increase. Jim wasn’t sure if this was due to it being later in the afternoon and people starting to get off work or because of what had happened. Either way, it started to make him a little weary. They pulled into the parking lot and found a spot about a hundred yards away from the entrance to the stores. 
 
    
 
   Jim checked his holster to ensure it was hidden and cracked the windows for Tigs. He motioned Coyle over to the side of the truck and grabbed the smaller pistol out of the duffel bag.
 
    
 
   “You still go shooting every Sunday?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   Coyle took the pistol, checked the chamber, loaded a clip in, and clicked the safety on. “Right after church.” 
 
    
 
   They split up, with Coyle grabbing the things needed from the grocery store and Jim heading into the camping store. 
 
    
 
   “You want to stay away from anything perishable. Try and stick with canned goods, health bars, instant oatmeal, two one-liter bottle waters, and some multi-vitamins. Make sure the amount of food you get will last you at least three days, but no more than will fit in a pack about my size. Got it?” Jim asked. 
 
    
 
   Coyle nodded as he jotted down the list of things to grab.
 
    
 
   “Once you get your food, you’ll also want to grab a few other things like disinfectant wipes, large band aids, gauze, cotton balls, ibuprofen, aloe, a lighter, duct tape, and a pack of AA batteries. Meet me back at the truck in twenty minutes.” Jim said.
 
    
 
   While Coyle grabbed the food, Jim started to mentally prepare his own list for the camping store. He knew he would get a thermal sleeping bag, a 7-inch survival blade with a full-tang, portable first aid kit, flashlight, a small compass, magnesium flint with steel striker for starting fires, and a pack to fit everything in.
 
    
 
   Jim paid with his card since all the machines seemed to be working and headed back out to the truck. It was almost four and if they didn’t leave soon, they’d be stuck in rush hour traffic, which Jim desperately wanted to avoid. He was the first to the car and began packing the supplies in the bag when he saw Coyle running with bags in his hands. He was at a full sprint and skidded to a halt, throwing the bags of groceries in his hand to the ground. He panted to catch his breath. 
 
    
 
   “Radio… Something… Happened… Turn on… Radio.”
 
    
 
   Jim slid the key into the ignition and turned the radio on. The broadcaster was in the middle of his report. 
 
    
 
   “I repeat; bombs have been detonated in the downtown San Diego area. We haven’t confirmed how large the blast was, or what was specifically targeted, but we do have confirmed reports of a large blast happening in downtown San Diego.”
 
    
 
   Jim threw the pack and grocery supplies in the truck bed. Coyle ran around the other side and jumped into the passenger’s seat. Jim reversed out of the parking spot, narrowly missing a man heading for his car. A pair of fighter jets blasted right above them towards the coast. The roar of the engines was deafening. They were flying so low the jet wash shook the truck.
 
    
 
   Tigs meowed loudly under all of the duress. Jim’s truck squealed in acceleration out on the highway. In the distance, he heard the blast of bombs. A glance in his rearview mirror revealed smoke rising from the crumbling structures of downtown San Diego. 
 
   


 
  

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   “Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit.” Coyle repeated the phrase as he glanced back at the jets racing off into the distance. Many of the cars along the opposite side of the highway had come to a complete stop on the side of the road, with their passengers getting out and watching more jets flying through the air towards the coast.
 
    
 
   Coyle finally spun back around in his seat with his eyes wide. He looked over at Jim, who wasn’t glancing in the rearview mirror at all. “Jim, those were fighter jets. Fucking fighter jets!” 
 
    
 
   Jim was passing most of the cars on his left and right, not bothering to stay in one lane, weaving in and out of traffic to put more distance behind them. Coyle punched Jim in the arm.
 
    
 
   “Are you listening to me?” Coyle asked.
 
    
 
   A caravan of about ten squad cars sped down the opposite side of the highway with their lights blaring and the sirens raging through the wind. They blew past the rest of the traffic like they were standing still.
 
    
 
   “Holy shit,” Coyle whispered.
 
 
   At the pace they were driving, Jim believed they would arrive in Phoenix in five hours. Coyle sat motionless with his eyes staring straight ahead. Jim opened up Tigs’ cage and she gladly exited. She bounced onto Coyle’s lap, purring quietly as she circled him. In no time, she curled up into a ball and closed her eyes.
 
    
 
   Jim knew there was a Naval Air facility in El Centro on their way out of California to Phoenix and wondered if he should avoid it. It could be a potential roadblock for anyone heading east. Since he wasn’t familiar with the back roads the further east he went, he decided to stick to his gut and stay along the interstate. Traffic was moving fluidly for now.
 
    
 
   After a few hours of driving, the sun was setting low in the west behind them and the gas tank was hovering just above a quarter of a tank. They were about two hours from Phoenix and thirty minutes away from the Naval Air facility. Coyle was passed out in the passenger seat along with Tigs, and Jim thought it would be a good idea to find a gas station to fill up before they got there. Just in case.
 
    
 
   Jim pulled into a small exit town with a few stores and a rundown motel. The desert atmosphere made the town feel more barren than it actually was. It was dusk now and Jim flicked his headlights on. A Chevron sign glowed in the sky down the road. Jim shook Coyle’s shoulder.
 
    
 
   “Ugh, what?” Coyle said. 
 
    
 
   Tigs jumped on top of her crate and rubbed her head on Jim’s shoulder. He gave her a scratch and tried to keep Coyle awake. “We needed to stop and get gas. Thought you could use a bathroom break. That is, unless you’re still empty from peeing yourself earlier.” 
 
    
 
   With his eyes still closed, Coyle flipped him the bird and then dropped his hand onto his own lap. He was so tired that even the exertion of insulting Jim seemed to wear him out. 
 
    
 
   The truck pulled into the two-pump, carless Chevron and Jim got out. He unscrewed the gas cap and put the pump in. He swiped his card and banged on the truck’s hood, jolting Coyle awake again.
 
    
 
   “Fill it up. Want anything from inside?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   Coyle closed his eyes and waved him off.
 
    
 
   An elderly lady sat behind the counter reading a recent issue of US Weekly. She looked up from her article at the sound of the chime when Jim entered. He headed for the restroom signs. The door was locked with a sign that said, “See front counter for key.” 
 
    
 
   Jim headed back to the front counter, and a man in a ski mask bust through the door with a double-barrel pump action shotgun. He pointed it at Jim, then at the old lady. 
 
    
 
   “Get on the ground! Get on the ground now or I’ll blow your fucking brains out!” 
 
    
 
   The old lady slid off her stool and onto the floor. Jim held his hands in the air and dropped to his knees. He looked through the front door and saw another man in a ski mask pinning Coyle on the ground. Tigs roamed around aimlessly in the truck.
 
    
 
   Jim’s chin pressed hard against the floor from the pressure of the robber’s twelve gauge digging into the back of his skull. 
 
    
 
   “That your friend out there with your truck?” the robber asked. 
 
    
 
   “Yeah.” Jim wasn’t sure if it was the cold tile, or the fact that he’d never had a gun this close to his head before that caused him to shake. The man in the ski mask laughed and headed back over to the counter. He tossed an empty bag at the old woman on the floor.
 
    
 
   “Put the money in the bag, bitch,” the robber said. 
 
    
 
   Jim lifted his head up and watched the old woman shove money into the sack. He knew exactly what they were planning to do. They would take the money from the store, Jim’s truck would be the getaway vehicle, and all of their supplies and transportation would vanish. He had to find a way to get the man close enough and lower his weapon for him to have a chance of engaging him.
 
    
 
   “Where do you plan on going?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “What the hell did you just ask me?” the robber responded.
 
    
 
   The robber stormed over, and the barrel of the gun was right on Jim’s forehead with the man’s finger on the trigger.
 
    
 
   “What’s your destination? You can’t be heading back to San Diego. It’s a warzone over there,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “What’s it to you?”
 
    
 
   “I just wanted to make sure you and your boyfriend had a nice place to run off into the sunset, that’s all.”
 
    
 
   The robber pressed the barrel of the gun into Jim’s head even harder. “You stupid motherfucker, you should have kept that little comment to yourself.” He flipped the barrel of the gun around to smack Jim in the face but took too long in his reactive moments. Jim moved swiftly off the ground, leapt to his feet, and barreled into the man at full force. 
 
    
 
   Jim and the robber flew backwards onto the ground. They wrestled, awkwardly grunting and pulling at each other. Both of them struggled for the weapon. Jim took a nasty right cross on the chin but was able to get leverage on the robber. Jim got the robber in an arm bar and increased the pressure he was putting on him. 
 
    
 
   The robber flailed helplessly. He kicked and tried to hit Jim from his position but couldn’t reach him. Jim gave one last squeeze and POP! The robber let out a scream, clutching his shoulder. 
 
    
 
   A shotgun blast sent Jim in the aisle for cover. He pulled out his pistol and crept around the corner of a chip rack. Jim saw the other ski-masked man on the ground at the store’s entrance with blood pouring from his chest. The old lady had a twelve gauge crooked under her arm. 
 
    
 
   Coyle came running in with his hands duct-taped behind him and surveyed the scene. The woman aimed the shotgun at Coyle. He took a step sideways, hiding behind the wall next to the door. “I’m with him,” Coyle said, motioning over to Jim. 
 
    
 
   Jim ran over to the other guy and patted him down. He pulled out another pistol, extra ammo, and the duct tape he’d used on Coyle. He ripped a piece of tape off the roll and wrapped the other robber’s wrists. The robber screamed again when Jim pulled the arm with the dislocated shoulder around his back. Once he was done, Jim did the same to his feet. He glanced back up to the old lady. “Think you can take it from here?”
 
    
 
   “My son’s in the Navy. He was stationed in San Diego. I haven’t heard from him. Is it as bad as they say out there?”
 
    
 
   Jim hesitated for a moment. The hardened look the woman had a few moments before softened with the worrying eyes of a mother. 
 
    
 
   “I was at the base when it happened. It was bad, but nothing our boys can’t handle.” It was all he could tell her without going into too much detail and having to lie. 
 
    
 
   The old woman dialed the police and said the gas was on the house. Jim and Coyle jumped in the truck and continued their trek east. It took Tigs a little while to calm down and it took Coyle even longer. Jim himself was still a little wired.
 
    
 
   “Can you believe that shit? Bombs are going off around the country and these assholes are trying to kill us,” Coyle said.
 
    
 
   After putting distance between themselves and the gas station, signs for the Naval Air facility came into view. The rush of jets and helicopters taking off filled the night air. They looked up through the windshield to see where they were but they couldn’t find them in the dark sky.
 
    
 
   Then, off in the distance, Jim saw what he feared he would run into. Tanks and barricades lined the interstate, and military personnel bottlenecked the oncoming traffic in both directions. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Jim told Coyle to put Tigs back into her cage. Cars honked and their drivers struggled to merge into the single lane. Soldiers patrolled the line of cars and helicopters with spotlights hovered above them. The cloudy night sky shielded the moon from view, and the military had set up large work lights to allow for better visibility. Jim could see that they were half a mile from the barricade and at the rate that traffic was moving, it could be a while before they got past it. 
 
    
 
   A group of four soldiers were scanning the cars before they passed through the barricade. They were five cars up from Jim and Coyle at a green Mazda Protégé four-door sedan. It had a single male passenger. The soldier at the driver’s window was speaking to him, and Jim could see the passenger’s head bob up and down enthusiastically through the back window. The soldier nodded and motioned for his crew to move on.
 
    
 
   The car behind Jim started to lay on the horn. Jim glanced in his rearview mirror and put his hands up in exasperation. 
 
    
 
   “Where does this asshole want me to go?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   Jim glanced back up at the group of soldiers ahead again. They were three cars up. His knuckles turned white from gripping the steering wheel. He knew that if they searched the car, they would get detained for the possession of firearms. They’d be looking for any excuse to pull someone over. The soldiers were now two cars ahead of them.
 
    
 
   “If they ask you if we’re armed, tell them no,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “You think the old lady told the police about us?” Coyle asked.
 
    
 
   “Maybe, but they’re probably throwing anyone with firearms in detainment. I’d like to stay out of any military installations for a while.”
 
    
 
    “Why? You act like you’ve had some bad experiences on military bases before.”
 
    
 
   The car behind them laid on his horn again for a solid five seconds. Coyle slid the back window of the truck open and mustered the most powerful middle finger he could into the air.
 
    
 
   Jim noticed Coyle’s bloody jumpsuit on the passenger floorboard. He elbowed Coyle in the ribs. “Hide that.” 
 
    
 
   The lead soldier was at the hood of Jim’s truck making his way to his window. Coyle fumbled with the jumpsuit in his hands. He crammed the dirty piece of clothing under the seat out of sight just before Jim rolled down his window. “Good evening, Sir. How are you?”
 
    
 
   “I’m fine. Are you boys coming from San Diego?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we are.”
 
    
 
   There was another soldier on the other side of the vehicle staring at Coyle, who left his window up. The other two were shining the lights at the ends of their rifles into the truck bed. The only thing back there was the food.
 
    
 
   The soldier shined his light behind Jim’s seat and saw the long duffle bag along with his backpack. “Do you have any weapons on you, sir?”
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   “It looks like you’ve got a rifle bag in there.”
 
    
 
   “We’re on our way to Phoenix to visit my sister and stay there ‘till this thing gets sorted out. Why is the road blocked?”
 
    
 
   The soldier pulled his radio up. “We’ll need the canine unit out here.” 
 
    
 
   The guy behind them laid on the horn again with a few short bursts. He leaned out his window. “Hey, what’s the hold up?”
 
    
 
   The lead soldier motioned to his partner. “Take care of that, will you?” 
 
    
 
   He nodded and walked over to the car. “Sir, I’m gonna need you to calm down and remain in your vehicle.”
 
 
   The man was getting upset. “We’re trying to get through here, what’s going on?” 
 
    
 
   The soldier kept his rifle in his hands and again told him to remain calm and stay in his vehicle. The man finally pulled himself back through the window inside the car.
 
    
 
   Jim saw the canine unit heading towards him about ten cars ahead of them. Coyle had beads of sweat beginning to form on his forehead. The closer the dogs moved to the truck, the more restless Tigs became.
 
    
 
   The dogs passed the green Mazda ahead, and they stopped abruptly and started barking at the car. The soldier handling him had to pull him back. The dog kept running towards the trunk. The lead soldier around Jim’s truck moved towards the canine’s barks.
 
    
 
   A soldier had his rifle aimed at the driver of the Mazda and the man had his hands up in the air. The Mazda was surrounded now, with the soldiers pointing their rifles at the car and the dog going insane. Jim could hear shouts of, “What’s in the trunk? What’s in the trunk?”
 
    
 
   The man in the driver seat kept screaming, “I don’t know! I don’t know! I haven’t done anything.”
 
    
 
   Jim glanced in the rearview mirror and saw some cars trying to turn around, but with all of them being funneled into one lane, there was too much congestion for them to move anywhere. 
 
    
 
   The soldiers pulled the man out of the car and slammed him on the ground. They cuffed his arms behind his hands and pushed his face into the asphalt. One of the soldiers slowly approached the back of the truck. He kept his rifle up. He motioned for the soldier over by the driver’s door to pop the hatch.
 
    
 
   A click signaled the trunk’s lock popping open. The soldier reached out his gloved hand just above the California license plate and slowly lifted it up. There were four packs of C-4 explosives lining the insides of the trunk. 
 
    
 
   The soldier took off at a sprint, waving his arms for everyone to get back. A few of the people in their cars got out and ran while others threw their cars in reverse. The Cadillac in front of Jim peeled out backwards and slammed right into his truck grill. The hood folded upwards and bits of glass from the smashed headlights scattered on the pavement.
 
    
 
   The airbags went off, and Tigs’ cage rolled onto the floorboard. Jim’s head flew back onto the headrest and Coyle’s arm flew back and hit the rear window with a loud crack. 
 
    
 
   A woman jumped out of her car and ran screaming past them, right into the chaos of the traffic behind them. A van slammed into her, and blood sprayed a parked car’s windshield. Car horns were honked in between the shouts of, “BOMB! BOMB! BOMB!”
 
    
 
   Jim glanced over to the median, which had a wall four feet high. Getting over that thing was their best chance. Jim unbuckled his seatbelt and did the same for Coyle, who was still clutching his left arm. “Grab what you can and follow me.” 
 
    
 
   Jim grabbed Tigs’ cage, the duffel bag, and his pack. The shouts from soldiers trying to organize the chaos ended with gunfire being sprayed into the air. 
 
    
 
   The commanding officer rushed out of the security post and headed over to the barricade. 
 
    
 
   “Sergeant, what do we have?” he asked. 
 
    
 
   The young sergeant had a clean, tanned face and piercing blue eyes that were watery with fear, but his voice masked what he was feeling.
 
    
 
   “Sir, we have a car bomb in the line. We’re evacuating the surrounding area, but it’s chaos out there.” 
 
    
 
   One of the soldiers was examining the contents of the trunk, looking for the trigger. He was in his bomb gear and his hands finally stumbled upon a small black box with wires running into it. He flipped the box over and there read a timer with five seconds left, quickly ticking away. 
 
    
 
   In the time it took for him to realize what was going to happen, the bomb went off, sending the soldier flying backwards. Jim and Coyle dashed over the top of the concrete barriers and ducked their heads under their arms in their laps. Shrapnel, fire, and smoke flew over the top of the barrier, raining down on them.
 
    
 
   Jim glanced up over the edge of the barrier after the blast and saw a crater the size of the sedan in the middle of the road. He looked over at his truck, which was flipped upside down on the pavement. 
 
    
 
   When they approached the front of the barricade, there was fire, smoke, and debris littered on the interstate. Most of the people that had survived and abandoned their vehicles had been corralled into the security station in the middle of the grass median. The survivors huddled in blankets and sipped coffee and water. Soot and fear smeared their faces. 
 
    
 
   A solider came up and handed the two of them water. Jim chugged down half of it and used the rest to wipe the sweat and dirt off of his face and hands. 
 
    
 
   Coyle kept wincing at his arm. Jim pulled Coyle with him and asked a soldier where the first aid tent was. When they found it, Jim flagged down one of the nurses. 
 
    
 
   “Excuse me, can you take a look at my friend?” 
 
    
 
   The nurse had wavy red hair with a porcelain doll complexion. Coyle thought he’d take the opportunity to let her know about his heroics earlier in the day. “Yeah, I was at the base when it happened. Sure, it was frightening, but when you have nerves of steel, it doesn’t really faze you that much. I saved like four people, you know. I’m gonna get a medal for it.”
 
    
 
   The nurse nodded politely, then rolled her eyes when she turned to help another patient. Coyle slapped Jim on the arm. “I think she likes me.” 
 
    
 
   “No, she just thinks you have head trauma.”
 
    
 
   “Ha. Ha.” 
 
    
 
   Coyle ended up just having a sprain and was getting it wrapped up when a soldier with two MP escorts walked into the tent. The soldier motioned over to Jim and Coyle. 
 
    
 
   “Is this them?” the soldier asked.
 
    
 
   The nurse nodded. 
 
    
 
   “Come with me.” the soldier said. 
 
    
 
   Coyle started up saying that he was only joking about saving those lives and the medal was a figure of speech, but the two of them were rushed out by the MP escorts towards the CO’s quarters. There was a giant map of the southwest region, with squares and circles dotting Southern California and Arizona. The CO motioned for them to sit and introduced himself. 
 
    
 
   “My name is Captain Jay Haggard with the El Centro Naval Aviation facility. I am the commanding officer of this operation. I understand you two were at the San Diego Naval Base when the attacks happened?”

              “Yes, Captain, we were,” Jim replied.
 
    
 
   Jim slowly turned his head to Coyle. Coyle looked straight ahead in attempt to avoid the stare. 
 
    
 
   Captain Haggard paced back and forth, walking around the map. He approached his desk and leaned back against it with Jim and Coyle right in front of him. “If you two have anything you’d like to share with me, I’d be very appreciative.”
 
    
 
   Coyle looked at Jim, then to Haggard, then back to Jim, then back to Haggard. If no one spoke soon, he looked like his head was going to start spinning like the girl from The Exorcist. 
 
    
 
   “Captain, we know just as much as you do. The base was attacked and then we heard about the blasts in New York, D.C., Los Angeles, and we got out of there,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “You know, one of my lieutenants recognized you when you walked into the medical unit. I didn’t think the famous Jim Farr would be all the way out here, but when your friend started blabbing about his heroics to our nurse, I thought it might be you,” said Haggard.
 
    
 
   Coyle stepped in between Jim and Captain Haggard and raised his index finger. “And you wouldn’t happen to know if she said anything about me, would you?” 
 
    
 
   The two of them glanced back over to Coyle at the same time. Coyle let the awkward pause linger before he lowered his finger and waved it off. “I can find out later.”
 
    
 
   Haggard attempted to egg Jim on. “With your intelligence background and the close relationship I’m told you have with Captain Streak, I’m surprised you don’t have your own theory.”
 
    
 
   “It was well planned. With the multiple attacks across the country, whoever did this had been getting ready for a very long time. They knew exactly what to do and how to do it. But that’s not what scares me the most.”
 
    
 
   Haggard raised his eyebrows. “And what does scare you the most?” 
 
    
 
   Jim paused as he looked straight into Haggard’s eyes and said, “That whoever did this seriously believes that they can win.”
 
    
 
   Captain Haggard rested his hands on the table and leaned in to meet Jim’s gaze. Coyle sat frozen in his seat. Haggard motioned at an MP by the door. “You can escort these two back to the base, and be sure to confiscate any weapons they have on them.” 
 
    
 
   Jim knocked the MP’s hand away and marched out on his own steam. Coyle hung back a minute, and Haggard almost forgot he was there until he spoke up. 
 
    
 
   “He’s had a long day,” Coyle said. Haggard gave a penetrating look that sent Coyle out of his chair and to the exit of the tent in a flash. 
 
    
 
   Jim, Coyle, Tigs, and the rest of the survivors of the road blast were all gathered then sent to the base for safety precautions. They were told they would be able to rest and regroup there. Jim had to give up his pistols, shotgun, rifle, and ammunition from the duffel bag upon arrival. Coyle’s stomach rumbled, and the two decided the first order of business was to find the mess hall.
 
    
 
   Jim grabbed a plate and Coyle shuffled in behind him, cutting in front a man who was trying to get in line. 
 
    
 
   “Hey, back of the line, pal,” the man said.
 
    
 
   Coyle whipped around and flashed his bandaged arm. “Medical case. I get first priority. Let me know when you save somebody’s life, though, and I’ll be sure you get to the front of the line.” Coyle picked up a plate and turned to see Jim’s back. He pulled on his shoulder, but Jim wouldn’t budge. Coyle jumped around in front of him. “Are you trying to get us shot? Because based off of your track record, it’s starting to become a trend.”
 
    
 
    “I didn’t have the best track record when I was in the Navy. ‘Intelligent, but reckless’ I think is what my file said. The only thing I was reckless about was telling the truth.”
 
    
 
   “I never pictured you as the type with authority problems. That’s supposed to be my thing. You’re stealing my thunder, Jim.” 
 
    
 
   A surly woman in a hairnet slopped a scoop of meat onto Jim’s plate, which splashed bits of brown drips onto his shirt. Jim looked down at his shirt and then at the lady who showed no sign of remorse. He moved on to the next server who was scooped some veggies.
 
    
 
   The spread wasn’t that bad. The mystery meat turned out to be meatloaf, and with sides of mash potatoes, green beans, and bread rolls, Jim realized just how long it had been since he actually ate something. He wolfed down the entire plate and got up for seconds. When he got back with his second helping, Coyle was just finishing up his first. Jim scooped up a little bit of the meatloaf and folded it in a napkin to give to Tigs back at their tent that was being set up.
 
    
 
   After the second helping, Jim’s eyes grew heavy and the two of them looked for where they’d be staying for the night. The military had set up some temporary relief tents usually reserved for natural disasters. The tents had eight rows of four cots, each with a blanket and pillow. 
 
    
 
   They were under a “lights out” 9:30 P.M. curfew, and for the first time since he’d been here, Jim didn’t object to the military’s rules. He was exhausted. He sank into the bed and wasn’t sure if he would ever get up. With Tigs tucked under him in her cage chewing on the meatloaf and Coyle snoring in the cot beside him, Jim drifted off into a dreamless sleep.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jim awoke with the rising sun and the nudges from the soldiers corralling everyone out of their bunks. Coyle was particularly displeased with the abrupt awakening and made sure to flash a middle finger at the back of the soldier that woke him once he turned away. 
 
    
 
   Jim picked up Tigs’ cage and let her out by a patch of sand to do what cats did. The orange sun was halfway above the desert horizon, and Jim glanced down at his watch to check the time. It was frozen at 1:21 P.M., which was the time of the blasts at the base yesterday. Jim tapped on the glass face, but the hands stood still.
 
    
 
   Tigs jumped around a bit, happy to be out of her cage, and started circling Jim’s legs. He picked her up and scratched her chin. She purred appreciatively. Coyle finally came out of the tent with his hair a complete mess, still upset about the early rising. 
 
    
 
   “You think that they’d want everyone well rested.”
 
    
 
   “You slept for almost ten hours,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “The keyword there is ‘almost.’” Coyle stretched and gave Tigs a few pets. Jim looked at all of the people emerging from the tents in groups, pairs, or by themselves heading over to the breakfast tent. A line was beginning to form, and Jim suggested that they get over there before it got too long. Before Coyle could object and go back to bed, his stomach growled and agreed that breakfast was a good idea.
 
    
 
   Eggs and hash browns filled their plates, and both Jim and Coyle were glad to see that the surly woman from last night wasn’t on the line. Jim appreciated that the woman there this morning seemed to understand that getting the food on his plate, not his shirt, was the best practice of serving.
 
    
 
   Jim and Coyle sat across from each other. Jim squeezed in between a young couple and a man with two children while Coyle was sandwiched in between two extremely plump gentlemen who smelled like musty cheese. The young couple next to Jim started to argue as he downed his food.
 
    
 
   “I just don’t understand why we can’t just go back to our cars and leave,” the girl whined. “I mean it’s not like those terrorists wanted our Camry, right?” 
 
    
 
   The man let out a long breath. “The car might not even be working, babe, and the soldier we spoke to said that he wasn’t sure when we’d be able to leave, so we might as well just make the best of it.”
 
    
 
   She threw her arms up in the air. “Well, how long is that going to take? A day? A week? A month? What about my sister’s wedding?”
 
    
 
   “I wouldn’t mind missing that joyous occasion,” the young man murmured under his breath. 
 
    
 
   She raised her voice in shock and disgust, loud enough for the whole base to hear. “WHAT?” 
 
    
 
   The man regretted his tired comments, but before he could apologize, the girl stood up from her seat, smacked the back of his head, and stormed off. The young man sat in silence for a moment and then looked over at Jim. “Still better than going to that wedding,” he said. 
 
    
 
   Coyle leaned over the table to grab the man’s attention. “So the soldier you spoke to said we could be here a while?” 
 
    
 
   The man nodded and added, “He also said the highway is toast. I left that part out, because as you can see, my lovely wife is having a bit of a hard time coping with our current situation.” 
 
    
 
   “It’ll take some time before they can repair the damage from that bomb,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “I hope the car’s still in one piece when we get back,” the young man said as he shook his head and shoveled some eggs onto his fork. “I just bought that damn thing.”
 
    
 
   The young man finished his meal and said goodbye to Jim and Coyle. Coyle wished him good luck and after he’d left, Coyle let out a whistle. “Damn, his wife is hot.”  
 
    
 
   Once they were out of earshot from the other groups and Coyle had stopped moaning about wanting to go back to bed, Jim shared his thoughts with him. “You really think it’s still better to get to Phoenix than to stay here?” Coyle asked.
 
    
 
   “I think it’s a good idea to get as far away from the base as we can get. Whoever’s doing this seems to be basing their blasts around military stations,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   Jim pulled a map out of his back pocket and crouched down on the ground, spreading it out. He pointed to where they were on the base in El Centro and ran his finger along the Gila River, which ran parallel to the highway and right into Phoenix. 
 
    
 
   “It’s two hundred and fifty miles from here to Phoenix, which means it would be about an eight-day hike. That’s too long for the supplies that we have, so we’ll need to gather up some more food before we take off,” Jim said.
 
    
 
    “Gather food from where? It’s not like they have a Wal-Mart on the base.” 
 
    
 
   “They’re not too concerned about the security around the rations, which is a mistake for them, but good for us.” 
 
    
 
   “So wait, let me get this straight. You want to steal food from the military, who are armed with some very big guns, without them catching us, and then take a camping trip to Phoenix?”
 
    
 
   Jim gathered up the map and folded it back into his pocket. “If things are as bad as I think they are out there, then getting away from this place as fast as we can is important.”
 
    
 
   “No. No, Jim. You don’t have any proof. You don’t have access to the same information that the Army, Navy, or CIA does. You want us to leave the first safe spot we’ve run into since we left San Diego on the basis of some crazy-ass theory?” 
 
    
 
    “Why do you want to stay here? Because the last military base we were at was so safe? I need to get to Phoenix and make sure my sister and niece are all right. If you’re too chicken-shit to come with me, then you can stay here.” 
 
    
 
   Jim shoved Coyle hard in the chest and sent him flying backwards. Coyle shoved him back.
 
    
 
   “Fuck you, man!” Coyle screamed and stormed off. 
 
    
 
   A whirl of dust circled Jim as a hot breeze brushed his face and body. He wasn’t sure if his neck felt hot because of the altercation with Coyle or the sun. He was getting to Phoenix one way or another; with or without Coyle. 
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 6 
 
    
 
   Jim was right about the lack of security on the food supplies. He didn’t even have to be coy about walking up with his bag. There was only one security guard stationed at the front, and right after lunch he was able to slip in the back and grab enough rations to get him through the trip. He didn’t skimp on grabbing the good stuff either. There were thousands of dollars of MREs stacked up in crates. With these and the supplies he already had in his pack, he would be able to last for about two weeks if he had to. He wanted to take more, but his bag was filled to the brim. 
 
