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Author’s Introduction to the Pandemic Series
In the mid-twentieth century, a new weapon shocked the world with its ability to destroy the enemy.
For centuries, another weapon has existed…
One that attacks without conscience or remorse…
Its only job is to kill.
They are the most merciless enemy we’ve ever faced…
And they’re one-billionth our size.
 
Be prepared to become very, very paranoid.
 
WELCOME TO THE NEXT GLOBAL WAR.
Biological weapons, delivered under the right conditions against an unaware, unprotected population, will, pound for pound and dollar for dollar, kill a million times more people than a nuclear weapon. A nuclear bomb doesn’t come close to matching the potential footprint of a biological weapon.
Over the past half century, the number of new diseases per decade has increased fourfold. Since 1980, the outbreaks have more than tripled. With those statistics in mind, one has to consider the consequences of a major pandemic.
Death has come to millions of humans throughout the millenia from the spread of infectious diseases, but none was worse than the Black Death, a pandemic so devastating that uttering the words the plague will immediately pull it to the front of your mind. From 1347 to 1351, the Black Death reshaped Europe and much of the world.
In a time when the global population was an estimated four hundred fifty million, some estimates of the death toll reached as high as two hundred million, nearly half of the world’s human beings.
This plague’s name came from the black skin spots on the sailors who travelled the Silk Road, the ancient network of trade routes that traversed the Asian continent, connecting East and West. The Black Death was in fact a form of the bubonic plague, not nearly as contagious and deadly as its sister, the pneumonic plague.
Fast-forward five centuries to 1918, an especially dangerous form of influenza began to appear around the world. First discovered in Kansas in March 1918, by the time the H1N1 pandemic, commonly known as the Spanish flu, burned out in 1919, it took the lives of as many as fifty million people worldwide.
Why does the history of these deadly pandemics matter?
Because it has happened before and it will happen again—despite the world’s advanced technology, or because of it. People no longer stay in one place; neither do diseases. Unlike the habits of humans during the Black Death and the Spanish flu, an infection in all but the most remote corner of the world can make its way to a major city in a few days.
Terrible new outbreaks of infectious disease make headlines, but not at the start. Every pandemic begins small. Early indicators can be subtle and ambiguous. When the next global pandemic begins, it will spread across oceans and continents like the sweep of nightfall, causing illness and fear, killing thousands or maybe millions of people. The next pandemic will be signaled first by quiet, puzzling reports from faraway places—reports to which disease scientists and public health officials, but few of the rest of us, pay close attention.
The purpose of this series is not to scare the wits out of you, but rather, to scare the wits into you. As one early reader said to me, after reading the Pandemic series, “I now realize that humans can become extinct. Not a comforting thought.”
The Pandemic series is a new dystopian, post-apocalyptic fiction series from fifteen-time bestselling author Bobby Akart (the Blackout series, the Boston Brahmin series and the Prepping for Tomorrow series).
The events depicted in the Pandemic series are fictional. The events, however, are based upon historical fact.
 
Note: This book does not contain strong language. It is intended to entertain and inform audiences of all ages, including teen and young adults. Although some scenes depict the realistic threat our nation faces from a devastating global pandemic and the societal collapse that will result in the aftermath, it does not contain graphic scenes typical of other books in the post-apocalyptic genre.
I believe more of our young people need to lead a preparedness lifestyle. Studies show that our millennials do not have any of the basic survival skills. By writing this series free of vulgarities and gratuitous sexual innuendo, I’ve intended it to be suitable for everyone. Thanks.
 



Previously in The Pandemic Series
The Characters
Dr. Mackenzie Hagan (“Mac”)
 
Dr. Mackenzie Hagan, is in her mid-thirties, tall, long blonde hair, slender, athletic build. She graduated from Virginia Tech with a Bachelor of Science degree before entering post-graduate study where she obtained a dual master’s degree in Molecular Biology and Applied Genetics. She went on to receive her PhD in Microbiology from MIT and a Medical Degree from the University Of Chicago School Of Medicine.
After completing her residency, Dr. Hagan began her career in public service as an Epidemic Intelligence Service Officer at the National Center for Infectious Diseases. Her successes in fighting the West Africa Ebola outbreak lead her to the CDC where she served as the Associate Director for the Office of Infectious Diseases.
Dr. Hagan also holds the rank of Lieutenant Commander for the U.S. Public Health Service. As the daughter of a retired Commanding General of the United States Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases, Dr. Hagan often says infectious disease is in her blood.
 
Agent Nathan Hunter (“Hunter”)
 
Nathan Hunter holds the formal title of Threat Reduction Specialist with the Defense Threat Reduction Agency, an arm of the Department of Defense based in Fort Belvoir, Virginia.
Hunter graduated with high honors from the Virginia Military Institute where he majored in International Studies with a minor in National Security.
Never a serious dater, Hunter is thirty-three years old, 6’, 2”, well-built and single. He lives in his deceased parents’ estate on Lake Barcroft, Virgina. Upon their unexpected deaths, his father, a very successful defense contractor, established a financial trust for Hunter worth approximately one billion dollars.
Hunter served in the United States Army as an Operations Officer (Combat Support Squadron), Master Sergeant, First Special Forces Operational Detachment: 1st SFO Delta, also known as Delta Force in Fort Bragg, North Carolina.
At the DTRA, Hunter works with other members of the Project Artemis team to hunt terrorists, especially those engaging in bioterrorism, before they can act.
 
Janelle
Turnbull (“Janie”)
 
Janelle Turnbull is in her late twenties and single. Mac describes her as perky, but she is very serious about her career. Janie works for the CDC as a CEFO, Career Epidemiology Field Officer. Janie was educated as a veterinarian which attracted her to the CDC to study zoonotic infectious diseases. She currently lives in Atlanta. Her parents are still living, as is her younger sister, a student at Georgia Tech.
 
Major General Barbara Stinchcomb Hagan (“Barb”)
 
Mac’s mother and married to Thomas Hagan, her husband of forty years. The couple lives in Coos Bay, Oregon. Barb is in her early sixties and in good health.
She is a retired medical doctor who began her career at Denver Health where she met Tommy. After they were married, Mac was born and soon thereafter, Barb joined the United States Army. After several years of service, Barb rose through the ranks of USAMRIID, the United States Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases until she became Commanding General stationed at Fort Detrick, Maryland.
During the Ebola crisis, Barb became a political pawn and scapegoat for the current administration and the media. She was forced out of her post and retired.
 
Thomas Hagan (“Tommy”)
 
Mac’s father, Tommy, is a retired high school chemistry teacher. He spends his day gardening and tinkering around the house. He loves to hunt, fish, and train for the senior triathlete competition when he turns sixty years old. Tommy is a prankster and a jokester.
 
 
Supporting Characters of Importance:
 
President Tomas Garcia – In his final year of his first term, currently running for re-election. Indirectly responsible for the termination of General Barbara Hagan from her post at USAMRIID. Enjoys his brandy. Close friends with his Chief of Staff, Andrew Morse.
 
Chief of Staff Andrew Morse – Right-arm and close confidant of President Tomas Garcia. Has a unique ability to manipulate and keep the President on message.
 
Donald Baggett – Former accountant and political appointee of the President charged with cutting the budget of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. He is constantly at odds with Mac, who refers to him, privately, of course, as D-Bag, short for douche bag, due to his constant unwanted advances toward her.
 
Doctor Kwame Okoli – Native Nigerian who battled Ebola in Africa. He is currently on staff at Memorial Medical Center in Las Cruces, New Mexico.
 
USAF Master Sergeant Scott Jablonik – coordinator of Project Artemis within the Defense Threat Reduction Agency. Hunter’s immediate superior.
 
Ali Hassan – Son of Abu Ali Hassan, a senior leader on the Islamic State Leadership Council. Ali Hassan is the mastermind behind the bioterror plot.
 
Doc Cooley
– General practitioner in Breckenridge, Colorado who befriended the Hagans. He makes a living as a doctor but made his fortune as a poker player. Now he’s a central figure in the fight to protect Breckenridge from the plague, and others.
 
Primary Scene Locations
 
Denver, Colorado – largest city in Colorado.
Fort Collins, Colorado – located an hour north of Denver. It is the location of the DTRA/CIA laboratory formerly operated by the CDC.
Breckenridge, Colorado – known as a ski resort destination. Population during the summer is just over four thousand residents. The population grows to nearly twenty thousand when the tourists and skiers begin to arrive with the first major snowfall.
Quandary Peak – A 14er, terminology for a Rocky Mountain peak in excess of fourteen thousand feet. The Hagans have a second home just below the treeline near Blue Lakes at the base of Quandary Peak.
Cheyenne Mountain – location of NORAD and the hideaway for the President as part of Continuity of Government.
 
Secondary Scene Locations
 
Guatemala – Location of the initial outbreak was in the jungle near the small town of El Naranjo. Mac and Janie begin their investigation when they meet the mysterious operative with the DTRA—Hunter. The CDC has a regional office in Guatemala City, about a mile from the United States Embassy.
Turkey – Several temporary camps for Syrian and Iraqi refugees were created in the western part of the country near Izmir, Turkey. In the surrounding countryside, migrant farms were established to pay the refugees and keep them busy during the day until they could emigrate to Europe.
Greece – In Athens, Hunter visits with his contemporaries at the Greek National Intelligence Service. By coincidence, Mac is investigating a case at the Hellenic Centre for Disease Control and Prevention. The two cross paths at a hotel and have dinner together. A spark of interest takes place after they overcome their first chance meeting in the jungles of Guatemala.
CDC – Atlanta – located near Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia.
White House –
Washington, DC. Politics plays a pivotal role in all aspects of our lives and the center of the political universe is the White House.
Park Place on Peachtree – Mac’s condominium in Buckhead.
 



Previously in The Pandemic Series
Book One: BEGINNINGS
 
The Pandemic Series begins with the kidnapping and interrogation of a young French research scientist in a remote biosafety laboratory in Franceville, Gabon. The terrorist cell run by Ali Hassan, the son of a top-level ISIS leader, also established a complex surveillance apparatus of the young scientist’s family.
Forced to do their bidding in order to save the lives of his family, the French scientist modified the Madagascar strain of the pneumonic plague. His work was groundbreaking, although it was clearly a crime against humanity. In the end, he didn’t save himself, or his family.
Initially, Hassan used the remote jungles of Guatemala as his testing ground. However, a series of events accelerated his plans as outbreaks of the disease occur in Trinidad and Greece.
Hassan, his trusted his allies, and thousands of sleeper cells around the world sprang into action. First, they secured their loved ones away from the harmful potential of the disease. Second, they issued a call to action—the flag of Allah and jihad has been raised.
Hunter and his comrades at the DTRA comprising Project Artemis began to chase leads and search for the bioterrorists. Mac and her fellow disease detectives at the CDC raced to identify the disease, and determine if a vaccine or cure was available.
As the disease spread and the death toll rose, Mac became increasingly frustrated with the President and his administration for not warning the public. She was admonished to do her job and not approach the media with alarmist statements. However, like her mother, Mac believed in transparency and the ability of the public to make decisions for themselves.
When the Congress set up special hearings on the Guatemala breakout and its potential impact on the United States, Mac made a decision. Wearing her dress white uniform indicating her status as a Lieutenant Commander in the U.S. Public Health Service, she decided to add to her attire. She added white gloves, an N95 particulate mask, and protective eyewear.
Her appearance immediately created a ruckus within the large gathering of media covering the hearings. It also raised the ire of the partisan congressman who support the President in his re-election efforts.
Perhaps it was Mac’s attire, or maybe it was the typical partisan bickering which had consumed Washington, but the hearings immediately turned contentious. With the CSPAN cameras rolling, Mac was grilled with questions and placed under considerable pressure. She was asked to describe how the disease affects the human body and she gladly answered in excruciating detail.
Unscripted, but as if on cue, a man in the gallery began to cough up blood, causing a panic by all the attendees. During the stampede for the exits, the man vomited up blood, which immediately drew comparisons to plague-like symptoms. Throughout the ordeal, Mac sat silently, alone, staring at the CSPAN cameras which never turned off.
Meanwhile, in a thousand cities around the world, ISIS operatives continued to relentlessly pursue their Caliphate. As the mayhem took place in Room 2123 of the Rayburn House Office Building, Hassan and his trusted Islamic brothers approached the outskirts of Los Angeles.
From the final chapter of BEGINNINGS …
The rental car sped past the sign that read Welcome to Los Angeles, population 3,957,875.
“We are here, Hassan.”
Hassan nodded. “We are everywhere, my brothers.”
 
Book Two: THE INNOCENTS
 
The Pandemic Series continues with the world’s population dwindling. After crisscrossing the planet in search of clues, Mac and Hunter realize this infectious disease is like no other, and with the jihadists implementing the plague as a tool of bioterror, there is not just one Patient Zero, but thousands.
Mac willingly followed in her mother's footsteps, electing to disregard her orders which came straight from the President of the United States. She rang the clarion bell, a warning to the world, that no one is immune or safe from the perfect killer.
Her heroic act got her fired but Hunter quickly came up with a viable alternative. Mac came on board with the DTRA and CIA at a covert laboratory located at a former CDC BSL-4 in Fort Collins, Colorado.
Mac and her family had significant roots there. Her Mom was a resident at Denver Health where Mac was born. The Hagan’s owned a second home at Quandary Peak just south of Breckenridge in the Rocky Mountains.
While Mac worked on a vaccine and cure, Hunter was reassigned to the Denver field office of the FBI. He spent his working hours tracking the jihadists as they entered America, hoping to find the mastermind of the bioterrorist plot. During his off hours, Hunter was getting prepared for the inevitable — societal and economic collapse.
Darting around town from Costco to Walmart to REI Sporting Goods, Hunter systematically equipped the Hagan home at Quandary Peak for the impending apocalypse.
The day came when Hunter was face-to-face with his nemesis, Ali Hassan, the mastermind behind weaponizing the plague and advancing the final jihad. The two men locked eyes and Hunter took care of business. One dead terrorist, but one massive plague was waging the war.
Across the country, terrorist cells infiltrated airports, sporting events, and shopping malls, spreading the disease and infecting thousands, who in turn infected thousands more. They were winning and our governmental response was weak.
President Garcia slowly retreated into a bottle of brandy. His cabinet began to lose confidence in his leadership. The nation was a ship without a rudder, helpless to combat the most dangerous disease known to man.
Mac reached back to her days in college for solutions. She proposed an unproven remedy based upon her college thesis to Janie, who then provided it to her associates at the CDC. Despite Mac’s warnings that the proposed solution was untested, out of desperation, the President and the CDC declared it to be a viable cure and began to inoculate American citizens.
The BALO vaccine was a bust and mac went back to the drawing board. In the meantime, the United Nations and the World Health Organization threw in the towel. A secretive Security Council meeting directive adopted during the Ebola crisis, and incorporated into law by the President, provided a drastic measure to save humanity.
From the final chapter of THE INNOCENTS …
“It’s from Homeland Security. Hunter, my God. They’ve declared a Level 6 Emergency.”
“Don’t you mean a phase six, based upon the WHO’s pandemic alert system?” asked Hunter.
“No, read it.” Mac spun the monitor around for Hunter to read the short, two-sentence email. “Phase six is where the WHO considers the overall severity of a pandemic to be moderate to extreme. It’s rarely used, but appropriate now.”
Mac began to pace and then she got angry. She swept all the stacks of files off her desk and pounded the corner with her fist.
Hunter tried to console her, but she pulled away. “Mac, we know it’s bad. I don’t under—”
She threw her arms up and looked toward the ceiling. Then she turned to Hunter, arms crossed. “I thought this was the stuff of urban legend. You know a myth only made up on television.”
“The situation is grave,” interrupted Hunter. “Why are you so angry at them declaring a phase six pandemic?”
“No, Hunter. Don’t you see? It didn’t say phase six. They wrote level 6 in the email.”
“They?”
“Yes, see the bottom?” asked Mac as she spun the monitor on her desk for them both to see. She angrily tapped the part of the email indicating the signature field. “It’s signed by the DHS and the UN. They’ve given up, Hunter. They know they can’t contain it or stop it. The United Nations and our own government think this is an extinction-level event. It’s over. My God!”
Mac walked back and forth through the room, hands firmly planted on her hips.
“Mac, what does level 6 mean?”
“Eradication, Hunter. Level 6 is their code word for eradication of the diseased members of the species.”
 
The saga continues in — LEVEL 6
Enjoy!
 



Epigraph
I think people get outraged over things. I think what we really need is a borderline extinction level event to get people back to caring about what really matters.
~ Maynard James Keenan
*****
This is not war, its human extinction.
~ Optimus Prime
*****
People on the bottom are on top for the first time. I’m not making excuses for their actions but I understand why it’s happened so quickly.
*****
Rest satisfied with doing well and leave others to talk of you as they please.
~ Pythagoras
*****
Do you think prepping is silly? Well, you can hide from reality but you can’t hide from the consequences of hiding from reality.
~ Bobby Akart
 



Prologue
There is a fine line between being paranoid and being intuitive.
Day Fifty
Denver, Colorado
 
As the dual diseases spread across the planet—the pneumonic plague and fear—humanity began to hide within itself. Streets and sidewalks became eerily silent during the middle of the day. Only the hospitals and newly established quarantine centers showed signs of life and death.
Song Joong Yee knew about life, death, and silence. Song was only nine years old when she was invited to watch her father being shot. As a child, she and her family had witnessed the horrors of life in North Korea. She remembered her mother piggybacking her to the public squares and sports stadiums in Pyongyang to watch the executions carried out by Kim Jong-un’s Worker’s Party to silence even the slightest whisper of contempt or dissent directed toward the authoritarian regime.
The death of her father, a mid-ranking civil servant who worked in the town hall where her family lived, was lodged in her mind forever. Song watched in horror as the man who raised her was lined up alongside several other convicted dissenters while their sentences were read aloud.
Her father’s crime? He and three male friends watched a pirated South Korean news documentary on a DVD and then shared it with their friends.
Her father’s sentence? The judgment dispensed was typical of most paranoid dictatorships—death by firing squad.
As the executioners raised their weapons, Song covered her face. She whimpered, waiting for the shots to ring out, but they didn’t come until she looked up again just in time to see an explosion of blood and her father’s body crumple to the ground.
Song stood there in shock, her mouth gaping open in frozen fright, and her eyes filled with the indelible memory of her father’s blood spilling across the pavement. Nine-year-old Song Joong Yee grew up that day and vowed to leave North Korea.
That night, she comforted her mother and they dreamt of their escape. As a result of her father’s crime, they were forced out of their comfortable home into a miniscule apartment. They were shunned by friends and neighbors, but the isolation allowed them to remain focused on the task at hand—escape to China and, ultimately, to America.
After four years of saving money and making contacts with smugglers, Song and her mother set out, two women alone, on a perilous trip across three mountains until they finally came to the Yalu River—frozen solid during the cold winter months. It was frightfully cold, and Song, to this day, remembered the terror she felt when they crossed into China, fearful the ice atop the Yalu River might break beneath their feet.
Mother and daughter stepped onto the snow-covered banks of the Chinese province of Jilin, free from the oppression they’d known all their lives. After sleeping in a barn, they made their way into a small village, where they were confronted by Chinese soldiers.
The men demanded to have sex with Song, who was now thirteen, but her mother begged the soldiers to take her instead. They did, and then they killed Song’s mother. The soldiers kept their promise and didn’t sexually assault Song, opting to beat her senseless instead.
Song’s life of freedom began as an orphan in a foreign land, looking for the ultimate dream of living in America.
Eventually she came to America as a political refugee and discovered her talent for computer programming. Using assistance from Catholic Charities USA, Song got an education and a degree from UCLA. She landed a job with Level 3 Communications, a global network communications provider headquartered in Broomfield, Colorado, a suburb in Northwest Denver.
Gradually, through the years, Song’s memories of North Korea and the deaths of her parents sank back into the dark reaches of her mind. She became an American, but her innate instincts concerning the government and society still served her well.
When someone came to the door of her modest condominium and began incessantly pounding, Song withdrew into the world of a child. Some of the best advice she ever received came from her gut. The knocking, loud and authoritative, began to frighten her.
Was it paranoia, hearkening back to the days when the Ministry of People’s Security took her father away? Was it intuition, the kind one could only learn from the awful experience of witnessing the rape and murder of her mother?
But America was different. She’d learned not to fear law enforcement or the military. They were ordinary people with families and a job. They didn’t murder and rape the citizens they swore to protect.
Song gathered herself up and left the closet in her master bedroom. She made her way to the front door, unaware that she was sweating out of fear. Slowly, Song opened the door to view the men in dark uniforms, covered in protective gear.
A man held a clipboard and shined a flashlight in Song’s face. “State your name and date of birth,” he barked as he glanced between his clipboard and Song’s face.
Song hesitated, the outside heat forcing more sweat onto her brow. Song couldn’t speak at first, but then she cleared her throat and responded to the officer.
He studied her for a moment, looked to another man who stood off to the side, and they both nodded. Without saying another word, the man made a mark on the paper next to Song’s name. His associate removed a can of spray paint from a pouch around his waist and began to shake it violently, the metal ball known as the pea bouncing around inside. Then the man took off the cap and he painted a red 6 on the exterior wall of her condo building until the wet paint dripped to the concrete porch.

At the time, Song didn’t know what this meant, although her gut told her the American government she’d come to trust had become no different than the Worker’s Party of North Korea or the People’s Liberation Army of China.
While North Korea and China controlled their citizens by creating an atmosphere of fear of government reprisals for not living according to their rules, the United States government and its political leaders were also governed in some respect by the fear of losing power. She’d seen it in their laws and political discourse.
In this country, Americans had been conditioned to both hate and fear one another. Social media gave everyone a platform to air their opinions without filter. Song had seen the moral decline in social interaction in the twelve years since her initial arrival in San Francisco. In her opinion, the interaction between Americans was getting worse, not better.
The interlude with the officers, the lack of conversation, and the quick decision to label her with a 6 set off alarm bells in a young woman who grew up in an environment of fear. Again, her intuition told her to be wary of being marked in any manner.
Song scrambled to her bedroom and began to pack her things. She was leaving, although she didn’t know where she’d go. Twice, or maybe it was three times, she stopped and looked in the mirror. She asked herself, Am
I being paranoid?
On the third and final try to talk herself out of fleeing into the unknown, she responded aloud, “I’d rather be paranoid and alive than oblivious and dead.”
 



PART ONE


 WEEK EIGHT

 



Chapter 1
Day Fifty-One
Blue Lakes Road
Quandary Peak
 
“Here’s the way I look at it,” started Tommy as he and Hunter ambled along the one-mile stretch of gravel road leading from Highway 9 westward up the mountain to the Blue Lakes Trailhead. Other than a few small houses at the base of Quandary Peak near the entrance to the old Monte Cristo Mine, Blue Lakes Road was uninhabited except for the Hagans’ place.
Tommy, feeling philosophical, continued. “An optimist looks through a tunnel and sees the light, firmly believing a sunny day is waiting for him on the other side. However, on the other end of the same tunnel, the pessimist is thoroughly convinced the light emanating from the darkness is an oncoming freight train headed right for him. Hunter, what you have done in getting us prepared simply acknowledges that both possibilities exist. In other words, both the optimist and the pessimist might be right. So you planned accordingly.”
Hunter was somewhat winded as they walked back up the slope toward their driveway. The air thinned considerably at the tree line, which was between eleven and twelve thousand feet above sea level. At high altitudes, there was less oxygen in the air, which forced the body to adapt by breathing faster and deeper. Hunter understood why the Kenyans always won marathons. Their distance runners trained at the highest altitudes in the hilly areas of the country surrounding Eldoret, which featured a mild climate and eight-thousand-foot elevations.
“Exactly,” added Hunter, who took another deep breath. These walks with Tommy served to establish security as well as get them in shape for the thinner air. “I kept building my checklist and gathering up what I could before it wasn’t safe to go into the city anymore. If I was wrong in preparing for the worst and nothing happens, then I spent my money on food, common sundries, and outdoor recreational gear that I’ll use someday. But if I’m right, then we’ve got a chance to survive.”
Several white-tailed ptarmigan were startled by the men as Hunter kicked some gravel with his boot. The small birds, also known as snow quail, scurried up the rocky landscape before taking flight to a safer position up Quandary Peak. Hunter eyed their movements and wondered if there was enough meat on them to make a meal.
Tommy stopped near several large rocks and copped a squat. Leaning on his rifle to catch his breath, he continued. “You and I have a job to do, Hunter. We have people we care for who rely upon us. I don’t take the care and protection of my wife and daughter lightly. I believe you feel the same way. Janie, of course, is quite a pistol and an excellent addition to our group. Barb and I consider her to be part of the family, just like you are.”
Hunter again became distracted by the sound of a screeching bird flying through the tall evergreens below them. In order to establish perimeter security, he’d need to become accustomed to the movements and sounds of the native animals. Otherwise, he’d find himself shooting at ghosts.
“Tommy,” started Hunter, “I believe we can survive the spread of this disease. It’s not the pandemic that concerns me the most. It’s our fellow man. As we outlast the plague, for however long it takes, what’ll we encounter along the way?”
Tommy rose from his granite rock perch and led the way toward the Blue Lakes Trailhead. “Wickedness, eventually, but not at first. I believe that people will try to help one another survive. They might share food or supplies and then form groups out of necessity. But, eventually, there will be a catalyst.”
“Whadya mean?” asked Hunter.
“Historically, every cataclysmic event had a trigger pulled, resulting in the collapse. Mac is convinced the governments of the world see the plague pandemic as an extinction-level die-off. If that’s true, and I believe it could be, then the trigger for the massive demise of humanity is the pandemic.”
“Makes sense,” interjected Hunter.
“Now, consider this,” continued Tommy. “As this pandemic situation progresses, several things are going to happen. I mean, besides the deaths, of course. Our government has already disappeared into the mountains, literally and figuratively. Soon, our critical infrastructure, the engine that keeps America running, will run out of gas. By that, I mean the human beings required to operate these utilities will either stop coming into work, or they’ll be dead.”
“Good thing we have solar and our own well,” added Hunter.
“Yeah, in this case being forced to go off the grid due to lack of available utilities paid off,” said Tommy, who then continued to make his point. “You’ve seen the long gas lines for yourself. It’s just a matter of time before they’ll be nonexistent because the gasoline trucks won’t be running. Without gas, people aren’t nearly as mobile and have to resort to old-fashioned means of transportation.”
Hunter laughed. “Feet, hoof, and bicycle wheels.”
“Pretty much. As a result, our universe, our place on the planet, if you will, gets much smaller. It’s only as large as our feet, or horse’s hooves, will take us. For the newly formed small groups like us or communities like Breckenridge, numerous small-scale cataclysmic events can occur, which can bring us down.”
“Sickness besides the plague, for example,” added Hunter.
“Yes. Or lack of food or fresh water, severe weather, and outside influences.”
Hunter stopped as they reached the edge of the first of several connected small bodies of water comprising the Blue Lakes. A trout jumped out of the lake and flopped around in the air before disappearing below the surface. Hunter took in a deep breath of the fresh, cool air.
“Tommy, I suppose by outside influences you’re referring to those who might want to take what we have.”
Tommy patted his rifle before slipping his arm through the sling to shoulder it. “Yes, sir. That’s another conversation we’ll need to have, but not now.”
“Okay,” said Hunter as he stared off across the water. He was certain Tommy was referring to the use of lethal force. Hunter had killed, many times. Sometimes it was harder than others, like when a young child stood in front of you, determined to kill you.
“Let me just say this,” Tommy continued. “America has faced many challenges in her history, as has our planet. Just because the earth has been relatively quiet under your feet doesn’t mean that it will always be that way.”
“That’s true,” said Hunter. “There have been extinction-level events and mega-disasters throughout history, yet life managed to persevere.”
“It could be worse, Hunter.”
“How so?”
Tommy patted the younger man on the shoulder and gestured for them to head back to the house. “Asteroids, the Yellowstone Caldera erupting, nuclear winter, to name a few. At least with the pandemic, if you combine the will to survive with your God-given instincts, you can come out on the other side with an opportunity to have a decent life.”
They emerged from the trail at the top of the driveway. Tommy directed Hunter’s attention to the top of Quandary Peak, which rose three thousand feet from where they stood. He then spun around and looked in all directions. From Blue Lakes to their west, the valley below their home, and over toward Red Mountain east of where they stood, the magnificence of the Rocky Mountains was laid out before the two men.
“Is this not one of the most incredibly beautiful places you’ve ever seen?”
“It is,” agreed Hunter.
“However,” concluded Tommy, “behind any one of these ridges could be an unimaginable threat that could kill us before any plague rears its ugly head. Such is the world, Hunter. Beautiful and terrible things will happen. We just can’t be afraid.”
 



Chapter 2
Day Fifty-One
Quandary Peak
 
“Janie, hold this end of the tape measure, please, ma’am?” asked Barb as she surveyed the darkest corner of the basement toward the front of the house. While they all agreed that creating a biosafety lab within the confines of their home was extremely dangerous, the high winds and potential for rockslides completely eliminated an external building, even if they had one.
“You got it, General.” Janie chuckled as she stretched the metal tape to the corner of the block foundation.
Mac snickered as her mother reacted to Janie’s insubordination. Since Barb’s forced retirement from the military courtesy of the present occupant of the White House, or wherever he was hiding, she had loosened up considerably. However, Mac knew her mom still had respect for her former rank.
“Janie, you simply must stop calling me General. But if you insist, you got it, General, is a wholly inappropriate way to address a superior officer. So you have to decide. We’re family now. No more General, okay?”
Janie appeared shocked by Barb’s stern tone and replied sheepishly. “Yes, sir,” followed by a hearty laugh as she added, with a snappy salute, “General!”
“Mac, I blame you for this-this Janie doll!”
“Why me?” protested Mac, with a laugh. “She’s incorrigible, but she’s our Janie doll. Ya take the good with the bad when it comes to this one.”
Janie stood in the corner of the room, beaming from ear to ear. Last night, after the discussion of the Level 6 declaration, She and Mac had a deep conversation about Janie’s family back East. Mac wanted Janie to feel totally comfortable with her parents. The group had come together from similar backgrounds and for a common purpose. Janie was considered a part of the Hagan family, a sister Mac never had.
“Hey, I’m standing right here,” announced Janie. “I can hear you talking about me.”
Barb made a swirling motion with her hand, indicating that Janie should turn around. “Perhaps you should turn around and stay in that corner for an hour or so.”
Janie began to follow Barb’s instructions when Mac came to the rescue. “Come on, Janie. Mom’s just kidding. Besides, if we run out of lab rats, you may be the first human trial.”
“What? No way! You said we’d use the mountain goats first!”
Again, Barb took the lead. “Nope. Sorry. Prohibited by the Audubon Society or something like that.”
Janie continued to stand in the corner.
“Jeez, Janie. Come out of the corner and let’s finish this list for the guys. They’ll have to go into town and pick up what they can find.”
Janie joined Mac and Barb as the three scientists took up seats on cut tree stumps on the back patio. The backyard of the home was one option for building the makeshift biolab, but the group determined the flat land would be more suitable for growing crops. The rest of the property was rocky, on a slope, and dangerously close to tall pine trees. Although Hunter planned on cutting several trees for firewood, building the lab outside would require materials they might not be able to obtain.
“Okay,” started Barb. “We have all of the equipment and lab supplies we need. The last thing to do is build the laboratory.”
Constructing a secure room with the proper safety measures required a sealed workspace, a biosafety cabinet, and a decontamination chamber. Most of the parts for the biosafety cabinet had been purchased by Hunter based upon Mac’s list. Some items had been procured from the Fort Collins lab.
Although the plague bacteria would be wholly contained within the biosafety cabinet, the room itself would be built using multiple layers of protection, including plywood affixed to studs with both nails and Liquid Nails to create a seal. An added layer of 6 mil plastic sheeting would then be wrapped and taped on the inside followed by another layer of plywood.
All of these precautions were put into place in the event of an accident. The unspoken understanding between the three women was that an accident meant you weren’t coming out and the lab would be a total loss.
The cabinet itself would sit on top of a workbench constructed out of plywood and two-by-fours. A double-door base cabinet from the local hardware store would serve as the frame with several modifications, including a vent hood and cut Plexiglas doors added.
The three finished up their deliberations because they suspected the runs to the local building supply store would be coming to an end. With the list in final form, the conversation turned back to the email declaring a Level 6 emergency.
“Mom, you were fairly quiet during our conversations last night concerning the email I received,” said Mac. “I figured you were thinking things through and I didn’t want to press you for an opinion. I can’t wait any longer for you to weigh in.”
Barb laughed. “Well, you have more patience than you did as a young girl, I’ll say that.”
“I have zero patience,” Janie chimed in.
“No surprise there,” Barb added laughingly. “Listen, the goal of the WHO, the CDC, and even my unit at USAMRIID was the elimination of infectious diseases, not the eradication of diseased individuals. However, there was always the rumor floating around regarding a presidential policy directive issued by the President at the start of the Ebola crisis.”
“Mom, do you mean an executive order?”
“No, dear. PPDs are different. These have the weight and effect of law, just like executive orders, but they don’t have to be disclosed. Sometimes they are made public, especially when they don’t contain any onerous language. PPD-8 comes to mind.”
“What’s that?” asked Janie.
“It’s similar to a series of executive orders designed to raise the nation’s level of preparedness in the event of national catastrophes, including terrorist attacks, natural disasters, and cyber attacks.”
“If that PPD was made public, what makes you believe there’s one involving the Level 6 emergency declaration?” asked Mac.
“The speculation began when the President changed the number of a presidential policy directive from PPD-29 to PPD-30. PPD-28 dealt with electronic eavesdropping after the Edward Snowden affair. PPD-30 dealt with the administration’s policy concerning United States citizens being kidnapped abroad. The period of time between PPD-28 and PPD-30 was seventeen months and included the height of the Ebola crisis.”
Mac stood up and walked through the grass behind the house. Her mind wandered for a moment as she considered how they would keep it mowed. She’d have to tease Hunter about not buying a reel mower, or a tiller for that matter, since they planned on installing a garden.
“Do you think PPD-29 relates to the Level 6 eradication?”
“Yes, and for one other reason,” replied Barb. “These directives are secretive and involve allocating money as well as directing agencies, including the military, to take certain courses of action. They can also involve our foreign policy.”
“Did it involve USAMRIID?” asked Janie.
“Maybe, but I’m certain it involved the CDC and also the WHO,” replied Barb. “During the Ebola crisis, several closed-door sessions of the UN Security Council took place. There was nothing else going on in the world that would justify this extraordinary gathering except the spread of Ebola. During these meetings, it was suggested the only way to stop the spread of the disease was to eradicate the infected populations in Western Africa.”
“That would be genocide!” exclaimed Janie.
“Yes, to an extent, although the decision to take such drastic measures wasn’t necessarily based upon ethnicity. It was rationalized as applying only to the infected.”
Mac shook her head as she attempted to comprehend such a thing being considered. Finally, she asked her mom what was on her mind. “How, um, how would they do it?”
“Probably by using a lethal dose of potassium chloride,” replied Barb.
“Like Dr. Kevorkian?” asked Janie.
“Yes,” replied Barb. “The other option was a holdover from the Vietnam War—napalm. The injection was the first step unless they deemed the spread into the population too extensive.”
Mac was starting to see the ramifications of the Level 6 declaration, but she still couldn’t understand why they would take such a drastic measure. “Obviously, people wouldn’t volunteer for the injections, so they’d have to be lied to.”
“That’s right,” added Barb. “But the real red flag would be if the health care workers and their military escorts suddenly pulled out of the region without notice or explanation. That would mean the napalm was next.”
“Mom, assuming that PPD-29 existed, who would authorize such a thing?”
“A President and his fellow world leaders who felt it was the only way to save humanity.”
 



Chapter 3
Day Fifty-One
North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD)
Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado
 
Decades ago, during the Cold War, as nuclear threats loomed from Russia, and later Iran and North Korea, the United States created a series of fortified, state-of-the-art bunkers across the country, built to house the President and key officials of the government.
Locations included Raven Rock Mountain in Pennsylvania, Peters Mountain in the heart of the Appalachian Mountains, and of course, the most well-known of them all—Cheyenne Mountain. Located outside of Colorado Springs, the military’s North American Aerospace Defense Command, NORAD, was never kept secret from the public.
NORAD includes the command post responsible for defending both Canada and the United States from air attacks such as Russian bombers or North Korean missiles. The project started in the 1950s as our government tested nuclear weapons in the Pacific Ocean. The race with the old Soviet Union to obtain bigger and more powerful nuclear warheads led to a certain amount of fear and paranoia in Washington.
Our scientists began to learn the devastation that could be inflicted by a nuclear warhead carrying an electromagnetic pulse, EMP. An EMP detonated at an altitude high enough over the United States would send out a massive pulse of highly charged electrons. This burst of energy would overwhelm the electronics of America, causing computers to crash, critical infrastructure to fail, and have a devastating effect on the world economy.
With this threat looming, Congress, and the President through executive action, established a continuity-of-government plan. There were specific procedures and protocols to be followed in the event of a nuclear war, as was envisioned in the fifties, or today, in the case of a catastrophic global pandemic.
Nature abhors a vacuum, as they say. For any government to function, the possibility of a vacant post or unfilled position at the highest levels of succession goes against the laws of physics and nature. More importantly, it goes against the laws of political power.
The continuity-of-government plan was sound in principle, and Cheyenne Mountain, in addition to the other facilities, insured the government would still be standing following the crisis.
After President Garcia, his cabinet, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff entered Cheyenne Mountain as part of his Continuity of Operations Executive Order, some in America breathed a sigh of relief. Others saw the move as a failure, an abandonment of the American people in their time of need.
Within days of the news breaking, crowds began to show up at the various entry points to Peterson Air Force Base in Colorado Springs. At first hundreds and then thousands of Americans protested the President’s decision. Times had changed since 9/11 when President George W. Bush initiated the same directive. Washington was clearly under attack that day and the terrorists had already proven themselves successful in their cowardly operation.
From the bunker’s command center in the main chambers of the complex, security video was shown of the areas surrounding the facility. At the guard gate, one and a half miles away from the famous mountain entrance, military police were fending off an angry mob. The road was clogged with parked vehicles and people walking toward the entrance to the Cheyenne Mountain complex.
Periodically, one of the senior airmen from the Air Force who manned the surveillance cameras would zoom in on a citizen bent over on the side of the road, retching out the contents of his stomach. The cameras were capable of zooming in, thus providing a detailed view of the sick, much to the chagrin of President Garcia and Chief of Staff Morse.
“Mr. President, the cabinet is waiting for you in the conference room,” started Morse. “This is really not necessary for you to see.”
The President looked solemn. The crisis had taken its toll on a man who was excited about a summer of campaigning and the prospects of shaping the nation after his re-election, when his hands wouldn’t be tied.
“Andrew, it’s just as I feared,” said President Garcia in response. “The media has labeled me a coward. Americans are angry. They are losing hope already. I mean, look at their faces. Despair. Grief. Desperation. Sickness.”
“Mr. President, there’s nothing diff—” began Morse before being interrupted.
“Andrew, there are dead bodies out there. Lying on the road. Some are being picked up and thrown off the edge down the embankment. Have we lost all respect for human life and dignity?”
Morse didn’t respond. He knew the answer. The respect for our fellow man had begun to disappear long before the plague pandemic.
“Sir, please,” Morse implored. “We have decisions to make and these folks have a job to do.”
President Garcia looked down and shook his head. His shoulders slumped as he buttoned his jacket. With one final glance, he turned and left the command center as the screens showed another push of humanity against the security barriers two thousand feet above the command center where they stood.
 