    
 
   He thought about checking the ammunition depot but didn’t want to press his luck. When he made it back to the sleeping quarters, he saw that Coyle had moved from the cot next to him over to the corner by himself. Jim rolled his eyes and slid the pack back under his cot. The only other thing he really wanted to get back was his guns. 
 
    
 
   Jim let Tigs out of her cage one more time onto the sand to take care of business, and then after she ran around for a bit, Jim put her back into her cage and set off to find out where they stashed his guns. He scouted the base as best he could, but the soldiers were keeping a close eye on him the further away he got from the civilian quarters, no doubt on the orders of Haggard, so Jim didn’t venture too far. 
 
    
 
   After a few hours of scouring the base, Jim decided it was a lost cause and headed back to the tent. The sun was getting low, and he wanted to be sure to gather his stuff before it got dark. 
 
    
 
   As he walked in and sat down, Coyle snuck up behind him and slumped onto the cot, causing it to sink a little closer to the floor. Coyle placed a poorly wrapped blanket onto his lap, and Jim heard the familiar metal clank of his AR-15 against the pistols. He looked at Coyle with astonishment, but Coyle kept his eyes forward. 
 
    
 
   “I couldn’t get the shotgun, but the rifle and both pistols are there.”
 
    
 
   Jim’s mouth hung open as he tried to grasp what had just happened. Coyle looked at him once the silence had gone on for a bit. “What? You’re not the only one who’s good at stuff.” 
 
    
 
   “I didn’t mean to go off on you like that,” Jim said.
 
    
 
    “I deserved it,” he replied. “All you’ve done for me is save my ass, and all I’ve done is be a pain in yours. If you’re going to Phoenix, then so am I. Besides,” Coyle glanced around and saw the nurse he had been flirting with the day before smiling and waving at him, “I think the nurse is getting a little too clingy.”
 
    
 
   The two of them decided that they’d make a run for it tomorrow night after they scoped out the security detail to see when the best time would be to sneak out. 
 
    
 
   Night fell, and Jim and Coyle snuck out of the tents and checked the perimeters. There were Humvee patrols, sniper towers, and armed personnel at every gate with some patrolling in between. 
 
    
 
   They were both caught by an MP and escorted back to their tent, quite roughly, after they explained in unison that they were going to the bathroom and having a smoke at the same time. 
 
    
 
   After they were escorted back to their cots and the guard unit had been doubled at the sleeping quarters, Coyle poked his head out from under the sheets. “I don’t think we’re getting out of here anytime soon.” 
 
    
 
   Jim didn’t respond. He stared into the darkness of the sagging ceiling. The increased security wasn’t what stirred him in his sleep that night. It was the thought of where his sister was. Were they safe? Were they still in Phoenix? The worry in his stomach made for a restless night. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The night air was chilly, and at first Jim just thought it was Coyle’s snoring that had awoken him, but then he heard shouts and a commotion in the tent. Some kids started crying, and the murmured whispers of panic began to grow louder. Jim shot up and rushed to the front of the tent where a group of people had crowded.
 
    
 
   “What’s going on out there?”
 
    
 
   “Are we under attack?”

              “Will we be safe?”
 
    
 
   The soldiers at the tent entrance were doing their best to calm their fears, but with the tension in the air, they didn’t think it would take long for the rush of panic to finally break through. Jim’s eyes scanned the outside of the tent, and there was a lot of movement going on. Small units of men were rushing towards the exit gate.
 
    
 
   Soldiers were packing up supplies in large trucks and stripping the base of anything essential or confidential. A young, female petty officer first class came running up towards the sergeant who was trying to calm the crowd. 
 
    
 
   “Sergeant,” she said. 
 
    
 
   The sergeant turned around and was handed a piece of paper. He folded it up and handed it back to the petty officer. He raised his voice so the whole tent could hear him. “Ladies and gentlemen, please gather up any personal belongings and be prepared to leave in five minutes. There will be trucks coming along escorting you further east at a new temporary location.” 
 
    
 
   Murmurs circled the crowd. People started running towards their cots and grabbing what little possessions they had with them. 
 
    
 
   “What’s causing the evacuation?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “Sir, please just gather your things and be ready to move.” 
 
    
 
   “Sergeant, please, just tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    
 
   “You military?”
 
    
 
   “Used to be.”
 
    
 
   The sergeant looked him over and then leaned in so he couldn’t be heard by the other civilians standing around. “We got reports that the radiation from the blasts is heading this way. We’re evacuating further east to avoid the fallout.” 
 
    
 
   The sergeant marched off and Jim headed back over to Coyle, who already had the blankets with the guns and their packs stacked next to Tigs’ cage.
 
    
 
   “What’d he say?” Coyle asked. 
 
    
 
   “Radiation’s coming from the blasts. They’re moving us further east to avoid the contamination.” 
 
    
 
   “Do you know how far east they’re taking us? Are we going to Phoenix?” Coyle asked.
 
    
 
   Jim shrugged. He didn’t get that answer from the sergeant. It would make sense for them to head to Phoenix. It was far enough east and just north enough that the winds would probably miss the city and blow down over into Mexico or Texas. 
 
    
 
   Jim gathered the rest of his gear along with Tigs’ cage, who was meowing incessantly, and headed over towards the entrance with the others to wait for their transport. The commotion outside the tent had turned into a full evacuation of the base. Tanks, armored cars, and soldiers coordinated towards the exit. Three large transport trucks pulled up in front of them and six soldiers jumped down.
 
    
 
   The first man was a heavyset fellow with a bushy mustache whose uniform hugged a little too tightly to his body. 
 
    
 
   “Okay, we need twenty to a truck,” said the mustached soldier.
 
    
 
   Jim and Coyle ended up in the third truck and were sandwiched between the young couple they met yesterday and one very, very upset baby who Coyle had the privilege of sitting next to. The base faded into the night behind them as they journeyed onto the road ahead. 
 
    
 
   “Okay, everyone. We’re heading to Phoenix and we’ll be setting you up in a secure location until the situation has been contained. Once we reach Phoenix, you’ll be free to head off wherever you need to,” said the mustached soldier.
 
    
 
   The baby started to scream again and Coyle leaned into Jim, speaking slightly above a whisper. “Are we there yet?”
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jim had drifted off during the ride but jolted awake just as the sun rose. He wasn’t sure how long he had been sleeping, but he rubbed his eyes and looked over at Coyle, who was slumped on his shoulder. The soldier riding with them was awake in the back, and Jim caught his attention. 
 
    
 
   “How close are we to Phoenix?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   The soldier glanced up with dark circles under his eyes. “We’re about forty-five minutes out.” 
 
    
 
   The trucks rumbled along the highway as the sun peaked further from the desert horizon. The orange glow started to shine through the canvas cracks of the truck, and its inhabitants began to stir. 
 
    
 
   Jim felt the outline of the pistol in his hands underneath the blanket. All of the events of the past few days began to replay in his mind. The attacks at the base, getting out of San Diego, the gas station, the road block, and now this. He was sitting in a military truck outrunning the fallout from the radiation blasts he had watched go off. 
 
    
 
   The exhaustion from everything that had happened was starting to take its toll on him. Jim rubbed his hands over his face and leaned back against the taut canvas behind him. There wasn’t anything on the road besides them. No cars, no people, no animals, nothing. It was eerily quiet on the road, and Jim’s eye caught a sign. He only saw it for a moment before it was out of view, but the road sign said “I-10 West.” 
 
    
 
   It took a minute for Jim to register what he’d just seen. Then he’d realized what was happening. They did go north, but they hadn’t gone east. They were heading back to California towards Los Angeles. Phoenix was in the other direction.
 
    
 
   Jim elbowed Coyle, who jumped with a pissed look on his face. Jim pulled him in close.
 
    
 
   “They’re not taking us to Phoenix,” Jim said.
 
    
 
    “What?” Coyle asked. 
 
    
 
   Jim gritted through his teeth as his tone became angrier. 
 
    
 
   “They’re…not…taking…us…to…Phoenix.” 
 
    
 
   Jim jumped out of his seat and headed toward the soldier in the back. He knelt down in front of him and looked him in the eye with a calm, stern undertone in his voice. 
 
    
 
   “Where are we going?” Jim asked. 
 
    
 
   A few of the passengers next to the soldier began to stir awake. The soldier looked at Jim for a moment, not sure what to do, but then said, “Sir, please go back to your seat. We’ll be arriving shortly.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but where are we arriving?” Jim asked. “Because it sure as hell isn’t Phoenix.” 
 
    
 
   The gentlemen closest to them started to lean in with a worried look on his face. “What’s going on?” he interrupted. 
 
    
 
   Jim kept his eyes on the soldier. “Why aren’t we going to Phoenix? What’s happened?”  
 
    
 
   The soldier placed his hand on his rifle. “Sir, I must insist you go back to your seat.” 
 
    
 
   Jim glanced at the weapon and then back up at the soldier who had risen up out of his seat. Jim’s thoughts went back to the pistol under his blanket. Finally, Jim went and sat down.
 
    
 
   The soldier kept his eyes on Jim for a while before returning them to the back of the truck and watching the road disappear behind them. 
 
    
 
   “Well? What’s going on?” Coyle asked. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t know. He wouldn’t give me anything.” 
 
    
 
   “Do you think something happened to Phoenix?” 
 
    
 
   “It could be anything. Phoenix might be compromised or they could have received new orders. They’re the ones controlling the information, so we’re at their mercy right now.”
 
    
 
   Jim felt the outline of the pistol in his blanket more thoroughly. He kept it close to him as the truck rumbled westbound. The truck finally slowed down and came to a stop. Jim could hear voices shouting at one another outside the truck, then the truck crawled forward. There was more shouting, and then they stopped. Jim leaned his ear to the thin canvas to listen to what the people outside were saying.
 
    
 
   “Business?” a man shouted above the diesel engine.
 
    
 
   “Dropping off some refugees that were on the I-8 attack,” replied the driver.
 
    
 
   “Alright, move it on through.” 
 
    
 
   The truck jumped forward, and Jim watched a draw gate lower from a guard station behind them. Through the dust the truck was kicking up, Jim saw soldiers with rifles and a machine gun nest perched on the sides of the road.
 
    
 
   After a bumpy ride down the dirt road, the truck came to a halt. The soldier in the truck didn’t take his eyes off Jim the entire time they went down the road. Another group of soldiers came up behind them and lowered the truck gate, and everyone piled out the back.
 
    
 
   When Jim got out, what he saw made his jaw drop. Thousands of tents were spread across the desert with almost as many refugees wandering around. There were medical, water, food, and sanitary stations set up sporadically throughout the camp. Soldiers patrolled through for security with automatic rifles at their shoulders as tanks roamed the perimeter with guard towers high above the ground.
 
    
 
   Coyle was pushed into Jim as the soldiers who helped them out of the truck shepherded them into a tent with the word “Registration” labeled across the front. Coyle looked around. 
 
    
 
   “What is this place? Where the hell are we?” Coyle asked.
 
    
 
   “We’re definitely not in Phoenix. We’re somewhere on I-10 Westbound, most likely by Joshua Tree National Park, judging by our drive time and the rock formations.”
 
   
              “You know, sometimes your Eagle Scout shit comes off as condescending.”
 
    
 
   A heavyset woman at the registration table called for the next person to move forward, and Jim stepped up.
 
    
 
   “Name?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Jim Farr.”
 
    
 
   She jotted down his name on a clipboard. “And your city and state of residence?”
 
    
 
   “San Diego, California,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   He leaned in closer as the woman continued writing his info, “Hey, do you have a Samantha Kearny that checked in here?”
 
   
              Without looking up, she told him, “We have an updated list of folks that have come through here posted on the main board behind this tent every hour. You can check for your friend’s name there.”
 
    
 
   Coyle stepped up to the lady who again kept her eyes on her clipboard. “Name?”
 
    
 
   “Coyle Wain.”
 
    
 
   “Residency?”
 
    
 
   “Bumfuck Egypt?”
 
    
 
   The woman slowly raised her head, and Coyle looked at her innocently. 
 
    
 
   “Oh, you mean my previous residency. I thought you were talking about my current location.” Coyle said.
 
    
 
   Around back, Jim ran his finger down the list of refugees that had arrived. The name wasn’t on the list. Jim’s heart sank to his stomach. He sat there and wondered what had happened in Phoenix. Why had they brought him here? Was Phoenix even there anymore? 
 
    
 
   “Hey, so, be careful about cracking jokes. The people around here don’t appreciate good humor. I almost got thrown in tent jail,” Coyle said, catching up with Jim.
 
    
 
   Coyle saw the worry in Jim’s eyes for the first time since they’d left San Diego. “Jim, what’s up?” 
 
    
 
   The dust, stress, and long days soaked through Jim’s face. “She’s not here.”
 
    
 
   A woman who was carrying some blankets noticed Jim and Coyle out of the corner of her eye and did a double take. She stepped closer to get a better look and then shouted his name.
 
    
 
   Jim spun around and squinted into the glaring sun shining at him. He saw the outline of the woman moving towards him but couldn’t quite make her out.
 
    
 
   “Jim!” she shouted, even louder the second time. 
 
    
 
   Samantha broke into a sprint and when she reached him, she threw her arms around him. She buried her face in his dirty shirt and he held her tight. 
 
    
 
   “We weren’t sure whether you made it out or not,” Samantha said with breathless relief. 
 
    
 
   “I was going to say the same thing about you.” 
 
    
 
   Coyle looked back and forth at the scene unfolding before him. “I helped get him out.” 
 
    
 
   Samantha turned to face him, and Jim introduced them. “Coyle, this is my sister, Samantha. Samantha, this is my friend, Coyle.”
 
    
 
   Coyle stuck out his hand and Samantha instead went in to hug him. 
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    
 
   Jim pulled her off once when he saw his friend’s much too satisfied smile. “He didn’t help me that much. How’s Annie?”
 
    
 
   “She’s fine, but she’s having a hard time adjusting with all of this,” Samantha said. She fumbled with her hands and looked down at them. Her voice was catching a bit. “We don’t know where Matt is.” Samantha covered her face with her hands and her shoulders started to shake. 
 
    
 
   “What happened in Phoenix?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   Samantha tried to gather her thoughts as she went over the events of what happened since the attack in San Diego. “We saw it on the news and I tried to call you, but I couldn’t get through. Then there were more reports of attacks happening in New York and D.C. The next day, we got some alerts that there were gas leaks happening all around Phoenix and with all the other attacks that were going on, the army started evacuating parts of the city.”
 
    
 
   She continued as they walked through the crowded green and beige tents going up around them. “Thank God I was keeping Annie home that day for a doctor’s appointment. I tried to get a hold of Matt, but he left his cell phone at home before he went to work. We were evacuated here before I could get a hold of his office.”
 
    
 
   Jim put his arm around her. “I’m sure he’s okay. They probably have dozens of these camps set up around the city.” 
 
    
 
   Samantha nodded her head in silence and rested her head on his shoulder as they arrived at the tent. She pulled the tent flap open and said, “Annie? Uncle Jim’s here.”
 
    
 
   “Really?” an excited child’s voice said from inside the tent. 
 
    
 
   Suddenly, Annie came rushing out and jumped into Jim’s arms. He lifted her up in the air. She screamed and laughed as Jim let out a groan at how heavy she was getting.
 
    
 
   “What have you been feeding her? She’s a tank!” He held her in one arm, and she kept her skinny arms around his neck. He kissed her on the cheek. It was the first time Samantha had seen her daughter smile since they got there.
 
    
 
   The four of them walked into the tent, and Annie sat in Jim’s lap while Coyle and Samantha sat across from them on the other cot. Jim tickled Annie, who kept squealing for him to stop, then she would tickle him back and keep egging him on. 
 
    
 
   She finally wiggled down off of him and ran back into the corner where she had a coloring book with a few crayons that they were able to scrounge up and pass out for the kids in the camp. Jim smiled as she went to work on her sunflower and then turned his attention back to Samantha and Coyle. 
 
    
 
   “So what else do we know?’ Jim asked.
 
    
 
   Samantha shrugged. “That’s it really. There hasn’t been much communication about what’s happening outside since we got here. I’ve heard a couple things trickle in with new people showing up, but all the stories don’t mix. Someone heard there was a nuclear attack, someone else thinks we’re being invaded, another person said they saw aliens. The only things I know for sure that happened were the events I told you about before we got here.”
 
    
 
   Coyle raised his hand, trying to enter the conversation. “Um, how long do we have to stay here?” 
 
    
 
   Samantha looked at the two of them as she spoke, “They said we shouldn’t be here longer than a week. They’re working on checking any contamination issues in Phoenix, but as soon as it’s cleared, they said we can go back.”
 
   
               “I’m going to miss karate practice. I was supposed to get my green belt this week,” Annie piped up from the corner with a frown. 
 
    
 
   Jim smiled over to her. “Don’t worry. We can still practice. I’ll show you some moves. Coyle can be our practice dummy.” His grin widened as he looked at Coyle, who squinted back at him while Annie screamed, “Yay!”
 
    
 
   Jim and Coyle went to set up their tent, and after a little haggling with the coordinator to get a tent right next to Samantha and Annie’s, they sat outside and had lunch. The bright desert sun shone down on them. Jim wasn’t sure when he would get to go back home to San Diego, or even if he would ever get the chance, but he knew that if he didn’t, he’d be okay starting over. As long as he had the friends and family around him that he cared about, he was sure that everything would be okay. At the time, he had all that he needed and believed that together, they could make it through anything.
 
   


 
  

Radioactive Book 2- The City Burns 
 
   


 
  

Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Blood trickled down Matt’s crooked, broken nose. Bruises blotched his cheeks. He sat naked in a chair with his hands taped behind his back and his ankles bound together. No windows. No light. No hope. Four concrete walls and a single locked door surrounded him in the darkness.
 
    
 
   Footsteps echoed faintly from beyond the door. Matt’s body shook. The boots thumped louder. His body broke out into a sweat, mixing with the dried blood stuck to his skin. The door flung open and he watched through half-swollen eyes as Garrett, Tim, and Brian entered in matching army cargo pants and green shirts. 
 
    
 
   “Good morning, sunshine!” Garrett said. 
 
    
 
   Matt’s face winced from the blinding fluorescent light that arrived with his captors. 
 
    
 
   “I think we woke him up,” Brian said.
 
    
 
   Matt felt Garrett’s hand grab a fist full of his hair and yank his head back. The motion exposed the cuts and lumps stinging his face to the light. 
 
    
 
   “You’re not gettin’ sleepy on us, are you?” Garrett asked. 
 
    
 
   Matt felt his head being thrust forward and his chin slam into his chest, opening one of the gashes across his jaw. He felt the fresh warm drips of blood hitting his legs. 
 
    
 
   “Brian, we were only gone for what, an hour or so?” Tim asked.
 
    
 
   Brian grinned. “Closer to a day.”.
 
    
 
   Matt’s breathing accelerated. Quick, sharp breaths escaped his mouth. It hurt too much to breathe from his nose.  
 
    
 
   “Shit, man, I had no idea. We didn’t mean to leave you in here for that long. I’ll tell you what, why don’t we get you out of here, clean you up, and get you something to eat? How does that sound?” Garrett asked.
 
    
 
   “Sounds pretty good to me, Garrett,” Brian said.
 
    
 
   “Doesn’t it?” Garrett asked. 
 
    
 
   Tim stood next to a bucket of water with ice chunks floating in it. “Best idea you’ve had all morning, Garrett.”
 
    
 
   “Here that, Matt? Best idea I’ve had all morning,” Garret said.
 
    
 
   “P-please,” Matt said. “Just let me go home.”
 
    
 
   Garrett bent to his knees. He held Matt’s chin in between his fingers, Garrett’s hot breath beating against his face. The words entered Matt’s ear in a soft whisper, like he was hearing a secret from a close friend. 
 
    
 
   “I can get you out of here. I can get you a nice warm bed with a hot meal. You don’t have to stay in here anymore. All I need you to do is tell me who you’ve been working with. That’s all. Just fill in the blank for me and you’ll be free,” Garret said. 
 
    
 
   Matt’s lip quivered. He didn’t want to go on. He wanted to quit. He wanted to tell them what they wanted to hear. He began to break down. Sobs left his body. Snot dribbled down his nose. Tears streamed down his face. 
 
    
 
   “Hey, hey, hey. It’s alright. Just tell us what we need to know,” Garrett said.
 
    
 
   “I… d-didn’t… d-do anything.”
 
    
 
   Matt watched Garrett’s face turn sour. He felt the sharp dismissal of his chin from Garrett’s hand tossing it aside. “You see, boys? You see what happens when you try to extend the hand of friendship to someone who just doesn’t want it?” Garrett asked.
 
    
 
   “It’s a damn shame,” Tim said.
 
    
 
   “Sure is,” Brian replied.
 
    
 
   Matt caught a glimpse of Garrett grabbing the bucket of ice water. He could hear the chunks of ice smacking the bucket’s sides, sloshing back and forth. Matt’s sobs grew louder, reaching a crescendo of him thrashing in his chair. “Please. I don’t know anything!”
 
    
 
   Matt tried to shake off the hands grabbing his head, tilting it towards the ceiling and keeping him still. The rough fabric of cloth was stretched over his face. It held tight against his skin. The sharp bristles dug into his cuts and the pressure bearing down on his broken nose felt like an elephant stomping on his face. Matt could see the bucket eclipsing the fluorescent light above him. Droplets of the frigid water tipped over the edge, splashing on his face. 
 
    
 
    “Who are you working for?” Garrett asked. 
 
    
 
   The overwhelming pain of the moment equaled the fear of the struggle to come. Matt tried to think. He tried to give them something that wouldn’t hurt anyone, but each time he got close to revealing something, he was silenced by the blinding pain of cartilage and bone crunching in his nose under the pressure of the cloth. 
 
    
 
   When the first wave of water hit Matt, he froze. He gurgled and choked on the icy liquid soaking through the fabric, running into his mouth and nose. The frigid water burned into the cuts along his face and down the rest of his body. Just when he thought he was going to drown, they stopped. 
 
    
 
   “Where’s the hard drive?” Garrett asked. 
 
    
 
   Matt coughed up water and spit, gasping for breath. He could feel his body convulsing from shock, fear, and cold. His whole body was trying to fold into itself. His hands clinched into fists behind his back. His feet and toes curled up. He tried moving his face, searching for air, for escape, but each movement brought more pain than relief. 
 
    
 
   Then the familiar icy blast of pain and panic rushed over him once more. Water flooded his nasal cavity, burning the inside of his forehead. Matt thrashed his head back and forth. He desperately tried to escape the flow of water but failed. Wherever he went, so did the river trying to drown him.
 
    
 
   Matt heard the thump of the bucket hitting the floor. The cloth was ripped from his face. He vomited more water onto his chest and stomach. Matt felt the uncomfortable sloshing of his own blood, sweat, and dirt against the seat and his bare skin. 
 
    
 
   The three soldiers circled him. Garrett sent a fist barreling into Matt’s stomach. He doubled over and gasped for breath but couldn’t find any. Garret sent another blow to Matt’s face, sending a tooth flying across the floor. Matt’s lower lip stuck out, swollen and dripping with blood. 
 
    
 
   Garrett went and picked up the tooth on the ground. He held the tooth up to the light. Matt’s fresh blood dripped from his hands. “You should keep this under your pillow tonight,” Garrett said.
 
    
 
   “Maybe the tooth fairy will bring you something nice,” Tim added.
 
    
 
   Matt’s head swayed in delirium. His thoughts were jumbled. There was a sharp pain in his side whenever he took a breath. The next blows that came were harder, more violent. They hit him again and again, each time sending more blood to the ground in crimson rain. After every blow, Matt felt the metallic taste refill his mouth, simply waiting to be spilt again.
 
    
 
   Brian sent a combination of punches into Matt’s side. Each hit caused Matt to crumple into himself, his insides collapsing. One final blow sent a loud crack echoing through the room. Matt’s weight shifted and the chair holding him crashed to the floor, his shoulder smacking onto the unforgiving concrete. 
 
    
 
   “There’s the money shot!” Garrett said.  
 
    
 
   Brian and Tim pulled the chair back up right. Garrett wiped the blood from his knuckles on his shirt. 
 
    
 
   “Okay, it looks like we’ll have to try something a little different,” Garrett said. 
 
    
 
   Matt wheezed through his mouth, his body still caved to his left side where his ribs had cracked. He couldn’t remember where he was anymore. All he could see were boots shuffling on the floor.
 
    
 
   “It doesn’t seem like I’m going to be able persuade you to tell me what I want to hear,” Garrett said.
 
    
 
   A picture landed on Matt’s lap. He couldn’t feel the paper touching his skin. His whole body was numb. The people in the photo were just shapes that he couldn’t recognize through the one good eye he had left, but he knew who they were. 
 
    
 
   “I know it’s probably hard to see them, but there’s your little girl playing with her cat and, oh well, goddamn! Look at your wife! I didn’t know you were holding out on me like that, Matt,” Garrett said.
 
    
 
   Matt focused on the image of his family. Not the one in the picture he couldn’t see, but the one in his mind. They sat around a table eating pancakes. Bowls of strawberries, bananas, and syrup filled the table; his daughter giggling after squirting whipped cream on her nose.
 
    
 
   “You think if we bring your family over here it’ll refresh your memory?” Garrett asked. 
 
    
 
   Matt saw his wife waking in the morning, the sun peeking through the blinds and warming her face. She smiled at him and pulled him in, her soft lips pressing against his own. They rolled over each other, getting tangled in the sheets.
 
    
 
   Garrett smacked the photo off Matt’s leg, sending it flying across the room. His face was twisted and flushed red.
 
    
 
   “Listen, you prick. If you don’t tell me what I want to know, I’m gong to bring your daughter, your wife, and your fucking cat in here and kill them in front of you. Now tell me who you’re working for!” Garrett shouted.
 
    
 
   Matt felt weak. He was beaten. He was bloody. His family was in trouble, but something wasn’t right about what Garrett had threatened him with. He tried to pull together the pieces of the thought slowly forming in his mind. Something was there that didn’t make sense.
 
    
 
   Then it hit him. His body started shaking again, but not from pain or fear or cold. He felt the corners of his mouth tilting upwards into a smile. Small gasps of air left him, passing for laughs. They started soft but grew louder. Matt wheezed and winced in pain each time the sounds left him.
 
    
 
   “What the fuck is so funny?” Garrett asked.
 
    
 
   “That’s not my cat,” Matt said.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Samantha sat on her cot staring at her daughter, Annie, curled up next to her brother Jim’s cat, Tigs. She watched her little chest slowly rise and fall. The inside of the tent was grey with light as the sun outside struggled to break through the dawn. She rubbed her eyes with her palms, trying to remove the lost hours of sleep. Two weeks. It’d been two weeks since they arrived at the refugee camp. They had been plucked from their home in Phoenix and sent here. She had no idea where her husband Matt was and no idea when she would ever see him again.
 
    
 
   Jim Farr poked his head through the tent door silently. “Hey.” 
 
    
 
   Samantha whipped her head around and threw her hand over her mouth, letting out a gasp. “Jesus, Jim.”
 
    
 
   “Sorry.” Jim stepped inside and Tigs rushed over to him. He reached down, scooped her up, and scratched behind her ears. It was one of Tigs’s favorite spots. Jim placed her back down and glanced over to his sister, who was still watching Annie. 
 
    
 
   “We’ll find him, Sammy. Once the military gets their communications back up, they’ll be able to give us some more information,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   “Yeah, because they were so willing to share things before everything went to shit,” she said.
 
    
 
   “I thought we weren’t supposed to say that word,” Annie said. Her eyes opened slowly. She blinked away the sleep and stretched across the cot.
 
    
 
    “You told Uncle Coyle he couldn’t say it,” Annie said. 
 
    
 
   “That’s because Uncle Coyle’s met his life quota for bad words. Your mom hasn’t,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
    “Have I met my quota?” Annie asked.
 
    
 
   Samantha scooped Annie up from the cot. 
 
    
 
   “No, but that’s because you haven’t been given a quota yet,” Samantha replied.
 
    
 
   Annie looked up at her mother and grinned, exposing her missing front tooth. 
 
    
 
   “When do I get mine?” Annie asked. 
 
    
 
   “When you’re thirty, and that’s also when you’re allowed to get married,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   “Uncle Jim’s kidding. It’ll be when you’re forty,” Samantha said.
 
    
 
   Coyle tore open the tent flaps and poked his head inside. His eyebrows were raised and his wild hair stood out in all directions. He looked like a mad scientist. “Breakfast line’s getting long,” he said. “I don’t want to have to wait thirty minutes like we did yesterday because somebody couldn’t get out of bed.” He looked accusingly at Annie, who giggled.
 
    
 
   “What’s on the menu today?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “Well, Monday was grey mush. Tuesday was white mush.” He rubbed his chin and then looked at Jim with over-exaggerated excitement on his face. “You think we’ll get the charcoal mush today?” 
 
    
 
   Jim led the group over to the breakfast line. They passed other families, loners, and soldiers crawling out of their army-issued relief tents and stretching their bodies in the morning sun. 
 
    
 
   Jim had seen more people arriving every day. They came from Los Angeles, San Diego, Phoenix, and Las Vegas; there wasn’t a major city in the southwest United States, or the entire country for that matter, that didn’t get hit by some sort of attack. He heard rumors of camps similar to their own on the outskirts of cities all around the country. Any time he asked what was going on, however, he was met with the calculated response of, “we’re working on it.” He just wasn’t sure what “it” was. 
 
    
 
   When Jim got to the front and held out his tray, the man in the hairnet slopped a pile of bland mush onto his plate. Coyle leaned over with a frown on his face. “Damn. And I was really hoping it’d be the charcoal mush.”
 