Chapter 4
Day Fifty-One
NORAD
Cheyenne Mountain
 
The President was mostly disengaged as the members of his cabinet gave their reports. His drinking had escalated as a deep depression set in. Morse, as both his longtime friend and chief of staff, attempted to console the President.
He cautioned the President on his drinking, which was becoming an all-day habit. Whispers echoed through the concrete hallways of Cheyenne Mountain that the President was an alcoholic and his judgment was impaired. Morse began to consider the possibility of a worst-case scenario politically—a coup d’etat by his cabinet, forcing him to resign.
The Secretary of Health and Human Services started out the briefing with a report on the effectiveness of the BALO vaccine created by the CDC. Everyone present acknowledged the vaccine was a long shot. Without trials or testing, the vaccine was deemed a hope and a prayer to begin with. After several days of use, it was clear the potential solution failed.
The numbers reported by the WHO and world leaders were astonishing. The population of the planet was just over seven billion people. America’s population was three hundred twenty million people. At the current spread rate of the disease, the CDC’s predictions were dire.
Within two weeks, half the population would be either infected or dead. After four weeks, over ninety percent of Americans would be infected with no hope for a cure. Around the world, similar numbers were predicted for industrialized, populated nations. Third-world, sparsely populated countries would fare better, initially. Lack of communication and education would eventually cause a similar demise in all parts of the world.
“Mr. President,” started Morse, “we are here to lay all the cards on the table as we consider the fate of Americans, and all of humanity, for that matter. I apologize to all who might think my statement is overdramatic, but the facts are the facts. The disease cannot be stopped. If the human race is going to have any hope of survival, we have to alter our approach to battling this pandemic.”
“If I may,” interrupted General Denise Keef, the Secretary of Defense. “My job is to protect this nation, and the President took the important step of sealing our borders. Domestic flights are no longer running and our ports have been closed to oceangoing vessels. Our beefed-up border security has proven to be effective. I consider these initial steps a great success.”
Morse hesitated and looked to the President to address the general’s statements, but he remained quiet, aimlessly doodling on a legal pad in front of him.
“Yes, General. Thank you,” started Morse, who continued to lead the briefing. “Now we have our internal struggle.”
“We do,” interrupted General Keef, drawing a stern look from Morse. “I want to bring up one other matter of security. As crazy as this might sound to all of us, our nation is extremely vulnerable to attack.”
The attendees began to talk among themselves. Some were more animated than others as they discussed the general’s revelation.
“Seriously, General,” Morse said, raising his voice to bring the chatter down, “under these circumstances, who’s capable of attacking us? This is a worldwide phenomenon. The attackers are just as sick as we are.”
Morse looked to the President, who dropped his pen and began to look engaged for the first time. He spoke up. “Please explain, General.”
“Sir, this pandemic was a carefully orchestrated act of bioterrorism by ISIS operatives at the highest level of their caliphate. The Defense Threat Reduction Agency, in cooperation with the Denver FBI, killed who we believe to be the mastermind of the plot—Ali Hassan. However, his father, Abu Ali Hassan, is considered by the CIA to be the next in line to al-Baghdadi.”
“Just because there is a connection doesn’t mean that the ISIS hierarchy is immune from the disease,” said Morse.
“That’s true. In the weeks prior to the global spread of the disease, our intel showed a mass exodus of ISIS fighters and their families out of their traditional strongholds and into the mountains near the borders of Iraq, Iran, and Turkey.”
The President’s demeanor changed considerably. Morse knew his friend well enough that this revelation had sparked an idea in President Garcia. “My last intelligence briefing revealed that al-Baghdadi had abandoned Mosul and was hiding out in the desert, mainly focusing on his own survival.”
“That is true,” said General Keef. “He’s proven to be an elusive target, rarely using communication where he can be monitored. He moves constantly, often multiple times in a twenty-four-hour time period. He hides among sympathetic civilians rather than with the fighters in their barracks.”
“He doesn’t want to get shot at,” quipped one of the other Joint Chiefs.
General Keef continued. “There are mountain hideaways throughout the area northeast of Mosul. The Qandil Mountains are an ideal hiding place along the border with Iran.”
The director of the CIA interjected his thoughts. “General, with all due respect, the Qandils are in the heart of Iraqi Kurdistan. Al-Baghdadi, Hassan, and the rest of their ISIS army would have their hands full walking into the mouth of the Kurdish tiger.”
“I don’t disagree,” said General Keef. “However, as we all know from the past few years in Syria, our hands have been tied in fighting ISIS for fear of harming innocent Syrians and the Kurdish rebels fighting Assad. We’ve identified ISIS barracks and command centers in the past but couldn’t pull the trigger because of collateral damage. They know this. It’s a perfect place for them to hide and ride out the storm created by their plague pandemic, without fear of retaliation due to collateral damage.”
The President cleared his throat, which caused several heads to snap with concerned looks. Even within Cheyenne Mountain, where the entirety of its occupants had been medically cleared, a slight cough due to a tickle in one’s throat could cause a panic.
“Okay, let’s do this,” said President Garcia. “General Keef, I want you to recall all of our naval forces to protect our Eastern and Western Seaboards. Recall all military personnel to the United States.”
“Sir, if I may interrupt,” started General Keef. “Where do I recall them to?”
“I believe we’ve been going about this all wrong,” replied the President. “We’ve been focused on establishing quarantine centers for the sick. The numbers I’ve heard today reveal this to be the wrong course of action. We should be establishing safe zones for those who are not infected with the disease. Our first priority needs to be the men and women who serve in our military. They protect our nation from attack and now they’ll serve to fight the foreign enemy inside our borders—the plague.”
“Sir, aren’t you condemning large portions of our population to death in order to protect those in the military? I’ve seen the surveillance video and the sparse news reports. The people are angry already,” stated a cabinet member.
“Not at all,” replied the President. “We need to establish order and the best way to do that is with our military. It will show the American people that we are taking steps to protect them.”
“But—” the cabinet member attempted to continue before the President held his hand up, stopping his statement.
“We will also announce that safe zones will be established for Americans that are not ill. Andrew, coordinate with our agencies most involved in domestic affairs to create a plan toward this goal. Quarantines are a waste of time. At this point, we have to focus our efforts on the well, not the ill.”
“Yes, sir,” replied Morse before adding, “What about ISIS?”
“Yes, what about them?” the President asked rhetorically. “General Keef, I want you to coordinate with the CIA and find al-Baghdadi. Locate ISIS in every cave, under every rock, and behind every bush. Right now, the American people are mad at us, or, well, mostly me. Let’s educate them on who’s responsible for this and then we’ll redirect their anger. Once that’s done, we’ll give the Qandil Mountains a fireworks show they’ll never forget.”
 



Chapter 5
Day Fifty-Two
Quandary Peak
 
Mac found the carafe of hot, caffeine-rich brew nestled in the Mr. Coffee maker in the kitchen. Her father was an early riser, as was Hunter. She looked for the guys in the expansive living area when she emerged from the bedroom, but they weren’t around. She wandered through the glass patio doors and found her father leaning against the rail of the deck.
“Good morning, Dad. Where’d everybody go?”
Tommy slowly turned and planted a kiss on his daughter’s cheek. “Good morning. Well, they’ve all ditched me. Your mother went to gather pine nuts for a trail mix concoction she has in mind. Janie and your beau are on patrol. They both are having trouble adjusting to the altitude. It’ll take them a few more days.”
“Well, okay. I have you all to myself. Dad, what do you think about Hunter? I mean, in all seriousness.”
Tommy led Mac to the Adirondack chairs and he pulled a stump table between them to rest their coffees on. He finished his and set down his coffee mug, which was imprinted with I periodically need together with the letters representing the elements calcium, CA; fluorine, F; iron, Fe; iodine, I; and neon, Ne.
“Mac, your mother and I were blessed with you at a time we didn’t expect a baby, or need one. You were a pleasant surprise that sealed our love for one another. As my life with your mother grew, the traditional roles of husband and wife got blurred, as you know.”
“I know, Dad. Mom was always busy or traveling. Your teaching job enabled you to take care of me as I was growing up. You did a great job, I might add.”
Tommy smiled and patted his daughter on the hand. “I became the cook and the parent who ferried you back and forth to school or volleyball practice. Your mom carried the burdens of stress and career. In hindsight, it was amazing to us both that you followed in her footsteps as your career opportunities unfolded. Both of us thought you’d be more like me.”
Tommy looked dejected as he made this statement.
“Daddy,” started Mac, a name for her father she rarely used, “I didn’t mean to upset you.”
“No, honey, you didn’t. You’ve always been so driven like your mother. It was surprising, that’s all. Over all these years, as our only child, you’ve been the center of our universe, mine especially.”
“Spoken like a true science teacher,” Mac said with a laugh as she wiped away a tear. She wondered if her father felt like he’d missed out on something because of the family dynamics.
“You’ve been the son I never had in many respects,” added Tommy. “Over time, your mom and I discussed whether you’d ever get married. Heck, at one point we wondered if you even dated.”
“Very funny. I’ve had dates. You’d give them the double stink-eye and they’d never ask me out again.”
“That was my way of letting them know your father took a personal interest in his daughter’s well-being.”
Mac finished off her coffee but resisted the urge to get a refill at this moment. Her father obviously had something on his mind and she wanted to let him get it out.
“Daddy, what do you think about Hunter?” She pressed him for an answer.
Tommy leaned back in the chair and laughed. He turned his head toward Mac and said, “I do believe he’s replaced you as the son I never had.”
Mac studied his face and then saw his signature grin when he was kidding someone. “Why? Just because he’s got boy parts and I don’t?” She planned on making the jokester uncomfortable.
“Nah, honey, it’s more than that. There’s a genuineness about him. He doesn’t appear to have any hang-ups or bad habits. Your mom told me about his trust fund. One thing about Hunter, you’d never know he was a gazillionaire.”
Mac laughed and reached for her father’s hand. “Dad, get it right. He’s a billionaire. He’s my billionaire Batman.”
“Here’s what I know,” Tommy continued. “You’d never know it, for one. Second, it might not matter anymore based upon the way the world is spiraling out of control. All that matters is the here and now. I firmly believe Hunter loves you with all his heart and would throw himself in front of a bullet to save your life. For that, he’s number one in my book.”
Mac hopped out of her chair and bent over to hug her father. The teenage girl came out of her as she was pleased to hear of her father’s support for her relationship with Hunter.
“Daddy, I do love him as well. I don’t think I could live without him.”
“Hunter is not only a good man, but he’s very talented as well,” said Tommy. “I’m afraid we’re about to enter a time not that dissimilar from the Wild West days when disputes were handled with a gun and trouble was around every corner. When it comes to protecting our new family, I can’t imagine a better man for the job.”
Mac pulled her father onto his feet from the low-slung chair. She gave him another hug. “You’ve been the guy to take care of me all these years. Hunter can never surpass you as my protector.”
The sound of a dog barking caused Mac to withdraw from their hug. Hunter’s voice echoed through the trees.
“Wait, stop!”
 



Chapter 6
Day Fifty-Two
Quandary Peak
 
“What’s going on?” shouted Barb from the forest below the house. She dropped her bag of wild forest edibles and began running to the sounds of shouting and a dog barking. Mac and Tommy were racing across the back deck, and her husband was descending the steep staircase two treads at a time.
Barb charged up the incline and arrived in the backyard about the time Tommy collided with a black Labrador. The dog’s tail was swaying back and forth as he covered Tommy with wet slurps across the face. Mac was about to intervene when her mother shouted, “Stop, Mac! Don’t get any closer. Tommy, get up. You have to distance yourself from this dog. We don’t know—”
Janie and Hunter came rushing around the corner of the house with their weapons drawn.
“Tommy, can you calm him down so that we can restrain him?” asked Janie.
Tommy began to pet the dog, who was excited, bouncing around the yard with his new playmate.
“He doesn’t have a collar,” replied Tommy. “If I try to hold him, he’ll start with the kisses again. What if he’s infected?”
“So far, you’re the only one who has come in contact with him,” replied Janie. “We need a leash or something.”
“Hang on,” said Hunter as he hurried into the basement. Within seconds, he emerged with a roll of large nylon rope similar to paracord. He crafted a noose out of one end and cut the rope to length with his spring-assisted knife. He tossed the simple leash to Tommy. “Here you go, Tommy. I’ve made a simple slipknot.”
The Labrador sprang into action and leaped through the air, catching the newly made leash. After giving it the what-for by whipping the rope back and forth in his jaws, he calmly trotted to Tommy and presented the leash before dropping it on the ground.
“Good boy,” said Tommy, with a smile and a shrug to the others. He slowly picked up the leash and slipped it over the dog’s smiling face. His tongue was hanging out as he huffed from exhaustion.
Tommy secured the leash around the dog’s neck and patted him on the head. As he did, the beautiful black Lab let out a healthy fart.
“Whoa,” shouted Tommy as he pulled his shirt up over his nose. “That was a good one, my friend. If you don’t mind, you can keep that gas to yourself.”
The Labrador seemed to understand, as he sat down, but remained alert as he watched Tommy’s every move.
The group, except for Tommy, remained nearly twenty feet away. Barb exchanged glances with Janie and Mac.
“Now what?” asked Hunter, breaking the silence.
Mac addressed her mother first. “Mom, Janie was a veterinarian before entering service at the CDC. She might be able to give us some insight.”
“I hope so,” said Barb. “I know very little about infectious disease in dogs. Obviously, Y. pestis can be a fatal zoonosis for canines, transmitted primarily by rodents and their fleas. But, Janie, is it indicated in dogs?”
“Here’s the good news,” replied Janie. “It’s very rare. Although fleas are common carriers of the disease, the dry air coupled with the high altitude in the Rockies make fleas sparse if not nonexistent.”
“What about rats?” asked Mac. “I mean, this dog could have been bitten, or he may have eaten a rat that’s infected.”
Tommy began to inspect the dog’s fur and skin, looking for evidence of a wound. The playful pup seemed to enjoy the attention because he immediately rolled over, exposing his belly for a rub. Tommy obliged with some scruffing of his tummy. Then the Labrador passed gas again.
“Not again!” shouted Tommy, who once again protected his nostrils by burying his nose in his sleeve.
“Tommy, you’ve got to stop rubbing that dog,” Barb admonished her husband. “He’s like a magic lamp with a rotten genie.”
Tommy continued to check him out. “No noticeable wounds, although the bite could be very small.”
“The rodent population at high altitudes is small as well,” continued Janie. “We’ll come across deer mice and even guinea pigs.”
“Really?” asked Hunter.
“Absolutely,” replied Janie. “Wild guinea pigs populate many mountain regions of South America. Some have migrated here while many domestic guinea pigs are abandoned by pet owners. Unlike rats, however, they’re not likely to tackle an animal the size of this dog.”
The black Labrador began to scruff his back on the tall grass, kicking his legs in the process. The pup seemed to have no problem with the attention he was receiving.
“Here’s the good news. The plague in dogs is extremely rare because they tend to have a high resistance to the Y. pestis bacterium. They usually contract the disease from oral mucous membrane exposure to infected rat tissue.”
Tommy continued to rub the dog, who continued to fart.
“Tommy, stop it! I can smell it over here!” shouted Barb, who moved around Mac and Hunter to be upwind from the source of the odor.
“Janie, can we do something about the gassy problem?” asked Tommy.
“He’s probably been foraging in the woods,” replied Janie. “Like in humans, soy and beans are common causes of flatulence. He’s probably been eating pine nuts.”
Barb put her hands on her hips and shook her head. “You mean like the pine nuts I’ve been gathering all morning?”
“Yes, Gener—I mean, ma’am,” Janie answered with a chuckle. “If we can get him on a regular diet, his flatulent condition will calm down. Although, some breeds are known for being more gassy than others.”
The dog hopped up on his feet and provided Tommy with yet another sloppy kiss. “I think he likes me. If his owner doesn’t show up, can we keep him, Mom? Can we?”
All eyes were on Barb, hopeful she’d say yes. “Okay, two problems. He might be carrying the plague. We have to be careful. Unfortunately, both he and Tommy will need to be quarantined for a couple of days.”
“What?” asked Tommy.
“You heard me. And even if you two get a clean bill of health, he’s not coming into my house in his gassy condition.”
Tommy began to scruff the Labrador’s neck and chest, to the dog’s delight. He showed his appreciation with another blast from the back end.
“Have you thought of a name?” asked Hunter.
“Sure have,” replied Tommy. “I think we should call him Flatus!”
 



Chapter 7
Day Fifty-Two
Breckenridge
 
Hunter finished setting up the tent for Tommy and his new pal Flatus, the Latin word for a blowing. The two clearly enjoyed each other’s company because over the next three days, the period of quarantine decided upon by the three doctors on staff, the two boys would be on their own. Hunter, who was keeping an ongoing list of supplies needed from town, added dog food, treats, a collar, a leash, and Beano. At Barb’s insistence, Flatus would be treated for the deadly gas he was producing. When Hunter reminded her that a lot of the food he and Mac had purchased at Costco included dried beans, Barb instructed Hunter to purchase all the Beano he could find.
Today’s trip into town was necessary to fill in some holes in his preparation plans and to pick up the building materials to create their basement laboratory. It had been a few days since they’d ventured into Breckenridge, and Hunter wanted to see how the town leaders were handling things. Plus, it was an opportunity to spend some time alone with Mac. He’d grown accustomed to having her all to himself, which had changed with the addition of her parents and Janie.
“Thank you for getting Dad fixed up,” said Mac. “Mom and I spoke with Janie at length while you were busy. We’re all comfortable that Flatus probably isn’t infected, but it was a scary reminder of how careful we need to be around others, including animals. Hunter, it only takes one touch to change our lives forever.”
“Well, I hope you guys are right about Tommy and his buddy. I’ll be honest, Mac, when Janie and I were chasing him down the driveway, I considered shooting the dog. Janie stopped me, and after her explanation of the likelihood of the dog’s being infected, I was glad I didn’t. In all honesty, I should have. I hope it’s not a mistake I regret later. I’ve done that before and vowed not to do it again.”
“What was the mistake?” asked Mac.
“I won’t get into it. Suffice it to say I should have shot what looked like an innocent child, and didn’t. It almost got me killed.”
They drove down the mountain in silence and passed the few homes located along the road near the highway. There were no signs of life as both Mac and Hunter looked in all directions.
“Do you think Flatus belongs to one of these homeowners?” asked Mac.
“Maybe, although I haven’t seen anyone around here since we arrived. The lack of activity is puzzling. These are not vacation rentals like so many homes in the mountains. They look like permanent residences to me.”
Hunter turned on the highway into town and immediately caught up with a slow-moving pickup truck. The white, rusted-out vehicle had seen years of snow and salt. The bed was full of chickens in cages stacked six tall and strapped together with bungee cords.
“It looks like they’re gonna have plenty to eat,” said Mac, who then became impatient. “He’s driving so slow. Can you get around him?”
“The driver’s not being very cooperative by pulling over,” replied Hunter, who looked into the rearview mirror to remind himself of the small empty trailer the Defender was towing. “Let me back off his bumper. You never want to make an enemy by accident, especially under the circumstances.”
Hunter navigated the Defender through the curves until the pickup truck veered to the right and headed up Red Mountain. As he passed them, he noticed both the driver and the passenger staring at them through their side-view mirrors. A chill came over Hunter as his instincts kicked in. It was a feeling he hadn’t experienced since his days in Afghanistan, where a soldier’s job was to be polite to the locals but also be prepared to shoot everyone they met.
He shook it off and headed into town. The Breckenridge Building Center was on the other side of town. Tommy seemed to think they’d have everything on the list. If necessary, they could travel farther to Dillon, which had a Lowe’s. But the town and the home improvement store were located at Interstate 70. Hunter didn’t want any part of plague-stricken refugees streaming westward out of Denver.
As they slowly drove down Main Street past Doc Cooley’s office, which was closed up, Mac was the first to comment on the desolation.
“I’ve never seen the town this deserted. In the winter, under the worst of blizzard conditions, people would be walking from store to store or hitting the bars. Has everyone left town?”
Hunter rolled down his window to listen for any signs of life, as well as to observe them. There were a few people gathered here and there, talking amongst themselves. Only a couple of vehicles were moving.
“I think they heeded the President’s warning and stayed indoors. Are any stores open?” Hunter began to wonder if the building supply store would be closed. He unconsciously sped up as if that would get him there just in time.
“Yeah, a few,” said Mac. It only took a few minutes for Hunter to get to the north end of town, and he slowed as they passed The Local Market and Pizza Shed. It appeared to be open, so Hunter pulled into the rear parking lot.
“Gloves and masks?” asked Hunter.
“Absolutely. Let’s see how Axel and Chloe are coming along.”
“By the way, what’s the difference between these N95s and the other types you had me buy?” asked Hunter.
Mac opened the olive drab green backpack that she’d substituted for her normal over-the-shoulder bag. The backpack had a number of basic supplies that would assist them if they had to walk home from an outing. The masks were one of the items.
“There are basically two types of particulate masks,” started Mac. “One is oil resistant and the other is not. Painters use the masks beginning with a P or R designation. Health care professionals use the N designation.”
Hunter studied the packaging on the masks. “I assume the number designation has to do with strength or percentage of protection?”
“Right,” Mac replied. “The second aspect of the mask’s capability is what percentage of the particulate it prevents from entering your airways. The options are 95, 99, and 100. For example, an R100 mask will filter 99.97% of particulates and is oil resistant. An N95 mask will filter 95% of particulates but is not oil resistant.”
“Why wouldn’t you, or any health care professional, automatically choose the N100? Isn’t it the safest?” asked Hunter.
“It is, but the circumstances don’t always call for N100. The main reason is breathability and practicality. For examining patients and conversing during the process, the N95 is preferred. For practical purposes, the N95 can be purchased at most drugstores. The N100 can be ordered online and it is my preference in the lab unless I’m in the BSL-4, naturally.”
“Is the N95 safe enough, considering the circumstances?” asked Hunter.
“To address the question of whether the N95 is safe enough, let’s look at some common infectious diseases a health care worker encounters—influenza, Ebola and now, the plague. Alone, any of these bacteria and viruses are small enough to penetrate the less porous N100 mask. However, they are not airborne alone. They are attached to particulates ranging from mucus to blood to water droplets. All of these are much larger than what is capable of penetrating an N95 or N100 mask.”
“Makes sense,” added Hunter.
“This is why I had you purchase the N95, N100, P100 and R100 masks. I don’t know whether we’ll find ourselves in a situation around noxious fumes or potential smoke inhalation, but the oil-resistant masks will be available to us. It’s not like we can run down here or buy them on Amazon.”
 
*****
 
They entered the small store and were immediately surprised by the empty shelves. Axel was alone in the store and greeted them.
“Dudes! Have you two been playing doctor?” he asked.
He came around the counter to greet them, but Mac and Hunter backed up. “Hey, Axel,” started Mac. “You know, you should really be wearing gloves and a mask. You never know who might be infected.”
“Yeah, I thought about that. The drugstore closed down and the sheriff has blocked off the road into Dillon. He’s not letting people in, and if you wanna leave, you can’t come back.”
Hunter considered this good news until he thought about the lumberyard location. “Can you still get to the Breckenridge Building Supply?”
Axel retreated behind the counter and lit up a joint. “Sure can and they’re still open. I don’t know why anybody would bother building anything. We’re all gonna die.”
“Not necessarily,” snapped Mac, who still held out hope for a vaccine or cure.
Axel offered the marijuana cigarette pinched between his thumb and forefinger. “Wanna hit?” he asked as he exhaled, closing one eye as the smoke floated past his face.
“Nah, no, thanks,” replied Hunter. He looked around the store and saw a variety of food items and condiments. Batteries, lighters, and some miscellaneous tools looked attractive as well. Then, there was also liquor. None of the group drank hard alcohol. The Hagans and Janie preferred wine, while he and Mac drank Budweiser. He thought of several uses for alcohol under the circumstances.
Hunter wandered through the store and decided to make Axel an offer, and possibly save his life at the same time. “Axel, how much for everything you’ve got left here? Liquor, food, supplies, candy, doesn’t matter.”
“Whoa, dude. Are you trying to buy me out? I mean, Chloe and I wanna keep the store.”
“No, I just want your inventory. How much for your entire inventory?”
Axel rubbed his scruffy beard and looked around. He started pointing at shelves and calculating costs. Hunter knew the guy was probably fully capable of totaling everything without the use of a calculator. With his computer programming skills, Axel was probably a borderline genius.
“Okay. Chloe and I don’t need much. We still gotta buy weed, which is the number one cash crop around here, if you haven’t noticed.”
“I gathered that,” said Hunter with a chuckle. He glanced at Mac, who gave him a grin and a wink.
“How about a thousand bucks for everything?”
Hunter was prepared to pay two thousand with the soon-to-be-worthless hundreds in his pocket.
“Axel, I want you and Chloe to be safe and stay home. I’ll pay you two thousand if you can have everything boxed up and ready for pickup when I return from the builder’s supply store. Deal?”
“Yeah, dude. You gotta deal. I’ll call Chloe and tell her—oh yeah, the cell phones aren’t working anymore. I can do it myself. I’ll be ready when you get back. Thanks, man!”
“You’re welcome,” replied Hunter. “We’ll see you in an hour.”
 



Chapter 8
Day Fifty-Two
Breckenridge
 
In the modern economy, most family-owned hardware and building supply stores didn’t survive. Unable to compete with the big-box stores like Lowe’s and Home Depot, which offered a wider selection of products, often at lower prices, the mom-and-pop stores were becoming extinct. For nearly fifty years, long before the arrival of Lowe’s in nearby Dillon, the Breckenridge Building Center treated local contractors right as the town enjoyed its growth spurt back in the seventies.
These small building supply stores served a function similar to the local barbershop. Stories were told and gossip was exchanged. Hunter had a list and he didn’t want to get caught in any long, drawn-out storytelling sessions. But a trip into town was always about information gathering. Today, he’d employ Mac to use her charm to secure everything on the list with the assistance of a salesclerk while Hunter got to know some of the locals and get a feel for the state of affairs.
Mac smiled and offered a wink to a young man behind the counter, which induced him to help procure the items on the list. The two were off and Hunter retrieved the last bottle of IBC Root Beer from the cooler. He approached a stool near the paint counter, where a few locals had congregated to chew the fat.
Next to Hunter on the counter was a carving with a likeness of a black bear holding a sign etched with the word howdy. Hunter, as Mac had painfully reminded him, couldn’t fake humble cowpoke or country boy. He was too polished from years of living near DC. Instead, Hunter didn’t try to put on airs, but he also didn’t try to act like a western cowboy either.
“Mind if I join you guys?” he asked politely.
One of the store owners gestured toward the stool and nodded. “Where ya from?”
“We’re from Atlanta, visiting her folks,” Hunter started. As an outsider, he expected the interrogation to last for several minutes. At some point, he’d find a way to break the ice and get them talking about themselves and Breckenridge.
“Welcome to Breck,” said one of the men, who could’ve been Doc Cooley’s brother. “Y’all plannin’ on stayin’?”
“I think so, you know, until they get this thing under control,” replied Hunter. “I’ve tried to pick up some information on the radio, but none of the stations are broadcasting.”
“Yeah, they quit night before last. President said stay home, so most folks are.”
“You guys decide not to. Stay home, I mean.”
One of the men responded quickly. “Harold would rather be here and get infected with the plague than be cooped up with my sister all day, right, buddy?” The two men began laughing and slapping each other on the back. Hunter welcomed the break in the tension.
“Yeah, I reckon if the truth be told, I’d rather hang out with my brother-in-law than the missus, but that ain’t been no secret for a while.”
One of the men quizzed Hunter about the mask and gloves. He pointed towards Hunter’s face. “You’ns sick?” he asked.
“Oh, no. We’re not sick at all. Just being careful. Really, you guys should also.”
The brother-in-law let out a good guffaw. “Don’t you worry about us, mister. Harold and I intend to stay pickled with some of that good whiskey from the Breckenridge Distillery. They’ve got some mighty fine bourbon that’ll put hair on yer chest and send the plague disease straight to the devil!”
Hunter enjoyed a genuine laugh as the two best friends by marriage yucked it up. Mac was making her way to the front registers with her very enamored sales assistant. Hunter decided to ask about the town’s plans for security.
“I hear the road’s closed going to Dillon,” Hunter began. “Are they gonna do the same for the other roads? We came up from the south and didn’t see any police cars or barricades.”
“The mayor and the sheriff are still gettin’ organized. Right now, they’re most concerned with the road leading out of Denver. The hotels in Dillon are full, and folks have been renting the empty vacation condos too. The town’s full of folks gettin’ the heck outta Dodge.”
One of the other men added to the conversation for the first time. “Here tell they closed Tiger Road too. Just past the golf club, they stopped a van full of illegals. Ain’t none of them was sick, but you can’t be too sure.”
Hunter finished his root beer and stood to join Mac at the register. He thanked them for the conversation and had turned to leave when one of the men asked, “Say, where you folks stayin’?”
He had to think up a lie quickly. He’d discussed this with everyone in the group, especially Mac, as they drove into town. Under no circumstances should they tell anyone where they live. They didn’t want to encourage people to stop by or seek out their property at Quandary Peak.
“We’ve got a vacation rental down by Timber Ridge. See you later, and don’t forget to get those masks and gloves.” Timber Ridge was a subdivision development of sixty homes that were included in vacation rental programs. The development, located a few miles south of Quandary Peak, would be a logical response and also keep any curious types away from their property.
Hunter approached Mac and whispered in her ear, “How’d you do?”
“Got everything and then some,” she replied.
“Like what?”
“Those masks and gloves you encouraged them to buy? I bought their entire supply,” replied Mac.
“Good for you.”
“In a pandemic, you can never have enough gloves and masks. I also bought all of their painter’s gear like Tyvek suits, respirators, tape, and plastic sheathing. Hunter, as you can see, I didn’t hold back. You said to have backups for everything.”
Hunter nodded his approval and pulled out a wad of hundred-dollar bills. Mac immediately grabbed him by the wrist and forced his hand back in his pocket.
“Put that away,” she whispered. “They’re still accepting credit cards. I brought in your Amex, just in case.”
“You are such a good girl,” said Hunter as he gave her a squeeze.
 



Chapter 9
Day Fifty-Three
Five Points
Denver
 
In today’s world, journalists faced increasing dangers in their quest to report the news. Prior to the worldwide pandemic, the continuous twenty-four-seven news cycle required networks to bring the day’s newsworthy events into living rooms and computer screens. The fast pace of war and conflict had always made the job dangerous, but covering stories like Ebola and H1N1 placed journalists in a position to become infected and die.
Embedded, but not immune, freelance journalists knew the risks, yet they put themselves in harm’s way. Since the Vietnam War, reports followed the old adage that the first casualty of war was the truth, and oftentimes, the second casualty was the truth teller.
Marcus Aranda was a freelance journalist covering the plague pandemic for NBC News. He, along with Dr. Nancy Snyderman, had become well known for their coverage of the Ebola outbreak in Liberia.
As the number of infected began to rise in America, Aranda spent his days speeding from one Denver hospital to the next, filming desperate attempts by health care professionals to isolate the ill and comfort those who were waiting for treatment.
He was aware of the risks he took by being in an area with such a high concentration of plague-stricken patients. If he stepped in the wrong place in a hospital ward, he’d be vulnerable to contaminated fluids. The simple act of brushing his arm against a sweaty patient could put him at risk.
When covering a war, a flak jacket and helmet might protect him from shrapnel or a wayward bullet. In the hospitals of Denver, only full-body protection suits could shield skin from the plague bacteria. A hole in the epidemiologist’s armor, a mistake in removing gloves, or the act of pushing an elevator button following an infected patient could result in contracting the deadly disease.
Some days, Aranda ventured into Denver’s most impoverished neighborhoods. These pockets of the otherwise affluent city were initially excluded from vaccination with the experimental BALO drug regimen. When they rejected the treatment the second day, sometimes with violence, they were left on their own. Forgotten by first-responders when the calls for help filled the 911 operations center, the largely minority communities were crippled by the plague.
Aranda had covered insurgent warfare and had entered battle zones where bullets were flying around his head. But this was different. The veteran reporter was covering an insurgency that was essentially invisible.
He was accompanied by a single producer, who doubled as his cameraman. They had coordinated with NBC News in New York to bring a live report. Dressed in a lightweight raincoat with a hood to protect his head from a slight drizzle, Aranda stood in the middle of a street in Five Points, one of Denver’s oldest neighborhoods.
Mass transit had stopped running. Vehicular traffic was nonexistent. In a war zone, Aranda could hear the sounds of gunfire and airplanes overhead. In Five Points, as the rain subsided, he could only hear death, through the silence.
He and his cameraman had uploaded the footage via satellite link. As was the case when he covered natural disasters such as Hurricane Katrina and Superstorm Sandy, the well-known reporters for the news networks were nowhere to be found. Not when there was danger. What surprised Aranda was that there were no other freelance reporters reporting on the carnage either.
They’d spent the morning visually documenting the raw, graphic nature of death by the plague. Bodies were being loaded into the back of a white van by a body-collection team commissioned by the Department of Health. Former sanitation workers, the three-man teams wore personal protective equipment and were protected by an armed guard.
Aranda interviewed the personnel as they made their rounds. They spoke of the horrific scenes inside the apartments of Five Points. Bodies were piled in hallways. Babies were found dead in their cribs, not always from the disease. Sometimes, the children had been neglected due to the death of their parents, who’d succumbed to the plague.
The process of preparing for the high-risk areas was discussed. All of them were careful to seal off every part of their bodies so nothing was exposed. They encouraged Aranda to do the same, but he elected to follow a keep-your-distance method of protection.
Up and down the street in front of the Inner City Health Center in Five Points, bodies lay motionless on the asphalt in pools of their own bodily fluids. Some were covered in sheets, blood seeping through the cotton fabric around their mouth and nose.
The facility had declared a Code Black many days ago. Denver hospitals had begun to receive a staggering influx of patients that overwhelmed the limited resources available to the doctors and nurses whose job was to treat them all. This triggered the Code Black declaration, the designation established by the Denver Department of Health when a hospital was filled beyond its capacity due to a catastrophic event.
Unlike the substantial police presence afforded to larger hospitals like Denver Health, Inner City’s open-door policy allowed a surge of infected residents of Five Points to enter the facility. The inability to treat them resulted in an escalation of anger and hostilities. What was once a quiet community clinic turned into a riot-ravaged building. Before the Denver PD could arrive, health care workers were shot or stabbed, and the others were exposed to contagious patients.
Within hours after the Denver PD shuttered and secured the building, it was looted and then burned. Aranda filmed and covered the story for NBC and it became a symbol of the collapse of inner-city neighborhoods around the country.
His producer positioned Aranda next to the van in front of the collection team as they loaded bloody corpses strewn about in front of a three-story apartment building. The blood of the bodies filled the streets and pooled in shallow swells as it mixed with the light rain, which had now ceased. With the sun coming out, Aranda removed his raincoat and prepared for his feed.
He affixed his earpiece so that he could hear the voice of Lester Holt, who was safely positioned in Studio 3B at 30 Rockefeller Center in New York. All of the functioning networks were continuously carrying the news from around the world. Holt had only left his anchor desk for sleep.
Aranda nodded to the camera as his producer gave him the countdown, three—two—one. Holt asked Aranda through the earpiece to provide a comparison to other catastrophic events he’d covered in his career.
“Lester, in a conflict zone you can hear the sounds of bombs and bullets. When it comes to something that’s invisible, it’s actually horrifying. When I’ve covered the news for NBC around the world, I honestly have struggled as I transitioned back into everyday life. Now, I’m having nightmares. At night, when I can’t sleep, I cry if I need to cry. I’m often frightened by the lack of sounds. Every day, I deal with it and get out to do my job.”
Holt then asked him about not wearing protective gear when he filed his reports.
Aranda responded, “I have to be very careful. Like any assignment, you deal with the conditions on the ground. We’ve found that maintaining a safe radius prevents us from being exposed. I check my temperature with this device several times a day.”
The cameraman inched forward to focus on the handheld temporal thermometer that Aranda was showing the audience. Neither of them noticed as a small car approached at a high rate of speed from the other side of the collection team’s van.
Although the car slowed as it passed the two-man journalistic crew to avoid hitting them, the driver did not miss splashing his wheels through a puddle.
Rainwater mixed with the blood of the dead sprayed Aranda from head to toe. Panicked, he tried to wipe his face and eyes of the bloody mix, but it was too late. Despite all of his efforts to protect himself while he brought the world news of the deadly plague, Aranda was now part of the story instead of just the storyteller.
Aranda and his producer were drenched in the plague, and NBC viewers saw it all live.
 