    
 
   Before Jim could scout a table for everyone to sit at, two MPs slammed into him, knocking his tray to the floor. Jim watched them make a beeline for Samantha and Annie behind him, still in line for breakfast. 
 
    
 
   “Samantha Kearny?” the taller MP asked. 
 
    
 
   Samantha pushed Annie behind her. Her daughter wrapped her arms around her mother’s legs, peeking up at the MPs between her mom’s knees. “Yes?” 
 
    
 
   “We need you and your daughter to come with us,” the shorter MP said. 
 
    
 
   Jim wedged himself in between the two MPs and the girls. “What’s this about?”
 
    
 
   “Sir, please stay back,” the shorter MP said.  
 
    
 
   The shorter MP reached for Jim’s shoulder, but Jim knocked the MP’s hand out of the way. The taller MP went straight for his pistol, and Jim kicked the side of his knee, collapsing him to the ground. Jim pulled the pistol out of the MP’s holster and clicked the safety off, pointing it at the shorter MP, who had his hand hovering over his pistol.
 
    
 
   “Don’t,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   The breakfast line had stopped moving. The crowd around Jim had spread out. People had their empty trays pressed against their chests like shields. The soldiers in hairnets behind the counter stood frozen over their vats of slimy meat. A rustling in the back of the crowd caught Jim’s attention.
 
    
 
   “Out of the way, move!” a voice shouted.
 
    
 
   A brash sergeant burst through the frontline of the crowd with a group of four soldiers with him. Jim kept the pistol aimed between the two MPs he disarmed. The sergeant and the rest of his men un-holstered their weapons. The sergeant inched closer, but Jim didn’t flinch. Not even when the barrel of the sergeant’s Smith and Wesson 9mm was jammed into the side of his temple. 
 
    
 
   “Drop it, fucker,” the sergeant said. 
 
    
 
   Jim glanced around the men circling him. He let the pistol go limp in his hand and handed it back to the MP he took it from. The sergeant grabbed Jim’s arms and threw them around his back, cuffed him, and slammed his face into the ground. Jim saw the other soldiers grab Samantha and Annie. The sergeant pointed a finger at Coyle.
 
    
 
   “He comes, too,” he said.
 
    
 
   The remaining solider lifted Coyle up between his armpits and dragged him from the breakfast line. “But I didn’t get to finish my mush!” Coyle said.
 
    
 
   Jim was taken into a separate tent and shackled to a chair. The MP he disarmed made sure to give him a nice pop in the stomach before he left. Once the MP left, an officer in fatigues entered the tent. Jim could only make out Locke’s silhouette, the circling smoke that rose from the tip of his cigar, and the four stars shining on his hat from the sunlight at the entrance of the tent.
 
    
 
   “Jim Farr, former officer and specialist in Navy Intelligence. Honorably discharged after twelve years of service and three combat tours during which he earned twenty commendations, two Purple Hearts, and the Navy Cross,” Locke stated. 
 
    
 
   Jim saw that Locke was reading from a file. He paced around Jim, puffing on his cigar and intently focused on the contents of the file in his hands.  
 
    
 
   “Now why the hell would someone who was awarded the Navy Cross attack two MPs at a military refugee camp?” Locke asked.
 
    
 
   “The military and I haven’t really seen eye to eye over the past few years, General,” Jim answered. 
 
    
 
   Locke chewed on the end of the cigar. “I can see that.” 
 
    
 
   Locke’s assistant Chris dragged a chair inside the tent with him and handed Locke another file. Jim could hear the creaks of the chair stressing under Locke’s weight. “Goddamn, I’ve gotten fat,” Locke said.  
 
    
 
   Jim had never had patience for admirals, generals, or commanders. They had long left the trenches of battle where Jim had spent most of his career. Jim surveyed the heavyset man in front of him with the cigar tucked into the corner of his mouth. His eyes finally came to rest on the nametag of the general’s fatigues. 
 
    
 
   “General Locke?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “We can talk about your father later, Farr. We have other pressing issues to worry about.” 
 
    
 
   Locke motioned to Jim’s cuffs. “You can take those off,” he said. 
 
    
 
   “General, I highly suggest—” Chris said. 
 
    
 
   “Dammit, Chris, he’s not going to kill me. Take the cuffs off,” Locke said.
 
    
 
   Chris hesitated for a moment, then walked over and set Jim’s hands free. Jim rubbed his wrists and Locke handed him a photograph. 
 
    
 
   “That’s your brother in-law, Matt Kearny. He was picked up during the evacuation of Phoenix two weeks ago. Do you know what he does?” asked Locke.
 
    
 
   Jim looked at the photo of Matt in his hands. It had been taken somewhere in a downtown area. “He’s an engineer for some software company.” 
 
    
 
   “PamTech. They’re one of the military’s largest contractors. They handle a lot of our digital security platforms. Your brother-in-law was one of their lead engineers who handled a majority of our accounts. Our CIA boys picked him up and have him in a holding cell just east of Phoenix,” Locke replied.
 
    
 
   “You think he has something to do with all of these attacks?” 
 
    
 
   “That’s something I was hoping you could help me with. Matt was in charge of all of PamTech’s digital security functions. He has a security clearance higher than anyone in the company, and we need him to grant us access to those files to see if they’ve been tampered with.”
 
    
 
    “Why don’t you just break through their firewall? I know the military has enough resources to do it.”
 
    
 
   “We tried, but the files aren’t on their network. We think they’re on a stand-alone hard drive. We need Matt to tell us where it is.”
 
    
 
   “How long have you had him?” 
 
    
 
   “Jim, we’re running out of time. If we don’t get that data, then we could be open for more attacks. Hell, we still have riots happening all over the country. We need—”
 
    
 
   “How long?” Jim repeated. 
 
    
 
   “Two weeks.”
 
    
 
   Jim clenched his jaw. His hands curled into fists, crumpling the edges of the photo. He looked to Locke, but not before he noticed Chris’s hand at the firearm on his hip. “My sister has been asking about him since she got here, and each time you told us you didn’t know.”
 
    
 
   “Well, depending on who you asked, that was true. Besides us, there are only a handful of people who know where he is and what this is about.”
 
    
 
   “You want me to convince him to give you the hard drive,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   Jim’s hands relaxed. He smoothed out the edges of the photo he crumpled. “My sister and niece get to see him before I help you.”
 
    
 
   “Done. You leave today.” 
 
    
 
   Jim extended the photo back to Locke.
 
    
 
   “Jim, we need that drive,” Locke said. 
 
    
 
   Jim’s grip tightened on the photo when Locke tried to pull it away. “And my niece needs her father.” 
 
    
 
   Locke tapped his cigar with his finger. Bits of ash sprinkled to the floor. He gave a weary smile. “Let’s hope we both get what we want.”
 
    
 
   Upon his release, Jim was met outside by Annie, Samantha, and Coyle. They each had a million questions, but mostly Coyle. Jim pulled Samantha to the side out of earshot from the others. “They have Matt,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   “What? Where is he?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “The military want something he was working on for his company. I think they were going to use you and Annie as leverage to get what they want.” 
 
    
 
   “They can’t do that!” 
 
    
 
   “Hey, we need to be smart.” The soldiers around the tents kept eyeing Jim suspiciously. “They want me to convince Matt to give them the information they’re looking for.”
 
    
 
   “And what happens if you can’t convince him?” 
 
    
 
   Jim looked over at Annie, huddled next to Coyle. She had her arms wrapped around his leg and was glancing up at the soldiers around her. Jim saw Samantha follow his line of sight. 
 
    
 
   “Oh God,” she said.
 
    
 
   “It won’t come to that.” 
 
    
 
   “It might,” a stern, cold voice said from behind him. When Jim turned around, he saw the same sergeant who had his gun against his temple no less than twenty minutes ago. “You give me any trouble on this trip and I’ll put a bullet in your head, right after I make you watch me put one in each of one of them,” the sergeant said. 
 
    
 
   “Sergeant Hult,” Locke said from behind the two of them, “will you join me for a moment, please?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes, Sir!” Hult said. 
 
    
 
   Coyle walked over to Jim, who had his eyes on Locke’s tent. “What’d Captain stars and stripes want?” 
 
    
 
   “We’re going on a trip. I need you to come with me,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “Why do I get the feeling that we’re going to do something dangerous?” Coyle sighed. 
 
    
 
   Jim saw Hult exit Locke’s tent with a grimace on his face. Whatever Locke had said to him, he wasn’t happy about it. Hult marched towards Jim and slammed his shoulder into him as he walked by. 
 
    
 
   “We leave in an hour,” he said, not making eye contact. 
 
    
 
   It didn’t take long for Jim and everyone to pack. They barely had anything to bring with them. When the two trucks Jim saw rumbling down the dirt path came to a halt in front of them and he saw one of the soldiers jump out, his jaw dropped. The soldier Jim recognized smacked on some gum with a smile on his face that stretched from ear to ear. 
 
    
 
   “When they told me who I was picking up, I literally told my CO to shut the fuck up. He wasn’t very happy about it,” the soldier said.
 
    
 
   Jim laughed and stretched out his arms. The two men hugged and slapped each other on the back. Jim turned around and introduced everyone. 
 
    
 
   “Sam, this is an old friend of mine, Brett Fox. Brett, this is my sister Sam, her daughter Annie, and my friend Coyle.” 
 
    
 
   Brett shook Samantha’s hand, gave Annie a high five, and gripped Coyle’s hand so hard that he heard it pop. Coyle made sure he didn’t show the grimace on his face until Brett turned back to Jim. Brett introduced his partner to the group. He simply called himself Twink.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing here?” Brett asked.
 
    
 
   “It’s a long story, but it’s damn good to see you,” Jim replied.
 
    
 
   Annie grabbed Tigs’s cage and lifted it up. The cage rocked back-and-forth awkwardly, barely lifting from the ground. Tigs meowed uncomfortably from inside. Jim tried to convince Annie that Tigs would be safer at the camp, but Annie insisted on taking Tigs along. Coyle agreed with her. 
 
    
 
   “Yeah, if we run out of food, at least we’ll have something to eat,” Coyle said. 
 
    
 
   Ten minutes later, they were still trying to get Annie to stop crying.
 
    
 
   The truck rumbled off with Coyle in the rear truck with Hult and his soldiers while Jim, Annie, Samantha, Tigs, Brett, and Twink sat in the lead truck. Brett passed the time with old war stories of him and Jim. He kept it clean due to some of the company, but he wasn’t always successful. 
 
    
 
   “So this dumbass comes running out of the bunker with a handful of grenade pins screaming his head off, and just before they go off, he jumps behind the barricade where I’m sitting with the bomb switch in my hand. I asked him what he was doing and he says, ‘Some redecorating.” 
 
    
 
   Brett pulled up the sleeve on his arm and exposed a six-inch scar that ran along the top of his forearm. “Twenty stitches,” he said. “Some redecorating job.”
 
    
 
   “I got a black eye for that one,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   “That was almost twenty years ago, right after I joined. I was a little brash during my first tour,” Brett said. 
 
    
 
   “We got lucky that year,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “Lucky? Hell, it’s like we were protected by a legion of angels. Some of the shi— stuff that we got ourselves out of was unbelievable,” Brett said. 
 
    
 
    “I thought you got out years ago?” Jim asked. 
 
    
 
   “Ah, I tried.” Brett looked down at his rifle and dusty uniform and shrugged. “I’m just not good at anything else, Jim. This is what I know. This is what I love.”
 
    
 
   Jim thought back to his first few years in the Navy. The pride, the rush of being out on a mission, the feeling of victory after the success of that mission. He understood what Brett meant. There was a time when Jim thought he’d always be in the Navy.
 
    
 
   “How long ‘till we get there?” Jim asked. 
 
    
 
   “A few hours,” Brett answered.  
 
    
 
   Samantha spoke up, “A few hours? I thought Matt was in Phoenix?”
 
    
 
   “He’s in a facility just east of the city. It’d be faster if we cut through, but the city still isn’t secure yet,” Brett replied. 
 
    
 
   “Secure from what?” Jim asked. 
 
    
 
   “Half the city is in havoc. With all the other shit that’s been happening around the country, we don’t have the personnel to secure the city. They’re actually bringing home U.S. soldiers stationed in other countries to help with relief,” Brett said.
 
    
 
   “It’s that bad?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “It’s turning into the wild-fucking-west out there, man.” Brett leaned back and slammed his body against the seat, making a loud thump. He flashed another wide smile. “Good job security for me though.” 
 
    
 
   The sun was still high when they arrived at the makeshift base. It wasn’t much to look at, but what it lacked in building structure, it made up for in firepower. There were constant patrols around the camp along with guard stations that housed machine gun nests. Jim wasn’t sure if this was to keep people out, or in.
 
    
 
   Coyle jumped out of the truck first and quickly rushed over to Jim. He clutched his bag and kept glancing back behind him. 
 
    
 
   “Those guys really don’t have a sense of humor. If you find me dead, tell the police it was that guy,” Coyle said.
 
    
 
   Jim looked back to see Hult frowning at them. Samantha pulled on Jim’s shoulder and spun him around. 
 
    
 
   “When do we get to see Matt?” she asked. 
 
    
 
   “Once you get him to give us what we need, the rest of you can see him,” barked Hult.
 
    
 
   Jim had dealt with men like Hult before. Angry, wreckless, strong, and unpredictable at times. It was men like Hult that made Jim want to leave the Navy in the first place. 
 
    
 
   “If you think you can keep my daughter from seeing her father…” Samantha said, raising her fist.
 
    
 
   “I’ll help you after they get to see him,” Jim said, holding his sister back. 
 
    
 
   “Five minutes,” Hult said.
 
    
 
   There was one stand-alone building in the center of the camp. Jim noticed the camp had been constructed around it. It had one door guarded by two armed men. Jim watched Hult scan a badge and enter a code on the keypad of the door to enter. 
 
    
 
   Inside was one solid room with cubicle barriers separating different desks and personnel. Jim, Samantha, and Annie were escorted by Hult and his men past the desks to a dimly lit hallway with multiple doors on each side.
 
    
 
   The group walked down to the fifth door on the left. When Hult unlocked and swung it open, Samantha and Annie darted inside. Jim watched the family on their knees inside the cell hugging each other. He could see the bandages covering Matt’s face in between the heads of the girls. His eyes were puffy not from the tears, but because someone had beat him.
 
    
 
   Samantha held Matt’s face in her hands, and the three of them just sat huddled on the floor whispering to each other. Matt’s bandaged fingers ran through his daughter’s hair. Annie smiled at him and his eyes welled up with tears.  
 
    
 
   “Matt, what happened? Why are you here?” Samantha asked.
 
    
 
   “Okay, time’s up,” Hult said. 
 
    
 
   “No!” Annie screamed. 
 
    
 
   “It’s okay, baby. It’s okay. Daddy will see you soon,” Matt said.
 
    
 
   Matt kissed Samantha goodbye. Samantha had to drag her daughter out of the cell. Her screams of ‘daddy’ echoed down the hall. 
 
    
 
   Hult motioned for Jim to enter and then slammed the door shut behind him. Matt sat motionless on the ground except for the light shaking of his shoulder.
 
    
 
   They’d broken him, Jim thought. The wounds on his face were over a week old. They had let him heal because they knew that they’d bring his family in to see them. Jim felt sick. The military was using his family as bait.
 
    
 
   “I knew you’d go and find them when all of this shit started to happen,” Matt said. 
 
    
 
   Jim helped Matt off the ground and onto the cot, gently. “Matt, what happened?” 
 
    
 
   “Did they tell you what they want?” 
 
    
 
   “Some kind of security data. They think it’s on a hard drive and that you know where it is.” 
 
    
 
   “They’re not as dumb as they look then.” 
 
    
 
   “Matt, if you know where it is, then just tell them. If you don’t tell them, they’re going to hurt Sam and Annie.”
 
    
 
   “You don’t understand, Jim. The project I was working on handled all of the security codes, clearances, and firewalls for all classified military documents. Those documents had intelligence information on terrorist groups, covert agents, missions, and nukes. It had fucking everything. I was meeting with a group of military personnel every week for status updates on the project and any updates they needed to add. The week before the attacks in San Diego, I found a hole in the firewall where documents of classified information were being sent from secure servers to ghost files with no known source. When I approached my superiors about it, they said that it would be handled internally by the military. The morning before the attacks, I was at the office and saw that the hole was still open, so I checked to see what had been sent, and there was an encrypted order with a list of times and locations all around the country. I think there’s a high level security leak in the military that caused these attacks.” 
 
    
 
   “Did you tell them that?” 
 
    
 
   “No, I don’t know who’s involved, but I figured if they tried to go after Sam and Annie, they’d eventually run into you. And I was right.”
 
    
 
   Jim thought for a moment. If there really was a high level mole in the military ranks, then whatever information was on that drive would be toxic. It’d destroy anyone who touched it, but Jim didn’t see any other way to get his family out of here safely. “If I get you that drive, can you track down the source of the orders that were sent?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but I’ll need enough processing power to do it.”
 
    
 
   “Where is it?”
 
    
 
   “There’s a safe in the basement of my office building. You can only get to it through the vault behind the guard station. The code to get in is 4-2-8-5 and you’ll need to use a guard key. They keep spare ones in a lock box in the bottom left drawer of the desk. That’ll be locked too, but it should be easy enough to get inside. Once you’re inside the vault, there’s a red filing cabinet. Pull the cabinet out and open the panel in the wall. The combination for the safe is 12-1-22-58. The hard drive is inside.” 
 
    
 
   “So once you have it, you’ll be able to figure out who’s been behind all of this?” 
 
    
 
   Matt nodded his head. Jim paused for a moment and weighed his options. Could he pull this off? Could he get into the city and back without them knowing? Would it be safe to leave the girls here while he was gone? He wasn’t sure who he could trust.
 
    
 
   “I’m going to take the girls with me,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “What? Half of Phoenix could still be rigged to blow. Whoever did this just might be waiting for more people to come back into the cities to kill!” 
 
    
 
   “If I don’t make it back with this drive, then you’re still locked in here and the girls are at the mercy of whatever asshole gave you those bruises. I’d rather keep them close. If this drive has everything you say, then it could go very, very deep.” 
 
    
 
   “Jim, I can’t—” Matt’s voice choked off.
 
    
 
   Jim knew those girls were Matt’s lifeline right now. He couldn’t lose them, and neither could Jim. Jim placed his hand around the back of Matt’s head and held tight. He looked him dead in the eyes. “I’m not going to let anything happen to them. You hear me?”
 
    
 
   A pounding at the door signaled that their time was up. Jim walked back down the hallway, and everything that had just happened started to sink in. Someone, or a group affiliated to that person, was helping cause all of this. All of his theories started to connect. It was well organized. They knew how the military would react. Whoever was behind this had been one step ahead since the start.
 
    
 
   All of Jim’s emotions since the bombings in San Diego started welling back up. He recalled the chaos of getting out of the city, fighting off muggers and roadside bombers who were trying to kill him. He thought of all those things he went through to find his family. 
 
    
 
   Coyle and Brett were outside the building when Jim exited. Sergeant Hult was hovering around, keeping an eye on them. Jim waited until they were out of Hult’s earshot before speaking. “Brett, do you have extra ammo and weapons in your trucks?” 
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I’ve got some,” Brett said. 
 
    
 
   “And anyone else you know you can trust?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “Twink. He’s quiet, but I’d trust him with my life. Jim, what the hell is going on?” Brett asked.
 
    
 
   “I think Jim wants to do something stupid,” Coyle said. 
 
    
 
   “Hell yeah,” Brett said. 
 
    
 
   “Coyle, I need you to go and get the girls and have them meet us back over at the truck. No gear. Just bring them. Got it?” Jim asked. 
 
    
 
   Coyle took off at a sprint, and Brett nudged Jim with his elbow.
 
    
 
   “I love stupid things as much as the next guy, but you want to tell me what’s going on?” Brett asked. 
 
    
 
   “We’re going into the city. There’s something in there we need to get, and we’ll need to get it fast. As soon as we leave, Hult will be hot on our tail. We’ll do it during supper tonight. That’ll give us a few hours to get everything together.”
 
    
 
   “You want to break out of here when the sun’s still up?”
 
    
 
   “Those guard towers have men stationed in them around the clock. I want to take the truck with us, and we’re never going to be able to get that thing out during the middle of the night without them noticing. There’s still traffic from personnel coming and going during the day. We’ll use that as cover.”
 
    
 
   Jim motioned over to the front gates where there was a decent flow of jeeps, trucks, and other military vehicles entering and leaving. “We’ll slip out right under their noses,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   Jim found Coyle, Samantha, and Annie at the truck and filled them in on the plan. Annie asked if she could bring Tigs, and much to her dislike, it looked like Tigs was staying put. 
 
    
 
   “We need somebody to stay here with Daddy, right?” Samantha asked.
 
    
 
   Annie nodded her head but wasn’t very convincing in her agreement.
 
    
 
   Once the camp started dinner rotation, they had planned to go in with the first group and eat while Twink stayed with the truck. 
 
    
 
   Jim and Coyle would suit up in Brett and Twink’s spare fatigues, and Samantha and Annie would hide under the cargo gear. If they were stopped, Brett would just show them their return orders, since they were supposed to leave by then anyway.
 
    
 
   When the first dinner call went out, Jim thought Coyle was going to puke. There was a green tinge to his face. 
 
    
 
   “Nervous?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” Coyle replied. 
 
    
 
   “It can’t be worse than when we were getting out of San Diego,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   “No, it’s not that.” 
 
    
 
   Coyle put his hand over his stomach when the food tent came into view. 
 
    
 
   “I can’t take anymore of this military food,” Coyle said.
 
    
 
   The five of them entered the mess hall together. The plan was to have Annie and Samantha finish their meals first and leave. Then Coyle would finish next, followed by Brett and Jim. 
 
    
 
   Coyle reluctantly ate half of his “mush” while Brett shoveled his down a little too eagerly. Annie and Samantha finished and set off for the truck, where Twink was waiting for them. Jim gave Annie a hug and a kiss on the cheek and told her to remember what he said.
 
    
 
   “I have to stay invisible until you tell me it’s safe,” Annie said.
 
    
 
   “Right.” Jim kissed the top of her head one more time and squeezed Samantha’s hand before the two of them disappeared out of the tent. Jim leaned over to Coyle, who was still staring at his tray of grey and white. “If they’re not there when you get to the truck, you find me right away, got it?”
 
    
 
   “If I die from malnutrition on the way to the truck, will you bury me in a coffin of cheeseburgers?” Coyle asked. 
 
    
 
   “Make sure I’m invited to that,” Brett chimed in. 
 
    
 
   “Hey, did you hear—” Jim started.
 
    
 
   “Make sure I find you if they’re not at the truck when I get there. Yes, I heard you, Jim,” Coyle said.
 
    
 
   When Coyle went to get up, Brett grabbed his tray before he could throw it away. 
 
    
 
   “For Twink,” Brett said. Brett folded up the meat blobs in aluminum wrapping and tucked it in one of his jacket pockets. 
 
    
 
   Jim and Brett waited another ten minutes before heading out. They tossed their trays in the wash line. Jim turned the corner and was met by Hult staring him in the face with his rifle over his shoulder.  
 
    
 
   “Locke told me about you, Farr. He said that with your record that you could have been a general yourself, but instead you threw it all away when you were discharged,” Hult said.
 
    
 
   “A file doesn’t tell you everything,” Jim said, walking past him.
 
    
 
   “Your father’s file seemed to say everything that needed to be said,” Hult replied.
 
    
 
                 Jim stopped dead in his tracks. Brett started to go back after Hult, but Jim stopped him. He approached Hult slowly and with calculation. He looked Hult dead in the eye until they were nose to nose.
 
    
 
   “Brian Farr was a deserter, coward, and all around piece of shit Marine who didn’t have the balls to save the men in his unit. How many men died that day? Twenty?”
 
    
 
   Jim’s entire body tensed up. His teeth grinded. He drew a deep breath, trying to keep his rage from rushing over him. He’d heard the stories of his father since he was a boy. When he first joined the Navy, his superior officers always looked down on him with a sense of pity and disgust. Everyone thought that Jim would be like his father. He looked like him. He spoke like him. But Jim wasn’t him. Jim told himself he would never be him. 
 
    
 
   “Come on, pussy. Let’s go,” Hult said.
 
    
 
   Jim thought of the girls. If he did something stupid now, he wouldn’t be able to keep them safe. He had to stay the course. He had to finish this mission. Jim stepped back slightly. The distance between him and Hult grew. With each step back, Jim felt the tension leaving his body until finally Hult was out of sight.
 
    
 
   When the two of them got back to the truck, he saw Coyle in his fatigues looking incredibly awkward. He kept fumbling with sleeves that were too long. “I look like a camouflaged bed comforter.” The only thing that didn’t look awkward on Coyle was the rifle. He was a better shot than Jim had ever been.
 
    
 
   Jim peeked into the bed of the truck and flipped the cargo lid up. Samantha and Annie were crammed in. Annie looked up at Jim with big pouty eyes. 
 
    
 
   “Can I get out yet?” Annie asked.
 
    
 
    “Not yet.” Jim saw Samantha crammed into the small box with her daughter. He caught her eye before he closed the lid. She looked pissed.
 
    
 
   “Just so you know, I don’t want to be the one that lets mamma bear out of that box,” Coyle said. 
 
    
 
   Brett threw Jim a pair of fatigues. He dressed, checked the weapon for ammo, and jumped in the back of the truck. They bobbled along the dirt road to the front of the gate. The closer they got to the gate, the whiter Coyle’s knuckles turned. 
 
    
 
   An MP stopped them at the gate and Brett handed him the orders. 
 
    
 
   “Stay right there,” the MP said.
 
    
 
   The MP marched to the guard station. Jim watched him pick up a phone through the window and mouth something into the receiver. The MP put the phone back down, walked out, and handed the papers back to Twink. “Okay, looks like you guys are good.”
 
    
 
   The gate lifted and they rolled out onto the highway. The base behind them got smaller and smaller until Jim couldn’t see it anymore. Jim knelt and lifted the lid to the cargo trunk as Annie climbed out, followed by Samantha. 
 
    
 
   “Next time you can ride in the box,” Samantha said.
 
    
 
   Back at the camp, Hult sat in a tent re-watching the footage of Jim and his crew leaving the front gate. He turned to one of his men at a small control panel. 
 
    
 
   “Is the homing beacon on?” Hult asked. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, Sergeant,” the soldier replied. 
 
    
 
   Hult cracked a smile. The sound of magazines clicking into rifles filled the tent around him.
 
    
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   Jim had only visited Phoenix once before last Christmas. Up until then Matt, Samantha, and Annie had lived in San Diego. Last year, Matt had gotten a job offer that he couldn’t refuse and relocated the family, although Jim assumed he now regretted the decision.
 
    
 
   Jim didn’t remember too much of the city, but he did remember that it wasn’t this rundown when he visited, and from the look on Samantha’s face, she wasn’t thrilled about what the current residents had done with the place either. 
 
    
 
   Trash littered the streets. Fires from trash cans burned down alleyways and street corners. Windows were smashed and stores were looted. Cars were flipped onto their sides or roofs. The people they came across scattered at the sight of the military truck. Jim wasn’t sure if this was because of something they’d encountered with the military or because they were the ones doing the looting. 
 
    
 
   Brett slid the rear window open so Samantha could help with directions. She pointed further downtown where the skyscrapers were. “It’s about three more miles on the left. You’ll see the PamTech sign,” she said. 
 
    
 
   “How do we even know that the drive is still there? I mean what if it got looted with the rest of the city?” Coyle asked.
 
    
 
   “From what Matt told me, you wouldn’t be able to find it unless you knew where to look,” Jim’s confidence began to dissipate the further they rode into downtown. The conditions just kept getting worse, and the number of people they saw along the street started to increase. They didn’t scatter when they saw the military truck. 
 
    
 
   Jim pushed Annie’s head down behind the walls of the truck bed. He scanned the people on the sides of the street. The truck wove in and out of random parked cars that were abandoned during the evacuation. Suddenly, he could see them. Hidden at their sides or around their backs were guns. His eyes lifted towards the buildings above them. He flipped the safety off his AR-15 and slowly brought the butt of the gun up to his shoulder. “Keep an eye out for the top floors.”
 
    
 
   Twink pointed ahead. “There it is.” 
 
    
 
   “Thirty seconds, Jim,” Brett shouted. 
 
    
 
   The people alongside the street were growing in numbers. Bats, crowbars, rifles, guns, knives; most everyone that was outside was armed. Jim kept his finger just over the trigger and looked into the scope. He must have counted at least sixty people on his side alone.
 
    
 
   “Coyle, how many you have on your side?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “At least forty,” he shouted. 
 
    
 
   The truck was moving slower now that the thickened cars were piling up. Brett turned around and saw Jim and Coyle with their rifles at the ready when the truck finally came to a stop. 
 
    
 
   “We’ll have to hoof it from here, boys,” Brett said. 
 
    
 
   Jim jumped out of the truck and helped Annie down. He told her to stay behind him. Samantha piled out next and grabbed one of the ARs. Jim looked at her with his brows raised. “You remember how to use that?” 
 
    
 
   Samantha racked the chamber and checked the scope. “It’s not my fault Dad wanted another boy.”
 
    
 
   Twink jumped out of the driver side and kept his rifle on the circling crowds.  They met up at the front of the truck, and Brett motioned up ahead. “There it is.” 
 
    
 
   Jim felt the adrenaline coursing through his veins. His heart beat faster. The heightened sense of awareness that allowed him to see and feel everything around him was coming back; it was like riding a bicycle. “Samantha. Coyle. You two keep Annie between you. Brett and Twink, you two take point. I’ll bring up the rear. Let’s move.” 
 
   
              The crowd moved towards the truck, and once Jim and his group were safely inside the lobby, the crowd tore it apart. They took whatever they could find and swarmed it like ants piling on top of crumbs left on the ground. 
 
    
 
   “Well, there goes our ride,” Coyle said.
 
    
 
   Jim jumped over the security desk, dug into the bottom left drawer, and pulled out a guard key. He walked over to the door and entered the code: 4-2-8-5 and slid the card key through the reader. Samantha, Annie, and Coyle followed Jim inside while Twink and Brett stood watch at the door. 
 
    
 
   Jim pulled the red filing cabinet from the wall. There was nothing behind it except concrete. He ran his hands along the cold grey to look for any creases but couldn’t find any. Jim dropped down to get a better look. He ran his hands along the baseboard and found a small groove. He couldn’t see it, but he could feel it. He dug his nail into it and pried a section of the paneling off the wall. The piece of wood concealed a small safe no larger than a book. Jim typed in the code and it sprang open. He was met with the sight of a small hard drive the size of his index finger. 
 
    
 
   “Well, that was anti-climactic,” Coyle said.
 
    
 
   Machine gun fire sounded outside as the group turned to look at the lobby’s entrance. Jim looked at Samantha and Annie. 
 
    
 
   “Stay here.” Jim rushed out to meet Brett and Twink at the door, where they watched the scene take place outside. 
 
    
 
   Brett motioned over for Jim to come see. “Looks like we’ve got company.”
 
    
 
   The looters scattered and fired shots down the street at two armored trucks driving towards the building, randomly ramming cars out of the way. The trucks came to a stop just outside the building’s steps, where six soldiers from each truck poured out and began firing back at the looters. Two looters with assault rifles ducked behind the engine of a flipped car and began spraying bullets towards the soldiers. Other looters took position and shelter in shops along the street. 
 
    
 
   One of the soldiers heaved a grenade at the car where the two looters with assault rifles were huddled behind. The thud of the grenade hitting the other side of the car was masked by the looters reloading their weapons. Before the two of them could fire back, the grenade blasted through the side of the car sending bits and pieces of their bodies flying into the air.
 
    
 
   Five of the looters that had retreated to the shops had run upstairs and smashed through the windows above. They opened fire on the soldiers below, catching them off guard. One of them took a bullet in the shoulder, while another soldier took one right through the eye. He dropped to the ground, lifeless.
 
    
 
   Jim stood inside the lobby watching the fight take place. Gunshots, grenade blasts, and blood. This wasn’t Phoenix anymore. 
 
    
 
   “What do you wanna do, Jim?” Brett asked.
 
    
 
   “We gotta go help them,” Twink said. 
 
    
 
   “We don’t know who started firing first,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, we do. It was our guys. The soldiers started shooting at the truck the moment they saw it,” Brett said.
 
    
 
   Then Jim saw Hult run around the front end of the truck to reload his magazine. Sweat dripped off his chin as bullets rained down on him and his men. Hult only looked up for a split second, but he saw them. 
 
    
 
   Jim immediately ducked down. “We’ve got to get out of here, now!” 
 
    
 
   The group took off around the hallway and right before they turned the corner, they heard the crash of glass and concrete behind them. The armored truck rammed into the lobby, and Hult rushed out with the rest of his men like a swarm of bees. 
 
    
 
   Jim and Brett kept back to help provide cover while Coyle and Twink took the front. Annie stayed glued to Samantha. They ran down a hallway to a pair of exit doors that lead to an atrium. Jim glanced back and saw Hult a few hundred feet behind them.
 
    
 
   “Stop!” Hult screamed. 
 
    
 
   Jim fired a spray of bullets, sending the soldiers ducking behind whatever cover they could find.
 
    
 
   Twink was the first through the exit doors, followed by Samantha and Annie. Samantha pointed towards a stairwell to their left. “That’ll take us to the parking garage at the street entrance,” she said. 
 
    
 
   “If there are as many cars in there as there were in the street, I’ll be able to hotwire one of them,” Twink said. 
 
    
 
   “Let’s go find our ride,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   When Hult burst through the atrium doors, they were gone. His breath was short as he ran around, trying to find them. His men finally caught up with him. 
 
    
 
   “Spread out!” Hult said.
 
    
 
   Hult turned around and eyed the stairwell door where Jim had just gone down.
 
    
 
   The parking garage door flew open and Twink came barreling out. There were cars everywhere. Coyle, Samantha, Annie, Brett, and Jim came through right after. They trotted down the slope of the garage towards the exit where they saw the fading light hit the street outside. The distant sound of screams and gunfire had increased.
 
    
 
   Twink found a truck, smashed the window, and popped the lock. He dropped under the dash and ripped out the panel underneath, exposing a cluster of wires. 
 
    
 
   Jim walked closer towards the opening of the garage. He started to smell something. It was faint and distant. Smoke? he thought to himself. When he stepped out onto the street, he saw plumes of smoke rising into the sky. The black pillars polluted the oranges and reds of the fading sunset-colored backdrop.
 
    
 
   Looters were tossing lit torches and Molotov cocktails into stores along Main Street. Men with bandanas around their faces were tearing down stop signs and anything else they could with sheer muscle. The fires were spreading. 
 
    
 
   Twink kept twisting wires together, and then there was a spark underneath the dash as the engine turned over and came to life. “Got it!” 
 
    
 
   They had just piled into the car when Hult and three of his men came barreling into the garage from the stairway door. 
 
    
 
   “Jim!” Brett said. 
 
    
 
   Jim whipped around and dropped behind a yellow parking pillar. He opened fire on Hult and his men. Bullets were sent back in retaliation, peppering the concrete around Jim.
 
    
 
   Twink slowed down enough for Jim to hop in the truck bed, and they took off. Twink took a right out of the garage away from the looters and headed for the highway. Samantha opened the small, sliding window of the truck. 
 
    
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “I’m fine,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “Anyone know where we’re going now? Cuz we sure as hell can’t go back to the camp. Hult will have radioed what happened by now,” Brett said.
 
    
 
   “No, I don’t think so,” said Jim. 
 
    
 
   “What are you talking about, Jim? You just shot at a sergeant in the United States military. That’s a federal offense. We’re all fugitives now,” Brett said.
 
    
 
   “I think Hult is in on what’s been happening. I think he wants this,” Jim said, pulling the drive out of his pocket. “He wants the drive so they can finish whatever it was they were planning. Matt told me he thought there was a high-level leak in the military ranks. I think Locke and Hult are in on it.” 
 
    
 
   “Holy shit,” Twink said. 
 
    
 
   Annie smacked Twink on his shoulder. 
 
    
 
   “Sorry,” Twink replied. 
 
    
 
   “So how do we know if Hult and Locke are really in on it?” Brett asked. 
 
    
 
   “We check in at the base and we wait. If there isn’t a commotion, then we know Hult didn’t report us leaving, meaning he wants to find us himself. If there is, then we turn ourselves in and get the drive to Matt so he can do find out who’s behind this,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   “Fugitives on the run. My mom would be so proud,” Coyle said.
 
    
 
   The truck drove off towards the setting sun as the fires began to spread across downtown Phoenix behind them.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Jim used a pair of binoculars but didn’t see any movement on the ground. The most activity he saw was of some troops sent to escort a group of firefighters into the city. There was a full blaze of fury in the distance. The smoke from the fires blanketed the night sky, and the glow from the flames washed over the desert in an unearthly orange tinge. 
 
    
 
   Jim climbed back down the dune to where they were camped. Brett and Twink did an inventory of what ammo and supplies they had left while Annie sat curled in a ball in Samantha’s lap. 
 
    
 
   “Mommy, when can we go home?” Annie asked.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know, sweetheart,” she responded. 
 
    
 
   Jim walked over to Coyle, who was leaned up against the wheel of the truck with his eyes half-closed. Jim slid down next to him. 
 
    
 
   “How are you doing?” Jim asked. 
 
    
 
   “I could use some of that mush right about now,” Coyle replied. 
 
    
 
   Jim rested his head back on the metal siding of the truck. The glow from the fires rose up above the dunes. The shadows from the city danced across his face. He wondered how many died for some mad man’s search for power.
 
    
 
   “I can see why you got out. This job’s very high risk,” Coyle said. 
 
    
 
   “That’s not why I got out.” 
 
    
 
   “Why then?” 
 
    
 
   “I joined the Navy because my father was branded a coward. I thought it was my duty to join and restore what pride I had to my family’s name.”
 
    
 
   “That’s why you got in, but why’d you leave?” 
 
    
 
   “The same reason.”
 
    
 
   Jim helped Brett find a spot in between two dunes, and they dug out three trenches about six feet in length and three feet wide. They piled the sand one foot-and-a-half high on three sides of each of the trenches. 
 
    
 
   Brett and Twink each had some ponchos in their packs, and Jim used them to cover their trenches for protection from the sun. Brett, Twink, and Jim would sleep under the ponchos while Coyle, Annie, and Samantha slept in the truck.
 
    
 
   It was early morning when Jim finally awoke. One glance at the smoke-blackened sky told him that the firemen hadn’t been able to stop the blaze. Twilight from the morning daybreak sparkled on the desert sand. Bits of light struggled to shine through the thick smoke in the sky. Jim brushed the sand out of his hair.
 
    
 
   Brett and Twink were still snoring in their sand beds. Samantha and Annie were sound asleep in the backseat of the truck. Coyle was propped up in the passenger seat with his mouth hanging open and drooling. Suddenly, Jim felt the hard iron of a pistol pressed to the back of his skull. 
 
    
 
   “You’re getting easier to sneak up on, Farr,” Hult said.
 
    
 
   Hult had his 9mm pistol with his finger on the trigger. Four of his men tore the ponchos off Brett and Twink’s shelter before they could wake and disarmed them with rifles pointed at their heads.
 
    
 
   “For your sake, I hope you found what you were looking for,” Hult said. 
 
    
 
   “Find what?” Jim replied. 
 
    
 
   “Turn around,” Hult ordered.
 
    
 
   Jim kept his hands in the air and slowly turned his body to face Hult. He saw Coyle, Annie, Samantha, Twink, and Brett lined up on their knees with their hands behind their heads next to the truck. Tears streamed down Annie’s face.
 
    
 
   “You really are a fucking pain in my ass, you know that?” Hult said.
 
    
 
   Then, without any explanation or warning, Hult clicked the safety on. He lowered his pistol and holstered it. He took Jim’s gun, dropped the magazine out, cleared the chamber, and tossed it back to him, though he kept the magazine. 
 
    
 
   “We need to talk. Boys?” Hult motioned over to his men, who lowered their weapons. 
 
    
 
   Coyle kept his hands over his head even after the men walked in front of him. “Is this a trap? Coz it feels like a trap.”
 
    
 
   “What is this?” Jim asked. 
 
    
 
   “This is my mission. Locke told me to keep an eye on you and make sure you and the girls were safe. He thought there was a high-level leak. How do you think you got to speak to Matt by yourself without any guards listening in? Who do you think the guard called when you were leaving the camp?”
 
    
 
   “You were helping us this whole time? Jesus, Jim, you tried to kill him,” Coyle said. 
 
    
 
   “That reminds me.” Hult threw a right hook into Jim’s jaw that knocked him to the ground. Jim wiped the blood from his lip, and Hult extended his hand to help him up. 
 
    
 
   “Now we’re even,” Hult said.
 
    
 
   “Why should we trust you?” Samantha asked.
 
    
 
   “I lost seven men in the city. I’d been with those soldiers for years. If it wasn’t for Locke’s orders, I’d kill you on principle,” Hult replied.
 
    
 
   With Hult confirming Jim’s suspicion of a mole, they all agreed that trying to get Matt out of the camp wasn’t going to happen. And with Phoenix burning behind them, they wouldn’t be able to get him back to his office to run the program anyway. Matt would have to do it from the camp.
 
    
 
   “One of the guards is Locke’s man. We can sneak Matt out when it’s his shift and get him over to a station to do what he needs to do and find the bastards behind all of this,” Hult said. 
 
    
 
   “How do we get back in?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “They think I’m out looking for you. Give me the drive, and I’ll keep two of my men here to guard you. I’ll tell them that I couldn’t find you and get the drive to Matt tonight,” Hult replied. 
 
    
 
   “No, we don’t know who’s involved in this, and if you get caught, you’ll need all of the help you can get. Brett, Twink, and I will come in with you,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   It was settled. Coyle would stay back with Samantha and Annie while the rest of them went to the camp to give Matt the drive and find the source of the orders. Jim himself would come back to get the girls and Coyle once it was safe. If he didn’t return before tomorrow, or he was killed, then one of Hult’s men, Twink, or Brett would come back with a safe word that only the group knew. They would then take the truck and immediately head back to the refugee camp. They would speak to no one except Locke.
 
    
 
   Hult and his men had hotwired two sedans from the garage after they had lost the armored trucks earlier. Jim opened the doors of the sedan and brushed empty coffee cups off the back seat. Brett sat in the passenger seat while Twink joined Jim in the back. Hult drove while the rest of his men piled inside the other car. 
 
    
 
   “Jesus. How many Starbucks breakfast sandwiches can one man eat?” Brett asked.
 
    
 
   As the cars got back onto the main road, they headed for the expressway that would take them around the outskirts of the city. It was here Jim saw just how huge the fire had become. When he was in school, Jim remembered hearing about the Great Chicago Fire of 1871 and how it wreaked havoc on the districts of the city, killing hundreds and causing hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of damage.
 
    
 
   He wondered if this is what people saw on the outskirts of Chicago that day, fires rising into the sky with the flames engulfing buildings, cars, and people. How could an entire city just burn like that? Then again, just a few weeks ago Jim thought a Naval base could never be leveled on American soil. He was experiencing a lot of firsts lately. 
 
    
 
   It only took them about ten minutes to get back to the base from where they were at in the dunes. Jim was right about them not checking who they were, although the guards at the gate did a thorough inspection of the vehicles. Hult brought Jim, Twink, and Brett back to his tent along with his men, then left to check on Locke’s man to see when his shift would start. Jim’s leg bounced up and down nervously. He declined an MRE from Brett. He didn’t have an appetite.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Coyle leaned on the front driver side of the truck while Samantha and Annie sat inside it. 
 
    
 
   “When will I get to see Daddy again?” Annie asked. 
 
    
 
   “Uncle Jim is getting him right now,” Samantha replied.
 
    
 
   Annie jumped from her mother’s lap and gasped. Samantha grabbed her shoulders. “What’s wrong, baby?” 
 
    
 
   “We forgot to tell Uncle Jim to get Tigs!”
 
    
 
   “I’m sure Jim will remember to bring Tigs with him, Annie. You don’t have to worry about her.” 
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The tent flaps flew open as Hult entered. “Locke’s man says his shift starts in one hour. He’s got watch for four hours, and halfway through, Matt’s scheduled for a bathroom break. We’ll get him to a computer station then.”
 
    
 
   “Where’s the station at?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “We’ll use one of the cubicles across the hallway where the holding cells are. We can put him on a computer there,” Hult said.
 
    
 
   “I’ll be outside with you,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “Farr, it’s too risky,” Hult replied.
 
    
 
   “I have just as much to lose in this mission as you do,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “What if somebody sees you? Hult’s supposed to have not found you, remember?” Brett asked.
 
    
 
   “Nobody recognized me when I came through the front gate. I’ll just make sure I keep some extra gear on while I’m out,” Jim said. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When Annie had finally fallen asleep, Samantha peeled her arm off the hot leather and slid out the door quietly. Coyle was still leaning up against the truck when she got out. 
 
    
 
   “I’m really beginning to hate the desert,” Coyle said. 
 
    
 
   He took a swig from the cantina and passed it to Samantha. She didn’t say anything as she rested her head back on the window, taking a swig. 
 
    
 
   “It’ll be fine. Despite my jokes, Jim’s actually pretty good at what he does,” Coyle reassured her.
 
    
 
   “Being a marine mechanic?” she replied. 
 
    
 
   “No, I still think he’s terrible at that,” he said. 
 
    
 
   That got a small smile out of her. 
 
    
 
   “He got me out of San Diego alive. He saved a half dozen people along the way and, despite a few setbacks, he’s kept us going since we’ve arrived here. He’ll bring Matt back.”
 
    
 
   “I know,” she said.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jim paced around the tent checking his watch. His steps were in sync with the sliding of Brett’s blade sharpening on a whetstone.
 
    
 
   “Checking it every five seconds won’t make it tick by any faster, Jim,” Brett drawled. 
 
    
 
   Jim stopped. He found a seat and dropped himself in it. He leaned forward onto his elbows and rubbed his hands with his face.
 
    
 
   “What are you worried about? We have the drive. We have a plan. All we have to do now is sit back and let the computer nerd do his thing,” Brett said.
 
    
 
   “We could be wrong. What if Locke’s in on it?” Twink asked.
 
    
 
   “If Locke wanted us dead, then Hult would have done it out in the dunes when he had the chance. He wouldn’t have brought us back here if he was in on it,” Jim said.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Samantha was on her side, clutching her stomach from laughing so hard.
 
    
 
   “I’m serious. I ran through the entire dormitory butt-ass naked screaming that I was the Duke of Snatch. Surprisingly enough, I wasn’t very popular with the ladies that year. I shouldn’t have had that fifteenth beer,” Coyle said.
 
    
 
   “You’ll make me wake up Annie,” Samantha said, slapping Coyle’s side. Samantha peeked up to look in the truck cabin’s window, and then she jolted up. Annie was gone. “Annie!”
 
    
 
   Coyle ran around to the other side as Samantha checked under the truck bed. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t see her,” Samantha cried. 
 
    
 
   Her face was stricken with panic. Her head swiveled in all directions looking for her daughter. 
 
    
 
   “Look,” Coyle said.
 
    
 
   A pair of small footprints led up and over one of the dunes. Samantha reached the top first, and all she could see were the rolling dunes in the distance leading to the camp in front of them. Coyle gasped for breath once he got to the top. “She went…to the camp? Why would she go back there?” 
 
    
 
   Samantha shook her head. “The cat.”
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Annie was just outside the perimeters of the fence hiding on the other side of a large dune. She was spying on two soldiers who were outside the back of their tent. She spied a small hole in the fence she thought she could squeeze under, but it was right in front of where the soldiers were sitting. A third soldier came around the back and motioned for them to follow him. Annie waited until they were out of sight and then rushed down the hill and under the fence where she squeezed through the opening. She poked her head in the tent to see if anyone was inside. It was empty.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “It’s time,” Hult said.
 
    
 
   Jim threw on a cap and wrapped a bandana around his mouth to help conceal his face. Jim handed Hult the hard drive before they left the tent. 
 
    
 
   They walked towards the building where Matt was being held. Only one guard was stationed at the front door entrance. Jim hung back as Hult walked up to him with a friendly smile and the two shook hands. He saw Hult slide the drive into the guard’s hand when they shook. 
 
    
 
   Hult came back over to where Jim stood next to a gas truck and nodded. “He’s got it. In ten minutes he’ll go in to check on him, then we’re on watch,” Hult said.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Samantha and Coyle crawled the last hundred feet as they got closer to the backside of the camp. The sun was sinking behind them as they peeked over the last dune before the chain link fence. Coyle pointed towards the small opening at the bottom. 
 
    
 
   “She probably went through there,” he said.
 
    
 
   Samantha grabbed the pistol out of Coyle’s cargo pocket and tucked it under her shirt. 
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” Coyle asked. 
 
    
 
   “Getting my daughter,” she replied.
 
    
 
   She started to get up, but Coyle pulled her back down immediately. Two soldiers came back around the tent in front of the opening in the gate.
 
    
 
   “Do you want to get yourself killed? Wait here,” Coyle said. 
 
    
 
   He crawled down the backside of the dune and took off at a run, keeping his head and body low. She watched him go about a hundred yards down and then stop. She heard him fire off a few rounds into the air. The two soldiers at the tent immediately started running towards the gunfire. Samantha glanced back down at Coyle, who had taken off at a sprint in the opposite direction. She checked the perimeter of the fence once more. Nobody was there. She took her chance and sprinted down towards the hole. The wires cut her deep along her back as she pulled herself inside the base. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jim and Hult looked at each other when they heard the gunfire. 
 
    
 
   “The girls,” he whispered through the cloth of the bandana. 
 
    
 
   “We don’t know what that is. We have to finish this,” Hult said. 
 
    
 
   Hult signaled over to the guard, who nodded and went inside the door. 
 
    
 
   “We’re up,” Hult said.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Annie ducked under a tent when she heard the gunfire go off. Luckily it was empty, but it filled quickly with soldiers running in and grabbing their gear. She tucked herself under a cot that was in the corner and watched the boots scuttle around the floor as men shouted at each other. She heard a faint meowing over the sounds of the soldiers leaving. Once the last soldier had left, Annie darted towards the corner of the tent, following Tigs’s cries. She found her cage stacked up against a desk. 
 
    
 
   “Tigs! C’mon, let’s go find Dad,” she said. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Blood soaked through the back of Samantha’s shirt where the fence had scraped her. She knelt hidden behind a tank. She pulled the pistol out of her waistband and clicked the safety off. She crouched low while soldiers rushed past.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Matt could hear the sirens going off and the gunshots outside of his cell. Then his door flew open and the guard that Hult gave the drive to stormed into the cell and grabbed him. 
 
    
 
   “We don’t have a lot of time, but we both have a mutual friend,” the guard said.
 
    
 
   The guard shoved the thumb drive into Matt’s hand and plopped him down in front of one of the computer terminals in the abandoned offices. 
 
    
 
   “Work fast,” the guard said.
 
    
 
   Matt plugged the drive into the computer and pulled up the files. His fingers were swift on the keyboard. He entered code to debunk the encryption files to find the source of the code.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Hult stood in the corner of the building with Jim watching the door. Everyone was too preoccupied with the gunshots to worry about the data center now. Hult peeked around the corner as the sirens continued to wail. 
 
    
 
   “God help the asshole that started shooting at them,” Hult said.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Coyle was in a full sprint back to the truck and practically tripping over the sand dunes. “I swear if I die, I’m gonna be so pissed. I’m gonna come back and haunt the shit out of that stupid cat.”
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Matt had multiple files up on the dual screen monitors. His eyes darted back and forth from different documents as lines of code filled the screen. The guard looked at them like they were a foreign language. 
 
    
 
   “What is that?” the guard asked. 
 
    
 
   “These are the final orders that were trying to get sent before the attacks,” Matt replied.
 
    
 
   The guard walked over to the door to peek out the window. His back was to Matt. 
 
    
 
   “Well, just track whoever was going to send it,” the guard said.
 
    
 
   Suddenly, a smashing blow collapsed the back of the guard’s skull. He fell to the ground instantly. Matt had struck him over the head with one of the monitors, and blood dripped from its corner. 
 
    
 
   “I’ll make sure they get to the right place,” Matt said, standing over the guard’s body. 
 
    
 
   He smiled and tossed the monitor on the ground. He then ripped off the man’s uniform and collected his weapons and ammo.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “He’s taking too long. He should be out of there by now,” Hult said. 
 
    
 
   Hult peeled around the corner towards the door and Jim followed. Hult swung the door open and saw the guard on the floor. He reached down to check his pulse. Jim entered as Hult sat crouched on the ground next to the soldier. Matt entered the fray and glanced at the two men, a pistol aimed at both of them. 
 
    
 
   “Drop it,” Matt said.
 
    
 
   “You son of a bitch,” Hult said. 
 
    
 
   Before Hult could reach for his pistol, Matt shot him through the head. The silencer muffled the blast and Hult’s body dropped to the floor. 
 
    
 
   “Matt…” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   “Where are the girls, Jim?” 
 
    
 
   The sirens continued to wail outside the building. The collection of blood from both Hult and the guard pooled at Jim’s feet as he glanced down at the two lifeless bodies.  
 
    
 
   “Jim,” Matt said. 
 
    
 
   Jim looked up at the pistol pointed in his direction. Matt’s eyes were a wild calm. There was blood splattered on his shirt and arm. Matt glanced down at the screens in front of him that were downloading a program. It was at thirty percent and rising.
 
    
 
   “Where are the girls?” Matt asked again.
 
    
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” Jim asked. 
 
    
 
   “My job. Now drop the gun.” 
 
    
 
   Matt motioned to the floor. 
 
    
 
   “Drop it!” Matt said. 
 
    
 
   Jim lowered the rifle. He rested it gently on the ground and slowly rose with his hands in the air. 
 
    
 
   “We’ve got less than ten minutes before this position gets uploaded and a missile strike is ordered that levels this entire camp, so I’ll ask one more time. Where is my family?” Matt asked.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Annie ran along behind a line of trucks parked next to the fence and ducked under them when she heard someone coming. Footsteps thumped close to her. She crawled further under a jeep right next to the front tire. Tigs squirmed as the feet appeared in front of Annie’s face. Tigs let out a meow and the feet stopped. They slowly backtracked until they were right in front of her, causing Annie to cover her mouth. She started to shake as the legs bent down and the person’s knees came into view.
 
    
 
   “Annie, thank God,” Samantha said.
 
    
 
   Samantha reached for Annie and helped pull her out from under the jeep. She immediately wrapped her daughter in her arms and kissed her forehead. Her joy soon gave way to anger as she gripped Annie’s arms tightly. 
 
    
 
   “What were you thinking?” Samantha asked. 
 
    
 
   “I didn’t want them to forget Tigs when they came to get Daddy.” 
 
    
 
   The cat crawled out from beneath the jeep and meowed up at the two of them. 
 
    
 
   “Come on,” she said.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jim stood frozen at the door next to the two dead bodies at his feet. It just didn’t make any sense in his mind. Matt glanced down at his watch. 
 
    
 
   “Eight minutes, Jim,” Matt said. 
 
    
 
   “Just turn it off, Matt. I don’t know who’s making you do this, but--” 
 
    
 
   “Making me do this? No one is making me do anything, Jim. This is my choice. This is what I was trained for.” Matt sidestepped around the desk and slowly began to walk towards Jim while he spoke. “We were able to strike at every major city in unison while leveling the biggest logistical military base on the West Coast. We made the largest military force in the world look like fools.” 
 
    
 
   Jim’s breathing became sharper. Sweat beaded on his forehead. Matt was less than six feet away from him now. “Innocent people died, Matt.”
 
    
 
   Matt’s face became distorted with rage. Spit flew from his mouth as he spoke. “Innocent? I would kill a million innocent people if it meant keeping my family safe.”
 
    
 
   “You want your family safe? Shut the program down,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   Matt gripped the pistol tighter and walked closer. The gun was less than an inch from Jim’s forehead. Jim’s eyes didn’t leave Matt’s. Matt was shaking now. 
 
    
 
   “Don’t do this, Matt,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   Matt pushed the barrel into Jim’s forehead. His finger was on the trigger. His knuckles turned white against the gun’s black grip.
 
    
 
   The door flung open as Samantha walked in with Annie following behind her, Tigs in her arms. Samantha’s eyes went straight to the gun in Matt’s hand. Annie started to cry as she looked at the men lying on the ground surrounded by a pool of blood. 
 
    
 
   “Samantha, get behind me,” Matt ordered. 
 
    
 
   “Matt, what are you doing?” she gasped.
 
    
 
   “Now, Samantha!” Matt shouted.
 
    
 
   She stepped over the bodies and moved behind Matt, Annie following her every move.
 
    
 
   “Move, Jim,” Matt said.
 
    
 
   Jim complied.
 
    
 
   “Matt, what’s happening?” Samantha asked. 
 
    
 
   “It’s fine, Sammy. Just do what he tells you.” Jim said. “Annie, you take care of Tigs for me, okay?”
 
    
 
   She nodded and held the cat close. 
 
    
 
   “I’ll see you guys real soon,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   “No, you won’t.” Matt brought the handle of the pistol across Jim’s face, knocking him on the ground. Samantha screamed and, as a result, Annie began to cry while Tigs meowed incessantly. 
 
    
 
   Matt took a look out of the door. Men were scattered from the sound of the sirens still blaring in the background. He grabbed Samantha’s hand and rushed out the door.
 
    
 
   A jeep sat idle next to the fuel truck and Matt climbed into it. Samantha stood motionless and afraid. “Get in!” Matt shouted. 
 
    
 
   Samantha clutched Annie in her arms. Matt crawled across the seat and held her face in his hands gently. “Do you trust me?” Matt asked. 
 
    
 
   “Yes,” she replied. 
 
    
 
   Matt flung the door open and Samantha climbed in with Annie and Tigs.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brett and Twink burst through the door of the room to find Jim lying on the ground as Brett put his finger on his neck to check for a pulse. 
 
    
 
   “Jim,” Brett said. Brett slapped Jim hard across the face.
 
    
 
   “Wake up!” Brett said. 
 
    
 
   Jim jolted up. He felt the trickle of blood fall onto his lips from the cut across his face. He slowly got up with Brett’s help. 
 
    
 
   “What the hell happened?” Brett asked.
 
    
 
   Jim’s hand slowly rose to his temple as he tried to gather the thoughts of what had just happened. The words felt foreign as they slipped out of his mouth. 
 
    
 
   “It was Matt,” he said.
 
    
 
   “What?” Brett asked. 
 
    
 
   Jim glanced over to the computer. The files.” Jim rushed to the monitors where Matt had been working. There was an upload bar spread across the screen. It was at sixty-seven percent. 
 
   
              “I’m guessing this is bad,” Brett said. 
 
    
 
   Jim tried to hit a few keystrokes, but the keyboard was locked. He couldn’t move anything, not even the mouse. Anytime he tried, an encryption code popped up on the screen.
 
    
 
   “It’s an algorithm,” Twink said. He pushed Jim out of the way and dropped into the chair. “He put an algorithm encryption so we can’t stop the files from being sent.”
 
    
 
   “Can’t we cut the hard lines?” Brett asked.
 
    
 
   Twink shook his head. “No, the connection is coming from the location where the files are being sent. Even if we cut it, they’d still get the info,” Twink said.
 
    
 
   “This whole camp is going to be leveled if you don’t stop that file from being sent. If you can’t shut it down before it gets to ninety-five percent, get the hell out of here.”
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Matt drove wildly through the camp as soldiers screamed profanities back at him after being nearly hit. Samantha gathered her reserve to argue back with her husband. 
 