Chapter 10
Day Fifty-Three
Quandary Peak
 
Hunter walked on the opposite side of Blue Lakes Road from Tommy and Flatus. Not because of the dog’s gas, which persisted despite more than a day’s dose of Beano, but because they were only halfway through their quarantine. Admittedly, Tommy was enjoying himself immensely. He and Flatus had become bestest pals, and although the dog was well-trained, Tommy worked with him further to teach him a number of tasks.
From his recollection, Hunter didn’t think that Labradors were the best at security and protection. Dobermans, German shepherds, and Rottweilers were the breeds he saw most often in a military setting. Even with their lovable nature, a Labrador could perform a valuable function in securing their perimeter.
A Labrador had an internal play drive that was second to none. For that reason, they were often chosen as security animals for homes with children. They were protective by nature and enjoyed being trained, provided they approved of the reward. Sometimes a toy like a tennis ball was sufficient. Others preferred a dog snack like the Canine Carry Outs purchased at Axel’s store.
Trained security dogs were not cognizant of saving lives or caring about the realities of terrorism or bomb threats. All they were obsessed with was finding that bomb or warning their trainer of a threat in exchange for getting the best thing imaginable—that nibble of a Canine Carry Out treat. Their lives revolved around performing and succeeding.
Tommy pointed out that Flatus did not bark incessantly as many dogs did. Since he’d been in their presence, he’d only barked one time as he’d run excitedly down the hill toward the house. Tommy would continue to get to know Flatus, and vice versa. After the group was comfortable with the dog’s abilities, they’d incorporate him into their overall security plan, which was the topic of conversation between the guys that afternoon.
“Tommy, in the military, as I’m sure Barb has mentioned, practicing operational security can help minimize the threats we might face.”
“Oh, yes,” interjected Tommy. “Despite the fact that Barb was never in combat, spouses were always advised to avoid broadcasting where your military spouse was stationed or what their duties entailed on social media websites or to strangers. You know, it’s the old loose lips sink ships thing from World War Two.”
“Exactly,” Hunter said as he retrieved his Ray-Ban Aviator sunglasses from his shirt pocket. The clouds were moving quickly from west to east over the peak, sometimes obscuring the sun and other times allowing the extra brightness of the high elevation to blind Hunter temporarily. He continued to wrestle with the unusual living conditions of the high Rockies.
Hunter continued. “Even a seemingly innocent conversation could result in compromising your position and give the enemy, in whatever form they might take, an advantage over you.”
“Up here,” said Tommy as he looked from Quandary Peak eastward toward Red Mountain, “complete privacy is nearly impossible to keep. Prior to things getting really bad, I know you made several trips fully loaded with gear. It could be that some of the locals paid closer attention than you realize.”
“Trust me, I thought about that. Most times, the top of the Defender contained outdoor gear like the canoe, the mountain bicycles, and skis. The trailer yesterday was loaded down, but I don’t think anyone noticed us turning up Blue Lakes Road.”
Tommy chuckled. “You’d be surprised. The hills have eyes.”
“I’m sure that’s true. The homes at the bottom of the road seemed deserted. Do you know anything about them?”
Tommy shook his head and responded, “Never met them. For the most part, Barb and I would come up here in the winter. We’re both intermediate-level skiers, but mainly we liked the feeling of being snowed in. Both of our careers required us to be in the public. It was always nice to get away and have that feeling of being all alone. I know some folks need people to entertain them or are downright uncomfortable sitting alone in silence. Not us. We crave it.”
“I’m with ya, brother,” said Hunter with a laugh. “That’s one of the first things Mac and I found that we had in common. Privacy and seclusion. When I heard you guys had this place, I was thrilled.”
The two men reached the point where they could see the homes at the last part of the road before they hit Route 9. For the first time, they decided to venture a little closer to see if Flatus recognized one of the houses as his.
Just as the day before, there were no signs of life. Hunter resisted his curiosity. He considered knocking on the doors, using the lost dog as his excuse. However, he feared getting caught in a conversation that might compromise their security. Plus, he and Tommy were both toting their rifles. In this post-apocalyptic world, it might not be a good idea to approach a stranger’s front door with a rifle at the ready.
“Flatus, old boy, are any of these places your home?” asked Tommy.
The dog’s tail wagged and he looked up to Tommy, acknowledging that he was being spoken to. But he made no effort to leave his side and race to his previous abode.
“I guess not,” said Hunter with a shrug. “If someone was missing a dog, and they’re watching us, I’m sure they’d make themselves known.”
Tommy patted Flatus on the side. “Well, the mystery shall remain. Now, as part of my triathlon training, I think you and I should jog up the hill. Hey, Hunter, you up for a run?”
“Um, no,” he responded. “You guys go ahead and I’ll see you in a day or two.”
 



Chapter 11
Day Fifty-Three
Quandary Peak
 
Hunter caught up to Tommy and his faithful pup while they were in a training session. Janie estimated Flatus to be around three years old. He’d probably been given a name by his previous owner. Flatus had the disposition of a playful pup who was accustomed to receiving lots of attention. Janie suggested Tommy spend a lot of time teaching the young man his new name.
“Let’s finish talking about our security plan for up here,” started Hunter. He took a seat on the same granite rock where the two men talked a couple of days ago. Tommy and Hunter found a spot across the road under the shade of a pine tree. “At Fort Bragg, they taught us about the five D’s of perimeter security—deter, deny, detect, delay and defend.”
Tommy feasted on some pine nuts as Hunter began to reveal his plan. Hunter continued. “We’re isolated up here, which helps, but it also makes us vulnerable to someone sneaking up on us. We establish layers of protection from the outside in, designed to slow any intruders and allow the rest of our group to be positioned to mount a defense.”
“First, let me ask a question,” Tommy interrupted. “What does the most likely scenario look like?”
“I’ve thought about this,” replied Hunter. “Initially, we might have an occasional wanderer who makes their way up the road to see what’s up here. I’d like to drop a couple of pines across the road to block vehicles from approaching. If someone comes via the hiking trails or walks through our barriers, then we’ll have the opportunity to set up perimeter alarms.”
“So the fallen trees would be the first D, deter,” added Tommy.
“Yes, the deter perimeter is both physical and psychological,” said Hunter. “The trees across the road would be physical. It creates a problem for us leaving as well, but I plan on hiding your Jeep in a trail just below where I drop the tree. We’ll have your vehicle to use when we venture into town that is far less conspicuous than the Defender. Naturally, if we’ve got to leave in both trucks, we’ll cut the tree up and go.”
“Mac said you guys picked up some no-trespassing signs while at the builder’s supply store.”
Hunter nodded. “They also have a deterrent effect, although they might be less effective if the intruder’s intentions are hostile. A no-trespassing sign is not going to stop an assassin with a gun.”
“We need some kind of alarm system,” Tommy suggested.
“Great thinking, because that’s the next level of perimeter security—detection. We have to monitor a large area without the benefit of surveillance cameras. Continuous patrols will be the best way to accomplish this purpose. I also have several bushcraft techniques I’ve learned over the years such as trip wires that act as an early warning system. And then there’s your friend Flatus.”
The black Lab’s ears perked up, which was a good sign to Hunter. He was learning to associate the word as his name. One of the incidental benefits of choosing the name Flatus was that there weren’t many common words used in conversation that sounded like it. Therefore, he wouldn’t get confused in his new environment.
“Yup, that’s you, buddy,” said Tommy as he gave him a scruff around his new camouflage designer collar.
“Over time, he’ll become totally comfortable with us and will develop a protective instinct,” said Hunter. “With additional training, he’ll become an excellent perimeter alarm if an intruder approaches. Granted, there will be false alarms from time to time such as encroaching animals. But overall, a dog is an outstanding member of the security team.”
Hunter suggested they walk some more to take Flatus down by the lake for the first time. Labradors love to swim and he might enjoy cooling off. Plus, a bath wouldn’t hurt. He continued with the five principles of perimeter security as they walked up the hill.
“This is where things get real, Tommy. We may have to shoot at people. If your gonna raise your weapon against another human being, you’ve got to be physically and mentally ready to use it.”
“No, I get it,” added Tommy. “I’m here to protect my family, as I know you are. It’s a matter of time before law and order breaks down. Heck, in the cities, it already has. If I were a cop, I’d be home taking care of my own rather than being on the street, fighting a lost cause.”
“I think you’re right. 9-1-1 doesn’t work anymore. We have to act as our own law enforcement. Unfortunately, that means you can’t hesitate when the time comes. Your death could necessarily result in the death of the ones you love afterward.”
“Can we establish a perimeter patrol that includes two people at all times? We have five of us, and make no mistake, Barb won’t hesitate. She’s a heckuva shot, especially with a pistol. I don’t know about Janie.”
“Mac and I will work with Janie. But to answer your question, yes, I have a schedule that provides for a two-man team at night. During the day, most of us will be awake and at the ready. I’ve assigned sidearms to everyone and they need to be worn in their holster at all times. You never know when the time will come.”
Flatus stopped to relieve his bladder on a tree. He walked several feet forward and finished on a second tree. He was marking his territory.
“The deny aspect will involve those patrols,” Tommy surmised. “We don’t have a fence.”
“Yet,” added Hunter. “This will be a topic for another day, but did you notice that roll of barbed wire at the second house on the right down the hill? It was lying on the ground next to the shed.”
“No, I missed that.”
“At some point, we may feel comfortable in using that barbed wire to create some fencing around the house. As a group, we’ll need to have a conversation about the difference between looting and foraging. You know, establish some guidelines as to what’s acceptable and what isn’t.”
“Okay,” said Tommy with a puzzled look on his face. “The fencing and things like locking the doors will help us delay any attackers. Of course, as you mentioned, we may have to use our weapons to defend the castle.”
They entered the forest and the lake came into sight. Flatus immediately became excited and animated. He pulled on the leash and then barked, running back to Tommy to get his attention.
“I see, boy,” said Tommy. “Do you wanna go for a swim?”
Flatus barked again several times while he ferociously wagged his tail.
“Of course you can go swimming,” Hunter said with a laugh. He nodded to Tommy, who unlatched the leash from the dog’s collar.
Flatus immediately took off down the trail, but he didn’t head for the lake. At the sign marked Blue Lakes Trailhead, he unexpectedly turned right and began running through the trees, barking excitedly as he ran.
 



Chapter 12
Day Fifty-Three
Quandary Peak
 
Tommy was about to call out for the dog when Hunter grabbed him by the arm. He raised his right index finger to his lips, instructing Tommy to stay quiet. Then he whispered, “Slowly and quietly, Tommy. Weapons ready. I’ll lead and you watch our backs. Walk heel to toe. Got it?”
Tommy nodded as Hunter raised the M4 and methodically made his way to the trail. He could hear Flatus continue to bark up the mountain but farther off in the distance. He was at least two hundred yards away in the dense forest.
Hunter didn’t like it. He hadn’t taken the time to venture up the trail towards the peak and didn’t know what to expect. He vowed to fix that oversight after they determined what lay ahead.
Paying attention to his footing, he made his way up the well-worn trail, looking for signs of human tracks left by boots or walking sticks. Hunter continuously glanced over his shoulder to check Tommy’s progress. He had no concern for Tommy’s stamina and his ability to hike the trail. He knew the way better than Hunter did. However, walking the trail for pleasure or exercise was far different than stalking prey or being the hunted.
A breaking limb up and to the left side of the trail caused Hunter to pause. He quickly knelt on the ground to create a smaller target, holding his fist up to halt Tommy’s progress. Tommy was slower to react and stumbled into Hunter, but the seasoned soldier anticipated this and didn’t lose his balance.
Hunter would have to spend some time with each member of the group, learning basic principles of jungle warfare, cover fire, and bounding overwatch. This morning, he’d considered these things when he worked through their security plan in his head. Hunter thought there would be plenty of time for training. Evidently, he was wrong.
Suddenly, the barking stopped. Hunter listened to the forest for any familiar sounds. He’d tracked many men under a variety of conditions. Each habitat had its own sounds and smells. Over time, he’d learn the Rocky Mountains as well. During his past training, he never envisioned hunting an adversary on American soil in the middle of Colorado, yet here he was.
He reached back and tapped Tommy on the leg. The men rose in unison and began walking farther up the trail. They’d managed to move fifty yards up Quandary Peak when the sounds of feet tromping down the trail could be heard.
“Tommy,” said Hunter in a hushed voice, “something’s coming in a hurry. Continue to watch our backs. I’ve got this.”
“Okay.”
Hunter readied his weapon and looked through the sights up the trail. His line of sight was ten yards. Thirty feet was enough for him to react. He waited. The sounds grew louder. Two sets of feet?
Flatus burst into the clearing, running full speed towards him. Hunter kept his weapon trained on the opening in case the dog was being chased. Unable to stop his progress, Flatus skidded to a stop and slid on his side past Hunter and crashed into Tommy.
“Hey, buddy, what’s the deal? Did you find something?” asked Tommy, who brushed off the pine needles as he righted himself.
Flatus found his footing, and for the second time that day, he found his voice as he began to run in circles, barking repeatedly.
“Shhhh, Flatus. No.” Hunter attempted to calm the dog.
Tommy reached for his collar, but Flatus pulled away and raced back up the peak and out of sight. He barked the entire time.
“C’mon,” said Hunter. “I think he’s found something.”
Gripping his rifle at low ready, Hunter jogged up the hill, no longer trying to mask their approach. His gut told him any threat would have presented itself at this point. Flatus had acted at the foot of the trail as if he recognized the spot from before. It was the reaction Hunter had looked for when they’d walked down to the homes at the highway. There were no homes or buildings up here, so it must be something else.
The men rounded a curve in the trail that led them along the edge of a forty-foot cliff to the path that meandered along Monte Cristo Creek, the small connecting waterway between the Blue Lakes. When a clearing appeared in front of them, Flatus was found looking over the edge, barking and whimpering.
Hunter quickly scanned his surroundings. There weren’t many places to hide and Flatus showed no interest in the few boulders that provided cover. He quickly assessed the high ground farther up the trail. Again, there weren’t any obvious places to provide a shooter cover.
Tommy slipped past Hunter and grabbed Flatus by the collar. He hooked the leash and spoke to the excited dog in a soft voice in an attempt to calm him down. Between the sound of a friendly voice and the soothing strokes of his neck and back, Flatus relaxed before lying on the pine-needle-covered ground.
“Hunter, can you see what he’s looking at?”
Hunter set his rifle aside and carefully approached the edge of the cliff. The dirt and loose gravel beneath his feet made the footing precarious. Using the branches of a narrowleaf cottonwood to hold onto, Hunter looked over the ledge and found the source of excitement. It was a lone male hiker, probably the owner of Flatus. He was lying dead on top of a jagged granite outcropping that protruded out of the cliff.
He slowly retreated from the edge and sat down next to Tommy. He snuggled Flatus for the first time. “Buddy, I’m sorry about your daddy. I’m afraid he’s gone.”
“What?” asked Tommy. Flatus was sprawled out on the ground, resting his mush between his paws. He stared toward the edge, periodically raising his eyes to make contact with Hunter and Tommy.
“There’s a hiker down there about thirty feet. He must have lost his footing and slipped over the edge.”
“Maybe he’s okay,” said Tommy, wanting to be hopeful but knowing better.
“It’s too late. His body was battered all the way down. Tommy, it’s pretty gruesome. Some animals and birds have gotten to it already.”
Tommy hung his head and rubbed Flatus. The dog seemed to sense the bad news and no longer looked up at his new friends. A couple of tears streamed down Tommy’s face as he felt the emotional pain along with Flatus, who knew his old master was gone.
Hunter scooched closer to them and put his arm around Tommy’s back to console him. Both men comforted Flatus, who probably loved his old pal a lot.
Tommy broke the silence. “Flatus, we’ll give him a proper burial. As for you, my new friend, you’re part of our family now. I’ll love you, buddy, as one of my own. Promise.”
Flatus looked up at Tommy with his brown eyes and wagged his tail. Hunter added, “It’s gonna be all right, guys. We’re brothers now.”
After the excitement was over, Hunter realized he’d come in close contact with both Tommy and Flatus. If they had the plague, so did he.
Boom, just like that.
 



Chapter 13
Day Fifty-Three
Quandary Peak
 
Mac, Barbara, and Janie were gathered around the eight-foot-long pine dining table with their notes spread about and laptops open. The scene resembled any group of CEFOs and epidemiologists at the CDC, brainstorming a recent outbreak. The absence of the boys, which now included Hunter, gave them an opportunity to focus on the creation of their DIY biolab and possible alternatives to Mac’s BALO solution.
“While I appreciate this HughesNet satellite Internet system as our only option now that cell service is down, gathering data and information is slower than a worm with a hangover,” mumbled Janie as she impatiently tapped her fingers, waiting for pages to load.
“A worm with a hangover?” asked Barb.
“Yeah, I don’t know. It’s a Southern saying. Kinda like slower than a herd of turtles.”
“I’ve never heard of those before,” added Barb.
“Are you a Yankee?” asked Janie.
“No, I was born and raised in California.”
“Same thing,” noted Janie without lifting her eyes from the monitor.
Mac looked at her mother and smiled. Janie had a way about her that was most times serious when it came to work and oftentimes full of silliness on a personal level. It appeared her demeanor was having trouble with the transition period from one to the other.
“There is virtually no reporting on the successes or failures of the BALO vaccine,” said Mac. “In fact, websites, even major news sites, don’t have much in the way of current content.”
“People have stopped going to work,” Barb concluded. “The CDC website has crashed, probably because of the large volumes of traffic. People are home and trying to gather information via the Internet.”
Janie leaned back in her chair and tossed a pen onto the table. “Mac, I’m sorry, but I don’t believe the BALO vaccine worked. If it did, some news sources or even blogs would be singing its praises at the top of their lungs online. We’ve got to move forward on this other option.”
“Dear, let’s run through it one last time before we get Hunter started on building the lab downstairs,” said Barb.
“Guys, you realize this concept is a real stretch, much like my BALO suggestion, which turned out to be an epic fail,” started Mac. “You know I’m not giving up, but the deck is stacked against us. We have a DIY lab to work in. Janie brought us a dozen laboratory mice, which gives us a narrow margin of error. Even if it works, how do we get it in the hands of the people who can produce it? The CDC’s servers have crashed and I’m not sure they’d accept another proposal from me anyway. The government’s in hiding. I seriously doubt we can walk up to the front door of Cheyenne Mountain and say hey, Mr. President, you gotta minute?”
Janie laughed. “Yeah, I bet the President would bring you in, but we’d never see you again. Mac, some of the greatest medical discoveries of all time were by accident. Scientists were working on one theory and discovered a completely different use for a drug in the process. There are lots of examples.”
“Viagra,” said Barb.
Mac and Janie looked puzzled as Barb began to smile.
“Mom, seriously. This is not the time to talk about your love life with my father. Some things a grown daughter doesn’t need to know about.”
“I’m not joking. One prime example of Janie’s point is Viagra,” started Barb. “When the scientists at Pfizer created Viagra thirty years ago, they were attempting to treat high blood pressure and angina. The drug was intended to be a cutting-edge medication to fight coronary heart disease. They started the human trials and found the drug to be of little use for its intended purpose. But it provided the male patients an interesting side effect.”
“Interesting is not the word I would’ve used,” Janie said with a giggle.
“Mom’s got a point,” said Mac. “By all standards of measure, Viagra is one of the most successful medications in history. Its sales are in the billions of dollars. Men, oh gawd, like my father, found renewed intimacy with their mates. Mom, you’re right.”
“Trust me,” said Barb. “Pfizer sold a billion dollars’ worth of the blue pill because it works.”
“I don’t wanna know,” said Mac, holding her hands over her ears.
Janie stood and stretched. “Here’s another one. Consider Botox. It was first discovered forty years ago to treat crossed eyes in children. A common cause of strabismus in children is due to extra skin that covers the inner corners of the eyes. Basically, the child’s eyes are misaligned. Botox injections were designed to even out the tissue to alleviate the misalignment.”
“I’ve heard of this,” added Barb. “During the clinical trials, they experimented with using Botox on patients who had uncontrollable muscle spasms in their face. The injected Botox tightened the face and resulted in fewer wrinkles in the patient’s skin.”
Mac began to laugh. “So let me get this straight. And don’t get me wrong, I appreciate the encouragement. But you guys have provided me examples which are quite illustrative. Let’s summarize, shall we?”
Janie made her way around the dining table to stand shoulder to shoulder with Barb in solidarity, as if the two of them were about to be judged, or a verdict on their fate rendered.
Mac began. “For years, some women who were cross-eyed sought a drug to correct the problem to make them more attractive and elevate their self-esteem. Meanwhile, older men found themselves unable to perform, perhaps because the cross-eyed women didn’t give them the urge, or whatever they call it.”
Barb and Janie began to snicker.
Mac continued. “Along comes the miracle drug Botox. It fixes the crossed eyes, removes the wrinkles, and we all look young and beautiful. So the women of the world stand in front of their men with hands on hips and say whatcha gonna do now, boys.
“The men crap themselves and start looking for help. A couple of scientists in England come up with Viagra. Problem solved. Women stay young and attractive forever, thanks to Botox. Men stay young and virulent with the help of the little blue pill. It’s a win-win for everybody.”
Barb put her arm around Janie and smiled. Using her best British impersonation, Barb said, “By George, I think she’s got it!”
The three women exchanged high fives and a laugh. Barb’s eyes suddenly grew wide open and she broke away from the lighthearted moment.
“Oh no!” she exclaimed, running for the front door.
 



Chapter 14
Day Fifty-Three
Quandary Peak
 
Barb grabbed the handle and flung the heavy door open. She ran onto the wooden-decked front porch and shouted, “Tommy, what happened?”
Mac scrambled through the door behind her mother. “Hunter!” she exclaimed as the trio of boys made their way past the vehicles to the foot of the wide steps leading to the front door.
Hunter explained. “It’s okay,” he started, attempting to allay their fears. “I mean, I’m sure it will be. We were patrolling the road and decided to take Flatus for a swim. Instead, he took off up the trail toward the peak. When we caught up with him, we found his owner—dead.”
“My gosh!” exclaimed Janie. “What happened to him? Was he infected?”
Barb put her arm around Mac, who was visibly upset. She whispered in her ear, “Don’t jump to conclusions, dear.”
Mac nodded and wiped away a tear. “Tell us what happened. And why aren’t you guys separated?”
Hunter continued. “Apparently, Flatus and his owner were hiking. The man must’ve lost his footing at a rock ledge overlooking Blue Lakes. I was able to look over the edge and saw his badly broken body on the rocks below. He’s been dead for several days.”
“How close did you get?” asked Barb immediately.
“Don’t worry,” Tommy replied. “We stayed on top of the cliff, at least thirty feet away. Hunter said the body is decomposing and the critters have gotten after it. We’ll need to deal with that.”
“Tomorrow,” said Mac. “Hunter, you guys were supposed to stay fifteen to twenty feet apart.”
“I know, I know,” said Hunter. “When Flatus took off, we, um, I didn’t know what the situation was. He’s been pretty quiet and docile since he showed up here the other day. When he became excited and vocal, I had to consider that a threat was nearby. My training dictated to bring Tommy and me together as a team to work our way up the mountain. Honestly, Mac, I never even thought about the whole quarantine thing. In fact, it wasn’t until we sat down together overlooking the ledge that I realized I’d disregarded your instructions.”
Barb hugged Mac again and then took control of the situation. “Okay, listen, everyone, it is what it is. There’s no need to panic. I know it’s only been twenty-four hours or so, but Tommy and Flatus are doing fine. We’re praying for the best. Hunter, unfortunately, you’ll have to join Tommy and Flatus in quarantine for a couple of days.”
“I understand,” said a dejected Hunter. “Mac, I’m sorry.”
“No, don’t apologize. You did the right thing,” said Mac. “It’s gonna be all right anyway. I know it in my heart.”
Barb looked toward the sun as it began to drop over the western horizon. “Janie, Mac, let’s get Hunter a sleeping bag and extra blankets. I’ll get dinner started.”
“Hey, we’ll look at it as a boys’ night out,” said Tommy. “I don’t suppose you ladies could deliver a few cocktails out to our cabana too?”
“We are not your VIP hostesses,” Janie said with a laugh. “We should make the boys rough it, girls. Whadya think? Make them forage off the land like in the old days. Meanwhile, I’ll whip up a batch of cosmos. Better to enjoy the sunset with, don’t you agree?”
“I certainly do,” said Mac, who was noticeably more upbeat than earlier. Barb knew her daughter well. There was little doubt in her mind that Mac and Hunter had something between them, but in that momentary look of fear in Mac’s eyes when she saw her dad and Hunter side by side, both possibly infected with the plague, she was convinced her daughter had found the love of her life.
For the next hour, the guys got settled into their quarantine tent, as they called it. They opened up some folding chairs and rolled a few logs out of the woods to create footstools. Flatus, exhausted from the day’s activities, found a spot to sleep in the tall cool bluestem wheatgrass, which was a native grass in the high altitudes of the Colorado Rockies.
Janie’s cosmopolitan concoction was a little strong and the ladies got loud from time to time. Hunter and Tommy agreed to take the night patrol and sleep tomorrow while the women recuperated from their girls’ night out, as they were calling it.
Despite the scare and the discovery of a dead body, the group managed to have a lighthearted evening complete with Tommy and Janie trading playful barbs at one another. Janie commanded the high ground, namely the deck, which was nearly twenty feet above the guys’ quarantine tent. Tommy, at times, would stand on his soapbox, as he called the twenty-four-inch stump that doubled as a dining table for the guys.
As the darkness came and the still night settled in, the laughter and voices of the group carried into the sky and up the slope of Quandary Peak. The party reached the ears of two dark figures observing the group through binoculars. The watchers weren’t enjoying the playful banter, but rather, were growing to resent it.
 



Chapter 15
Day Fifty-Four
Quandary Peak
 
Mac wasn’t going to take any chances in dealing with the dead man found at the base of the cliff by Hunter. She suited up in her PPE and insisted Tommy and Hunter wear Tyvek suits with protective headgear. Regardless of whether she could determine the cause of death, dealing with corpses could prove difficult without the proper equipment.
“Until now, we’ve focused on survival and living,” started Mac as she followed Hunter through the trails. The three could walk and converse without fear of spreading the disease from the guys to Mac because she was suited up. “While I hope we never have to deal with death within our group, it will be impossible for us to avoid it altogether. The fact of the matter is the dead don’t bury themselves. Regardless of how the hiker died, we’ve got to dispose of him properly.”
They reached the spot where the body fell and climbed up the cliff approximately fifteen feet, careful not to tear their PPEs. After they located the body, Mac took the lead and encouraged the guys to remain behind. She knew what to look for. Mac had spent enough time alongside pathologists as they examined disease-ridden bodies in the morgue.
She got closer and winced as the decaying body came into full view. The man’s body was badly mangled from the fall. Body parts were misshapen from the broken bones. The gory scene, however, was more a result of animals that had feasted on the body during the decomposition process. Mac made a mental note to walk around the trails nearby to look for signs of animals that might have contracted the plague, assuming the man carried it.
The corpse was a silent witness, which provided her the evidence of a person’s death. Like the forensic team investigating a homicide, disease detectives looked for details that indicated the type of disease the person succumbed to. In this case, the man clearly died from the fall. Whether he’d contracted the plague prior to his death was unclear. The decomposition coupled with the animal mutilation of the corpse would not provide her any definitive conclusion.
Mac looked around the body for clues. She reached into the man’s pockets and his backpack to find evidence of medications for the flu or common cold. There was nothing. Not even a handkerchief containing mucus. This poor soul was simply unlucky enough to lose his footing at a dangerous part of the trail and he paid the ultimate price.
She slowly descended from the rocky perch and gave the guys the go-ahead to retrieve the body. Although the man was hidden from view, thus making the decision to let him lie where he fell an easy one, Mac believed the man had a right to be buried with dignity.
Moments later, Hunter and Tommy returned with the body wrapped in 8 mil plastic sheeting. They’d brought shovels to dig a grave but agreed a jackhammer would be necessary to go deep enough into the ground at this slope and altitude.
There were areas of soft ground around Blue Lakes, but Hunter immediately vetoed the idea for fear of contaminating their source of ground water for their well and food in the form of fish. As bodies decompose, they excrete body fluids that might harm the water supply and the fish that live in it.
Tommy suggested a pyre—using fallen tree limbs and dried wood to burn the man’s body. This form of cremation had been used for centuries dating back to the ancient Vikings and as part of the Hindu and Buddhist religions. Open-air pyres weren’t permitted in the United States or most of the Western world because they were considered taboo.
However, in tiny Crestone, Colorado, a southern Rockies town of just over a hundred people, open-air cremations were approved by the town council. It became the only place in the nation that conducted funeral pyres.
Hunter disapproved of this method as well. Sending a plume of smoke into the sky was a clear signal to those around the valley between Quandary Peak and North Star Mountain to their south that there was activity in the area of Blue Lakes.
The idea was to remain hidden from others in the area. A lot of smoke would defeat the purpose this early in their self-imposed isolation. By the time winter started in several months, Hunter expected the population to thin, allowing them to burn fires in the fireplace for heat.
“I have an idea,” said Mac. “When I was investigating a malaria outbreak in Somalia years ago, I noticed ancient cairns spread about the rocky desert. Historically, the indigenous tribes buried their dead under piles of rocks and stones.”
Cairns were a preferred method of internment of many Indian tribes living in rural areas throughout the Rocky Mountains and Sierra Nevada. A cavity would be dug in the ground and lined with ceremonial deerskins. The corpse would be wrapped in the skins together with weapons and ornaments known to be precious to the deceased. Larger rocks were piled on top of the body, followed by smaller stones lovingly placed on top, creating a monument of stones.
“I’ve heard of those,” added Hunter. “They were often used as trail markers in the mountains of Afghanistan. When our guides led us to the high ground to get our snipers strategically placed for a mission, he’d point out the rock formations created to guide us out after we finished. I didn’t know there were people buried under there.”
“They’re not always for burial purposes, but I think it would be a viable solution for this gentleman,” stated Mac. “I agree with Hunter that we should avoid the water. If you guys can, let’s take him over the edge toward the valley and find a spot. With the rains and, later, melting snow, his remains will be washed down the slope to join the fertile soil at the bottom.”
“Creating the cairn will keep the critters away,” added Tommy. “This man deserves some dignity. I believe he adored Flatus, based upon how loving the dog is. I wish there was a way to notify his family.”
“Sadly, Dad, the way things are going, I’m not so sure they outlived him,” said Mac.
 



Chapter 16
Day Fifty-Five
Cheyenne Mountain
 
President Garcia; Andrew Morse; General Keef, the Secretary of Defense; and the newly appointed Deputy Secretary of Homeland Security, Major General Carl Gallagher, met in the conference room just outside the operations center.
“Mr. President, Denver is lost, in our opinion,” General Gallagher flatly stated. In just a matter of days, the general, a decorated veteran of Operation Enduring Freedom, would officially become the Secretary of Homeland Security.
His predecessor was stricken with the plague while transitioning from Washington to the military facility located at Mount Weather in Virginia’s Blue Ridge Mountains. A private contractor was unaware he was carrying the disease. While assisting in the move of historical artifacts into the facility, the man decided to stow away for his own safety. He became a patient zero in his own right, infecting everyone inside.
The events caused panic throughout Cheyenne Mountain. The President limited his personal interaction to Morse and a few trusted advisors. Everyone else could send Morse a message through the facility’s intranet.
“That’s true, Mr. President,” added General Keef. “If we’re going to institute the safe zone protocol, now is the perfect opportunity. Directly under our control, it can become a model across the nation.”
Morse interrupted. “With all due respect, General, under normal circumstances, we can implement a model study to evaluate a program’s viability. With the die-off rate the nation is experiencing, we’ve got to move now.”
“I understand,” continued General Keef. “Under the President’s orders, we’ve recalled our troops and support personnel from around the world. Out of one and a half active military personnel, half have died as a result of the disease. The other half are filling our military facilities rapidly. We’re running out of room, quite frankly.”
The President leaned forward to review a report handed to him by Morse. He was looking tired again. The deaths at Mount Weather troubled him. It was not the people he knew as much as it was the possibility it could happen within Cheyenne Mountain. His drinking had tapered off as he settled into the facility, but after the reports around the world revealed a worsening situation, the brandy once again became his go-to stress reliever.
“Do you have a proposal for dealing with the overflow?” asked the President.
“We do,” General Gallagher responded. “My staff has identified several strategic facilities around the country that are critical to the protection of our nation now and the rebuilding effort in the future. If I may, I’ll use Colorado Springs and the Denver area as an example.”
The President leaned back and glanced in Morse’s direction. Morse nodded and smiled. He’d reviewed the Homeland Security proposal already and was on board with the concept.
General Gallagher continued. “Mr. President, pursuant to the National Defense Resources Preparedness Executive Order executed in March of 2012, the acting president became authorized to take such actions as deemed necessary to ensure the availability of resources for national defense requirements, especially in the event of a threat to the security of the country.
“This EO supplemented EO 12919 executed in June of ’94, which allowed the confiscation of real property assets of any citizen using your emergency powers. Using Colorado Springs as an example, we’ve identified two residential housing developments that meet the criteria my staff has established, all under the authority of these executive orders, of course.”
The President thumbed through the proposal. “Continue,” he gruffed.
“Just outside the Peterson Air Force Base Complex at the foot of Cheyenne Mountain, there is a gated community known as Star Ranch. The subdivision is secluded from other neighborhoods, has built-in natural boundaries, and significant perimeter security in the form of walls and gates. Under the existing executive orders in place, you have the authority to seize the homes for the government and make it an extension of Peterson, sir.”
“I see the images of the homes involved,” started President Garcia. “I’m sure your decision-making wasn’t clouded by the million-dollar average price tag.”
General Gallagher shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “No, Mr. President. Not at all. Proximity to an active military base is the first criteria. Secondly, it has to have existing perimeter security boundaries, whether in the form of gates, fencing, or natural boundaries like mountains, cliffs, or waterways. This aids in the speed of transition from residential to quasi-military housing.”
“Mr. President,” General Keef added, “you’ll see another community known as Cedar Heights that fits most of our criteria. The other, or I should say additional option, is the United States Air Force Academy here in Colorado Springs. Around the country, we’d include all military-based learning institutions that maintain dormitory-style housing. By law, they have an enhanced level of security already in place.”
“How do you propose to inform the residents that they have to leave?” asked Morse.
General Gallagher looked at General Keef. He wasn’t prepared to answer the question, or didn’t want to. Finally, General Keef spoke up.
“Sir, may I be blunt?” she asked. The President didn’t respond but simply waved his hands outward before clasping his fingers in front of him.
“The intended purpose behind these safe zones is to save American lives, to be sure. However, we also need to rebuild America. Mr. President, I’m going to ask to speak freely, sir.”
“General, don’t beat around the bush. This is a crisis. We can’t worry about hurting people’s feelings.”
“To rebuild a nation, we’ll need leaders. Certainly, political leadership at the local and state level would be a start. The next level of essential personnel would come from the fields of medicine, law, engineering, computing, agriculture, and education.”
“I’d add defense, energy, and aerospace,” added General Gallagher.
“What are you saying? We kick people out of their homes to make way for those we deem better suited to help humanity survive this plague?” asked the President.
General Keef nodded. “Yes, Mr. President. We must quickly establish levels of safe zones from a top priority for military and law enforcement, followed by the future leaders of our nation based upon the major industries we’ve identified, and lastly those other personnel suggested by a government board established by Homeland Security with the approval of the Executive Branch.”
Morse added his thoughts. “Mr. President, we must make difficult decisions to have any hope of securing the future of our nation. This is as good as it gets.”
“And what do you do with the rest of the American citizens?” asked President Garcia.
General Gallagher responded, “Sir, those who are infected, or are believed to be infected, would fall under the Level 6 declaration. Those enforcement protocols would be accelerated. The rest of America will have to find a way to survive until the CDC finds a cure or the disease burns itself out.”
“In the meantime, we’ll have the comfort of knowing our society, and our nation, will have hope for the future,” added Morse.
The President sat calmly as he digested the advice of his top policy advisors. As President, he carried a heavy burden. When he’d campaigned hard and fought for this job, he was aware that the security and comfort of the American people rested squarely on his shoulders. He never envisioned having to separate Americans based upon their potential worth to society and, in the process, sentence the rest to a certain death.
“Do it,” he said after he cleared his throat.
 



Chapter 17
Day Fifty-Five
Denver Quarantine Center #1
Coors Field
Denver
 
Captain Kevin Hoover had just completed his morning briefing with his immediate subordinates when he received a call from the sentry posted at gate A of DQC1, formerly known as Coors Field. When the owners of the Colorado Rockies and their primary sponsor, Coors Beer, were unsuccessful in locating an operating court clerk’s office in which to file their complaint and request for an injunction against the government for seizing the facility, they sent in sign crews to remove their branding from the exterior. In the past, airlines involved in a crash would send teams to the crash site for the purposes of covering the airline’s logos with tarps or spray paint. A picture was worth a thousand words, and despite the catastrophic nature of the pandemic, both Coors and the Rockies wanted to ensure their brands were not tarnished by the quarantine stigma.
“Sir, the colonel is here with his aide,” said the guard. “We’ve provided them protective gear. They’re getting dressed now.”
“How many, Private?”
“Just two, sir. His Humvee is on standby with two uniformed MPs standing around it.”
“Thank you, Private.”
Captain Hoover walked over to the rail of The Rooftop, the open-air deck that now acted as the National Guard’s headquarters as the number of quarantine centers in the entertainment venues expanded to include Sports Authority Field and Dick’s Sporting Goods Park, the soccer complex.
Three days ago, the colonel expanded Captain Hoover’s scope of authority to include the other stadiums. Additional support staff and officers were assigned to his command. A skybox was also retrofitted to provide Captain Hoover sleeping quarters while on post. He was no longer comfortable going home to his family, and as part of the inducement to keep him in place, he’d asked the colonel for security to be posted at the Hoover home in Aurora.
This post was far worse than the tours of duty Captain Hoover had undertaken in the Middle Eastern theaters. As more and more people were crammed into DQC1, the sound levels grew to near deafening level. A baseball fan, Captain Hoover had attended many Rockies’ games at Coors Field, always choosing upper-level seating so he could take in the entire experience.
When the Rockies played in the World Series against the Red Sox, the noise level was measured at seventy-five decibels, the equivalent of standing twenty feet from a busy freeway. The noise at DQC1 had reached a similar level as the moans of pain and suffering from the sixty thousand dying people rose to a crescendo.
“Captain Hoover,” shouted the colonel as he and his aide exited the elevator.
Captain Hoover hesitated for a moment before being drawn away from the rail overlooking right field. He hadn’t admitted to anyone that the constant presence of death was having a profound effect on his psyche.
He turned and provided the colonel a snappy salute. “Welcome back, Colonel.”
“Thank you, Captain.” The colonel walked to the rail and studied the stadium.
“Sir, as you can see, we’re filled to capacity. We have several dozen teams of collectors, as the mayor calls them, dressed in yellow hazmat suits. Look along the right-field line, sir. Do you see them?”
“I do, Captain. Do they spend the entire day removing the dead bodies?”
“Twenty-four seven, Colonel. We can’t move the bodies out fast enough. Many of the infected volunteer to move the dead to a central location in exchange for additional meals. Because groups have become territorial, their assistance makes it safer for the collectors to do their jobs.”
The colonel pushed away from the rail and turned to Captain Hoover. “What do you mean by territorial?”
“Groups began to develop early on. People would segregate themselves by neighborhood, race, and even religious beliefs. For example, behind the Rockies dugout on this side of the press box, predominantly white families began to take up seating under the upper deck overhang in sections 221 through 227. Likewise, across the way behind the visitors’ dugout, Hispanic families took up the majority of the seating around the handicap rows. While it was odd to watch this develop, it was also a lesson on sociology, in a way.”
“What do you mean, Captain?” asked the colonel.
“Containment only works for people who are willing to be contained. Most of the people who are in this stadium came voluntarily to avoid infecting others while hoping that a vaccine or cure might help them. If they were forced here against their will, my job would be much more difficult.”
The colonel gave him a puzzled look, so Captain Hoover decided to stop the commentary. He found himself babbling on about the entire quarantine concept too much anyway.
“Captain, I assume the upper-level concourse is still open and secure,” said the colonel.
“Yes, sir.”
“Let’s take a walk, alone.”
The two guardsmen walked toward center field until they stopped at a railing overlooking the Denver skyline in the distance. Smoke billowed up from several locations in the city, including the remnants of a ten-story high-rise office building that had caught on fire the night before. Sirens shrieked, creating an odd accompaniment to the wails of the dying behind them.
“Hoover, I’m going to get right to the point because, quite frankly, I want to get out of here. I suspect you do as well.”
Captain Hoover interrupted him. “Sir, I need to see my wife. I have a young boy, three years old, and a baby who miss their father. With cell service coming in and out, I can’t even speak to them.”
“Hoover, I understand. I will address that with you, but first I need to discuss your new orders.”
“Yes, sir. My apologies, sir,” said Captain Hoover.
“There has been a Level 6 order issued,” started the colonel.
“Level 6, sir?”
“Yes. I’d never heard of it before, and apparently it’s one of those highest-level-of-security, need-to-know-only protocols. When my superiors explained it to me, I understood why.”
“What does Level 6 mean, sir?”
The colonel leaned over the rail and looked at the mass of humanity crammed into the stadium. “Level 6 is an eradication order, son. It’s designed to eliminate any members of the public who are diseased or believed to be diseased.”
“Sir,” started Captain Hoover, genuinely shocked by what he’d just been told, “by elimination, do you mean killing people?”
“Yes,” the colonel replied. He paused for a moment and took a deep breath. “As it’s been explained to me, it’s a directive issued by the United Nations in consultation with the World Health Organization. The members of the UN Security Council adopted the resolution in secret during the Ebola crisis. Its purpose is to preserve the human species in the event of a catastrophic disease pandemic, like this one.”
“How does killing people preserve life?” asked Captain Hoover.
“By eliminating the carriers of the disease, the uninfected have a greater chance of survival. The Level 6 order is designed to completely destroy any possibility for the disease to spread to healthy people.”
Captain Hoover walked away from the colonel. He unconsciously pounded the rail overlooking center field with the bottom of his fist as he went. He’d risked his life and lost contact with his family in an effort to quarantine and save lives. Now, the UN and the President, he assumed, were sentencing them to death. What happened to hope?
“Hoover,” said the colonel abruptly, “I was troubled by this at first until I thought it through. Come here, young man, and listen to me.”
Captain Hoover returned to the colonel. “Sir, I will not follow any unlawful order. It went against my pledges to God and country to participate in this quarantine. I am firmly against the concept of detention camps for American citizens, yet I agreed to this post because I thought it was going to help people survive. But I’ll not obey an order to kill innocent Americans.”
“I understand your position, so hear me out. There is no vaccine or cure for the plague. People are dying by the millions every day around the world. Captain, I’m told that the world’s population has decreased from seven billion to less than three billion. Captain, are you hearing me? Four billion people dead! That’s billion with a great big capital B. And there’s no way to stop it except by separating the sick from the well.”
“But, sir,” started Captain Hoover before the colonel interrupted him.
“Don’t you see, there’s no other way. Level 6 was designed to deal with the very catastrophe we’re facing today. If we want mankind to survive, we have to do our duty.”
Captain Hoover walked away again. He allowed the colonel’s explanation to settle into his mind. He didn’t have the benefit of watching the news or receiving reports of the rate of death around the world. He had to trust the colonel.
“How am I supposed to carry out this order? Do I tell my men to lock and load, mow ’em all down like the dang Nazis in a concentration camp? That’s barbaric!”
“No, Captain,” the colonel said in a stern voice. He pointed to the sixty thousand plus inhabitants of DQC1. “Do you see these people? They’re dead anyway. If we didn’t add another person, all of these people would be dead within a week or so.”
Captain Hoover was beginning to understand the gravity of the situation. “That’s true,” he muttered.
“Over the next few days, more infected will be brought into the stadium. Medical personnel will begin administering lethal injections of potassium chloride to the new arrivals to hasten their deaths, which will occur within hours. Likewise, those in pain within the facility will be given the injection of potassium chloride together with a pain medication. Our logistics teams are being dispatched to each of the sports venues to block exits and fortify the concertina wire fencing around the facilities so that no one can leave.”
“You’re providing them death with dignity,” muttered Captain Hoover, with a sigh.
“Yes. Captain, I realize this order is a lot to ask of a young man with your character. I want to mention one more thing. The President is establishing safe zones throughout the country for our military personnel and their families. Granted, the accommodations may not be as nice as your home, but they’ll be guarded and disease-free. There’s space set aside for you and your family at the Air Force Academy campus down in Colorado Springs.”
Captain Hoover thought of his wife and babies. He wanted to keep them safe, but he was conflicted about the order to kill.
“Sir, what if I refuse this order? I mean, I don’t know if I can participate in killing my fellow American citizens.”
The colonel had the final word. “Well, then your space at the campus will be given to someone else.”
 



Chapter 18
Day Fifty-Six
Quandary Peak
 
Janie suited up to provide the boys their final quarantine medical evaluation. She was pleased to provide all of them a clean bill of health, which prompted hoots and hollers from everyone, including Flatus, who relished the chance to join in the excitement. Even typically unflappable Barb did a little happy dance and allowed their newfound friend to shower her with kisses.
Hunter took the time to shower off the manly odor as a result of his exile in the woods and then joined Mac in the basement to begin construction of the biolaboratory room. The two resisted the urge to spend some special quality time together, as Chris Harrison used to call it on The Bachelor. Mac had already been delayed for a few days and the entire trio of scientists in the house were anxious to test her new ideas.
“Mr. Hunter, is there anything that you’re incapable of doing?” asked Mac in her best imitate-the-TV-reporter voice. She turned the hammer upside down and thrust the handle towards Hunter’s face, imitating a forceful reporter with a microphone as she sought the answer.
“No comment,” he replied with a laugh. “Now, give me that hammer or you won’t get your lab.”
“Well, okay,” said Mac with a pout. She was torn between getting started on her project and playing with Hunter, who she’d missed for two days. She presented the hammer but stole a kiss as a consolation prize. “Here, nail me, stud.”
“Mac, focus.” He laughed as he took the hammer. Then he pointed two fingers at his eyes and then back to hers. “Fooocus.”
“Fine.” The pout expanded, which was awarded with another kiss.
Hunter had already affixed the studs to the concrete floor, using Liquid Nails and stud plate fasteners. He’d preassembled the walls on the floor and raised them one by one into place. As Mac held them steady, Hunter nailed them to the plates and the floor trusses supporting the kitchen above them.
“Mac, you know I only understand enough of the science behind all of this to be dangerous. Can you explain the new concept?”
“Okay,” started Mac. “Vancomycin is an antibiotic that’s been around since the fifties. It was typically used in hospitals as an intravenous, first-line treatment for bloodstream infections, including bacterial meningitis. With the increased use of penicillin, vancomycin fell out of favor except for severe cases associated with gram-positive bacteria like strep and staph infections. Now it’s considered an antibiotic of last resort like colistin.”
Hunter had her hold a wall in place as he climbed a ladder. He tapped the top plate to meet the chalk line and then pounded in the sixteen-penny nails. Even with the patio doors open, the loud noise created by his hammering forced them to stop talking as he nailed off the walls.
“Didn’t you say that the plague bacteria are gram-negative?” he asked as he descended the ladder.
“Yes, which makes this a bit of a stretch, but there’s more. Vancomycin was a very potent drug for its time. My thought is to beef it up. Using boy-talk, Y. pestis is notorious for being able to change and adapt to its attackers. What if we created a new challenger for the disease, one that fights it on three fronts?”
“Three against one? I like the numbers,” added Hunter. “How does it work?”
“I plan to genetically modify vancomycin by adding two additional ways to kill the Y. pestis bacteria. I want to marry peptides to the vancomycin.”
“What are peptides?” asked Hunter.
“Peptides are made from amino acids, organic compounds that are fundamental components of all cells. Peptides are two or more amino acids linked together in a chain that perform vital biological functions in our bodies by creating antibodies.”
“Eyes glossing over,” quipped Hunter as he measured and marked the plywood to affix to the stud walls. He chuckled to himself as he considered the dynamic between the two of them at this precise moment in the basement. Mac was completely at ease discussing peptides and amino acids, yet she wouldn’t have the first clue how to design and frame a simple room. On the other hand, Hunter easily went through the process of construction while having nary a clue about cellular biology.
“Sorry. Anyway,” Mac continued, “I am going to bind two peptides, D-ala and D-lac, both known for their ability to attack bacteria, with the active ingredients in vancomycin. If I’m right, a new antibiotic will be created that fights Y. pestis using three different mechanisms.
“One peptide will halt the cell wall construction necessary for Y. pestis to invade the body while the other will cause the outer wall membrane of the bacteria to leak, leading to cell death. The plague bacteria can’t simultaneously work to find a way around three independent mechanisms attacking it all at once. Even if the bacteria evolved and found a way to ward off one attack, it would still be killed by the other two.”
Hunter led Mac outside, where sawhorses were set up. She helped him place each piece of plywood on top and Hunter marked them after measuring twice. He fired up the circular saw and ripped them on the mark. As he carried them back inside, the conversation continued.
“Mac, this sounds very complicated.”
“It is,” said Mac. “I didn’t propose it to the CDC because it’s a long shot and takes a lot of time to develop. Based upon my analysis, there are thirty chemical steps required to make the compound. The vancomycin will bind with the D-ala and D-lac peptides, inhibiting the spread of the Y. pestis bacteria in its human host through a process called GTFs.”
“What’s that stand for?” asked Hunter.
“It’s a mouthful. We’ll call it glycosyl transfer for short. It’s scientist stuff.”
Hunter set down the plywood and walked over to Mac, looking for a smooch. “Scientist stuff is sexy. It’s time for another kiss.”
Mac backed up several paces until she was trapped against the block wall. “No, you’re sweaty,” she protested.
Hunter wiped his face with his shirt and kissed her anyway. He whispered, “Keep talking and you might get lucky.”
“Keep hammerin’, or you won’t,” Mac shot back.
 



Chapter 19
Day Fifty-Six
CNN Studios
Atlanta
 
CNN host Reza Azlan was pleased to be invited back to CNN to host a special roundtable discussion with doomsday theorists and a representative from the Chicago-based Bulletin of Atomic Scientists. The Iranian-born intellectual scholar and former host of Believer, a documentary series about various religious traditions around the world, had been terminated by CNN following a series of highly inflammatory, disparaging tweets about the President in the aftermath of a terror attack in London. Because of the shortage of available hosts at CNN, Azlan was asked back to produce this special titled DOOMSDAY, The Clock Strikes Midnight.
The program began with an introduction of the guests, who’d traveled to Atlanta via Ted Turner’s former private jet. Following a break for a public service announcement about social distancing, Azlan continued the program.
“Giorgio Tsoukalos is a self-proclaimed ancient alien theorist, but throughout your research and television appearances, you’ve brought attention to the concept of a modern mass extinction. Would you care to expand on your theories?”
Tsoukalos wore his signature brown suit and his hair was teased to the max. He wasn’t going to allow the apocalypse to change his persona. “Reza, of all species that have existed on our fair planet, 99.9% are extinct. These extinction-level events have been proven through scientific study of fossils dating back four hundred forty-four million years ago.” Tsoukalos paused to drink some water out of a CNN coffee cup.
“What caused the first event?” asked Azlan.
“We don’t know, although scientists believe sixty to seventy percent of all species died as a result. My theory is a supervolcano eruption was most likely responsible. Most of us agree that the second and third mass-extinction events occurred for similar reasons. Eruptions of a massive scale spew ash, methane gas, and debris into the atmosphere, which then circles the planet. This causes climate change on an unimaginable scale, wiping out many forms of plant and animal life that require a delicate balance to survive.”
Azlan reviewed his notes. “Let me move on to one of our other guests, David Childress. I am aware you and Giorgio share similar views on this topic, but you’ve undertaken additional research concerning Earth during the most recent extinction-level event, the Cretaceous event.”
“First, let me thank CNN for ferrying me over here from Chicago. The most recent ELE was most likely by the Chicxulub asteroid crashing into what is now the Gulf of Mexico. The crater is located just off the Yucatan Peninsula. As the asteroid crashed through Earth’s atmosphere and collided with the surface, the consequences were catastrophic. There were long-term geochemical and climactic disruptions that destroyed the ecology of our planet, resulting in the deaths of most organisms.”
Azlan looked to another guest, a member of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists. “Ma’am, you have acknowledged two things. First, your group has already determined the Doomsday Clock should be set to midnight. What exactly does that mean?”
Dr. Kerry Benedict nodded and looked into the camera. “Since 1947 when the Doomsday Clock was established, it’s been reset twenty-two times. Well, now, make that twenty-three. The Doomsday Clock was established to inform the public about how close we were to destroying the world with dangerous technologies of our own making. Unlike the five extinction-level events identified by the other guests, which were naturally occurring, we focused on the dangers to humanity from things like nuclear weapons and, most recently, possible catastrophic disruptions caused by man-made global warming.”
“Prior to now, when was the Doomsday Clock the closest to midnight?” asked Azlan.
“That would be in 1953 when both the United States and the Soviet Union tested thermonuclear weapons within six months of each other.”
“If the Doomsday Clock is designed to warn us about man-made threats, why did the pandemic trigger the midnight designation?” asked Azlan.
“It’s similar to our reasoning for including man-made global warming. We believe the responsibility for warming of our atmosphere rests squarely on the shoulders of mankind. Likewise, the failure of world leaders to provide the necessary funding for scientific research related to vaccines and a cure for the plague is a failure of man. Therefore, whether man-created or man-neglected, the clock ticked closer to midnight.”
“Okay, Dr. Benedict, you’ve made some controversial statements in recent weeks as it relates to this pandemic. For one thing, your organization refuses to publically acknowledge that the plague pandemic is an extinction-level event, am I correct?”
Dr. Benedict looked at the other panelists and then back to the camera. “That’s correct. One is from a scientific perspective and the other is, well—” She hesitated and closed her eyes briefly, much longer than a wink. She let out a deep breath and continued.
“First, let me explain the scientific point of view. Each of the prior ELEs have resulted in a massive die-off of all forms of life from human to animal to microbial. Although the pandemic we are experiencing will be devastating to human life on this planet, it is not our opinion that it will give rise to an extinction-level event simply because the species will not experience a total elimination.”
“I can see how you might argue that point,” said Azlan. “But your group goes further than polite disagreement between scientific and philosophical opinions like the ones represented at this roundtable discussion. You, and other members of your organization, have been pressed by the media for an explanation. Would you care to provide the worldwide viewers of CNN one today?”
Dr. Benedict squirmed in her chair and looked to the other members of the panel, who returned her glance with unemotional gazes. She gulped and continued. “In the scientific world, the phrase extinction-level event has a well-defined meaning, as we’ve outlined during this program. However, in the world of politics and international relations, the term triggers a more dire consequence.”
“Dr. Benedict, I’m afraid you’ve lost me,” interrupted Azlan. “What do you mean exactly?”
“Reza, there is a secretive agreement, a resolution, adopted by the major world powers of China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and of course the United States. It was signed and approved by the UN Secretariat. If it is determined by the UN Security Council that an extinction-level event is under way, impacting the human population, then the member nations will deploy a Level 6 eradication protocol.”
“Wait. Dr. Benedict, I’ve never heard of this. What does this mean?” asked Azlan over the mumbling chatter between the other guests. All eyes were on the atomic scientist.
She avoided their eyes and stared directly into the camera. “The UN has issued a directive to eliminate the plague pandemic by terminating the life of any person who has contracted the plague or who has been deemed exposed to the plague.”
Tsoukalos interrupted. “This is impossible. No humanitarian organization would stand for such a concept. Dr. Benedict, I’m sorry, we barely know each other, but how can you make such a statement without having actual knowledge of such a heinous concept.”
Dr. Benedict reached down and lifted a briefcase from the floor. She pulled out several copies of the same email received by Mac a week ago. She handed it to the others.
Azlan read the email aloud, finishing with the last paragraph. “Therefore, the United Nations has declared a Level 6 eradication. Govern yourselves accordingly.”
“Okay, okay,” started Azlan, who was flabbergasted by the development. He resisted going to commercial break as demanded by his producers through his earpiece. “This says nothing about killing off sick people. I mean—”
Azlan stopped talking as Dr. Benedict produced another piece of paper that was titled United Nations Security Council Resolution. She handed a copy to everyone; then she summarized the document.
“The highlighted provisions of the resolution give member-states carte blanche to undertake whatever means necessary, including, you’ll note, execution of anyone infected with an incurable, highly contagious disease. It specifically adds, and I’ll quote, for the preservation of the human race. That’s why the email directive references Level 6 eradication. The governments of the world, to protect uninfected citizens, will now have the authority to kill the infected.”
Azlan set the paper down and looked directly into the camera, adding, “And those who are suspected of being infected.”
A producer ran onto the set, throwing his headset to the floor in the process. He waved his arms to get Azlan’s attention. He then made the universal sign for cut across his throat.
Azlan, rarely at a loss for words or an opinion, simply looked at the camera and said, “We’ll be right back.”
The program never returned to the air.
 



Chapter 20
Day Fifty-Six
Qandil Mountains at the Iran-Iraq Border
 
“One can always count on CNN to provide us better intelligence than we can obtain for ourselves,” said Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the almost fifty-year-old leader of the Islamic State. He continued to chuckle. “I will say this is very good news for us, brothers.”
Al-Baghdadi, anointed the caliph Ibrahim and nicknamed The Ghost by world intelligence agencies, had held the position as the chief Muslim religious leader of the Islamic State since its formation in June 2014. Today, he was in good spirits after being reunited with his three wives and his son, who was just turning sixteen.
As the final jihad was set in motion, al-Baghdadi was moving from one hiding place to another in the desert outside of Mosul. He had narrowly escaped a massive Russian bomb strike by just a few hours, which hastened his trip into the mountains of Iraq. Over the last several weeks, al-Baghdadi brought together his most trusted advisors, who were also reunited with their families for the first time in years.
Gathered in a deep canyon north of Rawandiz, a city in Iraqi Kurdistan, the leadership council of ISIS followed the news reports and received intelligence via satellite linkup. The public’s perception of ISIS and its fighters was far from accurate when it applied to their intelligence apparatus.
ISIS was cash rich and able to buy the best information and communications technology. Some of their sources for increasing their technological capability came through newfound partners.
The leadership of ISIS had maintained arm’s-length alliances with loyalists to Saddam Hussein and members of the Baath Party. The Baath party ruled Iraq until the U.S.-led invasion in 2003. Remnants were scattered throughout the Middle East, including Saudi Arabia and Yemen.
Many wealthy Arabs on the Saudi peninsula opposed newly crowned King Mohammed bin Salman and the royal family’s loyalty to the United States. Vehemently opposed to the Westernization of their culture, the rich made an unholy pact with the Baath Party loyalists by providing them money and access to like-minded world leaders.
Adhering to the ancient proverb that states the enemy of my enemy is my friend, the Baath Party members aligned with the ISIS leadership council to fight a common foe—the Great Satan.
Thousands of ISIS fighters were at the ready, hiding in safety, far from the plague pandemic. Their network of military affiliates was located in a dozen countries around the world. In addition to Northern Africa and the Middle East, other nearby nations contained thousands of loyalists, including Pakistan, Lebanon, and Jordan.
The Far East, the Philippines, Indonesia, and even Australia contained vast numbers of terror cells who’d gone into hiding, waiting for their orders to descend upon the West and America.
Finally, Latin America had become the biggest accomplishment of al-Baghdadi and his trusted friend Abu Ali Hassan, head of the ISIS Fighter’s Council and father of Abu Hassan, the mastermind of the plague pandemic plot.
Under Hassan’s watchful eye, and with their vast financial resources, ISIS had acquired aircraft together with airfields where they were based. Ships were at the ready, sailing under a variety of flags. ISIS fighters were strategically planted across the globe. They were waiting for their orders.
Hassan slapped al-Baghdadi on the shoulder and smiled. He was one of the few men on earth who could show affection to the caliph. The men had cheated death together many times, including saving one another’s life.
“Yes, my brother, good news indeed,” started Hassan. “We will allow the infidels to kill their own. When they’ve become comfortable and come out of hiding in their mountains, we will send them to their God as well.”
“We will avenge the death of your brother and son in the process, my brother,” added al-Baghdadi. He turned to the rest of the men sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of him. The cave they used for meetings was located in the side of a mountain, undetectable by drones or the prying eyes and ears of the NSA. “Members of the council, our schedule has changed. Continue to monitor the events. Learn from their news reports. They will be focused on the executions. Their military may be able to reunite, but their politics will once again divide them. It always does. Then we will complete the final jihad. Praise Allah.”
“Allahu Akbar!”
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Chapter 21
Day Fifty-Seven
Quandary Peak
 
Everyone in the group avoided discussing the amount of time that had passed since the day Janie and Mac had walked into that village in the Guatemalan jungle. So much had transpired in the last eight weeks. Life-changing events caused turmoil for every American. Some, who were infected, waited for their final day—hopeless and in despair. Others lifted themselves up from the doldrums and fear, creating a second wind of sorts, as they found ways to survive.
For Hunter and his group, responsibilities were divided and everyone was anxious to contribute. It was determined that Mac should concentrate on her work. Other than their health and safety, nothing was more important.
The process of working with the amino acids to create a linear chain, or polypeptide, required analysis, concentration, and patience. The chemical properties and order of the amino acids were the keys to indenturing the structure and function of the polypeptides. Molecular biology was governed by the laws of physics and chemistry. Mac was trying to break those laws in order to save mankind.
Janie continued to assist Barb in canning and food preparation. Although the solar panels at the house provided more than enough energy to run their appliances, there was always the concern their solar array might incur damage due to unusual weather conditions. In the post-collapse world, parts or repairmen were not available.
Canning would allow them to preserve their frozen meats and vegetables at room temperature. On one of Hunter’s trips to Costco, he’d purchased a dozen cases of Ball jars with additional lids and rings made by Tattler. During the day, when Janie was not on patrol, she’d assist Barb in the kitchen. The pressure cooker ran nonstop, it seemed.
Starting their tenth day together, Tommy’s and Hunter’s routines revolved around their strengths—security and food production. They handled security patrols together with Hunter, often taking double shifts at night. Mac grumbled about the schedule but understood. Hunter was a soldier and seasoned operative who’d conducted missions under a variety of conditions. If anyone attempted to slip up on them in the darkness, they’d be in for a rude awakening.
Hunter wanted them to use their best efforts to avoid eating the stored foods. During the mild weather, he wanted to hunt and fish not only to generate their daily meals, but also for canning purposes. The winter weather would be brutal at Quandary Peak’s elevation. Feeding five mouths would require more food than he’d purchased.
Hunter and Tommy were equally adept at the two outdoor sports. As the Hagans had moved from post to post during Barb’s career, Tommy would scope out the gun and tackle shops on day one of their arrival. One of their reasons for choosing Quandary Peak for their vacation home was to provide him an abundance of opportunities to enjoy his hobbies.
Hunter, an only child, grew up on the lake at his home in Virginia. Fishing was a form of relaxation for him growing up. For security reasons due to his father’s stature in the defense industry, Hunter was isolated from other kids. He’d spend most afternoons after school exploring the woods and fishing the banks of Lake Barcroft.
Hunting was prohibited in the area near his home, but it was the time he got to spend with his father the most. His father would frequently entertain congressmen at Rose Hill Game Preserve and Orapax Plantation. These bird-hunting destinations became a biannual event in which Hunter was invited to participate.
In his late teens and early college years, his father’s outings expanded to other parts of the country. As a reward for graduating magna cum laude, his father invited him on a hunting trip to the fifty-thousand-acre Armstrong Ranch in Texas with the Vice President of the United States.
It was a real honor to meet the Vice President and his entourage. The day ended suddenly, however, when the Vice President accidentally shot another member of the hunting party. The scramble to get everyone’s story straight about what “actually happened” was Hunter’s first glimpse into the behind-the-scenes management of a political crisis.
“I love fishing up here, Hunter,” said Tommy. “With the world coming to an end, it’ll be even better. Blue Lakes is located at the beginning of the trailhead, as you know. There are a lot of hikers who drive to the end of the road and begin their day with a hike up to the peak. At the end of the day, they’d hang around the lake, partying and carousing. We won’t have that problem anymore.”
“I grew up on a lake,” added Hunter. “The crappie and bass would jump on the hook. Sometimes, when I was little, I’d hang my legs over the edge of the dock and fish for bluegill. I’d kick my shoes off, roll up my jeans, and chew on a weed. My mom would say I looked like little Opie Cunningham.”
“You mean Opie Taylor, from The Andy Griffith Show, right?” asked Tommy.
“Sort of. Mom would get confused between Ron Howard’s character as a young Opie Taylor and his later character as Richie Cunningham on Happy Days. So she compromised with little Opie Cunningham.”
Tommy started laughing. “That’s hilarious. I’d like her. She sounded like a real jokester.”
Hunter kicked at some rocks as they walked along the edge of the lake, reminiscent of Opie Taylor on a black-and-white television set. He still missed his parents.
Tommy noticed the silence. “Hey, man, I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t—”
“Not at all, Tommy. Seriously. It’s still hard for me to accept,” said Hunter as he shook off the sadness. “Tell me. What are we gonna catch today?”
Tommy patted Hunter on the back and found a spot on the trail to set down his gear. “Most people who fish Summit County like the Upper Blue River. It’s easily fished for beginners and even has an interesting water feature where you can fish the stair steps, as it’s called.”
“What’s that?” asked Hunter as he removed his gear and unshouldered his ever-present M4 rifle.
Tommy continued. “The steps are a series of drop ponds created by the locals for trout during low-water-flow periods. It’s great for beginners. Very few newbies and only a handful of experienced anglers venture up here to fish the streams and high mountain lakes. It requires a bit of exploring and hiking to find the good spots.”
“I take it Blue Lakes is a good spot,” interrupted Hunter.
“Dang straight. McCullough Gulch has some excellent options, but again, one of the reasons I chose this spot for our home was the unique nature of Blue Lakes. It’s actually a series of lakes connected by Monte Cristo Creek, as I’ve mentioned. It gives you the best of both worlds.”
“I’ve never fished a stream or creek,” said Hunter.
“The mechanics are similar, but the lures will differ. We’ll fish the lake first with small trout lures. If we have time, or if they aren’t biting here at the lake, we’ll walk up to the creek and try using worms and flies. After the rain the other day, I strolled down the back side of the house and dug up some healthy earthworms. I’ve got ’em in my pouch.”
While Tommy got their gear ready, Hunter took his rifle and walked the lake. Anytime he was away from the house, or an area he hadn’t yet explored, he became hyperaware of his surroundings. He’d look for trails that led to their position, which could produce an ambush. He studied the higher elevations to determine if a sniper would have a clear line of sight to their location. He also studied the ground, looking for evidence of recent activity.
Tommy had grown accustomed to Hunter’s routine since the day they’d discovered the hiker’s dead body. He no longer questioned Hunter about what he was doing. In return, Hunter was more vocal about explaining his methodology to Tommy. Everything they did generated a teachable moment to ensure their survival.
Plus, Hunter had to be cognizant of the fact that something might happen to him, and the group would have to manage without him. Throughout his military career and years at the DTRA, Hunter had thrown caution to the wind. Now, he had lots to live for.
 



Chapter 22
Day Fifty-Seven
Quandary Peak
 
The boys, as the three male species of the group were now affectionately called, returned home from their fishing expedition in triumphant and jovial moods. Flatus, after the fishing day was over, got his much-anticipated swim in the lake. Tommy had reeled in one massive high-mountain trout after another. Throughout the afternoon, Tommy would joke that this species of trout was dumb, or at the very least naïve.
At one point, Tommy had propped his rod on a rock with his lure dangling, and a thirteen-inch cutthroat trout leapt out of the water and grabbed the baited hook. Tommy chased the marauding trout until he got ahold of the rod.
When they arrived back at the house, a bottle of wine had been opened and Barb was clamoring for dinner. Tommy presented the catch and declared the marauding trout to be the first to meet his fillet knife.
“Well, boys,” started Mac, “very impressive. How much do you think they weigh?”
“From what I can remember, a twelve-inch bass or crappie would weigh just over a pound. Tommy, what do you think?”
“Yeah, pretty close,” replied Tommy, who turned his attention to Barb. “Honey, how is our freezer space?”
Barb glanced toward Janie, who had been responsible for emptying out the deep freeze during their canning project. “It’s almost empty. Are you going to freeze those?”
“Some of them,” replied Tommy. “I think I’ll fillet three. Each of us can have half and then I’ll save half to supplement my buddy’s diet. The protein will be good for him.”
“But not too much, Tommy,” interjected Janie. “It’s tough on his kidneys.”
“Okay, sorry, bud,” said Tommy as he gave Flatus a rub of the neck. Flatus was welcome inside now as part of the family.
Janie moved toward the fish, which had been dropped into the kitchen sink. “Do I just drop them in the freezer?”
“Oh no,” replied Tommy. “They’ll get freezer burn. You gotta remember the old saying, quality in means quality out. I have a FoodSaver vacuum sealer machine. It’s actually the game-saver model for fish and meat, if we ever bag a deer or moose. I’ll get started cleaning the fish and then I’ll show you how it works.”
Janie was giddy with excitement. “I love this. I’m a city girl. All of this is new to me.”
“Then, Dr. Janie, you shall be my assistant.”
Janie and Tommy went to the bathroom and washed their hands and got started on their fish-cleaning project. Barb, Mac and Hunter took seats in the living area in front of the massive stone fireplace.
Hunter checked his watch. This was the one time of day when they were most vulnerable without someone patrolling the perimeter. The group wanted to make every effort to have the dinnertime meal together to discuss any news events they’d learned while monitoring the satellite television and Internet. They’d given up on radio broadcasts a week ago.
Professor Hagan began his class. “We have two types of knives, my new student, the classic fillet knife and the boning knife. Now, someone in your career field should know a little something about knives, I would hope.”
Hunter started laughing. Barb offered to pour him a glass of wine, but he declined. He planned on taking the first patrol shift and wanted to stay sharp. Besides, he was regretting his decision to avoid stocking up on Budweiser. He wasn’t much for wine or hard alcohol except when he was sharing a tequila with Mac.
“Tell me, is there anyone Tommy doesn’t hit it off with?” asked Hunter.
“Me,” said Barb dryly, causing Mac to burst into laughter and snort out the wine she was sipping.
“Mom, that is so not true. Daddy adores you. I know this for a fact.”
“Dear, I’ve been a royal pain in the neck sometimes. I admit that. I think the military hardened me.”
“It’ll do that,” started Hunter, turning his attention to Mac with a smile. “Let me say this, as new things enter your life and change your outlook, those regimented ways will gradually disappear.”
“That’s true,” said Barb. “It took me a while to get used to retirement. Partly for how it went down, but also because I was used to having a purpose every day. Tommy already had his routine in place. Breakfast with the guys. Putzing around in the garden. Fishing on Coos Bay. I didn’t have hobbies. I had my military service.”
“Mom, honestly. You are waaay more relaxed than back in those days.” Mac tipped her wineglass towards her mother and took another sip.
“As are you, dear,” her mom replied with a knowing smile.
“OUCH! Crap!” shouted Tommy.
“Hold on, Tommy, don’t move!” exclaimed Janie. “Guys!”
Everyone shot out of their chairs and ran to the kitchen. Tommy was holding his hand with a bloody towel wrapped around it. Blood was dripping into the sink full of discarded fish parts.
“Are you okay?” asked Barb.
“Daddy?”
“Oh, I’ll be fine,” insisted Tommy. “It’s probably nothing. It was the dang marauder trout. I decided to save him for last and he waited to get even.”
Janie reached for Tommy’s hand. “Come here and let me take a look,” she insisted. “Okay, the meaty pad of his left hand below his thumb has been lacerated.”
“How deep, Janie?” asked Barb, trying to look over her husband’s shoulder to see the extent of the injury. Tommy tried to lift his arm higher, which caused blood to gush down his arm off the end of his elbow.
“Lower it, Tommy, and let me run some cold water over it to flush the wound,” said Janie. “Mac, will you grab the trauma kit you and I put together. It’s in the basement.”
Hunter replied, “I know where it is. Hang on, Tommy.”
As Hunter dashed for the stairwell, Tommy replied, “Don’t tell me. Tell this hunk of meat hanging off my hand.”
Janie wrapped his hand with a clean towel and told him to keep pressure on it and elevated just above his shoulders.
“From what I can tell, the laceration doesn’t appear to be deep enough to have damaged the structure underneath. You know, tendons, nerves, and blood vessels. It certainly didn’t reach bone.”
“That’s good,” said Mac.
“I told you I can fillet with the best of ’em,” said Tommy with a chuckle.
“Shut up, Tommy!” Barbara vocally spanked her husband. She turned her attention back to Janie. “Can you do something?”
Hunter bounded up the stairs with the trauma kit. He also had an extra roll of gauze and a large tube of triple antibiotic ointment.
Janie checked her watch. “He’s been applying pressure for a couple of minutes. Two minutes more and we’ll check it. Most minor cuts produce what is known as venous bleeding. Hunter, that means the blood flows steadily from the injury but will stop after four or five minutes of applying steady pressure.”
Mac interrupted. “The wound didn’t appear to be forcing the blood out. The fatty part of the hand doesn’t have arteries capable of that.”
“Exactly, which is why I think we can get the bleeding under control and stitch him up,” added Janie.
“We have to take this seriously, obviously,” said Mac. “Even a cut that does not require medical attention must be clean to prevent infection. Bacteria can easily enter the body through a cut in the skin, resulting in tetanus and lockjaw.”
“Oh, we can only hope!” exclaimed Barb with a laugh as she walked out of the kitchen to give Janie room to work.
“You don’t mean that, Mom.” Mac laughed. The tears that streamed down her unexcitable mother’s face was evidence of that.
Janie examined Tommy’s wound once again and was pleased that the bleeding had subsided. She and Mac got a good look at the laceration.
“Not bad, would you agree, Dr. Hagan?” asked Janie.
“I agree, Dr. Turnbull. A few stitches and he should be good to go.”
“Dr. Hagan, would you care to assist? When was the last time you sutured a patient?”
“It seems like half a lifetime ago, Dr. Turnbull. I’ll try not to slip with the fishhook.”
Tommy got an ashen, concerned look on his face and began to squirm. “Wait, really? Can’t we just put a Band-Aid on it or some Liquid Nails like they do on those doomsday prepper shows?”
“No, Dad, and that’s superglue, not Liquid Nails.”
“Oh, okay. Do I get a lollipop?”
Barb chimed in from the living room, “There’s still the lockjaw option. That’s my suggestion.”
The girls started laughing and the color began to reappear in Tommy’s face. Janie rummaged through the trauma kit and pulled out a bottle of Betadine, surgical gloves, and the necessary final dressings.
“What size suture thread, Janie?” asked Mac.
“Four or five. Either should be fine for most arm and leg wounds. We’d use two or three for more delicate areas.”
“I’ve got them all, but I have more size four. For something simple like this where we have easy access to the wound, a straight, eyed needle should suffice.”
Hunter covered the kitchen table with a large bath towel and then rolled out some wax paper to create a relatively sterile surface for Janie to do her work.
“Okay, Tommy, I’m gonna start at the center of your laceration and work outwards. This may take more stitches than I originally envisioned, but we’ve got you covered.”
As Janie patted the excess fluid off the palm of his hand, Mac prepared the suture. “Whadya think, Janie. Eighth of an inch?”
“Yup, that should do it.”
With steady hands, Janie methodically repaired Tommy’s hand, tying a suture every eighth of an inch along the laceration. He stayed still and quiet, a model patient. Like Hunter, Tommy appeared to be fascinated by the work Janie and Mac performed. Within a few minutes, he was sewn up and bandaged for protection.
“Thank you both, seriously,” started Tommy. “I got careless and this could have been much worse.”
“You’re welcome, Tommy,” said Janie as she removed her gloves. “The primary focus is to avoid infection, so aftercare is extremely important. We need to regularly change these bandages at least twice a day. We can check the wound for infection and keep it clean. If there is any sign of infection, we may need to reopen the wound.”
“Thank you, Janie,” added Barb, who had joined the group to watch Janie’s skillful hands.
“That said,” Janie continued, “I’d feel a whole lot better if you and Hunter could go into town and have Doc Cooley take a look. I suspect the hospital is overburdened right now, if it’s functioning at all. His stamp of approval would make me feel better.”
“Deal,” said Tommy. “How about that lollipop?”
He didn’t get a lollipop, but he earned a swat across the head from his wife for being a klutz and scaring her.
 