    
 
   “What the hell is going on, Matthew?” she demanded. 
 
    
 
   “Jim lied to you, Sam. He wasn’t on a mission to help me. He was on a mission to kill me.” 
 
    
 
   “What? Matt, that doesn’t make any sense,” she said.
 
    
 
   Jim’s jeep roared down the road as he tried to gain on Matt. He was closer now. He shifted gears and cut through a narrow path between a pair of tents on the side and started to head towards the perimeter.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The loading bar inched up to eighty-five percent as Twink tried different combos of numbers into the encryption bar. He had pulled out a laptop and connected it to the tower that Matt had used. Twink opened a program and started typing code, which fed into the other monitors. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t think it’s working, Twink,” Brett said as the loading bar inched up to eighty-six percent.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Matt turned the last corner of the road and saw the gate up ahead. 
 
    
 
   “Almost free,” Matt whispered. 
 
    
 
   Jim’s jeep came roaring past one of the tents right next to Matt’s jeep, almost running him off the road. Matt retaliated and rammed the side of his jeep into Jim’s. Matt reached for his pistol and fired a few shots. Jim slammed on the brakes and got right behind him. Dust flew up in the air as the jeeps raced for the gate, which was down, but Matt’s speed was increasing. 
 
    
 
   The guards at the gate shouted for him to stop and fired a spray of bullets at Matt, but he kept his foot on the pedal. They all ducked behind the dash as the jeep burst through the wooden gate, shredding it to splinters. 
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Sweat started to run down Twink’s forehead as the bar moved up to ninety-four percent. 
 
    
 
   “It’s no use, Twink. We’ve got to go,” Brett said. 
 
    
 
   “I think I’ve almost got it,” Twink answered. 
 
    
 
   The bar moved up to ninety-five percent. 
 
    
 
   “You get out of here,” Twink said.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, like I’d ever let you tell me what to do,” Brett said. 
 
    
 
   The bar crawled up to ninety-six percent. 
 
    
 
   “My mother always said it would be my stubborn pride that’d kill me.” 
 
    
 
   The encryption code was almost cracked as Twink made the second to the last number fall into place. 
 
    
 
   “God, I always hated that woman,” Brett said.
 
    
 
   “Well, I hate to prove your mother wrong, but it looks like that stubborn pride won’t kill you today,” Twink said. 
 
    
 
   Twink hit the enter button, and the bar stopped at ninety-eight percent.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The two jeeps raced towards the highway as the ashes of Phoenix smoldered in the distance. Jim pulled out his pistol and aimed for the tires. He fired two shots and blew out the left rear tire. The jeep swerved as Matt tried to keep his careening jeep under control. He pulled out his gun and fired back at Jim. A few bullets went through Jim’s windshield, shattering portions of the glass. Another bullet ricocheted off the hood as Jim ducked behind the console. Jim came back up and aimed the pistol at the other rear tire and fired. It blew out, and the jeep swerved in a circle as Matt was unable to keep control of the wheel.
 
    
 
   Dust and sand settled around the jeep as Jim pulled right up to it before slamming on the brakes. He squinted through the dust but couldn’t see the girls. “Sammy! Annie!” Jim got to the jeep and when he looked inside it, Samantha was unconscious and bleeding from the forehead. She stirred a bit when he said her name, and her eyes opened. 
 
    
 
   “Jim?” Samantha asked.
 
    
 
   “Get away from my wife, Jim,” Matt said. 
 
    
 
   Jim slowly turned around to see Matt’s silhouette in the dust. As it cleared, he saw Matt’s arm around Annie covering her mouth and shielding the front of his body. 
 
    
 
   “Don’t do this, Matt. Whatever it is you got yourself into, I can help get you out,” Jim pleaded. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t need your help. We don’t need your fucking help!” Matt screamed. 
 
    
 
   Annie’s eyes were red with tears as her muffled cries came through her father’s hands. 
 
    
 
   “Let her go,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   Samantha watched in horror as her husband held her daughter’s mouth shut while pointing a gun at her brother. She tried to get up but kept falling back down into her seat. 
 
    
 
   “You think I’m going to hurt my family, Jim? No, the only person I’m going to hurt is you.” Matt’s finger moved to the trigger when suddenly Tigs leapt from under the jeep, landing on Matt’s leg. She dug her claws into Matt’s thigh, hanging on as he shook her off. Annie fell to the ground as Matt fired his pistol into the side of the jeep, narrowly missing Jim.
 
    
 
   Jim sprinted towards Matt and sent him flying into the sand. The two men wrestled as Matt clawed for the pistol just beyond his reach. Jim had him in a headlock, but Matt flew his head back and knocked Jim’s jaw, causing him to lose his grip. Matt scrambled for the gun and grabbed it. As he whipped himself around, Jim grabbed Matt’s arm with the pistol in it and slammed him to the ground. They both rolled over on top of each other again and again, trying to use the momentum they’d gain to pin the other man down.
 
    
 
   They finally came to a halt on their sides. Both men had their hands wrapped around the pistol, attempting to point it at the other man. The barrel of the gun tilted back-and-forth slightly between Jim and Matt. Jim gritted his teeth, struggling to gain control of the pistol. Matt’s eyes were wild with rage and both men’s faces were turning red from the strain.
 
    
 
   Then the gun went off. Both of them jolted from the sound of the gunshot, each man gasping for air. The color from their faces began to fade. Jim glanced down at the pistol still smoking in his hand. 
 
    
 
   Blood dripped from Matt’s stomach as he held a hand over his gut, squeezing against the wound in panic. Matt flopped onto his back as Jim rose to his knees, hovering over him. Matt shook and convulsed on the ground. He looked up at Jim with his fading eyes. 
 
    
 
   “You won’t be able to stop it. Just keep them safe,” Matt said.
 
    
 
   The words were barely audible when they left his lips. Matt’s eyes stared up into the sky. Both his arms went limp and dropped to the ground. 
 
    
 
   Samantha screamed from the jeep as she crawled over the seats to get out. She hit the ground hard and stumbled over to Matt’s side, holding his face in her hands. Annie sat huddled in a ball in the sand with Tigs curled right up next to her. Jim’s eyes rose from the scene in front of him to the charred skyscrapers of Phoenix in the backdrop while his sister’s cries filled the desert air.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   It took a while for everyone to get debriefed after what happened. Locke himself had flown out once he’d been radioed. It wasn’t until his arrival that Jim was finally released. The sand, ash, and blood were still caked onto his sunburnt face as Jim found himself in a tent with Locke, a vacant chair, and another file. Locke motioned over to his assistant, Chris, who came closer. 
 
    
 
   “Get us some water,” Locke said. 
 
    
 
   “Whiskey,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   Locke nodded and the boy left the tent. Jim stared blankly into the space in front of him. Locke didn’t want to press him for details on what happened, so he honored the silence between them.
 
    
 
   “Did you know?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “Know what?” Locke responded.
 
    
 
   “That Matt was the mole.” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “No, but I had a thought that he could be. I needed to know for sure. I thought that if I sent someone he trusted, he—”
 
    
 
   “Wouldn’t try and kill them,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   Chris returned with a bottle and two glasses and placed them on the table between the two men. Locke reached for the glass while Jim reached for the bottle. He twisted the cap off, pressed the opening to his chapped lips and took a long swig.
 
    
 
   “Jim, I can’t imagine what you’re feeling right now, son.”
 
    
 
   “You can’t imagine what it’s like to kill your sister’s husband in front of her and your niece? You don’t know what it’s like to have them look at you after it’s done?” 
 
    
 
   “No, I don’t.”
 
    
 
   Jim jumped to his feet with the bottle in his hand. He pointed his other free hand at Locke and started screaming. 
 
    
 
   “No! You don’t fucking know! You don’t fucking know because you’ve never fucking done it! You could have told me the information you had! You could’ve told me what he might do, what he was a part of, but no, you had to be mysterious with your orders, no matter the fucking cost!”
 
 
   The last words hung in the air the loudest. Jim’s face was beet red and his breathing was labored. He walked to the corner of the tent and kept his back to Locke, who sat silent and motionless. 
 
    
 
   Finally, the old general drummed his fingers on his leg and rose out of the chair. He folded his hands behind his back as he spoke. “Your father knew the cost of following orders. The official report was correct when it said that over twenty of his men died, but what the report didn’t mention were the ten thousand people he helped save in the small city where they were stationed.”
 
    
 
   Jim’s grip on the bottle loosened as it hung limp between his fingers. 
 
    
 
   “It was a classified mission in an area where we weren’t supposed to be. The boys back home had to cover their asses and mark him as a deserter to stop a war from happening,” Locke explained.
 
    
 
   “Why are you telling me this? So I’ll understand why you didn’t tell me what was really going on?” Jim asked. 
 
    
 
   “No, I told you because I thought you should know that your father wasn’t a coward. He wasn’t afraid of what needed to be done.”
 
    
 
    “We can’t stop it. That’s what Matt told me when he was holding his guts in.” 
 
    
 
   “Stop what?” Locke asked. 
 
    
 
   Jim walked over and slid the whiskey bottle back on the table. “He didn’t say, but it has something to do with the file that Twink stopped from being uploaded.”
 
    
 
   “That’s a good place to start looking then,” Locke said.
 
    
 
   “Whatever you find out, I want in on it. I want to find the bastards that are behind this.” 
 
    
 
   “The United States military owes you a great debt.” 
 
    
 
   “There isn’t anything you can give me to undo what I did.”
 
    
 
   Twink and Brett were outside waiting for Jim. Brett embraced him in a hug, then Twink. Coyle stumbled out of the adjacent tent sporting a black eye as he rubbed his shoulder.
 
    
 
   “Just a little piece of advice for you boys. Don’t pretend to shoot military personnel, they don’t like it much,” Coyle said.
 
    
 
   Jim saw Samantha and Annie in the distance next to a jeep. He stood for a moment then decided to walk over. Samantha saw him coming and she met him halfway. Jim looked back into the jeep and saw Annie staring blankly at Tigs as she rested in Annie’s lap. 
 
    
 
   “How’s she doing?” Jim asked. 
 
    
 
   “Not good,” Samantha answered. 
 
    
 
   The words came out icy, cold. Samantha stood there with her arms crossed, bits of caked mud on her face and a shirt stained with her husband’s blood. 
 
    
 
   “I know why you did it. I’ll be able to forgive you one day. Just not now,” Samantha said.
 
    
 
   Jim simply nodded without a response. Samantha turned and went back to her daughter. As Jim watched her walk away, he’d thought about all he’d lost. He lost his home in San Diego. He lost his family in the desert. He’d been shot at and beaten bloody by people who wanted to hurt him. Now he only had one thing left. He only had one thought on his mind. He was going to find the people behind this. He would hunt them down and make sure they’d pay. He was going to make them feel what he felt, and God help anyone that got in his way. 
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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   It was darker than usual. An endless cover of clouds hid the moon from sight. A small crack of a twig, the rustling of leaves and grass, and the hoot of an owl overhead were amplified by the silence of the night. 
 
    
 
   The subdivision sat on the edge of the highway across from the forest. The homes were spread out on large three-acre lots. The two-story castles sprawled out across them were meant to be places where the wealthy could have their space.
 
    
 
   Only the whites of Jim Farr’s eyes could be seen through the camouflage painted on his face as he crouched in the brush near the edge of the highway. His eyes were focused on a house in the distance across the highway from where he sat hidden. Jim clicked the radio around his neck. “Brett. Twink. You in position?” 
 
    
 
   Brett was just outside the house in the backyard behind a small cluster of trees and bushes. He wore binoculars and peered through the back window of the two-story home. Twink was on his belly, sniper rifle tucked under his arm as he looked through the scope. Both were dressed from head to toe in their camouflage field gear. As they peered through their sights, the two kept watch on the nuclear-age family of four inside the house, who were sitting around the table eating dinner. 
 
    
 
   Brett flicked on his radio, “Roger that. Target’s still with family.” 
 
    
 
   “This still feels weird,” Twink said. 
 
    
 
   Brett dropped the binoculars from his face but kept his eyes on the back of the house. “Yeah, I don’t think we’ll ever get used to being on missions in our own country.”
 
    
 
   Jim checked his watch. 8:11 p.m. He shook his head. The family shouldn’t even be there tonight. Jim had done recon on the target for weeks. 
 
    
 
   “What’s it gonna be, Jim?” Brett asked.
 
    
 
   Jim’s steady, controlled breaths made puffs of cold air appear into the night as he spoke. “We give it another hour. That’ll still give us enough time to get to the evac zone. If we can’t get a good bead on the target by then, we abort.”
 
    
 
   Coyle sat crouched about a mile away at the landing zone. He leaned back against a tree, his rifle across his lap, looking up into the night sky. He was feeling incredibly hungry. “What are they having?” he asked over the radio.
 
    
 
   Brett pulled his binoculars back up and zoomed the magnification to half of its 1,600-yard capacity. He saw the father shovel a piece of pasta in his mouth. “Looks like lasagna,” Brett responded.
 
    
 
   Coyle placed his hand over his stomach as he moaned out in agony. He clicked on his radio, and a low rumble echoed in everyone’s ear as his stomach growled. “Do you hear that?” he asked. “If I don’t eat something soon, my stomach is going to give away our position.”
 
   It was close to nine o’clock when the family finally finished their meal. The parents took the dishes into the kitchen as the kids ran screaming up the stairs, chasing after one another. 
 
    
 
   Brett’s eyes kept a bead on the target and clicked his radio on. “Dinner’s over. Kids are upstairs playing video games. Target is still in the kitchen,” he replied while he watched the man and woman washing dishes through the kitchen window.
 
    
 
   Now was the time. Jim’s knees cracked as he rose from the grass and leaves. Hours of stillness had left his body stiff. He darted across the highway, his rifle nose scanning the yard. “Brett, get in position to kill the power and wait for my signal,” Jim ordered. “Twink…keep an eye on the kids and make sure they don’t come downstairs.”
 
    
 
   Twink swung his scope up toward the second floor, making sure his finger was nowhere near the trigger. “Copy that,” Twink responded.
 
    
 
   Jim ducked alongside the fence on the perimeter of the house. The nearest house to them was three hundred yards away and with the lack of streetlights, he was perfectly hidden in the night. He clicked on his radio as he opened the gate to the back yard, keeping his voice low.
 
    
 
   “Coyle, let command know we’ll be in your location and ready for evac in twenty minutes.”
 
    
 
   Coyle flopped from his stomach to his back and picked up his radio. “HQ, this is goliath, the package will be ready at 2120 hours.”
 
    
 
   Brett made it over to the power box and cracked the cover open with the blade on his knife. Dozens of wires ran up and down the box, and Brett held his blade underneath them, waiting for Jim’s signal.
 
    
 
   Jim inched closer to the back corner of the house. Just beyond that corner was the exterior kitchen door. Jim dropped low to his knee at the corner’s edge. “Twink, kids still upstairs?” 
 
    
 
   Twink looked through the cross hairs of his scope. The kids were still hypnotized by the television. “Affirmative.”.
 
    
 
   Jim peeked around the corner of the wall to get a better look at the door he planned to breach. Jim took a soft, slow breath and then pressed his communication link. “Brett, on my mark, cut the power.”
 
    
 
   Brett stood at the box poised to cut the wire. He could feel the blade digging into the wax coatings of the wires in his hand as he applied a steady, gentle pressure.
 
    
 
   Twink shifted his focus from the kids’ room back down to the kitchen window, where the mother and father shared a laugh as she dipped the dishes into soapy water and he dried them. Only ten feet to the left, Twink saw Jim strapping on his night vision goggles at the corner of the house.
 
    
 
   Jim’s breath accelerated as he adjusted his goggles. His heart beat hard against his shirt. He squeezed the grip of his rifle and his knuckles turned white. He inched as close to the edge of the wall as he could without passing it. His thumb flicked the safety lever off. “Kill power.”
 
    
 
   The entire neighborhood went black. Jim sprinted toward the back door. He kept up his speed as he swung his leg up and smashed the door open, leaving the doorframe splintered around its edges. Jim viewed the couple through the green hue of his goggles as the husband pushed his wife behind him and backed them into a corner of the kitchen. Jim’s rifle kept a bead on the target even though she was well covered.
 
    
 
   “Please,” begged the man, “don’t hurt us. We didn’t do anything. Take what you want.”
 
    
 
   “Get down on the ground. Now!”
 
    
 
   As the husband began to comply, the wife put a knife to his throat, keeping him in place. 
 
    
 
   Jim cursed under his breath. “Drop the knife, Kate!”
 
    
 
   Kate pressed the blade deeper into her husband’s neck. A trickle of blood ran down his neck, staining his white collar.
 
    
 
   “Kate,” the husband asked, “what are you doing?”
 
    
 
   “Shut up, Doug,” she said.
 
    
 
   Jim peered through the sight on his rifle. He didn’t have a clear shot. He inched a little closer. 
 
    
 
   “A corpse still works as a shield,” Kate warned.
 
    
 
   Jim froze. He started to feel hot. The room swayed. He could taste sand in his mouth and his lips felt chapped and dry. He glanced down at the rifle in his hands, except it wasn’t a rifle anymore. It was a 9mm pistol. He looked at Kate and Doug, but it wasn’t them anymore…it was Matt using his 5-year-old niece as a human shield.
 
    
 
   Kate worked her husband like a puppet along the kitchen counter. They passed the refrigerator, moving in front of Jim, who was preoccupied with trying to shake the images from his mind. 
 
    
 
   Jim’s rifle dipped, which gave Kate the window she was looking for. She knocked Doug’s legs from underneath him and sent him barreling into Jim. Jim popped out of the hallucination and instinctively swung his rifle, knocking the husband out with the butt of the weapon. 
 
    
 
   Jim shook the images from his mind. He jumped over Doug’s collapsed body and chased Kate through the living room. She flung the blade back at Jim, slicing his shoulder. 
 
    
 
   Kate’s hand wrapped around the knob of the front door. She jerked it open, but Jim slammed into the back of her, forcing the door shut. She fought back as Jim tied her hands behind her back with a piece of zip line. Then Jim heard the hard click of a hammer being pulled back on a revolver behind him.
 
    
 
   Kate’s son, no older than nine, stood on the steps of the staircase behind Jim with tears streaming down his face and the six shooter shaking in his hands. His younger brother was crouched behind his legs, clutching the staircase banister as sobs left his tiny body.
 
    
 
   Jim kept Kate close, turning the both of them around. He kept one hand on Kate’s restraints and the other up high; free of any weapons. “Take it easy, buddy,” Jim said calmly.
 
    
 
   “L-let her go,” the boy said. His voice trembling as he kept both hands on the pistol aimed at Jim’s head. 
 
    
 
   “Hunny, come and get mommy out of these cuffs, okay?”
 
    
 
   The boy moved down the steps, trembling as he approached his mother. Jim pulled Kate slowly away from the front door back through the living room.
 
    
 
   “Go back upstairs,” Jim said, his eyes soft as the young boy followed. “We’re not going to hurt anyone.” Jim bumped into furniture backing up towards the smashed rear door that had served as his entrance point. The boy pursued them sheepishly until his eyes fell onto his unconscious father sprawled out on the ground. Jim let go of Kate and lunged for the pistol in the boy’s hands, knocking him to the ground. Jim turned to watch Kate vanish out the back door. Jim flipped on his radio. “Twink, she’s heading your way!”
 
    
 
   Jim looked down at the boy who had crawled over to his father. He was crying and shaking his father’s body. Jim gently lowered the hammer of the revolver and shoved it into his belt loop. When he rushed out the back, Twink was wrestling Kate to the ground. Brett was already over helping keep Kate down. Brett pulled out a syringe and stuck it into Kate’s arm. Her body finally stopped resisting and went limp on the grass in her backyard. 
 
    
 
   Blood dripped from Brett’s nose where Kate had kicked him. “Well, I’m not carrying the crazy bitch.” 
 
    
 
   With Kate over his shoulder, Jim started the long hike through the rocky terrain toward the evacuation site. The cries from the boys inside the house never quite faded away, no matter how far Jim walked. 
 
    
 
   The chopper was waiting at the rendezvous point when they arrived. Jim and Twink secured Kate in one of the harnesses while Coyle and Brett strapped themselves in. Coyle looked around the group, his eyebrows raised as if he were waiting for something.
 
    
 
   “What?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “No leftovers?” Coyle asked.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The helicopter landed fifty miles south in Northern California at a military installation that wasn’t on any civilian map. Kate was still unconscious when they arrived. A pair of medics came and put her on a stretcher to take her to the interrogation room where she’d be “woken up.”
 
    
 
   Jim, Coyle, Brett, and Twink headed toward the command post to be debriefed. Coyle walked ahead with Jim while Brett and Twink hung back out of earshot.
 
    
 
   “What happened in there?” Brett asked.
 
    
 
   Twink adjusted the shoulder strap of his pack as they walked across the tarmac. “Not sure. I think he froze up again.”.
 
    
 
   “He hasn’t been the same since Phoenix,” Brett said.
 
    
 
   “I don’t think anyone would be the same after what he went through,” Twink said.
 
    
 
   Jim walked to General Locke’s office. Coyle was chewing his ear off about something, but Jim wasn’t listening. His mind retreated back to the missions he’d been on over the last three months. It was his driving force. Those missions gave him something to focus on so he didn’t have to think about anything else.
 
    
 
   What happened in Phoenix had changed Jim’s life. It was there Jim tried to prove Matt’s innocence by risking not just his own life but also the lives of his friends, only to have his trust betrayed. The vision that he saw on tonight’s mission was the same he’d seen in his dreams every night since that day. His sister, Samantha, hadn’t spoken to him in months and had forbidden him to see Annie, his niece. Jim had fought hard to find them and keep them safe. After the bombings in San Diego that set all of this in motion, he had battled gangs, soldiers, fires, bombs and riots. Now, the only family he had left didn’t want anything to do with him.
 
    
 
   The only piece of him that was still with Annie and Samantha was his cat, Tigs, who wouldn’t leave Annie’s side after what happened. Jim missed the feline, and as much as Coyle wouldn’t admit it, he did too.
 
    
 
   Jim subdued the memories as he opened the door to Locke’s office. Officers, soldiers, and administrative clerks moved in logistical synchronization around the floor. Jim didn’t look at their faces. He made a beeline straight for the interrogation room.
 
    
 
   On his way, Jim passed the locked doors of the men and women who he had brought in on charges of conspiracy and treason. The organization he was hunting ran deep; politicians, businessmen, and lawyers, all of whom were part of the attacks on major U.S. cities four months ago. Now they sat behind locked doors in 8x8 cells. None of the assailants he brought in had said a word though. Even when he turned them against one another, saying their friends already gave them up, they wouldn’t talk. They were unwavering in their loyalty.
 
    
 
   Locke stood behind the one-way glass examining the empty room. His belly sagged over his belt and he smoothed his mustache as Jim entered through the door behind him. Locke didn’t turn around. He knew who it was. Jim joined Locke by the glass. Medics carted the still-unconscious Kate in on a stretcher. They placed her in a chair and restrained her limbs. One of the medics prepared a syringe of adrenaline. 
 
    
 
   “Any collateral damage?” Locke asked.
 
    
 
   “Nothing serious,” Jim responded.
 
    
 
   The adrenaline did its job. Kate shot awake and gasped for breath. She looked at her restraints and struggled to free herself. Two interrogators dressed in matching army cargo pants and blue shirts replaced the medics. One had a file folder in his hand and tossed it on the table in front of Kate. 
 
    
 
   The interrogators showed Kate photos of her family, but she refused to look. They threatened her and her family, lied that her co-conspirators had already given her up. One of the interrogators pointed at pictures of her sons, but she appeared indifferent to all of it. They grabbed the water bucket. One of the men held Kate’s head back and placed a cloth over her face. He continued to bark questions at her, but she remained silent through the breaks in the water’s flow over her face.
 
    
 
   “We’re not getting anywhere, Locke,” Jim said over Kate’s gurgled chokes and coughs coming through the speaker system.
 
    
 
   “It’s going to take time, Jim. You yourself said they were well organized. Whatever it was they had planned, they’d been preparing for a long time.”
 
    
 
   “We have over twenty members of this organization and we don’t know who’s in charge, why they attacked us, or what they have planned next,” Jim replied.
 
    
 
   “Jim,” Locke started, turning his back to the interrogation, “the President has ordered all reservists into active duty and brought home sixty percent of our soldiers from foreign bases to help re-establish order.” 
 
    
 
   Jim shook his head. “If these people are as deep as we think they are, then why is it so hard to believe that this could be what they want?”
 
    
 
   Locke exhaled and turned back to the interrogation scene. Kate coughed up water while the men shoved more pictures in her face. 
 
    
 
   “How are the sessions going?” Locke inquired.
 
    
 
   Jim looked away from the General back through the one-way glass. 
 
    
 
   “I stopped going,” Jim responded.
 
    
 
   Locke heaved a sigh. “Jim, it’s important you go. What happened to you and your fam-” 
 
    
 
   “She was going to kill him,” said Jim, nodding toward Kate. 
 
    
 
   “What?” asked Locke.
 
    
 
   “She had a knife to her husband’s throat. If it came down to it, she was going to kill him,” Jim said. “These people don’t care about threats. They don’t care about their families.” He turned to leave. “You’re not going to get anything out of her.”
 
    
 
   “Go to the sessions, Jim,” Locke said. “It’ll help.”
 
    
 
   “There isn’t anything that can help me now.” 
 
    
 
   Jim closed the door and left Locke by himself watching the cloth go over Kate’s head one more time. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Chase Brenner, dressed in a fine dark grey suit, crisp white shirt, and black tie watched a news report on television. All the news channels were in an uproar about the same thing: military abductions on civilians without warrant or probable cause. Chase poured himself a bourbon, neat, into a crystal glass. The diamonds in his watch sparkled from the light of the parlor chandelier. 
 
    
 
   Congressman Jones and Chase’s younger brother Derrick sat on the opposite ends of the couch sipping drinks of their own. Jones tapped his index finger on the armrest while he watched the interview between a reporter and a military official from the Pentagon. Derrick was focused on an article in the Wall Street Journal. “We could use that.” Chase sipped his drink and caught the attention of his guests. Chase joined Jones and Derrick on an adjacent chair. He folded one leg over the other as he swirled the brown liquid in his glass, relishing and sniffing its contents.
 
    
 
   “Sir, it’s too soon to go public. We’ll risk exposing ourselves,” said Jones.
 
    
 
   “We’re not going public, Congressman,” Chase reassured him. “Who do we know on the appropriations committee?” 
 
    
 
   The congressman thought for a moment. “We have Wessick and Furth on that committee, sir.”
 
    
 
   Derrick put the paper down and leaned forward, intrigued. “Leverage?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “Precisely,” Chase responded, putting his glass on a coaster on a table in front of him. “The media is in a frenzy about the lack of constitutional rights our country is experiencing right now. We’ll have our liberal friends propose legislation to require greater transparency in our military’s operations.” 
 
    
 
   The congressman shook his head not quite following. “Even if we did, it would take months to get the bill passed, and we don’t have that kind of time.”
 
    
 
   Chase looked at the congressman like a father practicing patience on a child. “The bill isn’t meant to pass, Congressman. We need it to cause a stir. The more obstacles we can get our enemies to juggle, the better our chances of success.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll reach out to their offices,” said Derrick.
 
    
 
   Once Derrick left the room, Chase and the congressman found themselves alone with the television.
 
    
 
   “Your brother is quite the ambitious one,” the congressman said, fiddling nervously with his hands.
 
    
 
   “Yes, he is,” Chase replied. 
 
   Jones finally summoned the courage to speak what was on his mind. “Mr. Brenner, I think that we may be biting off more than we can handle at the moment.”
 
    
 
   Chase narrowed his eyes at Jones as he sipped from his glass.
 
    
 
   Jones’ hands fluttered in his lap and he repositioned himself on the couch. “I’m just trying to say that with the large number of people the military has been able to poach over the last few months, maybe now’s not the best time move forward. What if they told them something?”
 
    
 
   “My people understand the meaning of conviction, Congressman,” Chase replied.
 
    
 
   “You don’t think they gave anything up?” Jones asked.
 
    
 
   Chase held up his glass to the chandelier light and examined it. 
 
    
 
   “Do you know how long it takes to distill bourbon, Congressman?” Chase asked.
 
    
 
   “I… I’m not sure what you mean, sir.”
 
    
 
   Chase leaned forward in his chair, his elbows resting on his knees. He held the glass in both hands like it was a precious gift. “Most manufacturers require that the liquor is distilled for no less than four years. Now, if you want to really get the most out of the bourbon, you want to age it between eight and ten years. That is where you’ll get the optimal flavor. But after ten years, the aging process gets tricky. The wood from the barrels start to overtake the flavor of the bourbon. Most manufacturers don’t try aging barrels that long because if it goes sour, they’ll lose profits.” 
 
    
 
   Jones moved uneasily in his chair. His face was turning pale and the loose skin under his neck started to shake.
 
    
 
   “There are a few distillers though that are willing to risk it because, if stored properly and in the right conditions, the bourbon can become more flavorful as time goes by, mixing and fermenting the contents of the barrel into something that’s never been tasted before.”
 
    
 
   Chase’s eyes roamed from his glass to Jones. He rose from his chair and walked over to Jones, who shrank back into his seat. “Now, the only way to check to see if an aged barrel has gone bad is to taste it. If it turns out the barrel has gone sour, then it’s discarded.”
 
    
 
   Jones kept his eyes on the floor as Chase walked closer. His hands grappled his pant leg as he tried to contain his nervousness.
 
    
 
   “Unlike most bourbon manufacturers, I don’t have the fear of losing out on profits to see what can be created,” Chase said, grabbing the congressman’s chin and lifting it up so he could look him in the eye. Chase rubbed his thumb over the congressman’s lips and bent down to whisper in his ear. “Don’t go sour on me now, Congressman.”
 