Chapter 23
Day Fifty-Eight
Breckenridge
 
Hunter and Tommy drove into town with several items on their list of things to do. After a bandage change that morning, Janie was comfortable with the look of Tommy’s wound, but she still insisted Doc Cooley have a look. Tommy doubted the doctor would be in his office, but if he wasn’t, they’d stop by his home on the way back. When he and Barb first visited Quandary Peak, Doc and his wife were extremely helpful and gracious in assisting the Hagans become part of the community. “Things always work out for a reason,” Tommy remarked as he and Hunter discussed their relationship with the Breckenridge community.
As outsiders trying to blend into a small-town dynamic, their group would have ordinarily been at a disadvantage. Small-town politics and the social cliques could make it difficult for a newcomer attempting to assimilate, especially in a post-apocalyptic world.
Tommy and Barb broke the ice through years of visiting the Breck and socializing with the locals. Hunter had taken a step in that direction by introducing himself to local law enforcement. Tommy had met the sheriff a few times during town events.
The three couples shared a drink following the annual Santa Claus run and lighting of the Breckenridge Christmas Tree, which occurs on the first Saturday of December. The three men were among of hundreds of Santas running, skipping, and jogging down Main Street prior to the lighting of the tree.
After Hunter drove slowly through town, their first stop was going to be Doc Cooley’s office at High Country Health Care, but the facility was locked up. A handwritten sign was posted inside the glass door, which read:
 
CLOSED INDEFINITELY.
VISIT HOSPITAL FOR EMERGENCIES.
NO DRUGS ON PREMISES.
 
“Let’s go see what’s going on at the sheriff’s office,” said Tommy. “I feel like walkin’, how ’bout you?”
Hunter hesitated as he surveyed their surroundings. He wasn’t necessarily comfortable leaving the Jeep unattended, and although Breckenridge was an open-carry locale, he was afraid to draw attention to them by carrying an M4 down the sidewalk.
“Let’s not, Tommy. I’m sorry. Although it seems relatively calm, let’s not take any chances, okay?”
“Sure, I get it. You know you can carry your gun in Breckenridge, just not on city-owned property. Heck, under these circumstances, even that probably doesn’t matter.”
Hunter unlocked the doors to the Jeep and they climbed in. “I understand. I just don’t want to draw attention to ourselves. It’s bad enough we’re the only moving vehicle other than that carload of teens we saw.”
“I guess joyriding is still in fashion, even with the world falling apart,” said Tommy with a chuckle.
Hunter wheeled into the empty parking lot. Only a handful of sheriff’s vehicles were parked by the locked gate to the side of the building. Otherwise, the place was devoid of activity. Just as they approached the front doors, Summit County Sheriff Terry Andrews exited the building and locked the door behind him. A sheriff’s office of the size of Summit County’s was left unmanned. Hunter found that odd. He wondered who was watching the inmates in the jail.
“Well, howdy, Tommy,” said Sheriff Andrews. “I didn’t know you were in town. Everything’s a mess, but that doesn’t mean me and the missus can’t have a beer with you and Barb.”
“Well, we kinda snuck into town,” said Tommy. “I got a few murder warrants out for my arrest and I didn’t want anyone to know I was hiding out in your fair hamlet.”
Sheriff Andrews let out a hearty laugh. “Is that how you busted up your hand?” asked the Sheriff, pointing to Tommy’s left paw.
“Nah. That come from a knife fight with three ninjas.”
The comradery between the men was genuine. Hunter firmly believed if Tommy had an outstanding murder warrant, the friendly sheriff would look the other way.
“Hunter, right? It’s good to see you again,” said the sheriff.
“Same here, Sheriff,” replied Hunter. “Are you a little undermanned? I noticed you locked the door.”
Sheriff Andrews let out a sigh. “I never imagined it would get like this, fellas. I’ve got seventy-three employees within five divisions—admin, ops, detention, animal control, and emergency management. My personnel started calling out a week and a half ago. First, I reassigned animal control to detentions.”
“That makes sense,” interrupted Tommy with a laugh.
Sheriff Andrews look confused for a second; then he got the implication. “Yeah, I reckon it does. Eventually the admin folks stopped working and I was down to three 9-1-1 operators. Heck, I was taking calls sometimes and running dispatch too.”
“Sheriff, I have to ask. If you’ve locked the door and nobody is manning the ship, so to speak, who’s watching over the inmates in the county jail?”
“Nobody,” he replied. “Because I released them all.”
“Oh?” questioned Hunter.
“Wait. No, not here. This may have been cruel and unusual punishment, but I figured I was commuting their sentences, so it didn’t matter.”
Tommy looked concerned. “Did you shoot ’em all, Terry?”
“Come on, Tommy. Be serious. If I had any bad ones, I might have though. Nah, as we put together our blockade plan, I had the boys drive ’em down to Denver and let ’em loose. I took the two juvies back up to Red Mountain. We didn’t have the manpower to close off the town and man the jail at the same time.”
“How’s that going, by the way?” asked Hunter.
Sheriff Andrews checked his watch. Hunter didn’t want to impose, but it would be good to know if the guarded roadblocks were still in place.
“Very good, in fact. Setting them up early was the key. I have volunteers, now deputized, that assist. We could use a hand with the south side of town if you fellas have some extra time.”
“Sure,” Hunter said, not really meaning it. “As soon as Tommy heals up. It might be a week or so.”
“I’ll take what I can get,” said Sheriff Andrews. “The CHP has closed the Eisenhower Tunnel as of yesterday. We had a stream of folks fleeing California and Vegas, headed toward our neck of the woods. They’ll have a devil of a time getting across the Continental Divide. I hear the western slopes are inundated with travelers, many of whom are sick.”
The Eisenhower Tunnel was just west of Dillon and Breckenridge at Loveland Pass. A high mountain pass at nearly twelve thousand feet, Loveland marked the boundary along the Continental Divide between the eastern and western United States.
To allow for the ease of travel across the divide, the Eisenhower Tunnel was opened in 1973, allowing vehicles on Interstate 70 to pass directly through the mountain. Nearly two miles long, the tunnel had height and hazardous material restrictions. Truckers were forced to take a smaller highway located nearly a thousand feet above the Eisenhower Tunnel. A major east-west thoroughfare, the closing of the tunnel along I-70 would provide Breckenridge an extra layer of protection against outsiders.
“Terry, we found the body of a hiker up the mountain from the trailhead,” started Tommy. “We couldn’t find any identification on him and he appeared to have been dead for several days, so he was visually unidentifiable.”
“Do you think foul play was involved?” asked Sheriff Andrews.
“No,” replied Tommy. “It looks like he slipped and fell over a thirty-foot cliff. His body was badly broken and, of course, the animals got to him.”
“Has there been a missing persons report filed for a young man in his twenties or thirties?” asked Hunter.
“Oh, sure,” Sheriff Andrews replied with a sigh. “Before the phone lines went down around the country, I was receiving a dozen calls a day asking us to check on a visitor from out of state on vacation. We didn’t have the manpower to look for missing tourists much less our own.”
Tommy asked, “You mean locals are missing, too?”
“At first, I didn’t make much of it because folks go out of town in the summer or into Denver,” replied the sheriff. “You guys may not have heard, but the inmates are running the asylum down there. The military has pulled out and retreated to Colorado Springs. Their law enforcement has been decimated by death and defection. Listen, if I had my own to protect, I’d consider doing it as well. I have the missus working with me, so we’re always together.”
“Sheriff, what about the local missing persons? Is there any discernible pattern to their disappearance? You know, certain parts of town or neighborhoods.”
The sheriff studied Hunter before he answered. “Quite a few down around Baldy Road where Boreas Pass Road comes down out of the mountains. Why do you ask?”
“All infectious disease outbreaks begin with a patient zero, that one poor soul who passes the disease on to others. I was trying to determine if there was a pattern of missing persons from a particular neighborhood. It might be an indicator you have a plague outbreak within the community.”
“I see what you mean, Hunter,” added Tommy. “Look here, Terry. This disease takes no prisoners. In fact, you really should be wearing a mask and gloves like we are. Just to be safe.”
“Yeah, I’ve got them in the patrol car,” said Sheriff Andrews. “Listen, I appreciate the heads-up. I’ll have my wife review the reports again to look for a pattern. By the way, you folks have two-way radios up there?”
“Yes, we do, brand new, in fact. I need to break them out of the box,” replied Hunter.
Sheriff Andrews pulled a small notebook out of his shirt pocket and began to scribble some numbers on a blank page. “We’ve got a repeater tower right down Blue Lakes Road on Doc Cooley’s side of Red Mountain. You should have pretty good reception. Our main frequencies are 154.4000 and 155.58000. Our car-to-car frequency is 154.78500.”
“We don’t have a ham radio license, Terry,” said Tommy.
“With all your murder warrants, that’s the least of your trouble, old friend. Now listen, I’ve got to skedaddle. Let me know when you can take a few shifts down Route 9 near Timber Ridge. If I can’t get some help, we’re gonna have to pull the checkpoint closer to town.”
Tommy and the sheriff shook hands. Hunter acted like he had his hands full between the car keys and the slip of paper. Sheriff Andrews seemed like a friendly man. Too friendly when every person you met could have the plague.
 



Chapter 24
Day Fifty-Eight
Deep Roots Gardening Supply
Breckenridge
 
A few blocks away was the Deep Roots Gardening Supply and it was a happenin’ place. Located in a light industrial complex, the store catered to gardeners of all levels, including those who were into hydroponics. The company had a large selection of lights, indoor grow soil, materials to build a small greenhouse, and cannabis seeds. The locals were preparing for winter and the apocalypse by loading up on the Deep Roots’ proprietary seed—the Barberry Brute.
Eight or ten customers milled through the showroom floor as they waited on their seed and fertilizer orders. The Barberry Brute was the favorite of the Breck’s cannabis culture. Known for its increased yields and high resin production, growers were thrilled with the end result—a product with stable, premium genetics enjoyed by novice and experienced ganjapreneurs.
When Tommy approached the counter and asked the clerk what were the best seeds to grow for vegetables at high altitudes, the young man, who appeared to be sampling the product, burst out laughing.
“Dude, have you come to rob the place?” he said, pointing to Tommy’s mask and gloves. For several moments, most of the patrons enjoyed a chuckle at Tommy’s expense.
A couple cowering in the corner asked, “Are you sick?”
“No, we’re not robbers and we’re not sick.” Tommy laughed along with them, all the while mentally chastising the fools because you couldn’t eat marijuana and survive. Eating would be on their mind, however, when the stores ran out of munchies and the Huddle House was closed at three in the morning. Then what, dude?
A young woman emerged from the back of the store and began to dole out the Barberry Brute to her waiting customers. Despite the fact the highly sought after cannabis seed had quadrupled in price and only cash or gold was accepted in payment, the locals snatched up all they could afford.
She came to Tommy’s rescue while new patrons filled the store. “Sir, I’d be glad to help you. My name is Liz. If I understood correctly, you’d actually like to grow something edible. Not mixed in with brownies?”
Tommy studied the girl and sensed she wasn’t happy. “I take it you don’t approve.”
“No, it’s not that, although it gets a little old. It’s a livin’, you know?”
Tommy smiled and replied, “We all gotta pay the bills. Listen, can you help us? I’d like to build a small greenhouse on the southern exposure of my property. I have some flat ground that I’d like to till in the spring. The rest, naturally, tilts like a roller coaster.”
“Have you considered a Chinese greenhouse for your winter gardening? It can also be used to start your seeds in the spring.”
“No, I’m not familiar with it. What’s involved?”
“Basically, it’s a simple design. You build a passive solar greenhouse on the southern-facing side of your home, assuming you have lots of sunshine. We have a kit that includes everything you need. Since you’ve been so nice, unlike these potheads rolling in and out of here, I’ll sell it to you at regular price. But no checks or credit cards, okay?”
“Sounds more than fair,” replied Tommy. “Will you also get us a variety of seeds that will work up at the tree line, fertilizers, and soil.”
“I sure will. Also, I have a free guide on high-altitude organic gardening and a laminated hiker’s guide to edible wild plants in the Rockies. They might help you as well.”
Tommy waved Hunter over to speak with the young lady. She was clearly enamored with Hunter’s handsome appearance. Winter was coming and he’d decided to let his beard grow out. During that period between stubble and full beard, Hunter melted women’s hearts.
“Hunter, what types of vegetables would you like this young lady, um, Liz, to pick out for us?”
“Hi, Liz,” he started.
The young girl blushed.
“Let’s focus on root vegetables and spinach if it’ll grow. Plus any types of berries that grow up here.”
“Also, Liz,” added Tommy, “please make sure they’re all heirloom seeds.”
Hunter looked at Tommy and tilted his head. “What? Hairloom?”
“Heirloom. I’ll explain later.”
“Well, okay. I’ll get you started,” said Liz. “In the spring, you can come back and restock.”
“No, actually,” Hunter interrupted before she scampered to the stockroom, “Liz, we’ll buy it all. I’ll take all the seeds you have in stock, okay?”
“Sir, that’ll be over a thousand dollars. Are you sure?”
“I am. We’ll take all of it.”
“Just heirloom, Liz.”
“Got it!”
Tommy wandered toward the checkout counter to wait on their order. He whispered to Hunter, “You gotta bunch of money burning a hole in your pocket?”
“Sort of, but I have a theory. There might come a time when paper money will be worthless as our economy crashes further. Having those seeds may be the most valuable commodity in Summit County, worth far more than marijuana.”
“I thought you mentioned gold would be the new currency?” asked Tommy.
“That, too. I just think being able to grow your own food will be like growing your own money. People need food to survive. You can’t eat gold or dollars or marijuana.”
 



Chapter 25
Day Fifty-Eight
Cooley Ranch
West face of Red Mountain
 
Red Mountain rose thirteen thousand feet into the sky on the east side of McCullough Gulch from Quandary Peak. Although an interesting climb for experienced hikers, it had become known as the redheaded stepchild of its more famous neighbor, Quandary Peak. Hikers typically ventured to the top of Red Mountain in order to take pictures of the magnificent views of Quandary to the west.
Hunter and Tommy drove up the long, winding driveway through the pines. Twice, Hunter questioned whether this was the right place as the trees obscured the daylight. Tommy reminded Hunter that Doc had purchased a lot of land back when he hit it big on the poker circuit. He’d had many offers for several million dollars to sell the property for potential condominium developments. The offers were tempting, but Doc didn’t know what he’d do with all that money except go buy another place. He opted to stay, happy with the cards he’d been dealt.
The driveway entered a clearing and their loaded-down Jeep was greeted by two young men with rifles. Hunter slammed on the brakes, causing the Jeep to skid in the gravel. He immediately put his hands on the dash to put the guards at ease. He nodded to Tommy, who also showed his hands to the two men.
Suddenly, from their left, another man emerged with an AK-47 pointed at Hunter’s window. Now he was nervous. His mind raced, considering what evasive maneuvers were available to him. He’d waited too long. Hunter decided to let this play out.
“Hunter, it’s all right. That’s Doc’s son.”
Tommy leaned forward and waved to the third man, attempting to get his attention. Up the incline, Hunter saw a figure emerge from the front door onto the porch.
“Remove your masks so we can see your faces!” demanded one of the men.
Of course, Hunter thought to himself. He and Tommy had grown accustomed to wearing the N95s and had forgotten to take them off. They’re on edge anyway. Our masks didn’t help matters.
“Okay, okay,” said Tommy, who slowly pulled the mask around his neck. He looked to the left to make eye contact with Doc’s son. “It’s me, Tommy Hagan, from over at Quandary Peak. We came up here to see your dad.”
The young man reached to his shoulder and keyed a microphone. He turned away from the Jeep as he spoke. Hunter continued to study the figure on the porch. The silhouette raised an arm and appeared to have a two-way radio. A moment later, the young man was tapping on their window.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Hagan. Would you mind rolling down your window?”
Hunter obliged and a handsome young guy in his early twenties greeted them. “Hi, Mr. Hagan. We’re standing watch twenty-four seven now. Dad said y’all can drive on up to the house.”
“Derek, right?” asked Tommy.
“Yes, sir.”
“Derek, this is my daughter’s friend Hunter. He’s good as gold, okay?”
“Nice to meet you, sir,” said Derek.
Sir? How old is he? How old am I? Hunter looked in the rearview mirror to glance at his face.
“Nice to meet you as well, Derek. Say, I noticed you chose the AK. Why not the AR-15?” Hunter wanted to establish a rapport with the young man, seeking common ground by discussing weaponry.
“Truthfully, Dad and them got a good deal a few years ago. I like it because it’s durable and reliable. It rarely jams. We live in the mountains, where our weapons are prone to dirt, dust, and mud. The AK-47 is simple and perfect for our environment.”
Hunter was impressed. “Are you ex-military, Derek?”
“Nah, I like to read a lot. It’s nice to meet you.”
Derek tapped the top of the Jeep and waved the other two men to step aside. Hunter and Tommy drove the final two hundred yards up to the main house.
Doc Cooley’s ranch consisted of two thousand acres of mountain terrain rising up to the tree line of Red Mountain. The ridges bordering his property on the north and south created a bowl effect, which provided them some flat terrain.
He’d built a massive log home that rose to a peak in the middle. A wraparound covered porch provided him a view in all directions. Scattered about the property were outbuildings, including a guesthouse, two barns, a four-car garage and covered feeders for the Irish Black and Irish Red cattle that roamed just outside the perimeter fence surrounding their home.
As Tommy and Hunter exited the Jeep, Doc waved to them from the porch. “Y’all come on in. Sorry about the welcoming committee. We’ve had some trouble since the world began to collapse.”
Hunter reached the porch first. The men shook hands, once again violating Mac’s instructions. Tommy gave his friend a bro-hug and immediately asked, “What kind of trouble?”
“We’ve had a couple of the heifers go missing from the back forty. I don’t know who could’ve gotten up there to get them. Pretty dang sure they didn’t descend from the heavens, ’cause that’s about the only way anybody can access that part of the ranch.”
Tommy couldn’t resist. “Hey, maybe it’s the space aliens. You know they’ve just found several new planets nearby that could support life. Maybe they stopped by for a steak?”
Doc laughed and patted Tommy on the back as he led them into the massive thirty-foot-tall log home. “Come on inside, old buddy. I think I need to check you out for altitude sickness. Or have you been in the wacky weed?”
“No weed, but I am actually here because I almost sliced my thumb off.” Tommy held up his hand for Doc to see. “We’ve got a little gal staying with us who’s a veterinarian and also worked with Mac at the CDC. She did a pretty good job but insisted I come see you.”
“I’m glad you came over,” started Doc as he carefully unwrapped the bandages. “I’ve been meaning to get over to see how you all are comin’ along. It’s been a little hectic with our preparations.”
While Doc poked and prodded Tommy’s hand, Hunter reminded him of their conversation in his office eleven days ago. “I told you the storm was coming. We just spoke with Sheriff Andrews, who appears to have his hands full keeping people out of Breckenridge. He didn’t mention anything about cases of the plague in the area. We thought you might be able to tell us.”
Doc stepped toward the kitchen and picked up his black bag. As a small-town doctor, he was still able to make house calls to his close friends if they needed his assistance. His bag was always by his side.
As he put fresh bandages on Tommy’s hand, he brought the guys up to speed. “You’re in good shape, Tommy. Tell the young lady she did a great job.”
“Thanks, Doc,” said Tommy.
As Doc repacked his medical bag, he continued. “During the middle of the summer, our population levels are at their lowest. Local businesses use the off-season as a time to go on vacation elsewhere. Most of the tourists come in the winter for ski season. In that respect, we were very lucky.
“As for plague cases, we had a few early on and we sent them to Denver. Our medical facilities are not designed for infectious disease cases. Seriously, we couldn’t handle one patient. Easily eighty percent of our patients are sports-related injuries. They play hard. Break bones. Then we fix ’em up.”
“That’s good news,” said Hunter, adding, “I mean about the plague cases. It sounds like Sheriff Andrews secured the town early enough to avoid outsiders from infecting the local residents.”
“Oh yeah. Terry and I’ve discussed this eventuality for a long time,” started Doc. “The world is a dangerous place and our country faces a lot of threats. A pandemic was one of our big three along with nuclear EMPs and cyber attacks. As soon as the early reports came out showing diseased patients in the Denver emergency rooms, we knew the alarm bells your daughter raised in Washington that day were justified. We’ve been gettin’ ready for pert near a month now.”
Tommy looked toward the kitchen. “Where’s Mary? She doin’ all right?”
“Physically, yes,” replied Doc. “Mentally, not so good. She’s mad about all of this. She thought the President could’ve done more to protect our country, but I tried to explain it isn’t that easy. We’ll have a hard enough time protectin’ our little town. Keepin’ the plague out of the U. S. of A. was dang near impossible. Try as I may, I can’t seem to get to her. Basically, I think her give a damn is busted.”
“Doc,” started Hunter, “I’m glad the sheriff is on top of things. The threats to the community are going to be different from the big three you mentioned before. Of course, if the plague enters somehow, some tough decisions will have to be made concerning the infected individuals.”
“Have you heard about this Level 6 deal?” asked Doc. “It was on CNN. The government gave the authority to the military and LEOs to kill anyone infected or suspected of being infected. That’s a pretty heavy burden to carry.”
“Cast one out to protect the many,” said Tommy.
“That’s a good way of putting it, Tommy,” added Hunter.
Doc rendered his opinion. “It’s hard-core, but I think it would be the right decision to make. My missus asked why would they kill everyone? My answer was simple. Because they’re afraid. Fear feeds the worst in all of us. It drives the most despicable of our natures to the surface.”
Doc stood up and walked over to the bar. He poured himself a whiskey and offered one to the guys. Tommy accepted a glass, but Hunter passed. While the men downed the first glass and then poured another, Hunter took a moment to look around the room. The interior design was very manly. Post and beam construction. Lots of woodwork. Hunting trophies were scattered on the walls.
Doc continued. “As the sick die off, a new fight will emerge for survival and that’s starvation. Those folks down there are used to their Whole Foods and Safeway stores being fully stocked just waitin’ on them to show up every day. That’s over. All the stores are closed, emptied, or looted. Most people only have a few days of groceries in their pantry. When it runs out, they’ll become desperate.”
“This situation won’t just be confined to the big cities like Denver,” added Hunter. “Breckenridge will have the same issues. Eventually, the town will be out of food and its residents will be looking to their neighbors for help. It will get ugly, Doc.”
“We know and that’s why we have the guys patrolling twenty-four seven. I told Derek, never let your guard down.”
“Good advice,” said Tommy as he lifted his glass to Doc.
“One other thing, on a local level,” Doc said before he polished off his whiskey. “We hear through the grapevine they’ve established safe zones for uninfected people down in Colorado Springs. A lot of folks are heading down that way to seek refuge.”
Hunter shook his head. “Here’s the thing, guys. In the course of societal and economic collapse, rumors will run rampant that there will be government-established safe zones—a proverbial oasis in the desert. I’d warn people against it. If you survive the trip, you might be disappointed in what you find.”
 



Chapter 26
Day Fifty-Eight
Quandary Peak
 
Hunter dropped Tommy and his gardening gear off at the house. They carried the greenhouse kit around back and Hunter retrieved the chain saw and bar oil. The activities of Doc Cooley and Sheriff Andrews reminded him that security starts from the center and works its way out. They’d taken steps to secure their borders; now Hunter needed to add another level of protection to his.
He loaded up the Jeep with an extra fuel can and a five-gallon bucket containing several nine millimeter handguns and hundreds of rounds of ammunition. The bucket would be the first weapons cache he planned to hide around the wooded hillsides on Blue Lakes Road. If their home was compromised, the group would have guns at their disposal.
The chain saw and a shovel rounded out the gear for the project. Mac had just descended from her lab when he picked up the bar and chain oil from the basement.
“Hey, stranger!” she exclaimed. “I saw more of you when you spent your days jettin’ around the world, chasing bad guys. What are you up to?”
“Mac, I remember you,” said Hunter sarcastically. “You’re playin’ with mice all day, I hear.”
She gave him a hug and he led her outside into the backyard. Mac had to pause for a moment to allow her eyes to adjust to the bright sun. She spent most of her waking hours in the lab, undertaking the modifications necessary to get the formula to her satisfaction. Her first three mice had been injected with the plague and were now symptomatic. She would inject them with the first experimental doses of antibodies tomorrow.
“I’ve lost my tan,” she said with a laugh. Her skin was never overly tanned, but she was much lighter than Hunter, who had browned nicely at the higher elevation.
“Do you feel like hanging out with me for an hour?” asked Hunter.
Mac snuggled up close and whispered in his ear, “Whadya have in mind, big boy?”
Hunter laughed and thrust the orange bottle of bar and chain oil in between their faces. “I’m gonna do some lumberjackin’.”
“Cool. I’m in. Let me change clothes and grab my gun. I’ll meet you out front.”
Hunter tried to smack her fanny as she bolted off, but he missed. He made his way to the Jeep and finished loading it. One of the other things he planned on doing before he blocked the road was taking the barbed wire from the house down the street. The home appeared abandoned, as there had been no signs of life in ten days. Hunter could enhance their security by stringing it around the perimeter.
“Let’s go,” said Mac as she bounced down the stairs. “It’s my patrol shift next. When we’re done, I’ll relieve Janie and walk the road. You can join me if you want. If you don’t want to—”
“I’ll want to,” said Hunter with a wink and a smile.
They drove to the point where Hunter planned on dropping the trees across the road. There was a stand of pines on the uphill side of Blue Lakes Road. It was always easier to drop a tree on a downward slope than sending it uphill. He unloaded the chain saw and weapons bucket on the shoulder of the road. Then he and Mac drove to the first house on their right, where the shed was located.
“Mac, I don’t know what to expect here, but I wanna do the right thing and ask first.”
“I’ll come with you,” added Mac. “Sometimes the presence of a woman is less intimidating to a stranger. Us girls give a less menacing impression.”
“Okay, let’s go see if anyone’s home.” Hunter approached the front door of the small white clapboard farmhouse. He knocked on the door and it popped open. Hunter immediately drew his sidearm and peered through the crack.
“Hello,” he shouted. “Is anyone home?”
The house was silent. He turned to Mac, who drew her pistol and nodded back. Slowly, Hunter pushed the door open to get a better view of the foyer and living room. The room had been ransacked.
Hunter lowered himself and advised Mac to do the same to create a smaller target. With the door fully opened, the room became lighter and Hunter was able to see the damage. It appeared to have been looted. He instructed Mac to watch his back as he cleared the kitchen and then the dining room. They were also trashed. The kitchen cupboards had been emptied onto the floor and there was evidence that some of the food had been eaten by the burglars while they were in the house.
A hallway led from the living room to the other end of the house. The farther Hunter moved toward a closed door at the end, the worse the smell of death became. He reached into his pocket and placed his N95 mask over his face. Mac’s was still around her neck, so she quickly affixed it over her mouth and nose as well.
She gave him a knowing look and nod. Both of them knew what death smelled and looked like. With his weapon trained on the center of the door, Hunter turned the knob to the master bedroom entry and kicked the door open.
He quickly moved his gun from side to side, ready to shoot anything that moved. Except for the dead bodies thrown across the bed, the room was clear.
“Hunter, don’t touch anything,” warned Mac.
“No problem. Do you think they had the disease?”
“A logical question, but I don’t see any evidence of blood on the bedding or their clothing.”
Hunter checked the bathroom and found it empty, but also looted. Satisfied they were safe, he set about opening the bedroom windows to allow some fresh air to flow through the house. Mac visually examined the bodies.
After death, the rate of decay within the human body was generally split into two distinct processes. Initially, rigor mortis, or the stiffening of the body, set in about two to six hours after death. Rigor was part of the first stage of self-digestion, where the body’s enzymes went into a post-death meltdown. The process could be sped up by extreme heat and, likewise, slowed down by the cold.
The next stage was known as putrefaction, or decomposition, in which the body literally began the process of melting down. Bacteria and enzymes within the body broke down their host. The body became discolored—first turning green, then purple, and finally black. As the bacteria attacked the body, it created a putrid-smelling gas, which caused the body to bloat, the eyes to bulge out of their sockets, and the tongue to swell and protrude. Eventually, by day five, this gas had created enough internal pressure to release through the body’s orifices.
“How long have they been dead?” asked Hunter.
“At least a week, maybe longer,” replied Mac. “There’s no evidence of dried blood around their faces or on the bedding. The fluids you see on the floor are part of the body’s natural decomposition. I don’t see any evidence of trauma in the form of broken bones, cracked skulls, etcetera.”
“Are you sure it’s not the plague? I mean, it’s been ten days and the bacteria is likely dead, right?”
“Yeah, I don’t think it was the plague. Without further analysis, the cause of death could have been suicide.”
Hunter looked around the room. The couple appeared to be elderly, but there were no prescription bottles to be found. “If they took an overdose, I’d think there might be a note and some evidence of their chosen method. Look at the bodies. They appear to be thrown onto the bed, almost as if they were dumped and discarded.”
“I can see that. Without an autopsy, it’s difficult to say. But the whole scene seems off.”
“Let’s go outside and breathe,” said Hunter.
At the front of the house, they looked across the way at two more homes that appeared abandoned. The fourth home, located to their right, was set farther back in the woods.
“Should we go check on the other neighbors?” asked Mac.
“I’ve been debating this since we arrived. Part of me thought it would be a good idea to get to know the people who live here permanently. I was also concerned about getting too chummy with them. You know, avoid eye contact.”
“Why?” asked Mac.
“We don’t have enough food to share with the unprepared. I envisioned a scenario where they came knocking on our door, looking for something to eat. What do we say to them? If we feed them, they’ll just be back for more. If we don’t feed them, they might get mad. The next time they come around, they might bring friends and guns.”
Mac walked toward the street and looked through the pines at the home next door. “What do you want to do? Nothing is fine by me.”
“That’s my first inclination, but consider this. Since we’ve been here, we’ve come into contact with three human beings and all of them were dead. If something is going on up here resulting in people getting killed, I’d rather know about it and be ready than be unconcerned and dead.”
Mac walked over to the Jeep and grabbed their rifles. She handed Hunter his and said, “Lead the way. I’ve got your six.”
“Whoa,” Hunter started with a smile. “I’m impressed.”
“Yeah, I remember it from that movie Zero Dark Thirty. After we got back from Greece, I wanted to see what you did for a living. You’re nuts.”
“Thanks,” said Hunter with a chuckle. “Let’s go.”
They moved down the tree-lined driveway of the next house, using the large pines as cover. As Hunter reached a tree, he’d cover Mac as she advanced. Likewise, she’d cover him as he moved forward. In a short period of time, they were able to reach the house undetected.
Hunter immediately noticed the front door was open. He decided to search the perimeter of the home first to look for other signs of forced entry. A barn with an old car parked in it was set to the rear of the property. The rear door was open and clothes littered the backyard.
“More looters,” mumbled Hunter as he waved Mac forward.
He quickly crossed the overgrown lawn and slipped quietly into the kitchen. With his gun at the ready, he moved room to room, searching every corner and hiding spot to ensure that the house was empty.
As in the prior house, they found a bedroom door closed, but this time there was not the rancid smell of death emanating down the hallway. Without hesitation, Hunter kicked the door in, hoping to startle anybody on the other side.
The room was empty, but there was evidence of foul play. Blood had been smeared on the wall going into the bathroom. Both bloody handprints and blood splatter were found on the bathroom door and the frame.
Hunter moved past Mac and approached the bathroom door. It was slightly ajar. He quickly pushed it open and was greeted with a rush of air. A patio door was slightly open into an enclosed porch.
Propped up against the half wall of the screened porch was another dead body. This time, the corpse had not decayed as badly as the one next door. It appeared the person’s throat had been slit.
Mac got closer to the corpse. She studied the man’s throat and neck. “Do you see how it’s been severed?”
“Yeah, it’s deep enough to cut into the bone. I don’t see a murder weapon anywhere.”
“I don’t either,” said Mac. “Hunter, we have to call the police. Something’s going on around here and it’s way too close for comfort.”
Hunter led Mac out of the room. He loaded the barbed wire into the back of the Jeep. He would contact the sheriff’s office using the two-way radios, but he was going to beef up their security first. There was a murderer running around these mountains.
 



Chapter 27
Day Fifty-Nine
Cheyenne Mountain
 
Rolling blackouts had begun in major cities across the country over the last week to ten days. The primary cause of the outages was lack of personnel at all levels of the nation’s power grid. While it was true the nation’s power was largely computerized, people were still required to monitor the functionality of the system and make corrections or repairs when necessary.
As Americans died from the plague pandemic, the employees of the major power companies were included in those numbers. As the President cautioned Americans against social interaction, employees refused to come to work. In effect, the nation’s critical infrastructure was on autopilot. It wasn’t damaged. It just wasn’t supervised.
Within Cheyenne Mountain, a continuous supply of power wasn’t an issue, yet. There were fifteen buildings within the complex, all of which were freestanding and connected by hallways. Each building was designed to withstand an earthquake or nuclear blast because they floated on thirteen hundred giant springs. In the event of a quake or a nuclear attack, the buildings would bounce on the springs and never touch the solid granite walls that protected them.
Likewise, all the water, sewage, and electrical lines running between the buildings were made of flexible material, allowing them to move as the buildings move. Cheyenne Mountain was an engineering marvel designed to protect our government from the worst natural and man-made disasters envisioned by man.
The complex was designed to receive its power from the City of Colorado Springs. Because Cheyenne Mountain arose out of the government’s fear of a nuclear-generated electromagnetic pulse, the design engineers also assumed the power grid servicing Colorado Springs might fail. Unfortunately, they didn’t have the foresight to harden the grid outside of the complex, nor did they envision that the failure of the interconnected grid could be long-lasting.
With short-term power outages in mind, the engineers created five underground lakes inside the mountain. Four were large water reservoirs that were used for drinking, industrial, and cooling uses. The fifth man-made lake, which was sealed behind a closed wall, was filled with diesel fuel.
If the complex had to be sealed off due to a nuclear attack, or during a power failure, the diesel was available to operate six underground, locomotive-size generators capable of powering a small city. Every system—water, power, and HVAC—was triple-redundant and built to achieve the five nines measure of reliability, which is 99.999%. These generators, supported by massive battery banks, could power the facility indefinitely in an emergency, as that term was defined in 1966 when Cheyenne Mountain opened.
It had been eleven days since the President and the government had been evacuated into Cheyenne Mountain, but it had only been two days since the power failed in Colorado Springs. When the President demanded the military do whatever it takes to bring the grid back up, he was surprised to learn the interdependency of the entire system prevented one electric utility company from operating separately from the others.
As the power grids began to fail across the country, a cascading effect took place, causing brownouts at first, followed by total blackouts in the last forty-eight hours. Only Texas, whose grid was independent of the eastern and western connected grids, still maintained power although the state was hard hit by the plague pandemic. It was a matter of time before their utility companies experienced the same manpower shortages as the rest of the country.
The President insisted two cabinet members be involved in the domestic daily briefing, which included the surgeon general and the chairman of the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, who would appear by satellite linkup. The surgeon general would report daily death counts from around the world as they became available. The chairman of FERC would keep the President apprised of the nation’s critical infrastructure.
“Mr. President,” started the surgeon general, “the worldwide death toll is estimated to be seventy-seven percent at this point. More and more people are dying as a result of social unrest as well as from the plague.”
“I’ve seen the news reports,” said the President. “How does CNN find ways to broadcast when the power is going out everywhere? Never mind. Who cares? What else?”
The surgeon general continued. “The water supply has been cut off to most metropolitan areas, which is forcing people to drink bacteria-laden water from creeks, lakes, and rivers. Dysentery has become a major problem around the world, not just third-world nations. In order to quench their thirst and avoid dehydration, people drink tainted water, which causes diarrhea and vomiting, two leading causes of dehydration.”
“Tell me, other than the Level 6 eradication protocol, which I’ll cover in a moment, how long will it take for this disease to disappear?”
“Sir, we’ve established the disease is incurable and there are no available preventative vaccines. We’ve adopted a three-pronged approach to surviving the plague pandemic. First, we have implemented the Level 6 protocol. I’ll let DHS speak to that.
“Next, our initial establishment of safe zones is under way. It’s too early to declare it a success or failure, but the plans I’ve seen should work. Finally, our campaign of suggesting social distancing as a matter of course has been adopted by a majority of Americans except those few who’ve chosen to create chaos in the streets.”
“Back to my question. Give me a time frame,” demanded the President.
“Our three-pronged attack, once fully implemented, would mean there could be a last patient. In other words, by separating the infected from the healthy members of society through whatever means available, at some point the human hosts will expire. Theoretically, that would be two weeks after the last patient succumbs to the disease.”
The President slammed his hands on the conference table. “Good lord, man. Can’t you give me a straight answer? You equivocate as much as any lawyer I’ve ever spoken to.”
“Sir, I guess my answer is probably never,” the surgeon general responded.
“What?” The President was shocked.
“Mr. President, studies of the plague pandemics in Medieval England suggest that the disease- causing bacterium Y. pestis persisted in rodents between recurrences in people. The theory suggested by the scientists is known as the vole toll.”
“What’s a vole toll?”
“A vole is comparable to a mole. It’s very small and common to most environs around the world. They’re more common in Europe, but they exist everywhere. As a mammal, they are a perfect host for the Y. pestis bacterium.” The surgeon general looked to Morse and the other members of the briefing.
Morse nodded, encouraging him to continue.
“In Europe, these small mammals contracted the disease and played the role of plague reservoirs. When a warmer than usual summer came to Europe, the vole population would expand to be many times larger than normal, which brought them into contact with other mammals, including humans. The plague outbreak would resurface until it expired on its own.”
The President leaned back in his chair. “Are you saying the plague will never go away?”
“Mr. President, it never has gone away completely, which is why we are facing this pandemic today. The plague existed in Madagascar, although it was the terrorists who hastened its spread around the world. To answer your question, this strain of the plague may reach a state of relative dormancy within several months, but it will never go away.”
The President leaned forward and growled at his advisors. “What I want to know is whether we’re gonna run out of fuel to power this facility before or after the last plague case is disposed of.”
“I can speak to that, Mr. President,” replied the chairman of FERC. “After you expressed your concerns yesterday about the power outages and how they impact Cheyenne Mountain, I put together an action plan that should allay your concerns. We believe the diesel reservoir within the mountain can sustain operations for many months.”
“He just said the plague won’t be gone anytime soon, maybe even years,” the President stated sarcastically. “Many months may not be enough.”
“Sir, if I may,” said the FERC chairman. “Under your executive powers granted in a time of national crisis, you can order the military to seize the Trenton Diesel Refinery owned by Dakota Oil in North Dakota. Utilizing the Keystone XL pipeline, we can divert diesel to the Colorado pipeline system and straight here to Colorado Springs. Refueling of the large diesel lake reservoir can be tricky under the circumstances, but it can be done.”
The President turned to Morse. “Draft the EO. Also, find out what kind of pesticide kills these vole things. I want them all taken out too.”
“Yes, sir, Mr. President,” said Morse.
“Now speaking of rats burrowed in the mountain, let’s talk about how we’re gonna flush out these terrorists from their caves.”
 



Chapter 28
Day Fifty-Nine
Cheyenne Mountain
 
The surgeon general and the chairman of FERC left the conference room, leaving the President’s inner circle to conduct their daily briefing on homeland security. General Keef, the Secretary of Defense, and General Gallagher, who was now formally the new Secretary of Homeland Security, prepared to brief the President.
“Before we get started, do you two see where I’m coming from? When they built Cheyenne Mountain, they didn’t expect us to stay down here forever. I’m trying to think ahead.”
“Absolutely, Mr. President,” replied General Keef. “All of these issues need to be addressed. I’m keeping tabs on our food intake. As you know, the facility is full to capacity when you include the nonessential personnel.”
“This is what concerns me,” said the President. “The facility was designed to survive a nuclear war. Even with mutual destruction, we’d be able to get out of here at some point. With this plague, there’s no end in sight.”
“Mr. President, we have more than sufficient food and supplies stored at the underground facility at Stapleton,” continued General Keef. “Logistics might be an issue, but not if the plague continues to spread. By the time we need to access Stapleton’s reserves, the population will be decimated, and any hostile resistance outside our safe zones will have been virtually eliminated.”
The President chuckled. He smiled and pointed to General Keef. “You know what I like about you. You’re not some wet-noodle bureaucrat like those two that just left the room. Hard core. That’s what you are. You recognize people are going to die and, quite likely, we’re going to expedite the process. But it’s necessary for the greater good, right, General?”
“It is, sir,” she replied. “Mr. President, in that vein, let me explain our military options in the Qandil Mountains.”
“Good, please proceed.”
“Sir, our assets in the region are limited at this time due to your recall of the military. However, we continue to deploy the Navy’s 5th Fleet in the Persian Gulf. The primary reason was to provide security and cover for our departing troops but, secondarily, to be able to strike back against the Iranians in the event they tried to take advantage of the situation.”
“Brilliant, continue.”
“Yes, sir. We have two mission-ready battle groups in the Gulf. Both the Independence and the George Washington remain at full readiness. Two dozen F-14B Tomcats and another six dozen F/A-18C Hornets have the firepower and range to bomb their targets into oblivion once they are confirmed.”
The President clapped his hands and leaned back in his chair. “Finally, somebody is ready to give the American people what they want—justice.”
“Mr. President, as I said, we need confirmed targets, and between worldwide power outages and downed communications, that is proving difficult.”
“General,” started the President, “you must have some idea of their location, right?”
“Well, yes, sir. But the Tomcats and Hornets are best suited for precision strikes. If we are going to strike a larger cover area, we’d need to consider a much larger ordnance.”
“Like?”
“The GBU43/B is our largest nonnuclear option, Mr. President,” replied General Keef. “Sir, that’s dubbed the mother of all bombs, or MOAB.”
“I’m familiar,” said the President. “The last occupant of my job enjoyed its use, as I recall.”
The MOAB was thirty feet long and weighed twenty-two thousand pounds, including its nine tons of explosives. Although its explosive yield was a fraction of a nuclear weapon, it still packed a devastating punch.
In its initial use, the MOAB targeted ISIS tunnels and caves deep in the remote, mountainous regions of Afghanistan. It was designed to maximize the blast effect into the caves and tunnels created by ISIS fighters.
“Sir, the overpressure from the weapon sends shock waves through the tunnel systems that will kill everyone within a certain range. Further, as a thermobaric bomb, it generates both heat and pressure. It sets off a huge blast, burying everyone alive.”
“Let’s hope none of our enemies have anything like this,” said the President. “It might make for a bad day inside Cheyenne Mountain.”
“Actually, sir, our intelligence indicates the Russians do,” added General Keef. “We believe they’ve built a much larger bomb, the FOAB—the father of all bombs. However, it has never been tested.”
“General, find the target and keep me posted. I want to do this sooner rather than later.”
General Keef nodded and made a few notes. She thumbed through a three-ring binder, which she always carried under her arm since her arrival at Cheyenne Mountain. The contents included troop locations and movements.
“Sir, we have a C-130 presently stationed at Jabir Air Base in Kuwait as part of the 386th Expeditionary Wing. It was scheduled to bring the last airmen of the Kentucky Air Guard back to Louisville tomorrow. With your permission, sir, I’ll hold that aircraft at Jabir. Unknown to the Kuwaiti Air Force, we’ve kept a MOAB under wraps for just such an occasion as this one.”
“Very good. General, one more question. You mentioned the blast yield of eleven tons. What is the blast radius?”
“One mile, sir. It will demolish everything within one mile.”
“What if the vermin are hiding out in caves all over those mountains? What are our options to provide a bigger blast radius?” asked the President.
“Nuclear, sir. A one-megaton bomb will yield a four-mile annihilation radius.”
“Good,” said the President. “That sounds much more effective.”
 



Chapter 29
Day Sixty
Quandary Peak
 
Barb assisted Mac in getting suited up for another day in the lab. The process undertaken by Mac was tedious. Before she and Hunter made the decision to abandon the Fort Collins facility, she had been thinking of this eventuality. Like Hunter with his ever-expanding list of beans, bullets, and Band-Aids, Mac was making mental notes of ways to continue her work in an unconventional environment. Mac’s frustration centered on the amount of time it took to go through the chemical processes.
Mac came from a scientific family. Her father’s primary field of study was chemistry and her mother was a biologist. Molecular biology overlaps with biology and chemistry, and in particular, genetics and biochemistry. Mac was well-versed in understanding how various cellular systems interacted in terms of DNA and protein synthesis.
Tedious best describes the work Mac was doing in the lab every day. One had to have a certain mindset to remain isolated from the outside world. Her work was very private as she carefully manipulated the samples to create something new. Her mind never wandered to the probabilities of success or failure. She became singularly focused on the task at hand—cure the incurable.
Hunter had completed the construction of her lab three days ago and she immediately injected three mice with the pneumonic plague bacteria. During that period, Mac went through the thirty steps necessary to make the first batch of vancomycin-d-ala-d-lac compound.
“Dear, you should be able to see visible signs of the disease in the test subjects today,” said Barb. “Pustules should have appeared overnight. Their skin should reveal bulging patches of skin full of pus.”
“These mice are very small, Mom. I can’t fault Janie. She snuck two out in her briefcase last year to keep as pets and to create offspring. At the time, she was dating this weird guy in her condo complex who had a pet albino boa constrictor.”
“Mac, that’s gross. What was Janie thinking?”
Mac laughed as she gave her gear one final check. She inserted her headphones into her ears and began to set her headgear in place.
“He was actually a nice guy, except for the snake thing. Janie wanted to be a dutiful girlfriend, so she smuggled out a couple of the lab mice and they kept breeding. She grew to like the snake better than the boyfriend. Anyway, these dozen are the last of her pets.”
Barb shrugged and shook her head. The sound of hammers banging from outside startled them both. The guys had started their greenhouse project.
“Is that gonna bother you?” asked Barb as she sealed Mac’s headgear and gave her a pat on the head.
“Nope. I’ve got my iPod tucked inside and this,” replied Mac, holding up a wireless remote. “I can turn it up as loud as I need to. Okay, I’ll see you later, Mom.”
“Good luck today and be careful!”
“Always. With luck, I’ll inject our first dose of a miracle cure for the plague!”
Mac passed through the makeshift decontamination chamber and into the laboratory. As the chatter and activity increased outside, she opted for country music instead of her beloved classical tracks. She scrolled down the playlist and picked COUNTRY-FEMALE.
Her first step was to check the health of her first three test mice. She delicately examined their backs, chests, and faces. The mice were agitated due to the onset of the disease in their bodies. With a tinge of guilt, she was glad to see that the disease had taken hold. This would be her first opportunity to test her theory.
She turned up the volume on her iPod as Carrie Underwood and Miranda Lambert started a fast-paced tune that was one of Mac’s favorites.
“… got a real good feelin’ somethin’ bad’s about to happen …”
 



Chapter 30
Day Sixty
Blue Lakes Road at County Road 9
Quandary Peak
 
Hunter had raised Sheriff Andrews on one of the BaoFeng dual-band radios the night before, using the frequencies he’d been provided. One was kept on the kitchen counter to be monitored day and night for activity. The other was taken on patrol at all times. In hindsight, Hunter would have purchased a couple of Midland two-way radios for security use and saved the BaoFeng for longer-range communications. Finding a signal with the handheld ham radios was difficult in the mountains. The emergency band tower across the valley near the top of Red Mountain allowed the Summit County Sheriff’s Office transmissions to come across crystal clear.
By the time he and Janie arrived on the scene, an ambulance was removing the dead bodies from the first house and two sheriff’s deputies were entering the homes across the street. Sheriff Andrews stood in the middle of Blue Lakes Road with his hands on his hips, looking in all directions.
“Good morning, Sheriff,” greeted Hunter. “This is my friend Janie Turnbull.”
Janie and the sheriff greeted one another. Sheriff Andrews continued to watch the front door of the home the deputies had just entered.
“I’m trying to make sense of it all,” he said. The paramedics just arrived at the back of their ambulance with the second body. “On the surface, the older couple in this house appeared to be a possible suicide, perhaps by poison or medication. There weren’t any visible wounds or signs of blunt force trauma. We’ve had other folks in Breckenridge opt out by taking their own lives.”
“Do you know anything about them, Sheriff?”
“No. Computers are down, but none of us can remember responding to a call at any of these homes, much less arresting any of these folks. These two were retired, as best we can tell.”
“Sheriff, I’ve spent a lot of time in morgues and around autopsies. Would you mind if I take a quick look?” asked Janie.
“Sure, go ahead.”
Janie pulled a pair of gloves out of her pocket and approached the medical personnel. She began to examine the bodies, which had decomposed further since Hunter and Mac discovered them.
“All clear, Sheriff!” shouted the deputies as they emerged from the first home across the street. “It has been looted.”
“No surprise there, I guess,” said the Sheriff. Doc Cooley’s pickup truck pulled onto Blue Lakes Road toward them. Hunter recognized the fire engine red vehicle immediately. “Here comes Doc. He’s also our county coroner.”
“Howdy, boys,” said Doc as he arrived. He glanced over and saw Janie looking over the bodies. “Who’s she?”
“That’s Janie. She’s the one who sewed up Tommy’s hand.”
“Very cute,” added Derek, causing the guys to laugh.
Doc slapped his boy on the back. “I’ve always said that there’s nothing sexier than a purdy young girl fawning over a corpse.”
“Reckon she needs some help, Pop?” asked Derek.
“I’ll do the helpin’, son. Terry, do you want Derek to do anything?” asked Doc.
“Nah. There’s another body down that way and I’ve got the guys checking out these properties.”
“Three dead? That’s gonna throw this year’s numbers way off,” said Doc with a devious chuckle. Hunter suspected most coroner’s numbers would be way off this year. “Being the coroner is not a taxing job in Summit County. We only had eighty-two deaths last year and most of those were visitors. More than half of the deaths were caused by heart attack. The high altitude can be difficult on the body’s circulation system. It causes the heart to work overtime.”
Hunter made a mental note to pass this along to Mac. She’d noticed that the laboratory mice were showing early symptoms of the disease several days before humans were. It might be because of the altitude.
“Doc, why don’t you take a look at those bodies with Janie and see if y’all come up with a cause of death,” said Sheriff Andrews. The Cooleys walked over to the back of the ambulance and made their introductions. Sheriff Andrews turned his attention to Hunter. “I don’t want to make a big deal of this, Hunter, but I can use someone with your experience around here. This sort of thing has happened in another part of the county, and now I’m receiving reports of gangs moving out of Denver and Colorado Springs and heading toward Breckenridge from the south. I need the kind of help you can provide.”
This caught Hunter off guard and he avoided eye contact for a moment. Hunter didn’t want to lie and make up excuses. The sheriff genuinely needed his help, and in a small close-knit community like this one, you never knew when the sheriff would be needed to come to your aid.
“Sheriff, let me be honest with you. I’ve made a commitment to three lady scientists that I’d protect them from the plague and the thugs who take advantage of a situation like this one. Tommy is a freak of nature at sixty years old and his capabilities with a weapon are outstanding. But I just don’t feel comfortable pulling away from them with things like this going on right down our street.”
“Hey, I fully understand. The world is a dangerous place. I’m shorthanded and I’ve got to look to folks who are willing to become community leaders. I want to protect the south part of town, but there isn’t sufficient population to maintain a roadblock down at Timber Ridge. Most of the homes are vacation rentals and empty.”
“Will you have to pull the roadblock altogether or just move it closer to town?”
“First step is to move it closer to town, based upon the volunteers I can get. Of course, certain of those volunteers will be deputized, issued weapons, and a sheriff’s office car if requested. I’ll also give you access to the fuel depot for your vehicles. I’ve got plenty stored underground and secured under lock and key.”
Hunter liked the way the sheriff sweetened the pot. The additional weapons would be a plus. The sheriff’s car was a great addition to their security. Nothing screams go away like a sheriff’s car parked at the front of your neighborhood. Finally, the offer of access to the county’s fuel reserves sealed the deal. “Okay, let me ask this. What if—”
“It was murder, Terry,” shouted Doc as he escorted Janie back over to Hunter. “No doubt about it and Janie concurs. These folks were strangled. We could see evidence of their windpipes being crushed.”
“That’s three murders—” started the sheriff before being interrupted.
“Sheriff Andrews, we’ve got two more!” yelled one of the deputies from down the street. “I’ve got a murder weapon this time. A butcher knife!”
Hunter looked at Janie and considered what had happened. He had to get involved in the overall security of their neighborhood. Sheriff Andrews began to walk toward the next murder scene before Hunter stopped him.
“Sheriff, I’m in if we could make one small adjustment.”
“What’s that?” he asked.
“Let’s move the roadblock up here to Blue Lakes Road. It’s closer to home for us, so I can use Tommy and Janie to help.”
“Yeah, I’ll help man the roadblock especially if it’ll keep murderers from getting closer to us,” interjected Janie.
“Me too,” said Derek. “If it’s okay with Pop.”
Doc slapped his son on the back. “Son, are you sure you can get along with someone like Janie? It gets awful boring on these checkpoints sometimes.”
“We’ll do just fine, Pop. Right, Janie?”
“Absolutely,” she replied. “Sheriff, get us started.”
 



Chapter 31
Day Sixty
Quandary Peak
 
Derek volunteered to escort Janie back into town to select a sheriff’s department vehicle for Hunter’s use. Hunter was amazed at how quickly the spark between them occurred. He wondered if his relationship with Mac would’ve taken off as quickly had the circumstances been different. When they first met in Guatemala sixty days ago, there was an air of friction between them. Mac was territorial and Hunter was naturally guarded. It was fate that brought them together in that Greek hotel’s lobby. He was pleased to report to Mac that same kind of fate might have introduced Janie to a new love.
“I’m glad to know you’re a matchmaker in addition to being my billionaire Batman,” said Mac as she gave her man a squeeze. She was excited about the prospects of her day’s work in the lab, but it was her afternoons hanging with Hunter that made her happiest.
“Well, I don’t think I’m a billionaire anymore,” started Hunter. “I know this. I love you. If you have love, you don’t need anything else. If you don’t have it, then it doesn’t matter much what else you do have.”
“Awww,” cooed Mac. “That’s so romantic. I love you too, Batman.”
They hugged and made their way outside, where Tommy had been working diligently on his Chinese greenhouse.
“I’m not even sure I’m Batman anymore,” said Hunter with a chuckle. “Do they have bats in Colorado?”
“You know, I don’t know,” said Mac. “There are plenty of caves. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a bat. The bears in the caves probably run them all off.”
“Bears?”
“Yep. Black bears are everywhere in the Rockies. You’ll find them rummaging around campsites, homes, and even parked cars. If they suspect something is a food source, they’ll move heaven and earth to get at it. They can be very destructive when their curiosity is piqued.”
Hunter nodded. “Good to know because one of the things we’re going to do this afternoon is create several buckets to hide food, medical supplies, and weapons around the mountains. A survival cache will enable us to have a new start if we’re run out of our home for some reason.”
“Do you think that’s a possibility?”
Hunter stopped Mac and gave her the details on today’s discovery down the road. She was shocked to learn the elderly couple had been strangled. However, it was the news a person had been stabbed to death that caused her the most concern.
“People are murdering without misgivings just for the purpose of stealing or looting. Hunter, those homes are a mile away from us. We’ve got to be careful.”
Hunter took a moment to explain the sheriff’s offer regarding the roadblocks. At first, Mac protested because she thought they were being spread too thin. But when Hunter described the various perks that came with the job, including the use of Doc’s men as additional security for their street, Mac was fully on board.
“Hey, guys. Come take a look,” interrupted Tommy. “Welcome to our winter garden paradise.”
Using the kit they’d purchased at Deep Roots, Tommy had assembled the structure and supplemented it with leftover materials from Mac’s lab. The end result wasn’t pretty, but it was functional.
Using a patio door as an entrance from the back side of the house, the Chinese greenhouse used the combination of the block foundation wall, the southern exposure, and the 8 mil plastic sheeting to create an eight-foot-by-sixteen-foot structure complete with potting benches, mist irrigation and specially mixed soil designed for indoor gardening.
“The plastic sheeting, in combination with the Lexan panels, is designed to retain as much warmth as possible using the high thermal mass of these block walls and the insulation provided in the kit. We can grow crops year round, even when it’s freezing cold outside.”
Mac walked around the structure and peered inside the Lexan panels to get a better look. “This is very impressive, Dad. You did all of this on your own?”
“Pretty much, with your mom’s help, of course. I almost hit my thumb with a hammer this morning and she threatened to hit my head with it to teach me a lesson. It worked out because she volunteered to help.”
Hunter and Mac laughed. Hunter had noticed a considerable difference in her parents’ relationship since the day they’d arrived. The playful banter had increased and Hunter was certain he’d heard the two of them fooling around after a bottle of wine the other night.
“Well, I’m lookin’ forward to some of Tommy’s tomatoes,” said Hunter.
“Tommy’s taters for me,” added Mac, laughing.
“Ha-ha, very funny,” said the jokester. “When we’re eating a big fresh salad in a couple of months, you’ll be thanking me.”
“I’m thanking you in advance, Tommy,” said Hunter. “This is incredible and something we absolutely need. By the way, tell me about the heirloom seed concept. I forgot to get the details from you.”
“Oh, okay. Heirloom varieties are open-pollinated, which means the seeds you collect after a harvest will produce more plants during the next growing season. Like a family heirloom, they’re passed from generation to generation.”
“I noticed you insisted upon this variety, Tommy. It seemed important to you, which is why I bought them all.”
“I’m glad you did because, as you’ve taught me, we need backups to our backups. You see, most of the seed varieties you purchase at Lowe’s or Home Depot are designed to produce results for the novice grower for one season only. When you consider a post-apocalyptic scenario like this one, you won’t have access to gardening centers to buy more each year. You have to collect and preserve them for the next go-around.”
“Dad, I had no idea you knew about this stuff,” said Mac.
“After I retired, your mom was away a lot, so I took up hobbies. Golf was never my thing. Fishing was fun, but gardening was something I could do around the house all year long. The weather in Coos Bay could be rough in the winter, so I built a greenhouse and learned about heirloom seeds.”
Tommy got back to his project and Hunter led Mac over to his. He spread out six five-gallon buckets with lids on the grass behind the house. A variety of medical supplies, MREs, and weapons were laid out in front of each bucket. An extension cord ran off an outlet at the rear of the house and was plugged into the FoodSaver machine, which sat on top of the sawhorses.
“Look at all of this,” said Mac. “I’m guessing you’ve got a system in mind.”
“I do. It’s something I learned in Delta training and is used by Special Forces all the time. Basically, a survival cache is a pre-staged resupply point.”
“Makes sense,” Mac added.
“I’ve already prepared one of these buckets and hid it near the Jeep. It’s full of handguns and ammo. What I plan to do with these is divide the food, weapons, and medical supplies equally between the six buckets. Then we’ll find locations to hide them, stretching from Blue Lakes, around the house, and down toward the highway.”
“Okay, where do we start?”
Hunter reached down and grabbed a handgun, a box of fifty bullets, and a spare magazine and approached the FoodSaver. He placed the items in a bag, added an oxygen-absorber packet, and then sealed it. It created an airtight, moisture-proof package, which he placed in a bucket.
“The next step will be some food. Obviously, we can’t pack up Tommy’s garden or the contents of our freezer in a small bucket. At REI, I purchased some high-calorie nutrition bars and these ready-to-eat meals, or MREs. Each bucket will sustain a person five days, or the five of us for one day. It’s not designed to be a long-term solution—only an immediate survival tool.”
Hunter picked up a LifeStraw, a canteen, and a flashlight from a pile and added it to the bucket. The last set of items he addressed were medical supplies.
“I purchased six of these small medical kits designed for hikers at REI also. I’m gonna supplement them with more ACE bandage material, gauze, and Neosporin. Sprains will be common up here in addition to minor cuts and scrapes. Without medical help, even a small scratch can be deadly.”
Mac picked up a roll of duct tape. “What’s this for?”
Hunter laughed. “The better question is what is it not for. In the military, we could find a thousand uses for duct tape. Trust me, if we ever have to dig into these things, the duct tape will be a very useful tool.”
Hunter stuffed a tarp and a roll of paracord inside the bucket and then sealed it with the specialty lid. “This is called a gamma seal lid. Do you see how it twists open and shut?”
“Yeah. You don’t have to wrestle the entire top off like when you’re opening a paint bucket.”
“Exactly,” said Hunter. “Once this bucket is secured and covered with rocks or pine needles, you simply remove the material, unscrew the gamma lid, and replace it when you’ve retrieved what you need. It’s that simple.”
Mac smiled and hugged Hunter. “I’m impressed. After we’ve put these together, where do we hide them, and more importantly, how do we remember where they’re hidden?”
“As I said, we’ll hide them in a variety of locations from one end of our perimeter to the other. It’s important to avoid areas that would be susceptible to rain runoff in the event of a storm or even melting snow. We have to cover them sufficiently enough to keep curious critters from digging them up.”
“Do we mark the location somehow?” asked Mac.
“I plan on using GPS coordinates,” said Hunter. “Just because cell phone service is down or towers can’t be reached doesn’t mean our phones aren’t useful. The GPS on our telephones work regardless.”
“They do?”
“Absolutely,” started Hunter. “The global positioning system is made up of satellites, ground stations, and receivers. Just like looking at the stars and constellations to guide us when we’re lost, the satellites in Earth’s orbit act like stars for a GPS device, like a cell phone.
“The ground stations use radar to receive a signal from the satellites. The receiver, whether it be your phone or satellite radio, is constantly looking for a signal from these satellites. The receiver will calculate how far away they are from four or more of the satellites.
“Once this connection has been made, the receiver, using triangulation, can determine your location within a few yards of your precise location. Some high-tech receivers can pinpoint you within inches.”
“Wow, sounds complicated, yet simple,” said Mac.
“Now you see why my eyes glossed over when you were explaining peptides and amino acids. It would have been easy enough to say we’ll use GPS and leave it at that. Sometimes, it helps to give the details.”
Mac pulled out her phone, which she used to organize her clinical notes and photograph the health of the mice. “Every time we bury a bucket, we’ll use our phone to identify the location on GPS.”
“Yes. Tonight, I’ll enter the coordinates into everyone’s phones together with a list of the bucket’s contents. From now on, in addition to their sidearm, I’m going to suggest everyone carry their cell phone too. It can be used as a flashlight, a compass, a camera, and to make notes.”
A gust of wind interrupted their conversation and dark, ominous clouds suddenly appeared over the Continental Divide to their west. “We better get going. I don’t like the looks of those clouds,” said Hunter.
 



Chapter 32
Day Sixty-One
Quandary Peak
 
At breakfast, Mac put in a request—more mice. After the hilarity died down, during which the group all joked about what a hard-core survivalist she’d become by wanting to eat mice, and then the inevitable comparison to the Donner Party and that Walking Dead bunch who decided eating people was necessary, she explained her appetites and cuisine choices hadn’t changed. She needed more mice to accelerate her work in the lab. Mac wanted at least three mice to inject per day until she’d created the perfect compound.
Hunter planned on taking the day shift at the newly established checkpoint at the bottom of the mountain. He wanted to get to know Derek better to determine if he could be counted on. Derek was young, but had shown Hunter some maturity. He wanted to look for any character traits that would make Derek unreliable or, even worse, a loose cannon.
After the group finished breakfast, Tommy led Barb and Janie down the trail that traversed the steep elevation behind their house to Monte Cristo Creek, which meandered between the ridges a thousand feet below them. The hike down took nearly thirty minutes, but the return trip would require at least an hour.
Janie and Barb’s goal was to trap deer mice, which were most prevalent where the deer fed along creeks and their grassy banks. Hunter and Tommy had discussed the prospect of deer hunting along Monte Cristo Creek, but then they wondered how in the world they’d get the dead animal up the mountain again. They’d have to field dress the carcass at the bottom, butcher it on site, and then tote three hundred pounds of meat up a thousand feet to the house. They both agreed they’d rather eat pine nuts.
Hunter supplied them with glue boards and plastic traps designed to lure them into a space from which they couldn’t retreat. He’d purchased two electrocution mouse traps from Amazon for deployment around the house. For Mac’s purposes, dead mice would tell no tales, so Hunter kept the electrocution traps up the mountain.
He did suggest to Janie they roll some Cheerios through smooth peanut butter, which he’d found to be the most effective attractant. One piece on top of a glue board and also inside the trap would bring the rodents right where they wanted them.
“We’ve got to remember that deer mice are known carriers of hantavirus,” said Barb.
“Hantu-what?” asked Tommy, who was busy readying his own project.
“It’s a severe respiratory illness known as hantavirus pulmonary syndrome,” started Barb. “You get the disease by breathing in the hantavirus when dust from rodents’ dried urine, saliva and droppings is stirred up in the air. It’s pretty common up here in these vacation rentals and log homes that remain dormant for long periods of time. People clean up their houses, garages, and cabins, the hantavirus gets stirred up in the air and is breathed in.”
Janie prepared the bait while Barbara set the traps in place. “People can also get it by touching mouse droppings and unknowingly touching their nesting materials. And as is so typical, several times an hour, people touch their eyes, nose, or mouth, transmitting the disease into their system.”
“Like the plague, there is no specific treatment, cure, or vaccine for the HPS infection. Doctors have to diagnose it early and send their patients to the ICU for oxygen therapy to give them a better chance of recovery.”
Tommy stood up and followed the women for a minute as they worked their way around the creek to logical places like the base of a hollow tree. Deer mice tended to nest alone, although sometimes a member of the opposite sex was allowed to share a nest nearby.
“Does this hantavirus exist only in deer mice?” asked Tommy.
“Nope,” replied Janie. “All rodents are potential carriers.”
“First the plague, and now this hantu-disease,” started Tommy. Then he continued using his best James Cagney impression from the movie Taxi. “Don’t you think the world would be better off without you dirty rats.”
Everyone got a good laugh before Tommy got down to business. When they’d first begun to spend a considerable amount of time at Quandary Peak, Tommy had gone on a gold-prospecting tour, which started down in Georgetown.
The tour had provided a pan, a bucket, and detailed instructions of where to look for gold and what part of the creek to focus on. He’d never made his way down to Monte Cristo Creek to pan before now.
Panning for gold was actually a simple process. In his pan, Tommy was trying to recreate on a very small scale what Mother Nature did for herself in creeks and rivers. The first step was to find a good spot. If you asked a local where the best place to pan for gold was, naturally they’d lie.
The key was to find a relatively shallow place where river rock held in place against the creek’s flow and the sandy bottom allowed you to dip your pan. Had Tommy thought ahead, he would have brought down his waders that he used for fly-fishing. They would have to make daily trips down to check the mice traps, so he’d venture out toward the middle of Monte Cristo Creek in a few days.
Tommy used a pan with a quarter-inch screen to sift through the rocks and dirty sand material. After scooping up half a pan full of the material, he’d shake the pan around. He would continue this process until the small silty material washed its way out, leaving larger stones and the gold in the pan.
Back and forth, round and round, Tommy continuously moved the pan in a circular motion as the debris washed out and the gold remained in the pan. It took him several minutes to clear a pan of its contents.
Finally, satisfied that he was able to remove the bulk of the debris, Tommy used a magnet to separate the gold from the last of the black sands. After fifteen minutes, he exclaimed, “Gold!” which frightened a deer upwind from where they were located.
“Ladies, check out the new currency of America—gold nuggets!”
 



Chapter 33
Day Sixty-One
Star Ranch
Colorado Springs
 
Captain Hoover stood near the side entrance of Star Ranch as the first of the military convoys departed the upscale neighborhood, carrying the forcibly displaced homeowners. He’d experienced sporadic nightmares and several sleepless nights since his unit pulled out of Coors Field. During his insomnia, he’d sit quietly in the corner of the twelve-foot-by-twelve-foot dormitory room that his young family of four now called home. He was thankful they were safe, but would his guilty conscience allow him to forgive himself?
That final day at the DQC1 had left an indelible image in his mind. Once the logistics team had sealed all of the exits, leaving only one means of ingress and egress at the intake station, he was ordered to maintain a field HQ across the highway during the transition from quarantine center to execution chamber.
New arrivals were given an injection of potassium chloride, unaware that in less than twelve hours, they would die from the low-dose poison as it swept through their veins. Inside, the dead were no longer being removed by the collectors. The bodies were being piled in the outfield by the diseased citizens of Denver’s largest quarantine facility.
As the stench of death circulated across the now muddy field, new arrivals and the infected moved into the upper decks of the stadium, seeking fresh air and a respite from the dead.
The new arrivals soon began to die, despite not exhibiting the outward indicia of the infectious disease. At first, their fellow detainees dragged the bodies through the stadium and threw them over the rails onto the field.
As more died, that process became a burden. On the day Captain Hoover decided he couldn’t take it anymore, the dead were being tossed over the back side of the stadium, dropping a hundred feet or more to the concrete pavement surrounding the former Coors Field. Every few minutes, he and his subordinates would point to another body sailing through the sky until gravity crushed it against the ground, splattering fluids in all directions.
However, when the living began jumping off the upper levels, hastening their certain fate, Captain Hoover left his post and returned to the Air Force Academy, where he cried in his wife’s arms. His family had the peace of mind they were safe from the ravaging plague, but Captain Hoover doubted he’d ever have peace from the images embedded in his mind.
“Captain, sir,” interrupted one of the corporals in charge of the removal detachments, shaking Captain Hoover out of his despondency. “We have a family refusing to leave, sir.”
“What’s that, Corporal?”
“Sir, there’s a family back on Governor’s Point that refuses to leave. The husband’s locked himself in with a gun and won’t come out of the house. It’s a bad deal, sir. His children are staring out of the windows at our men. I’ve never seen the look of horror like that in a child, sir.”
“I have, Corporal. Let’s go.”
Captain Hoover entered the Humvee and was escorted to the back of the Star Ranch neighborhood, which abutted the Cheyenne Mountain Zoo. There were no children playing. In fact, very few people stood in their yards. They all lived in fear.
When his unit first entered the neighborhood and began interviewing the residents, they were thankful for the military presence. Without explanation, the National Guard had secured the perimeter of Star Ranch and blockaded the entrance. Residents were told they would not be allowed back in if they left.
As his team, which included medical personnel, went door-to-door, conducting interviews, each family was placed in one of three categories—stay, go, and Level 6. Unlike the neighborhoods in Denver in which infected homes were identified by a red 6 spray painted on their door, in Star Ranch, a red 6 was written next to their names on the property assessor’s roll.
If the family met the criteria established by Homeland Security as a high-value prospect for rebuilding America, they were identified with a green highlighter. Everyone else was highlighted in yellow. They were to be removed as new families arrived.
Of course, the military didn’t disclose the purpose of the interviews or the future intention to relocate families out of Star Ranch. There were no longer broadcast news networks, even via satellite. The last remaining news source, CNN, had been shut down by DHS, citing national security concerns as a result of the disclosure of the Level 6 protocol during their roundtable interview of doomsday scientists.
Captain Hoover began the relocations by providing the displaced residents twenty-four hours to pack and prepare themselves mentally to leave their home. He had been too compassionate, resulting in chaotic, emotional scenes those first couple of days.
The residents of Star Ranch became hostile and vocal, demanding to know what was happening. Captain Hoover was instructed to lie, explaining to the residents that the families being removed were infected. This turned the court of public opinion completely around.
Soon, residents were conferring with one another and exchanging information. The patterns were beginning to emerge when the first families moved into the vacated homes. Politicians, doctors, lawyers, engineers, government officials, and others on the priority list established by Homeland Security were installed in their new neighborhood.
Existing residents began to realize their careers and educational background were the criteria used to determine if they stayed in their home. The owner of a clothing store at the local mall was removed in favor of a county commissioner. A painting contractor’s family lost their home to the local district attorney. A woman whose husband recently died in an auto accident was removed in favor of the local head of Xcel Energy.
The corporal pulled up behind an M35 cargo truck that already contained a family being relocated. It was a hot day and they were complaining to a soldier, who kept his weapon pointed at them, repeatedly warning them to remain in the truck.
Captain Hoover glanced around at the neighboring properties. All eyes were on him as he walked confidently toward the house.
“Captain,” shouted the corporal as he ran behind him. “Sir, the man has a weapon!”
Three young faces peered from behind the sheers in the living room. The youngest, a boy of three years old, was bawling as tears streamed down his face. Captain Hoover caught a glimpse of the boy’s mother, who returned his glance. She was frightened.
As he approached the front door, he unclipped the snap on his holster. He also removed his cell phone and brought up the photos he’d saved as a grim reminder of what he’d witnessed at Coors Field. He thumbed through the pictures until he found the final shot he’d snapped before he left The Rooftop, where he’d maintained his HQ.
The stadium was filled to capacity and the outfield contained dead bodies six layers high. This image was ingrained within his brain, and if he ever doubted the memory, he’d look at the photograph as a reminder.
Without further delay, he pounded on the door. “Sir, open up! My name is Captain Kevin Hoover and I need to speak with you now.” He continued to pound on the door.
For a moment, there was no response except the shuffling of feet in the foyer. Captain Hoover looked around to the neighboring homes and saw that a crowd of onlookers was developing. On the ride over, he’d considered skipping this family for today. There were plenty more on the list. But now, if he gave them a break, this open act of defiance would create a rebellion and he’d lose control of Star Ranch.
By the same token, if he was too heavy-handed, the residents might band together, pool their weapons, and take a stand in the form of an armed conflict. Even without news networks, that story would spread like wildfire across the region.
He had to talk this man off the ledge first and then explain to him what the consequences of his defiance would be. The man had to be given a choice—one similar to the choice he’d made in the upper deck of Coors Field that day.
“Sir! I want you to look at this picture. I’m going to hold it up against the glass. Look at it, now!”
The sheers on the side window flanking the front door pulled to the side and a man with disheveled hair and four days of beard growth studied the image.
“So what? What does that have to do with me?”
“Do you recognize the location?”
“Yeah, Coors Field. So?”
Captain Hoover returned the phone to his pocket and grasped his sidearm. He raised his voice so it could be heard by the immediate neighbors.
“You have been ordered to vacate these premises by order of the Department of Homeland Security and the President. You were advised of this last night and now it’s time to go.”
“We’re not leaving!” he shouted back.
“Yes, sir, you are, or at least your family is. You have a choice. You can come peacefully with us and you will be provided a home similar to this one. Or your family, but not you, will be removed to the Denver Quarantine Center at Coors Field.”
The man stared at Hoover through the glass. “What are you gonna do with me? Arrest me? I’m already a prisoner in my own home.”
Shockingly quick, Hoover drew his weapon and shot the door jamb, forcing the door open. With his right leg, he kicked the door inward, crashing into the man, who was caught off guard. The homeowner and his .22 rifle crashed backwards onto the tile floor.
Captain Hoover pounced on him like a cat, kicking the rifle clear and pointing his weapon in the man’s face. Two guardsmen in riot gear poured in behind him and immediately entered the living room, where they pointed a gun at the mother, who was screaming continuously. The crying three-year-old was pulled from her arms while she was forced to the floor.
Amidst the shouts and crying, Captain Hoover closed his eyes and several images were conjured up from his childhood and flashed through his mind. The images were from nearly twenty years ago when Captain Hoover was just a seven-year-old boy.
His mind recalled when young Elián González, also a seven-year-old, was ripped from his father’s arms while a gun was pointed at the boy’s head by a federal agent. Captain Hoover recalled the conversation in their family room that day.
Daddy, can they do that to me?
No, son, they can’t and shouldn’t. That’s not what America is all about.
 