    
 
   Chase downed the bourbon and set the empty glass on the chair of the sofa. He headed for the door yelled back behind him before he exited. “Make sure Wessick and Furth do their job!” He walked to his office. His footsteps echoed off of the finished oak floors up into the high ceilings of the house. He passed paintings, sculptures, and elegantly decorative furniture. The house looked more like a museum than a home. When he reached his office, he opened the door to find Derrick sitting in the chair across from his desk typing away on his laptop.
 
    
 
   “Where are we with Kearny’s widow?” Chase demanded.
 
    
 
   “Still looking for her,” Derrick responded.
 
    
 
   Samantha Kearny was the missing link for Chase right now. Out of all of the people that had disappeared, he needed to find her the most.
 
    
 
   Derrick noticed the frustration on his brother’s face. “Why are you so convinced that Matt would have sent it to her?” 
 
    
 
   Chase sat down forcefully onto his chair and leaned back, biting his thumbnail. “Because, we should have received his backup code by now and if his instructions weren’t to send it to us, then he must have sent it to her.”
 
    
 
   Derrick closed his laptop, focusing his attention on his brother. “We’ve had our contacts watch all possible avenues. If Matt had instructions for a delivery, then we would know about it.”
 
    
 
   “Keep an eye on the congressman for me. He seems to be losing his nerve,” Chase said.
 
    
 
   Derrick pulled his cellphone out of his jacket pocket. He instructed one of the guards to tail the congressman. 
 
    
 
   Chase powered on his computer and opened up a file labeled “Matt Kearny.” He browsed through pictures of Matt with his wife, Samantha, and daughter, Annie. Birthday parties, vacations, it was all there in front of him. The sum of one man’s life that had once worked for him compressed down into one gigabyte of data. He clicked on a subfolder labeled “Work” and it opened up files of code and projects that Matt had been in charge of.
 
    
 
   Chase never really interacted with Matt directly but was always impressed by the diligence in which he processed his work. Matt never missed an assignment, failed to meet a deadline, or showed any sign of disloyalty. The fact that he hadn’t received Matt’s final code sheet raised some concerns.
 
    
 
   “Wessick and Furth are good to go,” Derrick said, getting off the phone.
 
    
 
   “Good,” Chase replied. “Where are we with San Diego?” 
 
    
 
   “Everything’s on schedule. You were right in anticipating the President to bring home troops to help stabilize the country after the attacks. There’s over a quarter million soldiers in the Southern California area right now,” Derrick said.
 
    
 
   “So predictable,” said Chase.

“Do you need me for anything else?” Derrick asked.
 
    
 
   “No, you can go,” he said. 
 
    
 
   Derrick folded up his laptop and headed out the door; just before Derrick could exit, Chase called out to him. “I love you, Derrick.”
 
    
 
   “I love you too, Chase.”
 
    
 
   Derrick shut the door behind him and Chase listened to his brother’s footsteps fade down the hallway. A family portrait hung next to the door Derrick had closed that was taken when they were still in elementary school. 
 
    
 
   Chase and Derrick had fought all the time when they were younger. Derrick had tried to beat him at everything but always fell short. Derrick would spend hours practicing, reading, learning whatever edge he could to best his brother. Chase was smarter, faster, and stronger at everything they competed in. He remembered one time when he was fifteen and was playing with his brother in a game of one-on-one on the driveway of their parents’ home in Indiana. Chase had just hit his first growth spurt and was a good foot taller than his brother at the time. He just won his third game in a row when his father came out and pulled him aside.
 
    
 
   Tom, Chase’s father, was never one to back down, but he told Chase to let his brother win once. He assured him that it would mean so much to Derrick to actually beat him at something. Chase started the game and let Derrick score a few early points, but then started to attack him. He scored again, and again, and again, pushing his younger brother out of the way, knocking him down, whatever he had to do to humiliate him. The final score of that game was four to twenty-one. His brother ran off crying and when his father asked Chase why he’d humiliated his brother, Chase answered casually. “You never let someone weaker than you beat you. If you do, then you become weak.” 
 
    
 
   It was the first time Chase’s father ever told him he was proud of him, and that mindset and philosophy stayed with him his entire life. He had the ability to crush anything that came against him, and he was on the verge of crippling the world’s biggest superpower and reinventing it in his own image. His father’s words fueled him. He would become more powerful than his father had ever dreamed of being. 
 
    
 
   The planning he’d done over the past twenty years was finally coming to fruition. He had influence, money, and power on his side and, just like that day over twenty years ago when he humiliated his brother in basketball, he would humiliate the United States federal government.
 
    
 
   Chase closed the window of Matt’s work file. Before he shut down the laptop, another picture caught his eye. He opened the file and there was a picture of Matt, Samantha, and Annie with birthday hats on celebrating Annie’s third birthday. He leaned in close to the screen to get a good look at Samantha, who was the final missing piece of his puzzle. “Where are you?” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   When Samantha Kearny opened the door to her daughter’s room that morning, Annie was still as water. The only sign of motion from the 5-year-old’s bed was Jim’s cat Tigs, who looked at Samantha and meowed tiredly.
 
    
 
   “Annie?” Samantha whispered. “It’s time to get up, hunny.” 
 
    
 
   Annie didn’t move. Her open eyes stared into the corner of the room, avoiding her mother’s presence. Annie hadn’t spoken a word since she saw her father die three months ago. The doctors agreed it was shock and that the girl would speak again, but it would just take time. How long that time was though, the doctors couldn’t say. All they could tell her was to keep everything as normal as possible to allow Annie to get back into a routine of what her life used to be; a routine that no longer involved her father.
 
    
 
   General Locke had set them up in an apartment just north of San Francisco in a small town called Santa Rosa. It was his way of telling them how sorry he was for their loss. But the apartment didn’t help stop the pain. The apartment didn’t allow Annie to speak again. The apartment didn’t make them feel like they were home. They hadn’t even had a chance to bury Matt’s body yet because the government was still “examining” the remains. 
 
    
 
   Samantha scooped Annie up in her arms and Tigs bounced off the bed, following them into the kitchen. She set Annie down at the table and fired up the skillet. “How about eggs and hash browns today?” It was Annie’s favorite dish, and lately she was trying anything to get her daughter to say something. Annie simply stared at the kitchen table while Tigs weaved in and out of her legs.
 
    
 
   Samantha cracked open the eggs into the skillet and they sizzled from the heat. She pulled the hash browns out of the freezer and piled a plate of them into the microwave. The microwave beeped and Samantha grabbed the plate of piping hot hash browns and scraped some of them onto a plate next to a pile of scrambled eggs. She set the plate right in front of Annie and made herself one, too.
 
    
 
   Annie picked up her fork and poked at the eggs. She ate nothing.
 
    
 
   “Eat, sweetheart,” Samantha urged.
 
    
 
   Tigs jumped up on the chair and then onto the table. The cat plopped down next to Annie’s plate of food and stared at the girl.
 
    
 
   “You better hurry before Tigs gets it,” Samantha said as the cat gave a meow. 
 
    
 
   The little animal then nudged the girl’s arm. Annie picked up the fork and put a small piece of hash brown into her mouth. Samantha smiled. Tigs purred while Annie slowly picked away at the food in front of her.
 
    
 
   When the doorbell rang, Samantha almost dropped the fork in her hand. She and Annie hadn’t had any visitors since moving in. The only person that knew where she lived was the military personnel aid that helped them move in and handled the apartment complex’s paperwork.
 
    
 
   Samantha looked through the peephole and saw a small, balding man, no taller than five feet. He wore a black suit and tie. Samantha’s eye dropped from the peephole. She ran towards her bedroom quietly. 

Jim had given her a 9mm pistol before she left the military base a few months ago. Samantha entered her room and opened her dresser drawer. She pushed aside socks and underwear until she pulled out a black box. She flipped the two latches that held it closed and grabbed the pistol. She loaded a magazine, racked the chamber, and tucked the gun in the waistband of her jeans under her shirt. Samantha cracked the door open, making sure she kept the chain lock attached to the doorframe. “Can I help you?” 
 
    
 
   “Mrs. Kearny, I apologize for showing up unannounced,” the man started.
 
    
 
   “How do you know who I am?” she demanded.
 
    
 
   The man patted his jacket, looking for something. When he reached inside his coat, Samantha drew the pistol out in the crack of the door and the man’s hands shot up in the air.
 
    
 
   “Don’t move,” she whispered.
 
    
 
   “Mrs. Kearny, again, my apologies. I’m not here to do you any harm. I was simply looking for my card,” he said.
 
    
 
   “Who are you?” Samantha asked, the gun still pointed at him.
 
    
 
   “My name is Kevin Mears,” he said, giving a small bow. 
 
    
 
   Kevin slowly reached into his pocket, pulling out his card and handing it to Samantha while forcing a nervous smile.
 
    
 
   Samantha closed the door to examine the card. It had Kevin’s name on it along with the name of the firm he was with: Woolen, Woolen, and Mears. She flipped the card over in her hands as she weighed her options of what to do. She knew that Jim would want her to contact the military before anything happened, but she couldn’t help but feel that if somebody wanted to hurt her, they would have sent someone bigger.
 
    
 
   Kevin jumped when Samantha opened the door again and kept the pistol aimed at him.
 
    
 
   “How’d you know we were here?” Samantha asked.
 
    
 
   “G-general Locke’s assistant gave me your information,” said Kevin. 
 
    
 
   Samantha lowered her weapon and tucked it back under her shirt but left the door chained. “What do you want?” 
 
    
 
   “I was hoping to go over a few things left to you in accordance with your husband’s will.”
 
    
 
   Samantha shook her head. “That was done months ago.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, perhaps his personal will, but I’m here in regards to what he left you with his PamTech properties,” he explained.
 
    
 
   She looked the man over and after a slight pause she closed the door, un-hooked the chain, and let him in. Kevin bowed gratefully and stepped inside. He took off his jacket as she guided him past the kitchen where Annie sat chewing on her breakfast, and into the living room. Samantha sat on the couch, and Kevin plopped himself onto a chair across from her.
 
    
 
   “First off,” Kevin began, “I must say I’m very sorry for your loss, Mrs. Kearny.” He spoke as though Samantha hadn’t pulled a gun on him less than sixty seconds ago. “Now, in regards to the will your husband left with us, I have a few documents here that he was very adamant you receive if something should happen to him.” 
 
    
 
   Kevin rummaged through his briefcase and pulled out a thin manila folder. He handed it to Samantha and continued searching through his briefcase.
 
    
 
   When she opened the file, she saw pages and pages of programming code. Samantha shook her head as she thumbed through it. “No, there must be some mistake.”

Kevin’s stumpy fingers were skimming through documents. He didn’t look up at her. “No mistake, Mrs. Kearny. That document was left for you and your eyes only.”
 
    
 
   “This is nothing but code for programmers. I can’t read this,” Samantha said.
 
    
 
   “Ah, here it is,” said Kevin. He pulled out another piece of paper and extended it to Samantha. “For you to sign, Mrs. Kearny.”
 
    
 
   “But what am I supposed to do with this?” she said shaking the sheets of code in her hand.
 
    
 
   “I’m very sorry, Mrs. Kearny, but my instructions were to simply deliver the document to you. I’m not well-versed in programming code either, so I would be just as lost as you if I attempted to decipher it.” 
 
    
 
   Kevin thrust a pen out with his other free hand and Samantha took both. She signed and dated the paper. Kevin snatched the pen and paper back, placed it in his briefcase, rose from his chair, and gave a small bow. 
 
    
 
   The sound of the door opening caused Samantha to look back up and see that Kevin was gone. She jumped up to try and catch him before he left. “Wait! Was there anything else? Anything that went along with whatever this is?”
 
    
 
   “I’m afraid not, Mrs. Kearny. Best of luck to you and your daughter. Goodbye.” 
 
    
 
   Samantha stood in the doorway with the files hanging limply in her hand. Lines of letters, numbers, phrases, and symbols dotted the pages. She had no idea what they said, why Matt would have sent them to her, or what she was supposed to do with them. She set the pages down on the coffee table in the living room and walked back into her room.
 
    
 
   The magazine from the gun slid out, and a single bullet popped up as she cleared the chamber. Samantha placed the gun and magazine into the lockbox and covered it back up with socks and underwear in her drawer.
 
    
 
   When she returned to the living room, she saw Annie trying to read the pieces of paper she’d left on the coffee table. “Careful with that, sweetheart,” Samantha said from the kitchen, cleaning the breakfast plates.
 
    
 
   “Daddy left this for us?” Annie asked.
 
    
 
   The plate crashed and broke into pieces at the bottom of the sink. The sound of Annie’s voice rang through Samantha’s ears. She spun around and watched as Annie sat fixated on the papers in her hands. She left the mess in the kitchen and rushed over to her daughter. “Yes, he did.” Her eyes started to water.
 
    
 
   “Why?” Annie asked, finally looking up from the paper to her mother.
 
    
 
   Samantha’s hands cupped Annie’s face, then she ran her fingers through her daughter’s hair while she knelt on the floor. “I don’t know, hunny,” she replied.
 
    
 
   Tigs jumped up on the couch next to Annie and climbed in her lap. The cat started to purr while Annie ran her small hands down Tigs’ back. “I miss him.” She threw her little arms around the cat and squeezed.
 
    
 
   Samantha sat beside her daughter on the couch and engulfed the two of them in her arms. Her cheek rested on top of her daughter’s head as she slowly rocked the three of them back and forth. “Me too, baby. Me too.” 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Jim stared at the clock on the wall, watching its hands crawl forward. He’d been staring at it for the past fifteen minutes while the therapist in the chair across the room drummed his fingers nervously on his notepad.
 
    
 
   “Is there anything you wanted to talk about, Jim?” asked the therapist.
 
    
 
   Jim leaned forward, clasping his hands together. He rested his elbows on his legs and looked down at his boots, retreating into himself.
 
    
 
   “General Locke thinks that it’s best to-” 
 
    
 
   “Locke doesn’t know shit,” Jim said, cutting him off.
 
    
 
   The therapist let out a sigh and leaned back in his chair, placing the notepad on the wooden floorboards next to him. “Jim, what you went through was an incredibly traumatic experience. It’s something you should talk about.”
 
    
 
   Jim shook his head. “I did five combat tours for the Navy when I was enlisted. Five. I never came back with any sort of PTSD or mental issues. I was fine then. I’m fine now.”
 
    
 
   “What happened on your combat tours is completely different than what you went through in Phoenix,” said the therapist.
 
    
 
   “I’ve killed men before,” Jim replied.
 
    
 
   “Except those men weren’t your sister’s husband,” the therapist retorted.
 
    
 
   Pissed, Jim made a beeline straight for the door, slamming it behind him. 
 
    
 
   Sweat formed on the shirts of the men in the regiment marching across the parking lot. Jim didn’t notice them. The hot afternoon sun beat down while the steady rhythm of their boots on the pavement kept time with Jim’s own feet. 
 
    
 
   Jim headed towards the parking lot where Coyle sat leaned back in the driver’s seat of the jeep he had dropped him off in. Coyle had his sunglasses on with his head tilted back against the headrest, sleeping. He jumped awake when Jim the passenger door open. “Aren’t you supposed to be in there for another forty minutes?”
 
    
 
   “He let me out early for exceptional cooperation,” Jim replied.
 
    
 
   “You know, the whole rebel persona is supposed to be my thing,” Coyle said, turning the engine over. As the two men rode in the jeep, Jim kept ignoring Coyle’s glances. Finally, Coyle spoke up. “Jim, I don’t know what you’re going through. I don’t, but avoiding what happened won’t make it go away. Not talking about it won’t make it go away.”
 
    
 
   “There’s nothing to make go away,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “No,” replied Coyle, “but it’ll start to make the pain have less control over you.”
 
    
 
   Jim turned to Coyle, shoving a finger in his face. His face was red and his breathing quickened. “It doesn’t control me!” 
 
    
 
   “Clearly,” Coyle said.
 
    
 
   Jim felt his anger slowing along with the car as Coyle brought the jeep to a stop, letting a platoon pass in front of them. Coyle placed his hand on Jim’s shoulder and squeezed. “Jim, it takes two to tango. Matt put you in a bad spot with what he did. You acted how anyone would have acted…anyone.”
 
    
 
   Jim released a sigh, letting the tension escape him in one long breath. “Yeah.”
 
    
 
   “Now,” Coyle went on, “we have thirty-eight minutes to kill before we have to go back for Locke’s new mission briefing, so I say we grab some lunch. I’m starving.”
 
    
 
   “What do you feel like?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   Coyle thought for a moment before replying. “Do you think we can get the interrogators to convince Kate to give up her lasagna recipe?”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Later, Jim and Coyle arrived at Locke’s office, which was busier than usual. Office personnel were bustling around, examining different pieces of code on their screens. Jim saw Twink and Brett sitting in chairs in the hallway. “What’s going on?” Jim asked, approaching the men. 
 
    
 
   Twink and Brett shrugged.
 
    
 
   Locke turned a corner down the hallway accompanied by his assistant, Chris. “Gentlemen, come with me.” Locke and Chris headed for the general’s private conference room. The men followed suit. 
 
    
 
   Coyle kept his eyes on one of the female petty officers who just so happened to be bending over to pick up a file she dropped. Coyle started grabbing at Twink’s arm to get him to turn around and look. Twink smacked Coyle in the back of the head and pushed him forward, then turned around himself when no one was looking.
 
    
 
   When the last man had entered the conference room, Locke handed each of them a manila folder. Chris whispered something in Locke’s ear and exited. 
 
    
 
   “What you have in your hands is a piece of intelligence we just received from Samantha Kearny a little less than an hour ago,” Locke said.
 
    
 
   Jim’s head popped up at the sound of her name. “How’d she get this?” 
 
    
 
   Locke turned on the conference room screen. “Kevin Mears. He was Matt Kearny’s personal lawyer. As far as we know, his employer was unaware of Matt’s arrangement to have these files delivered to Samantha in the event of his death.”
 
    
 
   “You let someone go and visit her?” Jim’s voice tensed up as he stared Locke down.
 
    
 
   “He had a clean background with no ties to anyone we’ve apprehended, and we made sure we had agents in the area if anything were to happen,” Locke replied.
 
    
 
   Locke turned back to the screen. “What’s interesting about the code are the different layers. Our analysts believe that different coding languages were used to encrypt what the underlying code was programmed to do. We think it has to do with another attack, but we don’t know why it was sent to Samantha.”
 
    
 
   “You think Matt wasn’t working for the people we’re looking for then?” Twink asked.
 
    
 
   “No, I still believe that he had deep ties with the organization we’re hunting. I think the reason he decided to go behind the back of the organization was to help give his family leverage if something ever happened to him,” Locke said.
 
    
 
   “What kind of attack is it? Nuclear?” Brett asked. 
 
    
 
   Locke grabbed a remote lying on the conference room table, pointed it at the projector, and clicked on a button, revealing the other layers of code. “The analysts have deciphered some references to chemical weapons being created.”.
 
    
 
   Coyle tried to follow along. “So…the bad guys are trying to use chemical warfare?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes, we believe so,” Locke answered.
 
    
 
   Brett raised his hand. “So, why are we here? The only one of us that can code is Twink.”
 
    
 
   Lock clicked on another button on the remote. The screen went dark and retracted back into the ceiling. He set the remote down and looked at Jim. “We’re releasing Matt’s body back to Samantha tomorrow. You four will escort the remains to her for the funeral. The analysts think that the code will have reference markers to who’s in charge. Once they crack it, we want Samantha to bring them the code as a gesture of good faith.”
 
    
 
   As soon as the words left Locke’s mouth, Jim shot up from his chair. “Are you fucking kidding me?” 
 
    
 
   Coyle, Brett, and Twink kept silent and glanced around at each other. Then, all at once, they got up and left the room, shutting the door behind them.
 
    
 
   Jim and Locke stood off at opposite ends of the conference room table. Jim’s fists were ground into the wooden tabletop. Locke stood his ground. “Jim, I know that you thin-” 
 
    
 
   “You have no fucking idea what I think about this,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   Locke lowered himself into the chair behind him and drummed his fingers on the conference room table. “Jim, it’s not your decision to make.”
 
    
 
   “Like hell it’s not!” Jim shouted. All though he knew Locke was right. Ultimately, it would be Samantha’s decision to make.
 
    
 
   “We haven’t had a solid opportunity like this in the past three months. It’s just a matter of time before whoever is behind all of this figures out where this code went and when they do, they’ll be the ones to negotiate the terms,” Locke said. “Let’s get this information to them on our terms while we can still get something out of it.” 
 
    
 
   “That’s all we are to you?” Jim said. “Just opportunities to exploit. It was the same thing when you met me at that refugee camp outside of Phoenix. You were just using me and my family for your own ends.”
 
    
 
   “Everything I did was for the benefit of my country,” Locke said. “Whatever qualms you have aren’t because you’re upset with me. It’s because of what happened with Matt.”
 
    
 
   All the events set in motion after the Phoenix incident were coming to a boiling point. The missions…the hallucinations…everything that plagued Jim was cornering him.
 
    
 
   Locke walked over to Jim, shoving the mission file in Jim’s chest. “Your plane leaves at zero six hundred.” The men stood nose to nose. “You’re dismissed.” 
 
    
 
   Coyle, Brett, and Twink were down the hall waiting for Jim when he left the conference room. The file landed in Brett’s hand as Jim sped by. 
 
    
 
   “Get the gear ready,” Jim said, “We leave in the morning.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When Samantha got the call that evening, she wasn’t sure how to feel. The only emotion that she really had, and she felt terrible for having it, was relief. She immediately pushed it out of her mind. She shouldn’t feel that way. It made her a bad person. Samantha decided the best course of action was to just tell her daughter what was happening. The doctors had told her that this would be good for her. They said closure was important.
 
    
 
   Samantha leaned against the doorframe to her daughter’s room as she watched Annie pull a toy across the floor that Tigs chased. She was giggling as the cat ran around, batting it with her paws. Samantha didn’t want to lose this again. Seeing her daughter smiling and laughing again felt too good, but she knew putting it off would only make it worse. “Annie.”
 
    
 
   The girl looked up at her mother. The toy stopped moving and Tigs pounced on it, trapping it between his paws. Samantha walked into the room and sat on her bed, patting the spot next to her. Annie hopped up next to her mother. Samantha took both her daughter’s hands in hers. “You know how much your father loved you, right?” 
 
    
 
   Annie looked down for a moment and then back at her mother with wide eyes. She nodded.
 
    
 
   “We’re going to his funeral tomorrow. Do you know what that is?” Samantha’s words were gentle, like they were walking on cracking ice and any moment they would plunge her daughter back into the icy cold, stealing her voice again.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Annie said. “It’s where we get to say goodbye.”
 
    
 
   Tears started to well up in Samantha’s eyes, several leaking out onto her cheeks. Her lips quivered. “That’s right,” she said, her voice cracking. “We get to say goodbye.” Samantha wrapped her arms around her daughter while tears continued to roll down her face.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chase went over a blueprint of a new plant opening up on the East Coast with six new investors when his brother, Derrick, burst through the door. The look on Derrick’s face was like when he would burst into Chase’s room on Christmas morning. Chase excused himself from the investors, meeting Derrick in the hallway outside his office.
 
    
 
   “We’ve got something,” Derrick said, handing his brother a folder. 
 
    
 
   Chase opened up the file, and a picture of Kevin Mears stared back at him. Chase grabbed the back of his brother’s neck and smiled. He pulled him close so that their foreheads were touching. “Good work, brother.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   With only a twenty-four hour notice and Samantha not in communication with anyone from her life in Phoenix, there wasn’t a large turnout for the funeral. Matt’s parents had died before she and Matt met, and he didn’t have any siblings. An aunt and uncle that lived a few hours east showed up, but aside from that the only other attendees were Coyle, Brett, Twink, and Jim. 
 
    
 
   Jim hadn’t slept in thirty-six hours. The bags under his eyes were as dark as the soil being spread over Matt’s coffin. Samantha had avoided Jim’s gaze since he arrived and Annie hadn’t said a word to him. He would have preferred some screaming and cursing as opposed to the silent treatment.
 
    
 
   Once the priest finished his words Jim watched Samantha and Annie each take a handful of dirt, tossing it onto Matt’s grave. Neither of them cried. Jim understood. There weren’t any tears left.
 
    
 
   Jim hung back while Samantha picked her daughter up and crossed the graveyard to a black SUV. Twink opened the rear passenger door for Samantha, and she and her daughter climbed into the back seat. Brett hopped into the driver’s seat and pulled out onto the road.
 
    
 
   Coyle and Jim followed in a second black SUV. To Jim’s relief, Coyle kept his mouth shut the whole way back to Samantha’s apartment. When the caravan pulled into Samantha’s complex’s parking lot, she and Annie headed upstairs with Twink and Brett. Jim and Coyle remained in their vehicle. 
 
    
 
   Coyle loosened his tie. “God, I hate wearing these things.”
 
    
 
   Jim didn’t say anything. He kept his eyes focused on the small balcony where Samantha’s apartment was located. 
 
    
 
   “Are you afraid of what she’ll say?” Coyle asked.
 
    
 
   “The only thing I’m afraid of is that she’ll say yes,” Jim said. 
 
    
 
   Jim then opened the car door and left Coyle to wrestle with his tie. He walked up to the second story and stepped inside Samantha’s apartment. He watched from the door way as Annie showed Twink and Brett some drawings she’d made. She pointed at the different things she’d colored while Brett and Twink nodded enthusiastically.
 
    
 
   Jim stood unnoticed for almost ten minutes until Tigs came around the corner of the bedroom hallway and saw him. The cat sprinted to Jim and he knelt down, scooping up his old friend.
 
    
 
   Jim scratched behind Tigs’ ears and the cat purred loudly. The only person in the room that wasn’t looking at him now was Annie. She was still absorbed in telling the story of what the picture was supposed to be while Jim slowly entered the living room.
 
    
 
   “And this is me and Tigs in the tent where I found him at the camp,” Annie said.
 
    
 
   The child noticed the silence, then she saw Jim. It was the first time she’d looked her uncle in the eyes since she watched him kill her father. The look she was giving him was the same look he saw on her face three months ago. She was terrified.
 
    
 
   “Hey, Annie,” Twink said, “Why don’t you show me the rest of the pictures you drew?”
 
    
 
   The girl didn’t move. Samantha kept her eyes locked on Jim. “That’s a good idea. Annie, why don’t you take Twink and Brett to your room and show them what else you’ve drawn,” said Samantha.
 
    
 
   Annie finally scooped up her drawings. Brett and Twink disappeared into the hallway after her. Jim let Tigs to the floor and she too trotted off after Annie. When Jim finally heard Annie’s bedroom door shut, he walked over to his sister. Samantha sat motionless on the couch. 
 
    
 
   Jim couldn’t tell what she was thinking or what she was feeling. The space between them was thick with words waiting to be said. “I tried calling.”
 
    
 
   “I know.”
 
    
 
   Samantha’s words hit him like ice; cold, unforgiving, and harsh. Jim peeked around the corner of the hallway toward Annie’s room and then walked across the living room to the sliding glass doors that guarded the balcony. “I didn’t know she started talking again.”
 
    
 
   “It started a few days ago,” Samantha replied.
 
    
 
   “Samantha…” Jim started.
 
    
 
   “There isn’t anything you can say, Jim,” she said. “Whatever you planned on saying, or thought about saying…it won’t change what happened.”
 
    
 
   “I know,” Jim said. He glanced over the balcony onto the parking lot below.
 
    
 
   Samantha shifted herself on the couch and rested her face in her hands. “Tell me why you’re here, Jim.” 
 
    
 
   Jim turned around and saw his sister’s first look of pain since he arrived. Her face was tired, hurt, and angry. He knew that face because it was the same one he’d been staring at in the mirror for the past three months. There was only one thing that Jim knew could combat the symptoms of loss; action. “You received something from Matt a few days ago?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I already sent it Locke’s office,” she said.
 
    
 
   “I know. That’s why I’m here.” Jim sat down on the couch, keeping a foot of distance between them. He tried to place his hand on her leg, but she jerked it away and scooted further down the couch. He fumbled with the awkwardness of his hand hanging in the empty space between them once she moved. “We think the code you gave us was for another attack. It could be chemical, and it’s a big one. Once we finish deciphering it, we should know who’s been behind all of the attacks since San Diego. When we figure out who that is, we want you to give them the codes.”
 
    
 
   Samantha stayed quiet for a long time. Jim watched her squeeze both of her hands until they were rubbed red. She rose from the couch and walked over to the balcony doors. “If I do this, Annie doesn’t get anywhere near the trouble. Understand?”
 
    
 
   “I won’t let anything happen to her,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “Promise me.”
 
    
 
   “I promise, Sam.”
 
    
 
   Samantha nodded. Jim looked at his younger sister and realized for the first time how strong she really was. She’d been in the reserves and used to be a police officer, but he never really saw her resolve until this moment.
 
    
 
   “When do we start?” Samantha asked.
 
    
 
   “Tomorrow,” Jim said. He pulled out a cellphone and extended to her. “We’ll call you on this moving forward. We’ll have somebody stationed nearby to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    
 
   Samantha walked over to him and grabbed the phone, but Jim held it tight as she looked her in the eye. 
 
    
 
   “If you feel like there is anything wrong, just click the power button three times. It’ll send us a distress signal that we’ll be able to track.”
 
    
 
   “What about Annie?” Samantha asked.
 
    
 
   “We’ll use Matt’s aunt and uncle as cover to keep her somewhere safe. Samantha,” Jim’s voice was calm and low, “if you do this, there isn’t any going back.”
 
    
 
   “I need to know, Jim,” she replied. “I need to know why my husband kept this from me for so long. I need to know why he did what he did.”
 