Chapter 34
Day Sixty-Two
Blue Lakes Road Checkpoint
Quandary Peak
 
“Derek, you’ve spent more time in town than I have. How are the locals handling it?” asked Hunter. He and Doc Cooley’s son were working their second checkpoint shift together. The prior day was spent talking about their respective backgrounds. Hunter disclosed just enough to Derek to earn his respect as a seasoned veteran and operator. Derek’s life résumé was limited due to being in his early twenties, but it was clear to Hunter he was raised well and with good character.
“I’m amazed at how quiet it is so far,” Derek replied. “According to Sheriff Andrews, most of the people are trying to help one another. Even the tourists are getting assistance from the local churches. A lot of locals have left to be with family around the state. There’s no way I’d leave here.”
“Trust me, Derek. There are no greener pastures in America. That’s part of why I was asking. For three days now, we haven’t had but one car approach the checkpoint, and they were from Timber Ridge, lookin’ for your dad. Are the other checkpoints experiencing the same thing?”
An eagle soared high over their heads and caught Derek’s attention. He playfully scoped it with his rifle and followed it until it ducked behind a stand of aspens below them. He voiced a whispered boom sound before he continued.
“Route Nine out of Frisco and Dillon now has three roadblocks preventing access to the Breck. The Interstate checkpoints get lots of action, but all the residents around Dillon Reservoir are pitching in. There are as many as six or eight men guarding the access points at any one time. Any travelers never make it to our checkpoint on the north end of town.”
“Aren’t there roads to the east? The sheriff mentioned one in particular called Boreas Pass Road.”
“Yeah, early on, that checkpoint got a lot of activity,” replied Derek. “The road winds its way through the valley between Mount Argentine and Bald Mountain, eventually connecting its way to the highways toward Denver and Colorado Springs. It’s a roundabout way to get south, but the bikers love it because the winding road is a challenge to ride.”
“What’s over there, anything?”
“Nope, only ghost towns, literally,” replied Derek. “Once, there were several mining communities back in the 1800s with more population than Breckenridge. Then the gold started to disappear and California was the place to be, so the companies and the miners headed west.”
Their sheriff’s department-issued radio squawked and Sheriff Andrews voice could be heard.
Hunter, Derek, I’ll be there in a few minutes. Be on the lookout for a Park County patrol car. Their sheriff is coming to speak with me. Out.
“I wonder what that’s all about,” asked Derek.
“We’ll find out soon enough, but I’ll bet it’s not a social call.”
Hunter climbed up the embankment on the east side of the highway to get a better vantage point of Route 9 in both directions. The highway’s intersection with Blue Lakes Road was just above a hairpin turn, which required northbound traffic to slow to a near crawl in order to navigate the turn safely. Hunter had cleared an area at the top of the hill on both sides of the U-shaped curve, allowing him a perfect vantage point to the north and the south. It also provided him the high ground, which was his real purpose in creating the clearing.
A black and gold sheriff’s car approached from the south and navigated the first of several S-curves. Hunter could make out two uniformed officers as they passed below him as well as a civilian in the backseat. At the hairpin turn, the vehicle slowed down and then inched forward toward the roadblock created by several cars obtained from the deceased neighbors.
Derek stood behind the barricade and Hunter scrambled down the hill to greet the visitors. Sheriff Andrews arrived at the moment Hunter emerged through the scrub brush next to the road.
After a few introductions, Sheriff Williams of Park County explained the purpose of his trip.
“This here is Johnny Weigel, the mayor of Fairplay. Folks, we need your help.”
Mayor Weigel stepped forward and handed each of them a photocopy of a family portrait he’d had made with his wife and two twin teenage daughters. He also provided them a flyer showing a close-up of the girls’ faces and their descriptions. The flyer was titled MISSING.
“These are our girls, Terri and Karen,” said the mayor. “Someone’s abducted them and we need your help in finding my babies. Will you help us, please?”
Sheriff Andrews replied, “Mayor, of course we will, but we’ve been manning roadblocks here for a couple of weeks and we’ve not seen any suspicious characters. There are lots of places kidnappers could be holed up between here and Fairplay. Heck, even if they were brought up this way, it’s possible the kidnappers took Boreas Pass on the other side of Hoosier Ridge and Red Mountain to our east.”
“I understand, Sheriff. Can I give you a stack of flyers to post around? I know you have a lot of missing persons, but these are my precious girls. They’re only fourteen. Can you please spread the word?”
Sheriff Andrews patted the man on the shoulder and said, “Of course we will. I’ll make sure our checkpoints have these and I’ll post them in town. Folks set up a bulletin board at the post office for everyone to post their messages to friends and family. They also use it to request assistance. We’ll get the word out, Mayor. I promise you.”
“There’s one more thing,” said Sheriff Williams. “We’ve had a lot of trouble brewin’ in Alma just down the road from us. A group of bikers have taken up residency and I just don’t have the manpower to dislodge them from the homes they’ve taken over. So far they haven’t killed anybody although they’ve gotten rough with some folks, if you know what I mean.”
“There’s an obvious group of suspects in the abduction of the mayor’s children,” said Hunter. “Have you questioned them?”
The sheriff grimaced and nodded. “It was the basis of an uneasy truce I was forced to make. They commandeered a dozen houses up and down Edgewood Road. I took two cruisers up there and sought out their leader, who refused to give me his name. Anyway, he said he was a father too and understood the mayor’s plight, but they weren’t kidnappers. He allowed my men to search the homes they’d taken in exchange for leaving them alone in the future, so I agreed.”
“Obviously, it was clean,” interrupted Sheriff Andrews.
“Yes, I don’t believe they know anything about the girls,” said the Park County sheriff. “But I wanted to give you a heads-up. Apparently, they’ve been moving northward out of Pueblo for weeks, plundering small communities like a swarm of locusts. It’s a matter of time before they’ve cleaned out Alma and head this way. Summit County is their next likely destination.”
“Sheriff Williams, can we assume these men are armed?” asked Hunter.
“Oh yeah. If they were riding horses instead of Harleys, you’d think a bunch of banditos just road into town. Most of them are brandishing sawed-off shotguns and bandoliers full of shells across their chests. Even their women have six-shooters strapped to their legs. Very Old West.”
“Do they have any type of affiliation? Maybe a patch of some type embroidered on their clothing?” asked Hunter.
Sheriff Williams looked confused as to the reason Hunter was asking, but his deputy offered an answer. “They all had patches sewn on their leather and denim jackets. It looks like a devil, but it’s not, you know. It’s colored blood red, but there’s a word embroidered in green that I can’t recall.”
“Vagos?” asked Hunter.
“Yeah, that’s it. It said Vagos.”
Several years ago, Hunter led a team to investigate a terrorist smuggling operation at the Mexico-Arizona border. During the course of the investigation, he ran across a biker gang known as the Vagos Motorcycle Club, or Vagos MC. Labeled as a criminal enterprise by the Department of Justice, members of the Vagos MC in Arizona actually helped the DTRA ferret out the smugglers, who happened to be associated with the Hell’s Angels, a rival gang.
The Vagos MC boasted four thousand members across the Southwestern United States and was certainly dangerous. Hunter couldn’t possibly assume all the members he encountered to be as reasonable and levelheaded as the group he’d dealt with in Tucson, but they certainly hadn’t shown the violent tendencies some of their rivals exhibited. Further, they’d proven themselves to be reasonable in dealing with the mayor and sheriff of Park County.
“I know of them,” said Hunter. “We’ll keep an eye out.”
Sheriff Andrews extended his hand to the mayor and once again expressed his condolences. The entourage from Fairplay was about to leave and the deputy was turning the car around when the sheriff rolled down his window and hollered out to the group.
“Have y’all seen or heard anything from Rulon Snow?”
Sheriff Andrews answered, “Nah, I reckon he’s keepin’ to himself across the way, as always.” The sheriff pointed toward the east.
“That’s good. Thanks again.”
As the car pulled away, Hunter asked, “Who’s Rulon Snow?”
“It’s an uneasy truce like Park County entered into. We don’t bother the Snows and they don’t bother us. I’ve learned as sheriff it’s wise to enjoy any time of truce as long as both sides recognize it for what it is—a truce.”
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Chapter 35
Day Sixty-Four
Red Mountain
 
It had been a snow-covered January morning in Salt Lake City when Rulon Snow entered the side entrance of a federal courtroom, nodded at the attorneys and sauntered up to the witness stand. He was a large man, standing six foot four and weighing well over two hundred and fifty pounds. As usual, Snow was dressed in all black.
As he was led past the jury box to take the witness stand, a faint smile crossed his lips. In the past, Rulon Snow had been the staunchest defender of the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the polygamist branch of the Mormon religion.
Over the last two days of his testimony in the criminal trial of Elijah Gideon, he explained the FLDS way of life. His sister wives, wearing pastel prairie dresses despite the frigid temperatures outside, would always be on hand to show their support. By day three of his testimony, that changed and the women were noticeably absent.
That was because Snow, the former bodyguard of Elijah Gideon, the Prophet, had turned against his church. He was no longer there to defend their way of life, but rather, he was forced to take it down.
The United States Attorney’s Office, following the second morning of his testimony, approached him during the lunch hour and presented him with the draft of a fifty-eight count indictment that would charge him with polygamy, child endangerment, civil rights violations, and human trafficking, to name a few.
The heading of the indictment, which read in big, bold, all caps UNITED STATES OF AMERICA vs. RULON AMOS SNOW, had a profound effect on him, as it was intended. The prosecutors gave him two options. He could continue to testify about the virtues of the FLDS and the Prophet Elijah Gideon, or he could tell the truth and become a prosecution witness. In exchange for assisting the government, this indictment would be run through the shredder and Snow would be relocated to another state, far away from the vast-reaching tentacles of the Prophet Elijah Gideon and the FLDS.
That afternoon, his attitude while testifying on the stand changed considerably. The prosecutor asked why Snow would turn on the Prophet to become a witness for the government. Snow’s face reddened, purposefully forgetting the plea deal he’d made with that same prosecutor the day before, and responded.
He pointed his finger at Gideon. “Because they were raping girls on the compound, and I knew it and so did he. And the rapes continue until this day regardless of him being held behind bars!”
The courtroom erupted and the federal judge was forced to drop the gavel several times to restore order. Gideon, a spindly, hollow-eyed man, stared at Snow with contempt. Once the head of Gideon’s private security force and his most trusted confidant, Snow had now turned on him and would become the key witness that put Gideon behind bars for life.
Snow’s testimony was riveting to the nation at the time. Stories of violent attacks within the compound against those who defied Gideon’s authority were told. Forced banishment of men who refused to follow orders were frequent, and then their sister wives were reassigned to new husbands.
But the most heinous allegation involved the confirmation of rumors that Gideon was in the process of creating a master race, loyal only to him, through a secret breeding program called the seed bearers. Snow testified Gideon chose a select number of church leaders to be the seed bearers, who were allowed to have sex with all of the women in the compound while their husbands sat outside in a holding room.
Under cross-examination, Snow vehemently denied that he was one of the chosen seed bearers, although both he and Gideon knew otherwise. He and Gideon also knew the breeding program to create a master race was Snow’s idea to begin with.
The trial ended nine days later and the feds lived up to their promise to relocate Snow. He made peace with three of his sister wives and their eleven children. The Snows were given a Ford Econoline van, five thousand dollars, and a parcel of land on the eastern slope of Red Mountain, just above Boreas Pass.
For years, the numbers grew within the compound built by Snow. Rumors were rampant that Snow practiced polygamy up in the mountains, but no one was able to file a specific complaint and Sheriff Andrews was not inclined to go looking for trouble.
The Snows stayed to themselves except occasionally the young men slipped out and found themselves in trouble in the Breck. Most recently, two of them were caught spying on a woman sunbathing topless in her backyard. A neighbor held them at gunpoint until sheriff’s deputies picked up the juveniles and brought them to jail.
When everything went south, Sheriff Andrews emptied the jail and personally delivered the juvies back to the heavily guarded gates of the Snow compound. He gave them a stern lecture about staying close to home and told them their father would consider it a sin for them to gaze upon the nudity of another man’s wife.
The boys, age fifteen, smirked as they exited the car. As they casually walked through the solid, wooden gate, Sheriff Andrews could see Snow standing there to greet his sons, numbers eighty-six and eighty-seven of his offspring.
The truce was maintained as the sheriff and Snow continued their live and let live approach to life.
 



Chapter 36
Day Sixty-Five
Quandary Peak
 
“It’s trial and error, you know?” said Mac. “The deer mice collected by Janie and Barb will help. If they can continue to deliver test subjects, I can expand the numbers I infect with the plague.”
Mac and Hunter admired the sunset. They were enjoying a rare moment alone together. Janie was working the checkpoint with Derek, and her parents had decided to take a walk up and down Blue Lakes Road. They had Tupperware filled with bread trout and tartar sauce to deliver to Janie and her new friend.
“Mac, will you run out of materials? I mean, do you have enough of the plague and the other things, the peptides?” asked Hunter.
“Oh, yeah. I don’t need much to do the experiments on the mice. If I’m successful and perfecting the compound, I’ll only have enough for one human trial, but that’s all I’ll need.”
Hunter refilled her glass of wine. They both had acquired a taste for Beaujolais, a far cry from their beloved Budweiser or Tequila shots.
“You mean when,” added Hunter.
“When? Of course, when I create the cure. You know, it’s hard to stay positive when I spend most of my day in the lab, making notes, tweaking my concoction. Wondering if the most recent trial will lead to success. Hunter, at some point, I’m gonna need to give it up.”
He took her by the shoulders and kissed her. “Listen to me, Doc. Never give up. From what you’ve described, the theory is sound. It’s amazing that you can work under these conditions. But don’t quit until you run out of the plague. And when you do, let me know and I’ll go find you some more to work with.”
She slugged him on the chest. “No way! Don’t even think about it, mister!”
They enjoyed the sounds of the forest for a moment as the sun set over the horizon. Hunter lit some candles and they settled into the Adirondack chairs.
“Hunter, would you have done anything differently? I mean, in the weeks before we ended up here.”
“I want to be honest with you because I love you,” Hunter started. “I saw the handwriting on the wall the day you testified in front of Congress. I knew finding a way to stop the pandemic faced an uphill battle. The way the public reacted was a precursor of things to come.”
“People freaked out,” added Mac.
“As I knew they would. I’ve always known it wouldn’t take much for society to collapse. But it was a wake-up call for me to start thinking and planning for the inevitable. At the time, Quandary Peak wasn’t on my radar, but I did consider other options.”
“What do you mean? Places to move to? To hide out?”
“Yes. Well, maybe. It wasn’t until you were terminated by the CDC that I decided to research places safer than the East Coast, where the populations are dense. But I wasn’t prepared to make a move until I did what I could to give you an opportunity to find a cure or a vaccine. Fort Collins was that opportunity and this place was a residual benefit.”
Mac set her glass down and swung her leg over the chair so she could face Hunter. “You were prepared to go elsewhere, but without me?”
“No, of course not,” he replied. “I would’ve taken you, but I opted to let you continue your work. I was going to support you however I needed. Plus, there were your parents and Janie. I could’ve made it happen, but here we are.”
“Where?” asked Mac.
“Where was I considering?”
“Yeah.”
“There is a provision in my trust that allows me to purchase real estate anywhere in the world as long as the asset is held in trust until I turned thirty-five. How the money was invested was not my father’s concern, as long as I wasn’t filthy rich before I was mature enough to handle it. In his mind, that was age thirty-five.”
“He was wrong.” Mac chuckled.
“Maybe. Anyway, I’ve spent a considerable amount of time in the South Pacific on operations for the DTRA. We tracked down an elusive financier of the terror group named Abu Sayyaf, an offshoot of ISIS in the Philippines. We ultimately found him hiding in New Zealand. Have you ever been there?”
“No.”
“It’s incredible. I contacted a realtor and she began looking for properties. I wanted something secluded, in the mountains, but near enough to a small town to purchase basic provisions. Actually, I envisioned something like this except on an island somewhere.”
Mac wiped away a tear. “We should’ve done it. Our life has changed dramatically and I don’t believe it’s going to get better anytime soon. We’re at risk because I was obsessed with proving everybody wrong. I wanted to prove I could cure the incurable. That phrase runs through my head all day long.”
“No, you’re wrong, Mac. This is your calling and I firmly believe that. If I thought New Zealand or a private island in the Bahamas was the answer, I would’ve insisted. You saw the map on the monitor back at Fort Collins. There were lots of red dots on New Zealand too.”
She took Hunter’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “I suppose. The plague can show up anywhere. So far, we’ve been isolated from the threat. That’s a good thing.”
Mac had barely finished the sentence when gunshots reverberated through the valley.
 



Chapter 37
Day Sixty-Five
Quandary Peak
 
“Not a step closer, do you hear me?” Tommy shouted at the dark figures approaching the top of their driveway. He and Barb had just finished delivering the food to Janie and Derek at the checkpoint. They’d lingered for half an hour to chat with the twosome, who’d been bored to tears. As Barb led the way down the driveway, Tommy heard the sounds of feet scuffing the road behind them from the direction of Blue Lakes. He told Barb to fetch Hunter and he went back up the hill to confront the intruders.
The dark figures continued their approach. Tommy didn’t hesitate. He fired a warning shot over their heads. It was far enough away not to hurt them, but it was close enough for them to hear the bullet whoosh by. After firing, he quickly moved to his left behind a tree to take cover.
“Hey, man! Are you crazy?” shouted a younger voice.
A girl companion could be heard whimpering in the dark.
“I ordered you to stop,” Tommy repeated. The couple continued to approach him. Tommy glanced down the darkened driveway and he heard the heavy footsteps of Hunter rushing up the hill. He looked down Blue Lakes Road and two flashlights were lighting up the dark evening.
“My girlfriend’s not feeling well. We were hiking the trail. You know, to get away from the madness in town.”
Madness? In town?
Tommy wasn’t interested in making conversation, especially with someone who was ill. “Stop, or this time I will shoot you.”
“If he doesn’t, I will!” yelled Hunter.
“So will we,” yelled Janie from down the road.
“Okay, whatever, dudes. This is way crazier than the Breck. I just need something to eat for my girlfriend. She’s not feeling well.” They inched forward.
“No closer,” yelled Hunter as he reached Tommy’s side. Hunter whispered to him, “I’ve got this.”
“You might be infected, so you’ve got to go,” said Hunter. “We’ll let you pass, but we want you off our mountain and out of here. Now!”
“Fine, just lead the way, man. We don’t want to cause any trouble. But Sheila’s not sick. She just ate some of these red berries.” The man held out a handful of red berries and Derek illuminated his hand with his flashlight.
“Man, are you some kind of stupid,” said Derek sarcastically. “That’s baneberry. They’re toxic as all get out. Are your mouth and throat burning?”
“Yes,” said the girl. “And I’m throwing up. I’m having trouble breathing too.”
“Hunter,” said Derek as he joined Tommy, who never took his weapon off the couple, “if they’re telling the truth, this girl could be in serious trouble. Depending how many she ate, she could go into convulsions and become paralyzed. I’m not kidding. She needs to see my Pop. He usually gives them a shot of some kind.”
“Antihistamines and steroids,” interrupted Janie. “I have Benadryl, but it’s slow acting. Does your dad have a supply of injectable medications?”
“Janie, he’s got everything except a cure for the plague,” said Derek.
“Okay, escort them down the road and I’ll raise your dad on the radio,” said Hunter.
“Got it,” said Derek. “Tell him to bring the John Deere six-wheeler in case we have to carry her up to the house for treatment.”
“Derek, no. Don’t get close. We can’t be too careful,” said Hunter. He turned to Janie. “Make sure Doc Cooley is well protected. We can’t be too sure, okay?”
“Got it,” confirmed Janie. “Let’s go, you two. We’ll find you some help.”
Janie and Derek escorted the two hikers down the hill from a safe distance. Hunter raised the men at Doc’s place and they promised to send him down the mountain. Hunter began to take Tommy down the driveway when he stopped.
“The kid said there was madness in town, his words.”
“What kind of madness?” asked Hunter.
Tommy shrugged. “Maybe you should raise Terry on the radio and see what’s up?”
“Let’s get back down to the house and make the call.”
 



Chapter 38
Day Sixty-Six
Sheriff’s Office
Breckenridge
 
Hunter and Tommy drove into town for a meeting with Doc, Sheriff Andrews, and two of Doc’s friends who lived on the east side of town. Several other members of the community were in attendance. Following their encounter the night before with the wayward hikers, the young man’s reference to madness in town had piqued their interest, but also raised alarm bells.
It’s human nature to be curious. Under normal circumstances, one might turn on the television or radio to stay abreast of breaking news that could affect you. But in a world in which the power grid is failing and communications are virtually nonexistent, sometimes it’s necessary to venture off your property to learn if a new threat had emerged.
The sheriff’s wife had created a bulletin board that included information on the missing persons reported in Breckenridge. Excluded from the display were tourists visiting on a temporary basis. None of the locals knew enough about these missing persons to establish a pattern on their activity.
The wall contained thirty-seven residents who’d gone missing since the checkpoints were established. On another wall, the sheriff marked a map with Post-it flags indicating the individual’s residence. A defined pattern had emerged and the sheriff was prepared to launch search parties if he could muster up enough volunteers to create one.
Sheriff Andrews began. “Thank you all for comin’. Couple of things first before we get started. Standing over there by Doc are Tommy Hagan and his friend Mr. Hunter. They’re not permanent residents, but the Hagans visit their place twice a year and I consider them good friends. Mr. Hunter has some experience in dealing with the issues our town faces. I’ve asked them to attend and, fellas, feel free to provide your input.”
Several of the attendees greeted Tommy and Hunter. A couple of them knew Tommy from last year’s Christmas festivities.
Sheriff Andrews continued. “First and foremost. The good Lord’s blessed the Breck by keeping the plague away from our town. I’m pleased to report we haven’t had a single case of the plague within our community, and with the success of our roadblocks, I believe we can keep it that way.”
The room erupted into applause. Tommy and Hunter joined in although they weren’t quite as enthusiastic. “It’s been over two weeks since we established checkpoints at every road leading into town. Being in the Rockies, we have an advantage because we can isolate our community from outsiders by limiting access over the few roads that enter through the valleys. I believe Breckenridge can be declared plague-free!”
Again, the dozen or so people attending the meeting applauded happily. Hunter hesitated, but then, out of respect, he joined in. He’d seen how this disease eviscerated the population of the planet in just a short time. All it took was one mistake and this happy community could disappear in a matter of weeks.
“Now, that said, there are still homes outside our perimeter that may be at risk. There are many ways for folks to hike into Breckenridge, so we must always stay vigilant. Spread the word to your neighbors. If you see any strangers in town, don’t approach them. Keep them at a distance, especially if they look sick. Come here and notify us. We’ll deal with the situation. Okay?”
Everyone agreed. A woman at the rear of the conference room asked, “Sheriff, what about all of those homes behind where I live? You know, up along Bald Mountain, down Boreas Pass toward the south. They’re outside the perimeter and I’ve been told several of those residents have been to Denver and back, looking for family members.”
“Good question and that will transition us into the purpose of today’s get-together,” replied the sheriff. “A lot of folks here in town have friends or family that live along Boreas Pass Road and around Bald Mountain. We have checkpoints established very close to town on those points of ingress because we don’t have the manpower to stretch the perimeter for miles into the mountains.”
“Is it true your men have been turning away those residents when they try to enter town?” asked the same woman.
“Yes, it is. I know this has been a point of contention with their families within our defined perimeter,” replied the sheriff. He walked to the large wall map and showed a red line drawn with a Sharpie around the town. “Two weeks ago we had to make a decision. We couldn’t protect everyone, and the boundaries of the Breck had to be redefined based upon the sheriff’s department’s capabilities. Let me add, since then, I’ve lost half my deputies because they’ve left to be with their families in Dillon and Frisco.”
“We understand, Sheriff,” interjected Doc. “Tell us about the missing persons.”
“Sure. On the outskirts of our perimeter around Boreas Pass Road, people have been disappearing. The map speaks for itself. Now, it’s possible these folks needed food or elected to move on by traveling into Denver and Colorado Springs. I’ve heard reports that the military has established safe zones in Colorado Springs around the Air Force Academy and near Peterson. The families may have given up and headed for safety.”
“Sheriff, that may be true, but why are cars still in their garages?” said a man who pushed his way toward the front. “Me and the boys think there’s foul play involved. We think there might be a killer on the loose in Breckenridge. Maybe a tourist? Or could be someone who’s new to town.” The man gave Hunter a look, which lingered longer than Hunter appreciated.
Sheriff Andrews moved directly toward the man. “You and the boys,” he started sarcastically, “have a wild imagination. There is no mass murderer runnin’ around Breckenridge.”
Hunter wasn’t too sure.
“Yeah? Then who kilt them folks down by Doc’s place?” Again, the man glanced in Hunter’s direction. Hunter forced himself to keep his head cool. He repeated his own words. Don’t make an enemy by accident.
“You know we don’t have the answer to that,” replied the sheriff. “But these disappearances are different, and what I’m looking for are volunteers to scour the woods and road along Boreas Pass down towards Red Mountain. What you and the boys need to stop doing is these door-to-door searches here in town. You’re doing nothing but harass your neighbors and instill fear in the Breck.”
“Sheriff, we felt like—”
Sheriff Andrews raised his hands. “Nope, I don’t wanna hear it. Mind my words or know this, I’ve got an empty jail right now. I have no problem fillin’ it up again, startin’ with you. Are we clear?”
“Now, c’mon, Terry. There’s no need for that kinda talk,” said the man with a completely changed attitude. “Me and the boys will help ya. I’ve got kinfolk up on Bald Mountain I’d like to check on.”
The sheriff continued with his presentation by discussing the plans for the search parties. Hunter was glad to hear they planned on taking precautions by wearing masks, gloves, and goggles together with a strict ten-to-fifteen-foot perimeter from anyone they encounter. The town had done a great job distancing itself from the plague. It would be a travesty to bring it into town as a result of a humanitarian mission searching for missing persons.
While the sheriff finished up, Hunter studied the map with the Post-it flags. Each flag had a last seen date marked with a Sharpie. Although the dates themselves didn’t indicate a pattern, the progression from oldest to newest did. The oldest disappearances were farthest away from town. The more recent reports of missing persons were closer to town.
Hunter double-checked his observation with the reports posted on the bulletin board. If these people were the victims of foul play, the first instance occurred farthest away from town and the pattern was clear—the disappearances were creeping closer, a couple of days at a time.
 



Chapter 39
Day Sixty-Seven
Fort Bliss
El Paso, Texas
 
Fort Bliss was the United States Army’s second largest installation, covering seventeen hundred square miles and extending between two states—New Mexico and Texas. Together with the adjacent White Sands Missile Range, the massive facility became the new home to a quarter million or more of the American military personnel recalled from stations abroad by President Garcia.
Originally designated the Post Opposite El Paso del Norte in 1849, Fort Bliss grew to include the 1st Armored Division and the 32nd Army Air & Missile Defense command. Its strategic importance to the United States military could not be overstated.
The newly redesigned and updated William Beaumont Army Medical Center was hailed as a state-of-the-art military treatment facility designed to focus on patient care for veterans. Following a variety of scandals involving VA hospitals, the Fort Bliss medical facilities took action to ensure the highest possible patient care.
The challenges facing the medical personnel at Fort Bliss were enormous. Overseas military personnel were initially housed in massive tents located at White Sands. They were quarantined there for fourteen days before being allowed into the main cantonment located within the city limits of El Paso.
After the quarantine period, the military personnel and their families were still required to submit to noninvasive screening measures to determine if they were stricken with the plague. Once cleared, they were assimilated into the larger community and given a sense of security. It was not the perfect life, but it was safe from infectious diseases.
Because of its proximity to the Mexican border and the heavily populated city of El Paso, Fort Bliss deployed enhanced perimeter security measures to prevent a breach of their enormous footprint on the community. The 93D Military Police Battalion was tripled in its manpower thanks to the influx of personnel from abroad.
Strike hard, strike fast was their motto and they were always at the ready to respond at a moment’s notice because, when charged with protecting their own families within Fort Bliss, the reaction time was more crucial in their minds. Many of the military personnel had seen death at the hands of the plague. They were committed to protecting their fellow soldiers and families against the pandemic threat.
Ramping up the facility with the additional two hundred fifty thousand residents was a logistical nightmare. Each military installation had its own critical infrastructure and Fort Bliss was no different. Just like the United States as a whole, the base required certain assets that were essential for the functioning of Fort Bliss. Electricity, water, transportation, security, and health care facilities all needed to be expanded to accommodate the influx of people.
Like most major cities around America, the critical infrastructure of El Paso ceased to function after the death toll mounted and society collapsed. Law enforcement tried to maintain calm, but it was impossible under the circumstances. Some officers left their posts to protect their families; others died in the line of duty at the hands of criminals or from the disease.
Hospitals could no longer function. They’d been protected for a while by the local police, and later with an assist from the Army. As the Department of Defense ordered its personnel to return to the confines of Fort Bliss, the hospitals were being overrun with patients.
The medical facilities at Fort Bliss were understaffed. Under normal circumstances, they could handle the on-base residents and local, off-base veterans. Now, their population had more than tripled. Base command asked the Department of Homeland Security for permission to bring medical personnel and equipment from two local hospitals into the base to assist with the shortage. The hospitals were going to be abandoned due to lack of security anyway and the commanders at Fort Bliss hated to waste the resources.
DHS and the DOD both signed off on the proposal. In the middle of the night, hospital personnel were brought into quarantine for the obligatory two-week stay, just like the returning military families. The equipment within the hospital was quickly boxed up and brought into Fort Bliss via heavily guarded transport trucks. The mission was pulled off with speed and precision before disaffected residents of El Paso knew what had happened.
For several days, protests were staged outside the gates of Fort Bliss, demanding access to the base’s health care facilities. Over several more days, the protests died down, literally.
Volunteers at the hospital immediately unloaded the extra equipment and disbursed it throughout the Beaumont Medical Center at Fort Bliss, including its satellite locations within the confines of the base. The temporary medical clearing center at White Sands received the bulk of the medical devices in order to hasten the approval process for the transition from quarantine to the main base housing.
By that evening after the additional equipment arrived, spirits lifted within the quarantined area as hundreds of people were examined and cleared every few hours. Working throughout the night to relieve the overcrowded conditions at White Sands, the existing medical personnel, coupled with the medical equipment obtained from the hospitals, made a difference.
During the process of incorporating the new health care providers and equipment, the base command focused their efforts on medically clearing the personnel from the area hospitals. They did not, however, establish protocols for cleaning and sterilizing the equipment that was introduced into the base medical operations. The essential tools used during the chaos by the local hospitals for physical health examinations like stethoscopes, aural thermometers, and ophthalmoscopes had not been properly cleaned and sterilized. Many of them still contained the plague bacteria on their surfaces.
During the first twenty-four hours of increased personnel screenings, over a thousand people were exposed to the plague bacteria via the tainted medical tools. By day four, those one thousand people had infected ten thousand more within the secured confines of Fort Bliss. By day eight when the original infected began to show symptoms of the disease, an additional one hundred thousand people had become carriers.
Panicked, the base command attempted to implement the Level 6 eradication order against their own. As a result, Fort Bliss imploded. A three-day battle raged for control of the enormous facility. Innocents were killed, but eventually, after more than a hundred thousand people were killed or fled, order was restored.
The enormous western harvest mouse population of Fort Bliss didn’t participate in the battle, except for feeding on the dead. As a result, the plague was alive and well within the Fort Bliss safe zone.
 



Chapter 40
Day Sixty-Eight
Blue Lakes Road Checkpoint
Quandary Peak
 
Janie and Derek handled more shifts at the newly formed checkpoint than anyone else. Barb and Tommy readily gave up their shifts to Janie in exchange for keeping the checkpoint guards well fed. Everyone agreed the checkpoint was a necessity, but maintaining a watch for hours on end with no contact tested everyone’s patience who took a turn.
When Janie asked Tommy about taking his shifts, he’d responded, “I’m bored of being bored because being bored is so darn boring.” Janie took that as a yes and was inwardly thrilled. She was enjoying her time with Derek, who got his father’s permission to work the checkpoint instead of guarding the house.
Janie and Derek had fought the boredom by getting to know one another. Relationships are an important part of anyone’s life. Whether you’re interacting with friends, co-workers, or possible love interests, the process of opening up and exploring a relationship can be complicated.
The post-apocalyptic world in which Janie and Derek had been thrust made it possible for two people of completely opposite backgrounds and interests to become friends, and perhaps more. Initially, they started conversations about typical topics—music, sports, hobbies, and current events. The latter they tried to avoid as much as they could.
Janie would spend an hour describing life in Atlanta and the myriad of things to do when you live in the city. Derek would describe the peace and serenity of life in the Rockies. He’d question why Janie would subject herself to the constant noise. She’d ask him if he felt cheated by not having dining, entertainment, and shopping—essential services, as she called them—right at his fingertips.
Despite their differences, the two millennials enjoyed each other’s company and a relationship blossomed. It hadn’t been taken to the next level, as they say, but the two had established a solid foundation for the future. Just as important, they had each other’s backs.
The checkpoint was located at Colorado Route 9, which stretched from Breckenridge southward through Alma, Fairplay, and down to Pueblo. It was not a heavily traveled route and didn’t produce much traffic noise even before the collapse caused by the pandemic. An occasional eighteen-wheeler would wind its way up and down Route 9, requiring its driver to deploy its Jake brake to slow the heavy vehicle’s descent. Other than that, as is typical of the backroads that traversed the Rockies, quiet was the norm.
Until now. Derek and Janie had been practicing dry-fire pistol training at the now empty homes adjacent to the checkpoint when a low rumble could be heard emanating from the south. The sound grew louder, prompting Janie and Derek to abandon their drills and race back to the checkpoint.
The distinctive sound a Harley-Davidson motorcycle makes was universally loved by enthusiasts and despised by most everyone else. What created the unique pop-pop-pop sound when the motorcycles were idling was the engine design and the corresponding exhaust system. Some bikers would dampen the noise with a certain type of exhaust pipe while others would intentionally enhance the rumble.
At a normal cruising speed, each cycle could produce up to eighty decibels on a sound meter. When a dozen or more motorcyclists rode in formation, the noise was incredible. When the Vagos decided to head north, looking for greener pastures, the sound of their bikes bounced off the canyon walls created by Hoosier Ridge and North Star Mountain.
“We don’t have much time!” After they bolted out the front door toward the checkpoint, Derek shouted to Janie. “Call Hunter and I’ll raise my dad. Trouble’s coming!”
Derek ran through the rocky front yard, screaming into the radio, “Blue Lakes to Base. Blue Lakes to Base. 9-1-1. Over.”
“I hear you, son. On our way. Whatcha got?”
“Bikers, Dad. It’s the bikers, and from the sounds coming up the highway, I reckon it’s all of them!”
“Hold tight, son. Don’t engage them. We need five minutes.”
“Dad, we don’t have five—.”
Derek slipped and tumbled down the embankment leading to the side of the road before he could finish his transmission. He ripped open a gash in his chin and blood gushed out onto his shirt. His upper lip was cut and his mouth immediately filled up with the taste of salty blood.
Derek scrambled to retrieve his radio, but the noise was now deafening. They were less than a mile away. He had to grab his rifle and get in position.
Janie rushed to his side. “Are you okay? What happened?”
“I tripped and fell down the hill,” replied Derek. Janie found her backpack and pulled out some sterile pads and a towel. The bikers were getting closer.
“Here, let me clean you up,” said Janie as she reached for his face. “Hunter and Tommy are on their way.”
Derek thought about their options and pushed her hand away. “Janie, we have to stall. We don’t have time. Leave the blood. I need you to take your rifle and run up the bank. Stay hidden until I holler for you. Okay?”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah, hurry!”
Janie took off and scurried up the hill. Just as the first bikes made the hairpin turn and headed toward him, Derek took a chance. He squeezed his chin and squirted more blood onto his shirt and neck. Then he wiped it all over his arms and face. Also, Derek grimaced in pain as he bit down on his lower lip, which filled his mouth with more blood. He looked at his reflection in the car window.
He looked gruesome. Perfect.
 