    
 
   The truth can haunt you and follow you for the rest of your life if you don’t try and face it. The truth can be hurtful, frightening, unforgiving… But it’s a necessary step, Jim told himself. As much as he wanted to protect her, he couldn’t bring himself to stop her from getting to what she needed to feel whole again. “Sometimes the truth tricks people into thinking it’ll make them feel better.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll call you if I need anything,” Samantha said. 
 
    
 
   Samantha retrieved Brett and Twink from Annie’s room, leaving Jim alone in the living room. 
 
    
 
   Twink and Brett came out and they both gave Jim a half smile as they passed him on the way to the front door. Samantha came after and then Annie peeked her head around the corner of the hallway that led to her room. Jim watched her inch out until she was fully exposed. Annie stood staring at her uncle and when Jim moved forward to hold her, she immediately ran back to her room. Jim had been shot, burned, and stabbed before, but none of that hurt compared to the sight of his niece running away from him. “Let us know if you anyone contacts you,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “I will,” she replied.
 
    
 
   Jim lingered by the door, wanting to tell her that he didn’t have a choice in killing Matt. He wanted to scream at her and tell her that it wasn’t his fault, but he couldn’t bring himself to cause her more pain and since he couldn’t find the kind words, he gave her a small kiss on the forehead. 
 
    
 
   Jim walked out into the hallway and headed for the stairs. Samantha was closing the door behind him and just before he got to the steps, he turned around. “Samantha.”
 
    
 
   The door opened back up and she poked her head out. 
 
    
 
   “I’m… What happened back in Phoenix…” Jim stumbled. Sorry wasn’t enough, but it was all he had. “I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   “I know, Jim,” Samantha said, her eyes beginning to water. Jim stared at the gold apartment numbers etched in the door once she closed it, leaving him alone in the hallway.
 
    
 
   Jim wanted to go back over and knock, but he decided against it. He’d said what he could, and that was all was able to muster for now.
 
    
 
   Coyle was still waiting for Jim when he climbed back into the SUV. Jim shut the door and then glanced up at the balcony through the vehicle’s windshield. 
 
    
 
   “So, what now?” Coyle asked.
 
    
 
   Jim kept his eyes on the window above. “Now we get to work.”
 
    
 
   The SUV exited the parking lot and passed a parked grey sedan. Once the SUV had faded from sight, the driver’s side door of the sedan opened and Derrick stepped out. He wore a black suit and tie with a white dress shirt and sunglasses. Walking through the entrance gate of the apartment complex, he fastened the top button of his jacket. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Samantha was about to check on Annie when she was interrupted by a knock at the door. She hoped Jim had returned. She desperately wanted to untie the knot in her stomach and tell her brother that she understood what he did. She wanted the chance to tell him that she forgave him, but when she opened the door and Derrick Brenner appeared, her face went from a sad smile to her mouth dropping open with the color draining from her face.
 
    
 
   “Mrs. Kearny,” Derrick said, “My most sincere condolences.” He placed his hand over his heart as he spoke and gave a slight bow of his head.
 
    
 
   Samantha began wiping the tears off of her face with her hands and shirt. “Can I help you?” she asked, fighting a runny nose.
 
    
 
   “I should be asking you that,” he replied with a soft smile. Derrick took a swift step inside the door before Samantha had a chance to close it. He entered with an air of entitlement, as though Samantha’s apartment were his own home. 
 
    
 
   The gun; she desperately wished she had it with her now. Samantha backed into the living room while Derrick closed the door behind him. “Who are you?” she asked.

“My name is Derrick Brenner. I’m here on behalf of my brother Chase,” he said. “We both knew your husband.” His eyes darted over to the couch while Samantha slid her hand into her pocket, clutching the phone Jim gave her. “May I sit?” he asked.
 
    
 
   Derrick leaned back onto the couch before she could answer, crossing his legs at his ankles. He spotted Annie creeping out from hallway. “Hello there.” Derrick smiled and waved at Annie. 
 
    
 
   Samantha rushed over to her daughter, picking her up. She placed her back in her room, instructing her to stay there and lock the door. Annie nodded and Samantha closed the door behind her. When she returned to the living room, Derrick pointed at Annie’s room through the wall. 
 
    
 
   “Your daughter is beautiful, Mrs. Kearny,” he smiled.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” she said. “Now, how did you know Matt?” 
 
    
 
   Derrick’s smile slowly faded and his tone went down an octave. “I think you know.”
 
    
 
   Samantha’s hand went back into her pocket, and her finger hovered over the power button.
 
    
 
   “You can call for help if you want, Mrs. Kearny, but I was hoping you could at least give me the courtesy of hearing what I have to say,” he requested, leaning forward in his seat.
 
    
 
   Samantha stared at him for a moment. She lifted her hand from the phone and settled on the opposite end on the couch. 
 
    
 
   “You must think we’re terrible people,” Derrick said, shaking his head.
 
    
 
   “The only thing that’s terrible is that there’s more than one of you,” she said.
 
    
 
   Derrick laughed. “Matthew said the same thing when we met.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure what you’ve been told, but we’re not what you think we are,” Derrick continued.
 
    
 
   “Does being labeled a terrorist make it hard for you to sleep at night?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “The military has forced you to spy on me, what would you label that?”
 
    
 
   “Patriotism,” Samantha replied.
 
    
 
   “Nothing is stronger than the heart of a volunteer. I have no doubts about that.”
 
    
 
   Samantha’s eyes kept floating back towards her daughter’s room. Her mind kept wandering to the gun hidden in her sock drawer. 
 
    
 
   “I think,” Derrick started, “that I should get to the point of me being here. My brother Chase, whom I told you I represent, would like to meet you in person.”
 
    
 
   “And why should I tr-“
 
    
 
   “Trust me? Because we can offer you something the military doesn’t have,” he said, “Answers. In return, you give us the codes that your husband sent to you.”
 
    
 
   “When would your brother like to meet?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Derrick pulled a business card from his jacket pocket and handed it to Samantha. “The date, time, and location are all there.” He stood and adjusted his jacket as he headed toward the front door. Samantha stayed seated on the couch, examining the handwriting on the note.
 
    
 
   From the front door, Derrick looked back at Samantha. “We hope you can make it,” he said. 
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Kate sat in her cell when the door clanged open and General Locke walked in. The corporal dragged in a chair and Locke eased into it. His belly rested on his lap as he situated his girth, attempting to get comfortable. 
 
    
 
   “I appreciate you coming to see me, General,” Kate said. Her hands were cuffed together and her feet were shackled to the steel posts on her bed. She couldn’t get up even if she wanted to.
 
    
 
   “I’m surprised you asked to see me, Mrs. Hill,” the General responded. “From what I understand, you haven’t been very…” Locke searched for the right word. “Forthcoming.”
 
    
 
   The chains rustled as Kate shifted on the bed. She knew Locke was a smart man. Her superiors had warned her that he was clever. She wasn’t sure how much he knew. “I take it that by the lack of visits I’ve received from your men over the past twenty-four hours that you’ve found something. Whatever it is you found, I can help you decipher it.”
 
    
 
   Locke leaned forward in his chair. It gave a slight bend under his weight. “Help us? Why now? What is it that you want?”
 
    
 
   “I want to see my children.”
 
    
 
   “No, you don’t.”
 
    
 
   The right corner of Kate’s mouth twitched upward with the hint of a smile.
 
    
 
   “What do you want?” Locke repeated.
 
    
 
   “You must have quite a lot of trust in your men, General,” Kate said.
 
    
 
   The chair creaked as Locke leaned back into the seat. He pulled a cigar out of his pocket and stuck it in his mouth. A flame sparked out of a silver lighter and grew into an orange flame as it torched the end of the cigar. Locke puffed the smoke, ensuring the cigar kept the slow burn. 
 
    
 
   “Did you handpick these men yourself?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Smoke blew from his mouth and nose after a long drag. He tapped the end of the cigar, and bits of ash fell to the floor. “I did.”
 
    
 
   “It’s one of your biggest flaws, General.”
 
    
 
   “What is?”
 
    
 
   “Your trust.” 
 
    
 
   Kate’s chains clanked when she leaned forward. The pressure from her skin against the rusty metal cut into her ankles and her wrists. “You’re making the mistake most men in leadership do. You put your faith and your resources into men,” she said, spittle flying from her mouth. “Men lose sight of goals in place of their own ambitions, but an idea…” She paused. Her face winced in pain as the shackle’s metal dug deeper into her skin. “An idea slithers into all of the places men can’t reach.”
 
    
 
   Locke took another long drag from the cigar, and his face turned grey through a filter of smoke. He rose from his chair, tucking the cigar into the corner of his mouth. 
 
    
 
   “We’re going to win, General,” she said.
 
    
 
   At the door, Locke turned around, removing the cigar from his mouth to speak. “You say to put your faith into an idea. That an idea is stronger than a man? Well, my idea is to kick your idea’s ass. 
 
    
 
   Locke’s assistant Chris met him down the hallway. He had to double step to keep up with Locke’s pace. “Secure all of our files and assets. Tell Jim we need surveillance on his sister immediately.” Chris feverishly took notes as Locke spoke. Upon reaching his office, Locke turned to his assistant. In a quiet voice, he said, “We have a mole.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Jim paced back and forth in the small station room where he, Coyle, Brett, and Twink were staying to prepare for their mission with Samantha. He spoke into his phone as he strode across the room. “You’re sure?” 
 
    
 
   “It’s a hunch,” Locke replied through the phone.
 
    
 
   Coyle watched Jim pace back and forth. It made him nervous. Coyle leaned into Twink, who was loading ammo into AR-15 clips. “I don’t think it’s a good phone call.”
 
    
 
   Twink didn’t look at Coyle, he just continued loading bullets into the empty magazines strewn about the table. “When was the last time any of us got a good phone call?” Twink asked.
 
    
 
   “Your mom called me to come over last night,” Coyle whispered back at him. “That was pretty good.” Twink paused loading the magazines and eyed his teammate. Coyle flashed him a shit-eating grin. 
 
    
 
   “What did we find on Brenner?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “We didn’t find any direct correlation between Brenner and Matt, but after some digging, we realized that PamTech was a shell corporation under one of Brenner’s many ‘business’ ventures. Currently most of Brenner’s resources are tied up in renewable energy.”
 
    
 
   “Seems too neat,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “That’s what we thought, so we dug a little deeper into the financials and found that the solar, wind, and water factories that he started had little to zero material for actual renewable energy,” Locke explained.
 
    
 
   “Where are we with the codes Samantha gave us?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “We were right about the chemical warfare. Brenner’s been stockpiling the ingredients for VX nerve gas for the past three years,” Locke said. “He has weekly shipments to a chemical plant in San Diego where we think he’s storing it.”
 
    
 
   “Christ,” Jim whispered. “Do we know how much he has?”
 
    
 
   “It’s enough to wipe out all of California if he wanted to, but his sights aren’t just locked in on the West Coast, part of the code that our analysts were deciphering were launch sites. Those layers of code we were analyzing were viruses set to override military silos. That’s why Brenner needs them. Without the missiles, the gas is useless to him. Jim, this guy’s smart. We found out that he had a congressman sponsor a bill looking into our missions. I haven’t fought it because I know it won’t pass, but he put it out there to see whose desk it would float across.”
 
    
 
   Jim had second thoughts about bringing Samantha into this. If he was going to abort, now would be the time. Samantha and Chase were meeting in less than an hour. “Should we pull out having Samantha give him that code then?” 
 
    
 
   “No, as of right now, none of the gas has been shipped. It’ll take another week before he’d be able to do anything with it. If we hit him now, we’ll be able to stop everything before it even starts. Good luck, Jim,” Locke said and then ended the call.
 
    
 
   Jim checked the time on his phone. He slipped it into his pocket and headed to the table where Twink was still loading the clips. “We head out in fifteen,” Jim said, glancing at each man in the small operations room. “Be ready.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Samantha took a left at a traffic light and turned onto one of the main highways. A group of soldiers from Locke’s unit had already taken Annie to Matt’s aunt and uncle’s house. She wasn’t sure what she was getting herself into, but she wanted to know the truth. She wished she had handled her interaction with Jim better. She knew he must be hurting. She saw it on his face.
 
    
 
   Stop it, she said to herself as she shook off the thoughts. She had to stay focused. If all of the theories that Jim had told her about what this organization was capable of, if they really were responsible for the attacks around the country months ago that killed millions, then the people that she was about to interact with were very dangerous.
 
    
 
   The closer she got to her destination, the tighter her hands gripped the steering wheel. The buildings around thinned out the further north she drove. What was once a bustling metropolis area soon turned into rural farms and a few factory warehouses. She checked the GPS, saw she was only ten minutes out, and dialed Jim per his instructions.
 
    
 
   “Hey,” he answered.
 
    
 
   “I’m almost there,” she responded, feigning confidence.
 
    
 
   Jim was tucked into the back of a surveillance van with Twink and Coyle. He was a half a mile from where Samantha and Chase were going to meet, but he had Brett on the ground hidden there in case anything happened.
 
    
 
   “I just spoke with Brett. Chase is already there. Try and have him give up as much info as you can. Don’t press it though. You don’t want to act like you’re trying too hard,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   “I know,” she said. “Jim, about Matt’s funeral,” she started, but Jim cut her off.
 
    
 
   “We can talk about it after we finish this.” 
 
    
 
   “Okay,” she said, letting out a breath and getting into character. 
 
    
 
   Once Jim hung up his cell, he clicked his radio piece on. 
 
    
 
   “Brett,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   Brett was lying down in a tall patch of unkempt grass on the edge of the building. His eyes were focused on two guards outside of the front door of the rundown warehouse where Samantha would meet Chase. “Copy, Jim.”
 
    
 
   “She’s ten minutes out,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   Brett shifted the scope on his rifle, checking the other end of the building. “Roger that,” he said, making sure to click the radio off then muttering to himself, “Next time, I’ll sit in the van and someone else can lie perfectly still for three hours. God, I have to pee.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Kate lay on her back on the cot in her cell. The lumps in the mattress caused her body to elevate and sink in random places. Her dirty grey jumpsuit hadn’t been changed in over a week, and the cuts on her face were still fresh. Her left eye, now bloodshot, roamed the concrete ceiling. The dim fluorescent light flickered above while she lightly drummed her fingers on her stomach.
 
    
 
   A soldier leaned back in his chair, occasionally glancing at nine monitors streaming live video of the prisoner cellblock before going back to his hunting magazine. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the first screen go dark, then the second, third, and then the other six. He jumped out of his chair, reaching for his radio to report the malfunction.
 
    
 
   Kate’s eyes popped open at the click of her cell door unlocking. The door creaked open and a knife skidded through the crack. The knife came to a stop in the center of the cell floor. Kate snatched the blade from the floor and headed out the door. 
 
    
 
   Locke was at his desk when he heard the first shots fired down the hall in the cellblock. He reached for the pistol in his desk and clicked the safety off. He crouched below the windows of his office, peeking over the top. He saw a few Military Police Officers rushing through the door. He watched them flip over desks to provide cover from the prisoner’s bullets flying at them. 
 
    
 
   The gunshots blasted in all directions. Locke’s office door flew open and Chris, Locke’s assistant, jumped inside. Locke let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    
 
   “General, are you alright?” Chris asked. 
 
    
 
   “I’m fine,” Locke shouted over the gunfire behind him.
 
    
 
   “General, I need to get you out of here,” said Chris.
 
    
 
   “No!” Locke shouted. “Get on the radio for backup. We can’t let the prisoners leave this facility.”
 
    
 
   Kate burst through the office door, holding a pistol she’d stolen from the weapons cache the prisoners had raided. Locke opened fire and Kate jumped behind Locke’s desk. Bullets splintered holes into the wood as Locke emptied his clip.
 
    
 
   Then Locke noticed the silence outside the room. The firing had ceased. Locke peeked over the wall through the window and saw a dozen soldiers dead on the ground. Twenty prisoners were making their way toward him.
 
    
 
   “Chris, we’ve got-,” 
 
    
 
   Locke’s words halted when the cold steel of Chris’s 9mm pistol touched the side of his temple.
 
    
 
   “Get up, General,” Chris ordered.
 
    
 
   Locke rose slowly while the prisoners piled into Locke’s office, their guns pointed at him. Chris snatched the pistol out of Locke’s hand.
 
    
 
   Kate jumped over Locke’s bullet-ridden desk. Strands of ragged hair fell across her face. Her pistol hung loosely at her side.
 
    
 
   “I told you, General,” Kate said.
 
    
 
   Locke pointed toward his desk and raised his eyebrows. “May I?” 
 
    
 
   Kate eyeballed a box of cigars that had fallen off Locke’s desk. A few of the Cubans had spilled out. She walked over to it and picked one up, running it under her nose and taking in the smell of the tobacco. “My grandfather smoked these until the day he died. Anytime I get a whiff of one, I always think of him.” She tossed one to Locke.
 
    
 
   Locke pulled the cigar clip out of his front pocket and chopped off the end. He flicked his lighter and roasted the end of the cigar as he puffed long, slow drags of the Cuban. He let the fire fill him for one last time and then put the cigar into the corner of his mouth and took a good look around him. Murderers, traitors, terrorists – these would be the last sights he’d see on this earth.
 
    
 
   The barrel of Kate’s pistol hovered inches from Locke’s face, her finger on the trigger. “This is what your faith in men get you, General. I told you it was a mistake.” Kate gritted her teeth.
 
    
 
   Locke took the cigar out of his mouth. The smoke from the tip of the cigar made a curving line from his mouth to his side. He ashed the cigar on the floor. “The only mistake I made was not adding retinal scans to the cell doors.” He walked closer to her so that his forehead was pressed hard against the barrel of the pistol. “You think your idea protects you from those that try and oppose you. The only thing that does protect you is the piece of steel and composite that you’re holding in your hand. And we have better trained gunmen than you do.”
 
    
 
   A slight smile twitched on Kate’s face. She squeezed the trigger and the bullet went right between Locke’s eyes and out the back of his skull. Bits of blood, bone, and brain matter sprayed across the office floor. The cigar rolled out of his hand once he hit the ground, and Kate bent down to pick it up. It was speckled with blood. She rolled it between her fingers and then took a long drag and blew the smoke straight up into the air. 
 
    
 
   “Let’s move.” The group filed out of the door, and Kate bent down and put out the cigar on Locke’s cheek. “I never liked my grandfather.” Afterwards, one of the prisoners took Locke’s phone out of his pocket and took a picture of him lying on the ground.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When Samantha pulled up to the building, she sat in her car for a moment before heading to the guarded door. The guard at the entrance let her in, and the small office she walked into was poorly maintained. The carpet was musty and worn. The wallpaper was peeling off in places around the walls and dust was caked onto the file cabinets that lined the walls.
 
    
 
   Derrick and Chase looked incredibly out of place amongst the worn office with their fine suits and clean-cut appearance. Chase flashed Samantha a large smile as he approached, his hand extended. 
 
    
 
   “Mrs. Kearny, it is a pleasure to meet you,” he said, his hand lingering in front of her.
 
    
 
   Samantha looked at Chase’s hand, and her eyes followed the line from his arm, to his shoulder, to his neck, and rested on the whites of his eyes. His smile didn’t waver as Samantha stared him down. Her hand finally went into his and he clasped both hands over hers, his face fading into a sad, condoling expression. 
 
    
 
   “I’m so sorry for your loss,” said Chase.
 
    
 
   Samantha’s voice cracked from the dryness in her throat. “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   Chase walked her to a seat at a table that was obviously brought in from somewhere else. The desk was the only clean thing in the office and looked like it belonged in the waiting room of a high-powered attorney. One of the guards from the entrance brought in a tray of drinks and sandwiches from the cars outside. 
 
    
 
   “Hungry?” Chase asked.
 
    
 
   “No, thank you,” said Samantha.
 
    
 
   “Well, I hope you don’t mind me indulging,” Chase said, reaching for one of the sandwiches on the plate. “I’ve been so busy today I haven’t had a chance to eat a thing.” 
 
    
 
   Samantha pulled her purse onto her lap and removed the folder containing the codes. She placed them on the table, sliding them across to Chase. 
 
    
 
   Derrick picked up the folder and thumbed through the pages. Once satisfied that these were the codes they needed, he nodded to Chase. “Excellent!” He clasped his hands together. “Send that to our plant and have them start programming.” 
 
    
 
   Derrick stuck the papers into his briefcase, locking the latch and handing it to the guard who had brought the tray of food in. He disappeared with the briefcase outside.
 
    
 
   “Now it’s your turn. What did my husband do for you?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Chase put the sandwich down on the plate, wiping his fingers with a napkin. “Your husband was one of our most talented engineers. He played an incredibly vital, and frankly, irreplaceable role for me.”
 
    
 
   “He planned the attacks?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Not all of them, but a majority, yes,” Chase nodded. “I wish you could have known your husband like I did, Mrs. Kearny, but I suppose that’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”
 
    
 
   Samantha shifted in her seat. The brothers stared at her. She could feel the beads of sweat starting to form on her forehead. “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “But that’s not the only reason you’re here. You’re also here to spy on us for General Locke and your brother Jim, correct?” 
 
    
 
   Chase’s voice dropped a bit as he finished his words. His cordial attitude began to fade as the same guard walked in and handed Chase a tablet. “When was the last time you saw the good general?” Chase asked, tapping a few points on the screen of the tablet.
 
    
 
   “I haven’t seen him since Phoenix,” she said.
 
    
 
   “Well, I hope you left on good terms,” Chase said, sliding the tablet to Samantha.
 
    
 
   Samantha slowly picked up the tablet. Her hands started to shake as she looked at a picture of Locke’s dead body lying on his office floor. Her eyes went from the tablet’s screen back to Chase.
 
    
 
   “Go to the home page,” said Chase.
 
    
 
   She gripped the tablet between her fingers as she pressed the home button. Her heart beat faster as the home page opened.
 
    
 
   “Press the video icon,” Chase ordered.
 
    
 
   Samantha found the video camera icon on the screen and her hand hovered over it; she didn’t dare press it, afraid of what she might see.
 
    
 
   “Press it,” Chase repeated.
 
    
 
   Samantha touched the screen and a video stream opened. She gasped and covered her mouth as she saw her daughter in the corner of a room, sitting with her knees in her chest and her arms wrapped around her legs.
 
    
 
   Chase stood up and walked around to Samantha’s chair. He leaned next to her ear and whispered, his hot breath beating the side of her face. “There isn’t anyone we can’t hurt. There isn’t anything we can’t do. So you’re going to cooperate with whatever we need you to do, understand?”
 
    
 
   “You don’t know what you’ve done,” she said.
 
    
 
   Derrick laughed. “What? You think your brother will save you?”
 
    
 
   “He might not be able to save me, but he’ll get my daughter. And then he’ll kill the both of you.”
 
    
 
   Chase snapped his fingers and two guards entered, grabbing Samantha by her arms and lifting her from the chair. She struggled against them, her screams echoing off the grimy walls of the office. 
 
    
 
   “He’s going to kill you! I swear to God if you hurt my daughter! You bastards!”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brett heard the screams from inside the building. He clicked his radio on. “Jim, Something’s up.”
 
    
 
   Jim’s voice came through Brett’s radio. “What’s happening?” he asked.
 
    
 
   Brett looked back through the scope, but then looked above him as he heard the sound of a helicopter approaching. The blades whirled louder as it neared the rear of the building in a small clearing. Brett went back to his scope and saw Samantha being carried out by two men. Brett also saw three guards around Chase and Derrick. “They’ve got Samantha, and they’re taking her to a chopper.”
 
    
 
   Jim smacked Coyle on the shoulder and told him to drive. Coyle peeled out of their hiding spot and onto the highway. Jim knew it would take them at least four minutes to get to Brett’s location. He reached back for his radio again. 
 
    
 
   “Brett, can you engage?
 
    
 
   Brett racked the chamber back on the rifle. “Affirmative.” He put the rotors of the chopper in between his crosshairs. The blades came into view as they swirled, preparing for take off. Just before they threw Samantha in the helicopter, Brett guided his finger to the trigger and squeezed. The bullet exploded from the rifle and tore through the back rotor of the chopper. Chase’s guards circled around him and rushed back to the building. Brett lined up another shot and squeezed the trigger. The bullet made contact with the helicopter’s tail again, causing smoke to plume. He caught a glimpse of Chase and Samantha being hurried back into the building. Brett clicked on his radio. 
 
    
 
   “Chopper’s down. They’re back in the building and heading for the vehicles.”
 
    
 
   The van containing Jim and Twink sped down the highway. 
 
    
 
   “We’re two minutes out.” Jim loaded a clip into his rifle. Coyle kept the gas pedal floored. 
 
    
 
   Back in the building, Chase screamed at his guards. “Get the cars and pull them up to the door. We’ll use them as cover to get out.”
 
    
 
   Samantha remained in the grip of one of Chase’s men. Before the guards took off outside, Chase grabbed Samantha and held her arms behind her back, putting a gun to her side. 
 
    
 
   “Go!” Chase ordered as his men filed out the door.
 
    
 
   Brett watched the men sprinted toward the cars. He set one of the guards in his crosshairs. The man was fast. Brett kept a bead on him. His finger lingered on the trigger, waiting for the right shot, then he squeezed. The bullet caught the guard right in the back of the skull. He collapsed to the ground with a shower of his own blood raining down on him. 
 
    
 
   The three other guards made it to the vehicles. The sedans made a beeline to the front entrance of the building. Chase, Samantha, and Derrick ducked out and rain straight for the cars.
 
    
 
   Brett reloaded more rounds into his rifle. 
 
    
 
   “They’re on the road heading north,” Brett said into his radio.
 
    
 
   “Roger that,” Jim replied from his van. 
 
    
 
   Coyle’s hands gripped the wheel as the landscape flew by them. He turned around to Jim. “We should be running into them soon.”
 
    
 
   Jim could see a sedan speeding in their direction. “That’s them.” Coyle slammed on the brakes as the sedan flew past them. Smoke from the tires of the van flew into the air as it made a one-eighty. Jim climbed into the passenger seat of the van and rolled down the window. “Get as close as you can.” Only fifty yards separated them.
 
    
 
   Inside the sedan, Chase and Derrick scrambled for their weapons. Derrick pulled a pistol from his jacket and handed it to Chase. The two of them rolled down their windows.
 
    
 
   Twenty yards apart.
 
    
 
   Jim leaned out of the van and tried to line up a shot as the wind made it difficult to keep his rifle steady. He lined up the sedan in his sights as best he could and sent a spray of bullets into the trunk of the sedan. 
 
    
 
   Ten yards apart.
 
    
 
   Chase and Derrick leaned out of their windows. Half of their bodies were outside the car as the two brothers took aim. “Shoot the engine!” Chase shouted. The brothers emptied their clips into the hood of the pursuing van.
 
    
 
   Coyle tried to swerve out of the way, nearly causing Jim to fall out, but it was too late. Coyle saw the speedometer decreasing. Smoke started billowing out of the engine and regardless of how many times Coyle kept slamming the gas pedal, they continued to slow. “Shit!” Coyle screamed.
 
    
 
   As their van finally came to a halt, Jim watched the sedan fade further into the distance. He pulled himself back inside and clicked on his radio. 
 
    
 
   “Brett,” Jim said.
 
    
 
   Brett had his rifle over his shoulder as he made his way from the chopper. The pilot slumped over in his seat with a bullet in his head. “Still here, Jim. What’s your status?”
 
    
 
   The doors of the van flew open as Jim, Twink, and Coyle piled out. “We lost them. The van’s shot.” Jim pressed his hands up against the side of the van and leaned into it, his head down. His whole body began to shake and he slammed his fist into the side of the van, denting it. He beat it again and again and the dent grew.
 
    
 
   Jim stopped and backed away from the van. His chest heaved up and down. “Get Locke on the radio. Let him know we need some air support at our location and to turn on the tracking device in Samantha’s phone.”
 
    
 
   Twink nodded and jumped back into the van. Coyle walked over to Jim.
 
    
 
   “We’ll get her back, Jim,” Coyle said.
 
    
 
   “Jim,” Twink called out. 
 
   “What?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   Twink didn’t know how to form the words he’d heard over the radio. His mouth kept opening and closing, but nothing came out.
 
    
 
   “Where’s Locke?” Jim shouted.
 
    
 
   Twink just shook his head as smoke continued to rise from the van’s engine.
 
    
 
   Jim glanced back down the long highway. His hands at his sides clinched tight into fists. He was running out of resources, out of time, and out of patience. He had three men left that he knew he could trust, and now he had to face a man with unlimited resources, unlimited time, and unlimited patience.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Jim stepped over the bloody bodies as flies swarmed over them. Matt’s aunt and uncle’s house was completely wrecked. He searched for any signs of life; any signs that his niece was still alive, but found nothing. Chase’s men were thorough. They killed the aunt and uncle, the guards, even the pet birds.
 
    
 
   After searching the bedroom, Twink exited the hallway and rejoined the group. “The house is clean. No bugs or tracers.”
 
    
 
   Jim knew Chase must have had people in Locke’s unit. Despite how much Jim had disliked Locke, he couldn’t believe he was gone. He also admitted how much harder all of this was going to be without him.
 
    
 
   “What’s the call, Jim?” Brett asked.
 
    
 
   “The last intel we had were the chemical weapons that Brenner was making at his plant in San Diego. We need to get to that plant and shut it down. Twink, get us everything you can on the plant and countermeasures for VX gas.”
 
    
 
   “On it,” Twink replied, pulling out his laptop.
 
    
 
   “We’ll need to go in alone,” Jim said. “We don’t know who else Brenner has in his pocket. When we go back to command, we keep it vague, understand?” 
 
    
 
   Everyone nodded.
 
    
 
   “Brett, do you know anyone you trust that could get us access to Locke’s secure files?” Jim asked. 
 
    
 
   Brett nodded. “I think I know a guy.”
 
    
 
   Jim started to connect the dots. The attacks on the cities four months ago were just the first step. Chase wanted the President to order the troops home. He wanted all of them conveniently grouped together so he could take them out with one strike. It all started in San Diego and it was going to end in San Diego.
 
    
 
   “Looks like we’re going home,” Coyle said.
 
    
 
   “Yeah. Home.” Then Jim heard some noise coming from down the hallway. His hand went to his sidearm. At first he thought he’d imagined it, but then it came again and he sprinted towards the sound. There was some clawing behind a door and when Jim opened it, Tigs walked out of the closet and looked up at him. He scooped her up and she purred against his chest.
 
    
 
   “Sonofabitch. That damn thing really does have nine lives,” Coyle shouted down the hall.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When the plane touched down on the coast in San Diego and Samantha stepped outside onto the tarmac, she shielded her eyes from the sun. One of Chase’s guards rushed her toward the car. She looked around to see if anyone was around, but they must have landed in a private airfield because there wasn’t a soul in sight.
 
    
 
   Samantha still had her hands tied when Chase’s guard threw her into the back seat of a Rolls Royce. Chase entered from the opposite side. “Key,” he said and stuck out his hand. He unlocked the cuffs and tossed them up front with his guards. He rolled up the privacy partition and the car started forward. “Now, I want you to remember something while you’re my guest. Anything you do to me, I’m going to do to your daughter.” 
 
    
 
   Samantha rubbed her wrists and nodded.
 
    
 
   “I’m glad we understand each other then,” he said.
 
    
 
   “He’ll come,” Samantha said.
 
    
 
   “You know what most people lack in their understanding of planning?” Chase asked. “Commitment. In general, most people know exactly what they want to do and they know how to do it, but once something becomes difficult, they lose their way. A small bump in the road causes everything to fall off the wagon. Then those people cry and wail about loss and how hard life is. I’ve run into men like your brother before. Little bumps along the way. I will admit I didn’t expect Jim to have as much of an impact as he did over the last few months though. His little ‘missions’ forced me to rearrange three years of work, but still it wasn’t a setback that I couldn’t handle.”
 
    
 
   Samantha remained quiet. She kept her eyes focused on the passing buildings outside the car window. She was tired of fighting. She was tired of feeling unsafe. She was tired of being frightened for her daughter. Whatever double life Matt had led was now eroding away the love that she had for him. Ten years were washing away from her mind the further the car drove.
 
    
 
   “I told him not to marry you,” Chase said out of the blue. “He thought it would be good for appearances. Marrying a policewoman – an army reservist, the daughter of a decorated military officer – it would allow him to fly below the radar.”
 
    
 
   “So, why did you tell him not to?” she asked. “It sounds like it was going to help you a great deal.”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” he replied, “But I always knew it was going to end badly for you.” 
 
    
 
   He stared straight ahead as Samantha finally turned to look at him. “Why are you doing all of this?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “The world we live in has become bloated. There are too many people clawing for scraps. I’m pressing the reset button, but in order for me to do that, I have to get rid of those that would oppose me. Right now there are over a quarter million troops stationed in San Diego. That, combined with a few other large groups in Texas and Washington D.C., I’ll be able to cripple the largest military power in the world. Once that’s done, I’ll have my political connections start passing amendments to restructure the military and I’ll be the one selecting those put into power. After that, it won’t be America’s military. It will be mine. From there, I’ll be able to pick off the rest of the weak and this country will be twice as strong as it was before.”
 
    
 
   The car finally arrived at the plant and entered through the front security gates. One of the guards that was riding in Samantha and Chase’s car pulled her out of the back seat when the vehicle finally stopped. “I want to see my daughter,” Samantha demanded.
 
    
 
   “Of course,” Chase replied.
 
    
 
   The plant was massive. Samantha gazed around at the machines diligently working, mixing different chemical agents and packaging them into pallets to be transported out of the facility.
 
    
 
   “VX gas,” Chase explained when he saw Samantha looking around the plant. “It’s a nerve gas. It breaks down a person’s muscle control, causing convulsions and paralysis. Nasty stuff.”
 
    
 
   Chase brought Samantha up to the executive offices where Annie was being kept. Without hesitation, Samantha ran to her daughter. 
 
    
 
   “Mommy!” Annie screamed. 
 
    
 
   Samantha scooped Annie up into her arms, holding her tightly. 
 
    
 
   “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “I got scared and tried to hide, but they found me,” Annie said.
 
    
 
   “I love you,” she whispered.
 
    
 
   “I love you too, Mommy,” Annie whispered back.
 
    
 
   Chase nodded over to one of his guards, and he peeled Annie off of her mother. Samantha screamed and Annie started to cry. The guard pulled out a knife and put it to Annie’s throat. Chase’s henchman kept the blade close. Just one slip and she’d be gone.
 
    
 
   “See?” Chase asked. “I can do anything I want.”
 
    
 
   “Please.” Samantha dropped to her knees. “Please, don’t hurt her.” Her voice was shaking. Her face was distorted with pain, fear, and hopelessness. 
 
    
 
   Chase stepped in between the guard holding her daughter and Samantha. “You have nothing to offer me. Absolutely nothing. I’m the one who has what you want. If you want to see it again, you’ll do everything I ask.”
 
    
 
   Samantha’s whole body started to convulse as she put her face in her hands. Her eyes were bloodshot and snot dribbled down her nose and chin when she finally looked up at Chase. She couldn’t speak anymore. She just nodded.
 
    
 
   “Good girl,” Chase said, and then ordered another guard to come and take Samantha away. When Samantha was dragged out of the room, the last image she saw was the guard’s knife to Annie’s throat. 
 
    
 
   Chase brought Samantha to his office.
 
    
 
   “Get your phone out,” he said. 
 
    
 
   Samantha fumbled in her pockets to pull out the phone Jim had given her the day of Matt’s funeral.
 
    
 
   “Call your brother,” said Chase.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jim sat in the office where Locke’s replacement had told him to wait. He’d been sitting there by himself for almost twenty minutes. Twenty wasted minutes he could be out doing something, but instead he had to request time to meet with the acting general to get the supplies approved for his mission. 
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry I’m late, Jim,” Paul said, shuffling through the door.
 
    
 
   Jim rose at attention. “General,” he stated, saluting his newly appointed superior. 
 
    
 
   “At ease, Jim.”
 
    
 
   “I need my supplies request approved for a mission, sir,” said Jim.
 
    
 
   Paul leaned back in his chair and looked Jim up and down. “This isn’t a traditional request, Jim. You’re asking for resources without letting the military know what you’re using them for and asking us to look the other way when you take…well, whatever it is you’re planning on taking.” Paul tilted his head to the side slightly and shrugged. “I don’t think this is something I can approve. Not in this climate we’re in right now.”
 
    
 
   Jim didn’t have anywhere else to go. He was about to go into a fight with more unknowns than he’d like to have in a mission, and the three other men that he trusted were the only ones coming with him. Jim was good at what he did, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to do this without the General’s resources. “I didn’t like Locke.”
 
    
 
   Paul raised his eyebrows. Paul’s predecessor wasn’t even in the ground yet, and it wasn’t typical for a soldier to openly give their opinion of a general in front of a superior officer, let alone one that had just been killed in combat.
 
    
 
   “He was manipulative. He didn’t have the slightest problem using somebody for the greater good. I know because that’s what he did to me. But the one thing I can say about Locke is that he got things done. He put himself out there in a way that I’ve never seen an officer of his stature do before. That’s all I’m asking from you, General. Help me get the job done.”
 
    
 
   The general drew in a slight breath. He stayed silent as Jim kept his eyes focused on him, drilling into him with a stare only a man with as much to lose as Jim could. “Locke trusted you.” The general drummed his fingers on his desk. He rose, walking to a filing cabinet parallel to where they sat. “He liked you too.” The general pulled open one of the drawers, thumbing through the files inside. “He always appreciated a soldier that didn’t give a shit about the chain of command, like you do.”
 
    
 
   The General removed a slip of paper and returned to his desk. He sat down, pulling a pen from his desk, and jotted down notes on the paper. “I had a look at your file before I came in here. I’ve never seen a soldier have that many misconduct forms and still have more commendations than a dozen soldiers have in their career. It was impressive.”
 
    
 
   Jim’s eyes lowered to the form on the desk, trying to make out what it was. He was hoping it wasn’t a court marshal form or discharge papers. It didn’t really matter if he was officially in the military or not after this conversation. He was going to get his sister and niece back no matter what. 
 
    
 
   As Jim’s hand reached for the paper, the general kept hold of it for a moment. Jim looked up at him while the piece of paper connected them. 
 
    
 
   “If you cause me trouble, I will crucify you,” the general said.
 
    
 
   “Thank you, sir,” he said.
 
    
 
   Jim called Twink as he left the general’s office. When Twink picked up, Jim simply said, “We’re good to go,” then hung up.
 
    
 
   Coyle sat in the waiting room at the end of the hall from the general’s office.
 
    
 
   “We got it,” Jim said, passing Coyle. 
 
    
 
   Coyle fist-pumped the air, jogging to catch up with Jim. “What’s next?” Coyle asked.
 
    
 
   “We’ll do some research on what we can find on the plant over the next few hours and then draw out our strategy for San Diego.” Jim’s phone started to buzz. He pulled it out, and the name on the screen stopped him dead in his tracks. He pressed the answer button and slowly brought the phone to his ear. “Samantha?” 
 
    
 
   “Jim,” she said. Her voice was shaky.
 
    
 
   “Where are you?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “San Diego.”
 
    
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
    
 
   “They have Annie, Jim.”
 
    
 
   People passed Jim in the hallway, oblivious to the fact that Jim was listening to the sobs of his sister. “Is she okay?” 
 
    
 
   “She’s scared, but she’s okay,” Samantha said, trying to compose herself.
 
    
 
   Jim heard some shuffling around and another voice came on the line.
 
    
 
   Chase’s voice was casual, confident. “Hello, Jim. You know, I’ve been chatting with your sister here for quite some time and I’ve learned a lot about you. Your spectacular military career is something to be admired, Jim. What you’ve accomplished is impressive.”
 
    
 
   “I’m coming for you,” Jim said through gritted teeth.
 
    
 
   “It’s a waste of time and energy, Jim, trust me. You can’t stop me any more than you can stop a river flowing into the ocean. There is a way to improve your situation, though. I could use a man of your talents. You don’t seem to go away easily, and I’d like to use that to my advantage. Of course, you’d be compensated properly and your family would be free and safe to live wherever they wanted.”
 
    
 
   “I know where you are,” Jim answered, “And I’ve got a bullet in the chamber waiting for you.” Jim ended the call and looked at Coyle. “We leave in an hour.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   With the dial tone in his ear, Chase tossed the phone in the trash. He walked over to his guards, whispering orders in their ears. 
 
    
 
   “They stay alive. We may need them for leverage. I want everyone we have for security here in fifteen minutes. Give me eyes everywhere.”
 
    
 
   The guard nodded and left as Chase walked back over to Samantha. 
 
    
 
   “Your brother seems dead-set on learning things the hard way,” he said.
 
    
 
   “I would say the same for you,” Samantha replied.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   The chopper headed south along the coast toward San Diego. Jim glanced down at the white caps rolling onto the dirty yellow beaches below. So much had changed for him, but as he saw the tiny dots moving around on the beach and in the water with the sun sinking low into the horizon, he realized that, for most people, things hadn’t really changed at all.
 
    
 
   As they approached the vicinity of Chase’s plant, Twink switched the chopper to stealth mode, and they flew in between the mountains below any radar detection. They landed a mile from the perimeter of the plant, using the mountainous terrain as natural cover.
 
    
 
   Jim, Brett, Coyle, and Twink collected their gear. Twink and Coyle pre-programmed twelve charges for remote detonation. From the schematics they got from Locke’s files, they learned that the chemical weapons being produced were stored in a warehouse at the south end of the plant. Twink would provide cover on the mountain ridge with his rifle while Coyle planted the charges. The plan was to use explosives hot enough to incinerate and neutralize the gas in the stockpile.
 
    
 
   Jim and Brett would handle getting Samantha and Annie out. Jim picked Brett because he was the best hand-to-hand combat expert in the group, and he didn’t have Coyle’s big mouth.
 
    
 
   “Okay,” Jim said. “Let’s go over this one more time. Me and Brett will sneak in through the rainwater drains running into the plant. Twink, you’ll be in your spot on the ridge while Coyle places the charges around the building’s perimeter.”
 
    
 
   Jim turned to Coyle. “You know where they need to go?”
 
    
 
   Coyle nodded. “I got it.”
 
    
 
   “Good,” Jim replied. “Once Brett and I have Samantha and Annie, we’ll clear out and Twink will trigger the bombs. Twink, if anything happens to us and Coyle can’t activate the detonators, you order the airstrike and take the whole building down, understand?”
 
    
 
   Twink nodded.
 
    
 
   Jim paused a moment as the group of men around him waited for the order to move out. He knew that the likelihood of them making it out alive was slim. Jim had asked men under his command to go into shit scenarios before, but it was never personal for him. This was personal. “I couldn’t ask for a better group of brothers.”
 
    
 
   “You’re gonna make me cry,” Coyle said, ruining the moment.
 
    
 
   “Let’s move out,” Jim ordered.
 
    
 
   The sun was almost below the horizon. Jim and Brett tried to use what cover they could find, but it wouldn’t be long before they were spotted. They had to get close enough to where they could sprint for the runoff tunnels.
 
    
 
   In the distance, Jim saw workers loading pallets into the backs of semi-trucks from the warehouse were the VX gas was stored. “Looks like it’s not going to take them a week to move this stuff out,” Jim said as he motioned over to the warehouse to get Brett’s attention. 
 
    
 
   The first gunshot snapped Jim back to the moment as bullets ricocheted off the rocks around them. The shouts of guards in the distance echoed around the desert as Jim saw jeeps quickly heading their way. If they were going to get in, they’d have to make their move now.
 
    
 
   Jim and Brett sprinted toward the drainage tunnel. Sand flew from under their boots as they hoofed it towards the cover. Guards sprayed another blast of bullets from their jeeps at Jim and Brett as they raced closer to them. 
 
    
 
   Brett made it to the tunnel first and Jim rushed in a few seconds behind him. They didn’t stop moving once they were inside. Chase’s guards would follow them into the tunnel, and by now the whole plant was aware of their presence. Jim hoped that Coyle was having better luck than he was.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You barely made it two feet,” Twink said over the radio, picking off another guard with his sniper rifle.
 
    
 
   Coyle was glued to a wall along the plant’s exterior. So far he’d only placed one charge.
 
    
 
   “I can’t help it if a spider crawled across my boot!” Coyle pleaded in defense.
 
    
 
   “You screamed, didn’t you?” Twink asked, mowing down another guard. 
 
    
 
   Coyle made a beeline for the second location, planting and activating the charge. 
 
    
 
   “It was a pretty big spider,” Coyle muttered.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jim and Brett sloshed through the mucky water, finally making it to the belly of the plant. Jim located the entrance door that the schematic promised would be there. Brett covered Jim while he made the climb and once Jim was at the top he returned the favor for Brett. Facing a locked door, Jim pulled explosive putty from his bag and stuck it in the crack of the door between the frame and the handle. He then laid a small, black detonating strip across it. Jim and Brett stood around the corner as Jim aimed his pistol at the explosive and fired.
 
    
 
   The explosion blew the door open, sending it flying into the hallway. The men rushed toward the entrance and filed in. Once inside, they heard the security sirens begin to blare. Jim expected Chase to keep the girls in the executive offices on the north side, and that’s where they’d start their search. Jim checked his watch and figured that Coyle would have at least half the charges in position.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Coyle, I don’t think I have ever seen a man run as fast as you have in the last ten minutes,” Twink said, scanning ahead for guards around Coyle’s next stop.
 
    
 
   Coyle huffed and puffed as he turned the corner of a concrete pillar and stuck another charger to the wall. “Just trying to rise to the occasion.” Coyle gasped for breath. “That, and not die.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Inside the plant, Brett and Jim split up to cover more ground. They’d only signal on the radio if they’d found one of the girls. Anything else was strict radio silence.
 
    
 
   Four guards lined the doors down the hall as Jim peeked around the corner. He leaned back behind the wall, taking a deep breath as he prepared his rifle. Jim turned the corner, his rifle raised, and four silenced shots brought the guards down. Jim grabbed a set of keys from a dead guard’s pocket and opened the first door. Empty. Just tables and chairs.
 
    
 
   He walked to the second door. As he turned the key in the lock, four more guards turned the corner. Jim shoved the door open as the first guard raised his pistol and fired a shot into the wall next to him. After slipping into the room, Jim locked the door behind him and turned around to see his sister sitting in a chair. Samantha jumped up and rushed over to her brother. She threw her arms around him as the guards outside rattled the door.
 
    
 
   “I knew you’d make it,” she whispered in his ear, keeping her arms tight around his neck.
 
    
 
   “You okay?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “I’m fine. Did you get Annie?” asked Samantha.
 
    
 
   “Not yet. Do you know where she is?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “She’s on the other end of the hall. Six doors down last time I saw her,” she responded.
 
    
 
   The pounding on the door intensified. Jim looked around for any other exits. The room didn’t have one; at least not a normal one. Jim walked over to the windows and examined the drop. A hundred feet at least. He and Samantha backed up to the wall across from the window panels, keeping her behind him. He fired three shots at the glass, shattering it. He used the rifle to knock off any jagged edges around the frame. Jim removed rappelling gear from his pack and anchored the rope to the door handle, instructing Samantha to climb onto his back. Jim gently backed out of the window with the rope in his hands. Samantha held on tight as Jim flew down the rope as fast as he could. Just as they landed, the door of the room they escaped burst open and the rope went slack as the two of them rushed toward the stairwell.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brett stepped lightly and swiftly along the hallways on the other side of the plant. He turned a corner and saw a group of three guards escorting Derrick. Brett got off one shot that passed through one of the guard’s skulls before the second one knocked the rifle out of his hand. Brett pulled a knife out of his belt loop and stuck the blade into the armpit of the guard. He went limp, bleeding out on the ground. The third guard tried to remove his pistol, but Brett was too fast. He went right for the guard’s neck, slicing his throat.
 
    
 
   Derrick stepped back and began to clap as his last guard’s body hit the ground. “Very good,” he said. “You’re playing for the wrong team my friend.”
 
    
 
   Blood dripped from Brett’s blade as the men squared off. Brett made the first move by lunging the blade forward to Derrick’s stomach. Derrick countered by twisting Brett’s arm. The blade dropped to the floor. A quick uppercut from Derrick sent Brett backward, and then a quick kick to Brett’s left knee sent him to the ground.
 
    
 
   Derrick reached for the inside of his jacket to pull out his pistol, but Brett jumped from the ground, barreling into Derrick, taking both men to the floor. The two wrestled on the ground, Brett finally gaining the upper hand by placing his hand around Derrick’s neck. Derrick was able to pull his knees up in between himself and Brett to push him off, but it was too late. Brett was too strong and his weight crushed Derrick’s windpipe, ending the struggle. Brett tried to catch his breath but was interrupted by Chase turning the corner with a group of his own guards.
 
    
 
   Chase glanced at the lifeless body of his brother and then back at Brett. Before the guards could draw their weapons, Chase was in front of them with his pistol out, emptying its clip into Brett. Most of the bullets flew into his vest, but some caught his arms and legs. Brett dropped to the ground on his back and started coughing up blood. Chase walked over to Brett with tears in his eyes and loaded another clip into the pistol.
 
    
 
   Chase aimed the gun at Brett’s head and squeezed the trigger, continuing to do so until the clip had been exhausted, until Brett’s face wasn’t recognizable anymore.
 
    
 
   Chase dropped to his knees next to Derrick’s body, the gun falling from his grasp. He stroked his brother’s lifeless face as tears started to roll down his cheeks. His body began shaking. His face was red with rage. He turned to his guards.
 
    
 
   “GET THE GIRL!”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jim rushed up the staircase, firing back at the guards. They burst through the door from the stairwell, finding themselves in a hallway with yellow security lights flashing and sirens blaring. Samantha was screaming something at him, but he couldn’t hear it over the sirens. She pointed at the door at the end of the hallway, and he saw her mouth Annie’s name. Jim sprinted toward the door, checking it with his shoulder as he jiggled the handle, but it didn’t budge. He pounded on the door. The sirens muffled his frustrated screams.
 
    
 
   Suddenly he was thrown forward into the wall. A bullet drilled right into the Kevlar covering his back. Turning around, he saw five guards heading right for them. He shoved himself and Samantha toward a nearby wall for cover. Jim peeked around the corner and saw they were approaching fast. He tossed Samantha a pistol.
 
    
 
   “Stay here.” Jim took cover on the opposite wall. Once he was in place, he signaled with his hands for her to take the two guards on the right and he’d take the two on the left. The guards rushed closer. Jim counted down with his fingers. Three… Two… One.
 
    
 
   Jim and Samantha swung around the corners, and their bullets rained down on their assailants. Without any cover for the guards, it was like shooting fish in a barrel. Once the guards were down, the sirens shut off but the lights still flashed.
 
    
 
   “Are you okay?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, did the bullet go through your vest?”
 
    
 
   Jim shook his head. The turning of the locked door handle made the both of them jump to their feet. Samantha reached the door first, and a bullet went right through her gut. She flew backwards and clutched her stomach as blood spread over her shirt. Chase moved the pistol to Jim before he could raise his rifle and shot him in the right shoulder. Jim fell backward, his rifle skidding across the tiled floor and away from him.
 
    
 
   “Well, well, well. It’s a family reunion,” Chase said, his eyes still red with mourning tears for Derrick. “You’ve come such a long way, Jim. Farther than I thought you could go, but I’m afraid it’s been in vain.”
 
    
 
   Jim looked over at his sister, whose eyes fluttered open and close. He sat up against the corner of the hallway wall with his left hand under his leg. He moved his fingers and felt something sharp. It was his blade.
 
    
 
   Chase put the tip of his barrel under Samantha’s chin and raised it so he could look into her eyes. “It’s a shame you won’t be able to see your daughter die.” His face turned blood red while spit flew through his clenched teeth. “It looks like that honor will fall to your brother.”
 
    
 
   Jim fumbled his fingers into the pocket under his leg where he felt the blade. He couldn’t lift his leg to make it easier to grab the blade without exposing to Chase what he was trying to do.
 
    
 
   When Samantha’s head went limp and didn’t come back up, Chase turned his attention to Jim, whose fingers almost had hold of the blade. 
 
    
 
   “You’ve failed again, Jim,” Chase said, walking closer to him. “You failed to save your country. You failed to save your brother-in-law from himself. You failed to save your friends. You failed to save your sister.” 
 
    
 
   Chase knelt down, eye to eye with Jim, “And now you’ve failed to save your niece.”
 
    
 
   Jim frantically grabbed at the blade and worked it up into his fingertips. Chase put the pistol to Jim’s forehead and pressed the barrel down hard. 
 
    
 
   “Do you think I should hurt her before I kill her?” Chase asked. “Or should I make it quick and painless?”
 
    
 
   The blade slowly moved into Jim’s hand. Chase pressed the gun further into Jim’s skull. In one swift motion Jim lifted his leg, bringing the blade into the side of Chase’s neck. Blood spurted as Jim dug the blade in deeper and Chase gasped, coughing up blood before collapsing.
 
    
 
   Jim grasped his right shoulder as he stood and hobbled over to his sister, checking her pulse. He felt a slight beat. She was still alive. Jim whipped around and went into the room Chase had exited from to look for Annie. He saw her curled up in the corner. Jim’s whole body shook as Annie ran toward him. He knelt down, scooping her up.
 
    
 
   “I love you,” he whispered in her ear.
 
    
 
   “I love you too,” she responded.
 
    
 
   Jim lowered Annie back down. “Stay right by my side, okay? I have to go and take care of your mom.” Annie nodded and grabbed hold of Jim’s leg. He pulled the girl outside, and Jim scooped his sister up with all the strength he could muster and threw her over his shoulder. 
 
    
 
   “Coyle,” Jim yelled into the radio. “I’ve got the girls. What’s your six?”
 
    
 
   Coyle placed the last charge on the wall and clicked his radio on. “All set, Jim.”
 
    
 
   “Twink,” Jim said, keeping an eye out for guards as he navigated the hallways, “Get the chopper and meet us on the roof.”
 
    
 
   Dozens of empty shells surrounded Twink as he got up with his rifle. “Roger that.”
 
    
 
   “Brett, meet us at the flight deck,” Jim said. He waited for a response, but nothing came. “Brett, do you copy?” Jim waited a bit longer. “Brett?” When no answer came Jim knew he was gone. “Twink, we need that chopper now. Like, ten minutes ago now.” 
 
    
 
   “Copy,” Twink said, “Inbound in three minutes.”
 
    
 
   Jim managed to make it to the stairwell, but each flight of stairs he climbed shot daggers into his shoulder. Annie stayed right at his side, step by step.
 
    
 
   They made it onto the flight deck and saw the chopper heading towards them. When Twink landed, Coyle appeared to help with Samantha. Jim rushed to the medical bag and grabbed as much gauze as he could to help staunch her bleeding. He strapped Annie in. 

“Twink, get us to the nearest medical base. Tell them we have a priority. Gunshot wound to the abdomen with critical blood loss,” Jim ordered.
 
    
 
   Twink complied, radioing the hospital to alert them. Once they were airborne and clear of the plant, Jim looked at Twink. “Blow it!” Jim ordered.
 
    
 
   The charges lined the walls of the plant. Small red lights flashed on each of them. When Twink squeezed the trigger on the detonator, the charges went off one by one. Fiery explosions lit up the darkening sky. The pallets and storage tanks of VX gas incinerated into nothing.
 
    
 
   The blasts took out more than just the warehouse. Jeeps, guards, surrounding structures, anything within a one hundred yard radius were leveled. Smoke rose into the air as the chopper increased its distance destruction behind it.
 
   


  
 


Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Jim’s arm was in a sling as he sat in the waiting room of the hospital. Annie was on the floor playing with Tigs, oblivious to the stares that she received. A hospital wasn’t the typical place to see a cat, but Coyle convinced the nurse that Tigs was a therapy cat, then disappeared into the break room with said nurse.
 
    
 
   The doctor came out of the operating room with blood on his scrubs, smiling. “She’s gonna be fine.”
 
    
 
   “Can we talk to her?” Jim asked.
 
    
 
   “She’s sleeping right now, but you can go and see her,” he responded.
 
    
 
   Samantha was hooked up to a breathing machine, heart monitors, and IV bags. Annie climbed in bed with her and curled up next to her side. Jim put his hand on his sister’s forehead, breathing a sigh of relief.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Samantha was finally discharged from the hospital a week later, and the doctor told that she could go home as long as she didn’t do any heavy lifting. She and Annie stayed with Jim at his home in San Diego. Jim never thought he’d see that house again, let alone have his sister and niece’s laughter filling it.
 
    
 
   Brett’s funeral was held a few days after Samantha was released. He received full military honors for his service and was also awarded the Navy Cross. Each of them tossed an item into the ground with Brett’s coffin.
 
    
 
   Jim gave him his Purple Heart, Samantha dropped in a rose, Annie drew him a picture of the two of them, Coyle tossed in a Playboy magazine, and Twink dropped his dog tags in the hole with his friend. Once it was over, Twink headed back to his Naval base in Arizona and Coyle decided to take a little furlough since Jim still couldn’t get back to his marine mechanics business with his arm in a sling.
 
    
 
   “We can talk about my raise when I get back,” Coyle smirked.
 
    
 
   When Jim and Samantha returned home from the funeral, there was a car parked on the street in front of his house. Jim opened the glove box, removing his pistol. His shoulder was still in a sling, but he was pretty good with his left arm. “Stay in the truck.”
 
    
 
   As Jim moved closer to his home, he noticed that the front door was ajar. He slowly pushed the door open and went in, pistol first. A man in the chair in his living room put his hands in the air. 
 
    
 
   “Don’t shoot.” Captain Terry Streak, Fleet Commander of the San Diego Naval base, sat in Jim’s living room chair.
 
    
 
   A smile spread across both men’s faces as the captain walked over and they embraced each other. Jim leaned out the door and waved for the girls to come in.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing here? I didn’t even know you were alive!” exclaimed Jim.
 
    
 
   “Yeah well, after the attacks on the base five months ago, I was in a coma for about a month,” he said. “I just got out of rehab a few days ago. I’ll start command duty again in a couple of weeks after they catch me up on what I’ve missed.”
 
    
 
   Jim placed his hand over the captain’s shoulder and smiled. “It’s good to see you, Terry, but what are you doing here? I’m not exactly in shape to fix any of your boats right now.”
 
    
 
   Jim had seen the look the captain was giving him plenty of times before. It was the same look General Locke had when he asked him to come back and work missions for the military.
 
    
 
   “No,” Jim said flatly.
 
    
 
   “You don’t even know what I’m going to say!” Terry replied.
 
    
 
   “I’ve given enough service to my country for a dozen soldiers. I’m out,” said Jim.
 
    
 
   “We’ll be out back,” Samantha added. She pushed Annie and Tigs out the back door and left Jim and Terry alone. 
 
    
 
   “Jim, what you’ve been able to do has been incredible. I’m just here on behalf of the Defense Department as a messenger. I’m not here to have you sign any papers. They do want you back though. They’re willing to meet whatever demands you have.”
 
    
 
   All of a sudden, Jim’s shoulder started to ache a little more than it had over the past few days. After a moment of silence, Terry continued. 
 
    
 
   “Just think about it. If you change your mind, phone me at the base.”
 
    
 
   After Captain Streak left, Jim wandered toward the back of the house, stopping at the screen door. Annie chased butterflies as Tigs chased after her. Samantha sat in a chair, laughing as her daughter ran around the backyard with her net. The sun was shining outside and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. Jim wasn’t sure how long this would last, but with the view he was looking at right now, he didn’t want to fill his mind with ‘what ifs.’ 
 
    
 
   Streak could wait.
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