Chapter 41
Day Sixty-Eight
Blue Lakes Road Checkpoint
Quandary Peak
 
The first bike slowly approached the parked cars. Hunter had placed the vehicles in a V-formation, which would force any foot traffic or motorcycles into the center of the road, where a third car was parked side to side, preventing access. A large bearded man stepped off his bike and was joined by two others, who carried shotguns. They approached Derek with their weapons raised.
“Don’t come any closer!” yelled Derek before he feigned a coughing fit that spewed blood over the hood of the car he stood behind. His coughing continued, allowing it to spray more blood toward the bikers, who immediately took a step back. “This is a—cough, cough—quarantined area. Stay away.”
This time he genuinely entered into a coughing fit as he accidentally swallowed some of his own blood. Derek’s ploy was having the desired effect. Some of the bikers were already turning around.
“Is the whole town sick?” asked the leader of the pack.
“Not all,” mumbled Derek. “Only the homes from here to the south entrance. This stretch of Route 9 is quarantined. There are only a few hundred—cough, cough, cough—of us now.”
The lead biker stepped back farther and spoke to his associates. They looked around at the abandoned homes and then back to Derek. His blood loss subsided. When they weren’t focusing on him, he tried to bite his lip again, but he was out of bloody ammo.
The sound of his dad’s trucks approaching from the north caught the bikers’ attention. Derek’s peripheral vision detected motion to his right. Hunter was moving through the woods to catch them in a crossfire with Janie. Soon, he’d have the numbers and the high ground to open up on these guys if they didn’t cooperate.
“Y’all better get goin’!” shouted Derek. “Security is on the way and you don’t wanna get in a gunfight over infected territory. There ain’t nuthin’ worth fighting about. If you need a place to stay, try Timber Ridge back a mile or so. They’re mostly vacation homes anyway and nobody’ll bother you. Trust me, you don’t wanna come this direction.”
Derek was beginning to sweat and it poured down his face to mix with his blood. The stinging pain of his busted chin began to fill his senses. He considered his options if it turned into a shoot-out. All of the bikers were clumped together and most remained seated on their Harleys. Derek had Hunter on the right, and Tommy somewhere in the vicinity. Janie, who was only marginally trained with her weapon, occupied the high ground. Derek began to feel more comfortable. The positioning of his guys could allow them to wipe out the bikers, who were clustered in a kill zone.
“All right, kid,” shouted the biker who was done consulting the others. “It’s your lucky day, or maybe not.” He began laughing and the bikers maneuvered the heavy machines to drive away.
No, it’s your lucky day.
When the sounds dissipated, Janie emerged from her position and shouted, “They’re gone! All clear!”
Derek set his rifle down and fell over onto the hood of the car, not out of exhaustion, but relief. He’d stood up to the Vagos MC and lived to tell about it. That never happened.
 



Chapter 42
Day Sixty-Eight
Noah’s Ark
Boreas Pass at Red Mountain
 
Levi and Seth were the thirteenth and fourteenth sons of Rulon Snow, and the first sons born into the large family after they arrived at their new home up on Red Mountain. As the first born on the mountain, they shared a special status. Born to two separate mothers, Levi and Seth were seen as a miracle and were rumored to be the chosen ones to succeed their father when they came of age. They were conceived on the same night and born within minutes of each other, a coincidence too great for most. Therefore, it was generally believed only God could have a hand in the conception, making Levi and Seth special.
Unlike the other children, who lived an austere life within the gates of their home, Levi and Seth were afforded special treatment. They didn’t rise at dawn to dig in the garden all day. They weren’t required to attend religious study instruction and pray in the evening with the rest of the children. Levi and Seth came from the loins of the new Prophet, Rulon Snow, who intended to continue his seed bearers approach to expanding his family in religious purity.
Only now, the impregnation scheme had a new name—Noah’s Ark. According to the teachings of the LDS doctrine, a second coming of Jesus Christ to earth would occur sometime in the near future. LDS followers believed there would be an increase in warring nations, man-made disasters would wreak havoc on the earth, and natural disasters like earthquakes would provide signs preceding this big event.
As news of the plague pandemic grabbed the attention of Snow, he formulated a new prophecy for his flock. The concept was called Noah’s Ark. In the Bible, Noah’s Ark was the vessel described during the flood in Genesis.
According to the scriptures in Genesis, God instructed Noah to build an ark to withstand the great flood. Seven days before the deluge, Noah entered the ark with his family together with male and female species of the animals. The ark was a microcosm of the concept of creation—destruction and re-creation after a cataclysmic event.
Snow saw the pandemic as a sign from God. He viewed his community of sister wives, children, and fertile land to be Noah’s Ark. The task bestowed upon Snow, as it had been placed on the shoulders of Noah, was to repopulate the earth following the death of humanity.
Snow’s commune was made up of blood relatives. He respected the medical issues and genetic disorders associated with inbreeding. Over their years on Red Mountain, the sister wives were tasked with finding more women to enter their community and enjoy the privilege of marriage to the Prophet Snow.
At first, they found Breckenridge to be fertile ground. Young, idealistic runaways from California, looking for love and attention they couldn’t get at home, were the perfect targets. Several were brought into the commune, but eventually Snow’s wives pushed a little too hard in their recruiting efforts, drawing the attention of Sheriff Andrews.
After a lot of debate about an adult’s exercise of their own free will, Sheriff Andrews agreed to allow Snow to practice his polygamy as long as his sister wives stayed out of Breckenridge with their recruiting efforts.
The truce was agreed upon and continuously honored until five weeks ago when Snow received the message from the heavens to expand his family. His sister wives could no longer cultivate relationships with women in the surrounding communities to convince them to join with the Prophet. Time was running short and pickin’s were slim. Therefore, Snow turned to another tack—kidnapping.
His number one sons, Levi and Seth, were sent out to find mates for Noah’s Ark. They spent most of their days crisscrossing the mountaintops and valleys surrounding Breckenridge—watching. They knew more about the residents of Breckenridge than their neighbors did. Snow gave his beloved sons their instructions and they set about gathering carriers for their seeds.
Perched high atop Red Mountain with powerful binoculars, they took turns watching Janie and Derek as they scrambled to confront the approaching motorcycles. Levi wanted to admire Janie and joked with his brother about making her his real wife and not just another captive to impregnate.
The boys took a moment to watch the scene unfold before the bikers were turned away and the others joined together around the checkpoint in celebration. Levi and Seth became jealous of the comradery. They knew Doc’s son well. Over the past year, he’d hunted on their side of the mountain for sport, not food. The Snows considered this unacceptable but were powerless to do anything about it because of the agreement reached with the sheriff.
Now, Levi and Seth surmised, agreements could be cast aside. Soon all of these others would be dead and the two of them would carry their father’s legacy forward. Besides, the boys decided the sheriff had already broken the truce by sending search parties up Boreas Pass, looking for missing men, who’d never be found, and their women, who were safely tucked away inside the numerous caves above Noah’s Ark.
“Levi, how many women have we got?” asked Seth.
“Two dozen, maybe more. Why?” replied Levi.
“I think that’s enough, don’t you?”
“It ain’t up to us, Seth. It’s up to the Prophet.”
“He’s not happy about them folks nosing around the Ark. Why don’t we help by putting a stop to it?” asked Seth.
“How?”
“Come on, brother, I’ll show you the way,” replied Seth.
 



Chapter 43
Day Sixty-Nine
Bald Mountain
Breckenridge
 
Beth Anne, Naomie, and Snow’s firstborn, Keira Snow Jessop, the eldest daughters of Rulon by two different mothers, were the functional equivalent of the personnel managers of Noah’s Ark. Rulon’s sister wives spent the majority of their time tending to the finances of the Jessop family. They’d also taken on the additional responsibility of implementing the seed bearers program.
The sister wives provided medical assistance and comfort to the women held within the compound as the Snow babies grew inside them. They were very nurturing for the most part. Most of the time, they provided a loving and caring approach to those who accepted it, and meted out punishments to those women in captivity who did not.
The three older sisters were flabbergasted when Seth and Levi appeared for breakfast and prayer at six that morning. They hadn’t participated in the morning ritual in over a year as they came of age, making the transition from a youngster to a teenager. Snow encouraged the boys to sow their wild oats before they were given positions of responsibility, and sow they did.
Their sisters resented the boys’ freedom, but they followed the Prophet’s wishes. At first Keira tried to instill discipline in the youngsters. The boys rebelled against her and were ultimately excluded from morning chores. When they showed up for breakfast, Keira suspected there was an ulterior motive.
“Well, look at my sleepy-eyed strangers,” started Keira. “I feel so honored to have been joined by you both for breakfast and prayer. Pa would be proud.”
“Good morning, sister,” said Seth, the more dominant of the two brothers. “We have an important job to do today. We need to be well fed because our work will take us well into the night.”
“What kind of important work, Seth?”
“The kind one only talks about with the Prophet,” he snapped back. “Come on, Levi. Let’s eat and get started.”
The boys gobbled down their meal of oats and eggs before starting off for the day. After they were released through the front gates without being questioned, they started down the driveway toward the trails they’d created through the mountains over the past eight years since they were allowed to play on their own.
“Seth, do we need any tools or anything to do this?” asked Levi.
“No, brother,” Seth replied, patting the metallic object in his right pocket. “Everything we need is right here. Our first stop will be Mineral Hill.”
The boys were in excellent condition. Their entire day was spent hiking and traversing the mountaintops. Were such a competition held, Seth and Levi could cover more ground at higher elevations than anyone in the Rockies. Every day was spent climbing up one side of a 14er and down the other. Some of the ridges that rose up a gentle slope to a point below the tree line could be jogged by the boys without getting winded.
Today, their stamina would be tested as they began their task at Mineral Hill, closest to Breckenridge and farthest away from their home. They would then traverse their way through the foothills just above the town over to Bald Mountain. Their final stop would be Mount Argentine, just to the north of McCullough Gulch and their own Red Mountain.
It would have been quicker and easier to make their way toward Breckenridge along Boreas Pass Road, which connected the town to their compound, but the boys wanted to avoid being seen by the locals. Besides, the trails were more fun. Along the way, the boys had plastic storage bins buried in the woods, which they’d stolen from garages around town.
They had stored all manner of treasures ranging from fishing gear to girlie magazines. Seth and Levi had become accomplished burglars, taking advantage of the local homeowners’ false sense of security in the quiet town. An open garage door provided an opportunity to grab something of interest and quickly slip back into the woods. A wife who was distracted while unloading her groceries would find herself short a six-pack of beer or a bottle of wine. Their years of silent thievery had paid off, preparing them for the most significant activity of their young lives.
It was a long, tiring day for the boys. As darkness crept in, they stopped by their favorite swimming hole along Pennsylvania Creek for a swim. Despite the dropping temperatures and the frigid water, they splashed and laughed and wiped off the stench.
Satisfied, they made one final hike, a climb to the top of Red Mountain. Their mountain. In the past, they’d stare down into the valley and overlook the ski slopes of Breckenridge and the glimmering lights of the quaint town below. The boys had many conversations about life outside the compound, living in a world completely unknown to them.
When they were told by the Prophet that God had swept the earth with a deadly plague, they took that to be a sign to remain on the path chosen for them. Tonight, rather than look upon the valley, wondering what might have been, they looked down upon the sinners, mesmerized by what God had in store for them.
 



Chapter 44
Day Seventy
Breckenridge
 
Fires are unpredictable. They could ignite from just one spark emanating from a car’s hot exhaust on dry grasses, or from a discarded cigarette by a careless smoker; perhaps a lightning strike, or even an overturned candle during a power outage. Oftentimes, they were the work of arsonists, typically greedy for a big insurance payoff.
Fires need a trifecta of fuel, oxygen, and heat, commonly known as the fire triangle. Once the conditions are right, and the requisite ignition source, that spark, occurs, the fire takes on a life of its own.
External weather and winds cause fires to gain momentum. In addition, the wildfires produce their own winds, known as indrafts, which create sixty-mile-per-hour gusts capable of overpowering the winds caused by the prevalent weather pattern. As the fire builds, hot air rises and cooler air rushes in to take its place. This process adds to the unpredictability of the fire, causing the flames to move in unexpected directions with varied intensity.
The Red, White and Blue Fire Department was so called not necessarily for their patriotism but from their history as three different fire companies formed in 1882 to protect the mining district of Breckenridge after three large fires almost destroyed the town.
RWBFire had issued a HIGH fire alert weeks ago, as was customary during the summer months. Control burns required a permit and constant supervision by the landowner. Campfires were allowed outside the city limits but were discouraged, especially when there was a Red Flag or Fire Weather advisory.
The weather in Breckenridge had remained the same for several days—warm, dry, and mild breezes. The near twenty-mile-per-hour winds experienced around Breckenridge would’ve warranted a Red Flag warning had RWBFire been fully operational. But like the sheriff’s department, fear of the plague had caused most of the firefighters to go into hiding.
The first flames were reported outside the perimeter established by Sheriff Andrews on the edge of town. Families fled the blaze on foot, avoiding the roadblocks established by the sheriff. They warned their neighbors who lived on the lower elevations of Mission Hill as they sought refuge in town.
By the time Sheriff Andrews and Fire Chief Aaron Rice could drive up the mountains to better assess the wildfire, another one was reported to the south at Bald Mountain. Hours later, fires engulfed several homes in the Mount Argentine area. The pattern was unmistakable.
These fires weren’t started by accident. This was the deliberate work of arsonists with the intention of creating wildfires on three distinct and different terrains simultaneously.
Sheriff Andrews and Fire Chief Rice regrouped in town to receive reports from the deputies and volunteer firefighters about the three blazes. The men watched the powerful indrafts generate firewhirls, also known as firenados, where the fire burns skyward, throwing flames and burning debris into the air. This was a sign of the strongest type of wildfire. The three blazes were moving toward Breckenridge and southward toward McCullough Gulch and Quandary Peak.
“If the winds continue to blow the fires toward town, they’ll pick up additional flashy fuels,” started Chief Rice. Chief Rice was offered the position of fire chief after he successfully participated in turning back one of the largest wildfires in Colorado history.
The Hayman fire occurred during June 2002 in Park County, thirty miles to the south of Breckenridge. Named for a ghost town, the Hayman fire burned over a hundred homes, a hundred and forty thousand acres, and displaced five thousand residents.
It took two weeks to completely contain the fire, which was started by a careless technician with the United States Forestry Service. The woman, distraught over her estranged husband, was told to write down her feelings in a letter and then burn it to cleanse her burdens. The small fire she built, during a period of a total burn ban, was left unattended and quickly hopped out of the campfire ring she created and ignited fallen pine needles and eventually torched an area from Pike’s Peak to the Kenosha Mountains.
“Aaron, whadya mean by flashy fuels?” asked Sheriff Andrews.
“The fires won’t burn up the mountains very far because they’ll run out of flammable materials at the tree line,” started Chief Rice. “At lower elevations, especially as the fires approach more homes, flashy fuels like grasses, twigs, wood-framed homes—anything with a high surface-area-to-volume ratio, which provides the material a lot of room to burn, will feed the flames.”
“We agree this is the work of arsonists,” said Sheriff Andrews. “I can’t begin to imagine what kind of sick mind would initiate this. Aaron, how in the world are we gonna fight this thing?”
“Terry, we need everybody. I mean it. Everybody.”
 



Chapter 45
Day Seventy
Breckenridge
 
The sun began to rise in the east, but the dense smoke obliterated it from view. Those residents who were unaware of the impending blazes during the night were awakened by the sounds of sirens and loudspeakers from first-responder vehicles traversing the streets of Breckenridge. All residents, including children, were ordered on Main Street immediately. They were told to wear protective masks, eyewear, and gloves. They were to bring shovels, rakes, and empty five-gallon buckets.
Chief Rice divided his nine full-time firefighters who were still in town to lead three teams per hotspot. Sheriff Andrews placed his deputies under Chief Rice’s command, who then assigned them to the firefighting teams. None of his men had experience in fighting a massive wildfire, so Chief Rice provided them the benefit of his experience.
“The roads will act as a natural firebreak, so I’ve mapped a plan of attack based upon using the highways and major streets within the neighborhoods. Be aware that the winds could whip up the embers and cross the firebreak. I want you to have plenty of residents behind you, a second line of defense, to douse any flash fires.
“Now, listen up. We’ve got several hundred folks here so far to help. You’re gonna need every last one of them. To fight a wildfire, you have to remove one of the factors of the fire triangle—heat, oxygen, or fuel. The strategy when burning something this hot, under these conditions, is to remove the fuel. That’s our number one priority.
“We’re gonna take a two-pronged approach. Below the firebreaks, use your volunteers to remove the flashy fuels. Have them take away fallen limbs, dead trees, dried leaves, and pine needles. There are a lot of beetle-kill pines around Mineral Hill that need to be removed with chainsaws. The idea is to create a dead zone below the firebreak, which prevents the flames from moving downhill toward town.
“Above the firebreaks, I want you guys, seasoned firefighters, to coordinate building backfires. We’re gonna burn the fuel ahead of the fire’s path so it has nowhere to go.
“We obviously won’t have the help of water bombers, but we do have our tanker full and access to the city water system, which is gravity fed from the surrounding reservoirs. Assign a reliable two-man team to manage your hoses. There are no backups, so don’t let a mistake burn one up.
“Finally, we’re on our own here. Nobody is coming to help us from Frisco or Dillon. That’s a load of BS, but I can’t deal with that today. It’s up to us to save the Breck.”
Chief Rice, with the help of Sheriff Andrews, assigned the residents to the various teams and made arrangements for the children and elderly to be watched after at the Breckenridge Ski Lodge.
His manpower plan focused on saving the town of Breckenridge. If the fire spread down the southern face of Mount Argentine and into McCullough Gulch, Doc Cooley’s ranch would be at risk. He didn’t have the personnel to spare, but he raised Doc on the radio and apprised him of the situation. Those folks would have to mount their own defense against the blaze.
 



Chapter 46
Day Seventy
Cooley Ranch
West Face of Red Mountain
 
Hunter and Tommy scrambled to get their gear together after Doc relayed the information about the fires. It was agreed that Barb would stay at the house while Mac and Janie would monitor the checkpoint. The guys had no idea how long they’d be gone. If the fire spread beyond Doc’s place and jumped Route 9 into McCullough Gulch, then it could follow the low-lying areas around Quandary Peak and possibly head up toward Blue Lakes and their home.
Hunter pulled Mac aside before they left. With a coldhearted, levelheaded analysis, the two of them discussed the risks of fighting fires and whether they should participate. Firefighters face heat, flames, and toxic smoke in the form of high levels of carbon monoxide, not to mention the physical and mental strain.
Mac was concerned for her dad. He was in exceptional shape for his age, but this was a higher altitude, which made breathing difficult on a clear day. Surrounded by smoke and the carbon monoxide, it would be easy to succumb to the inhaled toxins.
She cautioned Hunter about smoke inhalation, who promised to pass on the suggestions to Tommy, Doc, and Derek. The smoke would irritate their eyes, throat, and lungs. She suggested they use the P100 masks, which would provide the best available protection against smoke other than the equipment issued to firefighters.
Before they left the basement, Mac began to cry and hugged Hunter. He did his best to reassure her, but they both knew the risks the guys were about to take. In the end, helping Doc was not only the right thing to do, but it was necessary to prevent the fire from jumping the highway and imperiling their home.
 
*****
 
The Jeep roared up the driveway to Doc’s house, spinning gravel with every curve. There were no guards at the gate today, only Doc’s wife, who reluctantly raised her shotgun as their Jeep approached the Cooleys’ front yard. When she saw it was Tommy, she lowered her weapon and ran to the driver’s side door.
“Tommy, thank God for the two of you.” She began to cry. “Caleb, Derek, and the guys left an hour ago on their four-wheelers for the base of Mount Argentine at Pennsylvania Creek. They said for you to meet them there.”
“Honey, are you okay up here alone?” asked Tommy.
She wiped away her tears and smiled. “You all have made me feel better. Doc’s too old for this, Tommy. He talks a big game, but he’s tired, you know. Derek is strong, but he can’t do it alone. Thank you both for helping us.”
Hunter was growing impatient. “Yes, ma’am. Glad to help. Tommy, we need to join them.”
Tommy raced down the driveway and tore onto Route 9 as the Jeep tilted toward the left-side wheels. Hunter held on to the dashboard grab handle and attempted to raise Doc or Derek on the radio, but he was unsuccessful.
“If they’re down in the valley, trying to create a firebreak at Pennsylvania Creek, they’ll never be able to hear us,” said Hunter. “Do you know where to look for them?”
“I think so,” said Tommy. “There are about fifty homes around the base of the mountain near the highway. A washed-out road stretches up into the valley between Doc’s ranch and the southern face of Mount Argentine. Based on what he told me, one of the firefighters from town who lives down this way has mobilized the locals to fight the fire along the highway and at the north end of their neighborhoods. Sadly, they wouldn’t assign anybody to help along Pennsylvania Creek.”
“Why not?” asked Hunter.
“The road, Coronet Drive, runs parallel to the creek and up the valley between the two mountains. It eventually dead-ends at the tree line. My guess is Doc’s gotten started without us.”
They approached Blue River Road, and several vehicles were parked around the entrance. Women and children were huddled under a stand of pine trees, talking to one another. They turned to stare at the Jeep as Tommy roared past.
He wound his way through the neighborhood and eventually found Coronet Drive at the back. After the last McMansion came into view, the asphalt road turned to gravel and the full-time four-wheel drive on the Wrangler did its job.
“Are there homes up this way?” asked Hunter, who held onto the grab bar for stability. Tommy did his best to avoid potholes and places where water runoff had created ruts in the gravel.
“Yeah, maybe half a dozen, all full-time residents. These are mountain people who’ve lived up here for years, unlike the residents we just passed. Because their properties face south and they’re tucked in the forest, they might not know what’s going on.”
“There!” exclaimed Hunter. “I see the fire coming down the mountain.”
“That’s Doc’s John Deere six-wheeler. Hunter, are you ready for this? It’s gonna be brutal.”
“Tommy, as long as we’re standing, we should lend a hand to those who need it.”
 



Chapter 47
Day Seventy
The Fire
Pennsylvania Creek
 
High mountain gusts of wind forced the smoke down towards Pennsylvania Creek like bolts of jet-black velvet unfurling—heavy layers rolling and folding in unison. It was easy to lose your perspective in the smoke clouds, the vapors dense and oily, weighing heavily upon your body.
Through his goggles, Hunter could see a dirty orange glow in the grayish-black haze, brighter when the smoke puffed during an updraft and dimmer when the dark fog closed in again. If he trusted his eyes, which he didn’t, the flames might have been forty feet away, or sixty, or maybe they were only twenty. He wasn’t sure, so Hunter called on his other senses.
He trusted his skin, what little of it was exposed. His neck, cheeks, and ears became sensory receptors, warning him of his close proximity to the flames. The intense heat was his gauge of distance to death.
He’d been separated from the group as he attempted to remove another fallen tree limb from the path of the fire. Their plan was to clear the sixty-foot swath of land between Coronet Drive, which was just up the mountain, and the thirty-foot-wide Pennsylvania Creek at the bottom. They felt certain an eighty- to one-hundred-foot firebreak would stop the fire before it climbed up Red Mountain toward Cooley Ranch.
Hunter was down on all fours, crawling across the pine-needle rug that covered the ground. He stayed low, ducking under the worst of the heat as it blew over his head. He’d become disoriented, trying to use the terrain to find his way back to the gravel road.
He’d made his way to a low spot in the ground, giving him hope as the temperature dropped from one hundred fifty degrees to maybe one hundred twenty. He paused to listen. From the sounds, he determined the blaze was to his left, so he immediately scrambled to his right. Up and over a small rise, Hunter attempted to regain his footing.
He cursed himself for taking the risk and venturing across the road earlier. The clearing process was going well. It wasn’t necessary to tackle the debris on the uphill side of the road, but he had, and now he was in a fight to survive.
He shuffled his feet forward, first the left and then the right. He unknowingly kicked at embers, ignoring the scorched earth beneath him and focusing instead on a flicker of light dancing through the smoke before him.
Is it the clearing? Have I finally emerged from the wrong side of the road?
Then he saw another glimmer of light, a shimmer that brightened and blossomed into a deep yellow glow.
Is it a flashlight? Maybe the sun is peeking through the cloud?
Am I finally out of the trap I placed myself in?
The sound came next, a low rumble through the hiss and snap of the fire, like the Harleys rolling down Route 9 or thunder tumbling across the prairies of Kansas in advance of a vicious thunderstorm.
Instincts took over and he hit the ground. He needed the force of gravity to guide him. Hunter tucked his arms close to his sides and began to roll like a log down a hill. Over and over again, his momentum began to carry him to a low spot on the side of the mountain just as the rumble swelled and quickened into a trembling whoosh over his head.
Moving as fast as a breaking tsunami wave, the flames passed over him, searing his skin and burning the hair exposed on his wrists. As quickly as the flames had shot past him, they danced into the sky.
Blue sky! I see blue sky!
Then Hunter heard the rumble again.
 



Chapter 48
Day Seventy
Coronet Road
Mount Argentine
 
Tommy was tasked with notifying the residents of the half-dozen homes located along the sparsely populated stretch of Coronet Road. The first few homes had been vacated except for one home, which had left their horses behind in a stable. Tommy opened the gates of the penned-in area and smacked the geldings on the backside, sending them racing down Coronet Road towards the neighborhood.
The fire was advancing toward the last home he encountered, a two-story tucked into the trees near the tree line. There was a barn at the rear of the property and a small cabin tucked in the woods to the left. The fire had reached the barn and the cabin. Several hay bales had ignited and rolled down the yard toward the house.
He drove the Jeep into the driveway with the horn blaring. He gave it another minute and honked again, hoping to draw anyone out of the home before the flames engulfed the house. Just as Tommy was about to leave, the front door opened slightly and a young boy who was barely as tall as the doorknob peered out.
His disheveled jet-black hair and sullen eyes pulled on Tommy’s heart. The boy was afraid to open the door.
Tommy hopped out of the Jeep and walked slowly towards the door. The boy closed it a little more as Tommy approached. Tommy removed his goggles and mask to avoid frightening the young boy as he moved closer. The crackling sounds of the fire behind the house gave him a sense of urgency.
“Where are your parents?” shouted Tommy. “Please, open the door. Son, where are your parents?”
Just as Tommy arrived at the door, the child, who was around five years old, attempted to close it. Tommy stuck his hand inside and forced it open.
The house was dark inside. All the curtains and blinds had been closed. “What’s your name?”
“Marcus,” the boy replied sheepishly. He began to cough and he retreated into the shadows of the windowless dining area.
“Okay, Marcus. Where are your parents? Are you home alone?”
“Momma and Pa said they’d be stayin’ out in the cabin for a while. They told me to stay here or go down to stay with my aunt Paula. She lives down the road.” The boy pointed toward the neighborhood.
Tommy raced to the back of the house and looked through the sheer curtains in the kitchen. The dry grass in the yard had ignited and the pine trees surrounding the cabin were fully engulfed. The cedar shake roof of the cabin was smoldering.
Tommy turned his attention back to the boy, but the condition of the kitchen caught his eye. There were several empty cereal boxes on the floor and discarded Pop-Tart wrappers.
“Marcus! When did your parents tell you this?”
“A few days ago. I can’t remember. I didn’t want to go to Aunt Paula’s. She beats on my cousin and sometimes takes a switch to me. I was gonna wait on my folks to come back.”
Tommy ran to the boy and dropped to one knee. He looked the child in the eye and asked, “Marcus, are you sure your parents went into the cabin back there? The one in your backyard?”
“Yes, sir. Pa wasn’t feelin’ well and Momma said he needed his rest. After a day or so, when they didn’t come back, I knocked on the door and hollered for them. Momma said Pa needed more rest and go back into the house. So I did.”
Tommy scruffed the top of the young man’s flowing black locks and felt his forehead. He was sweaty and had a fever. He felt oozing sores on the back of his neck. Tommy’s hand recoiled from the child as if he’d bitten by a rattlesnake, but he couldn’t move away in time to avoid the boy’s sudden sneeze. A bloody mix of mucus flew out of the child’s mouth and nose, covering Tommy’s face.
Reflexively, Tommy used both sleeves and his hands to wipe off his face. His fingers rubbed his eyes, attempting to get the spray out of them. His breathing increased as panic overtook him, and then the boy sneezed again, covering Tommy once more. Tommy closed his eyes, his chin dropped to his chest, and he prayed.
Sneezes travel at close to one hundred miles per hour. A single sneeze can send more than one hundred thousand bacteria-laden droplets through the air. Tommy breathed in these microscopic infected droplets through his mouth and nose. They also got into his eyes and ears.
He prayed that this hellish nightmare was a dream, but the voice of young Marcus reminded him that it wasn’t.
“Mister,” the boy said, “I’m sorry.”
 



Chapter 49
Day Seventy
Pennsylvania Creek
 
Tommy got it together and rushed to the back windows again. The fire was slowly moving toward the house along the grass, but the wind had subsided. The tall pines were no longer whipping back and forth, and none of them appeared to be in danger of toppling onto the house at the moment.
He instructed young Marcus to go to his bathroom, strip off his clothes and wash his face and hands. Then he wanted the boy to pack some clothes because they were going to his aunt’s house. When the young boy protested, Tommy rushed him to the back door and showed him the fire. This gave the boy all the incentive he needed to move.
While Marcus washed up and changed his clothes, Tommy did the same. Fortunately, the boy’s father was a comparable size. Now dressed in a long-sleeve white tee shirt and blue denim overalls, Tommy retrieved two fresh masks out of the Jeep.
Marcus emerged on the front porch with his camo backpack that he and his dad used when they would camp out together on Mount Argentine behind them. The boy never spoke of his parents again, seemingly aware of their deaths.
As Tommy drove down the road, he noticed the fire was dying down. The entirety of the land between the road and creek had been cleared and the debris cluttered the valley below. The wind had died down, which took away some of the oxygen that fueled the massive blaze.
He waved his arm at Doc and a handful of men who were standing near the creek, washing off the soot and dirt. Tommy was anxious to deliver the boy to his aunt, but he had to speak to him first.
“Marcus, you have to be a grown-up for a minute, okay?”
“Yes, sir.”
“You’re very sick, like your parents. They loved you very much and they tried to protect you from their illness, but they couldn’t. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir. I think I’m in big trouble.”
Tommy fought back the tears. “Marcus, nobody is upset with you, if that’s what you think.”
“I know. It’s just, um, I’m in big trouble, like Momma and Pa.”
“Yes, son, that’s right.”
They drove around the base of Mount Argentine and headed through the neighborhood toward Breckenridge. After half a mile, the boy pointed Tommy toward his aunt’s house, or at least where it used to be. Tommy slowed the Jeep and looked through the charred trees. The remains of the home were smoldering.
Tommy instructed Marcus to wait in the Jeep while he inquired about the home from the neighbors across the street. Tommy discovered that the boy’s aunt, uncle, and cousins had perished in the fire. They were all the family the kid had, and now Tommy was gonna find a way to see Marcus through his final days.
It was pitch black, as nightfall had taken hold hours ago. Tommy drove back up the mountain to find Doc and Hunter. He raced around a bend, where he found Doc standing with Derek at their six-wheeler, which was illuminated by the Jeep’s headlights. Tommy put the Jeep in park and exited the vehicle, leaving the lights on so they could see one another.
“Guys, you did it,” started Tommy. “I’ve driven all the way down the mountain and back. There isn’t any trace of fire near the road, only a few flare-ups way up toward the tree line.”
“We did, Tommy,” Doc said as he wiped his forehead with a towel. He took another swig of water. “A big thanks to you and Hunter for standing with us. I’ll never forget this, my friend.”
Tommy looked around. “Hey, where’s Hunter?”
“We thought he was with you,” replied Derek.
“No. I haven’t seen him in hours. When I left to warn people up the mountain, he was working down here, clearing underbrush. Could he have left with your guys?”
Doc started walking toward the Jeep and Tommy casually retreated to provide plenty of space. “Tommy, the pickup was full of our people. Hunter wasn’t one of them.”
Tommy became frantic. He reached into the pocket behind the passenger’s seat and retrieved a flashlight. He started flashing the light into the woods, screaming Hunter’s name. Doc and Derek did the same and the three men spread out along the stretch of road where Hunter was seen last.
Marcus began to cough again and Tommy knew he needed to get him to a safe place where he could receive some medical attention. He debated whether to tell Doc now, but opted for later. They needed to find Hunter and not be distracted.
Tommy decided to take Marcus to Quandary Peak.
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Chapter 50
Day Seventy-One
Quandary Peak
 
Mac joined Barb and Janie at the checkpoint after a full day in the lab. She continued to tweak her formula, hoping to hit on the perfect polypeptide to marry to the vancomycin. She kept reminding herself that this type of research and the resulting pharmaceutical breakthrough sometimes took years. Arguably, the human race only had months, or maybe weeks. She worked diligently out of a sense of obligation to humanity, her profession, and herself.
A full moon rose over Red Mountain, casting a bluish tone on the smoke covering the valley. Every so often, a gust of wind would blow off Quandary Peak and down the mountain, causing the ashen cloud to roll like a wave towards the south.
All of them were worried about the guys. As midnight approached, it had been eighteen hours since they’d left to assist Doc in fighting the fire. None of them would be able to sleep although each encouraged the other to do so.
At one point during the day, Barb had entered the first home next to the checkpoint and straightened it up. She found extra sheets and made the beds. The family who once lived there had been unfairly ripped from the world. Their home deserved the dignity of being restored to its beauty. It also might serve as a place for them to rest while waiting for the guys’ return.
“I hear a car!” exclaimed Mac, startling Barb and Janie out of their half-sleepy state.
“Yeah, me too,” said Janie. “Look. Are those the Jeep’s headlights?”
They left their weapons behind and ran up the incline to greet Tommy and Hunter. The Jeep illuminated the three of them standing in the middle of the road and then it suddenly stopped. For several seconds, the Jeep idled with the headlights washing them with bright light.
“What’s going on?” asked Barb.
“I don’t know,” replied Mac. “Something’s wrong. Let’s go.” Mac pulled her pistol and started to walk briskly toward the vehicle.
Tommy flung open the door and stepped out. “Mac, please stop. You can’t come any closer.”
“Dad? Why?” she asked.
“Honey, I’ll explain in a minute. I have a very sick boy here and you guys need to stay back, okay?”
“My god,” Barb groaned. “He’s got a sick boy and won’t let us get near him. Do you think—?”
“Hold on, Mom,” started Mac. “Maybe they wanna exercise caution? You never know.”
“Tommy!” shouted Janie, unemotionally taking charge of the situation. “Drive to the first house behind us, nearest the checkpoint. It’s been cleaned and straightened up. We’ll meet you over there.”
“Got it!” Tommy replied.
He reentered the Jeep and slowly drove past them and up the driveway. The women followed his path, talking about the ramifications of the guys being with a sick child.
“It’s probably just smoke inhalation or something like that,” offered Mac. “Maybe something happened to the parents and the guys don’t wanna frighten the kid.”
“That’s right,” added Janie. “With all that’s going on, it’s easy to assume the worst.”
A couple of minutes later, they approached the house and saw candles burning in the windows of the front bedroom. Just as they were about to climb the porch steps, the front door opened and a flashlight preceded Tommy stepping out.
“Don’t. Stop there,” he ordered. “Please, you guys. This is going to be hard enough. Just trust me. I need you to back up off the porch and leave plenty of distance between us. Don’t go near the Jeep either.”
All of the women stopped abruptly and retreated off the porch. “Tommy, you’re frightening us!” shouted Barb. “Why did you change clothes?”
“I know and I’m sorry. Please let me explain.”
For the next several minutes, Tommy recounted the day’s events and how he came upon Marcus. He described in detail the boy’s condition and the surrounding circumstances. The boy had passed out in the backseat of the Jeep and Tommy wanted him to get some rest.
“Okay. Okay,” started Mac as she began pacing back and forth in front of the house. “We can deal with this. First, we don’t know for certain this is the plague. We can figure that out with an exam. Janie, let’s go to the house and get our gear. The Jeep will take us halfway.”
“No, you can’t take the Jeep, Mac. Marcus was sneezing and coughing in there,” added Tommy as he sat on the stoop. “Barbara, I’m so sorry. I love you.”
Barb began to cry and started toward her best friend and the love of her life. Tommy scrambled to his feet and backed toward the door.
“Mom, you can’t,” plead Mac as she grabbed her mother from behind. “Daddy’s right. We have to be sure. It doesn’t mean anything, but we can’t take the risk.”
“Tommy—” started Barb before he interrupted her.
“Don’t worry, honey. Let’s just see, okay?”
Tommy stood and walked toward the door.
Mac, who had been overcome with emotion and shock at Tommy’s revelation, forgot about Hunter. She immediately began to panic.
“Daddy, wait! Where’s Hunter?”
“Dear, they’re looking for him now.”
“Whadya mean looking for him? You mean nobody knows where Hunter is? Was he exposed too?”
“No, Mac. He was fighting the fire with Doc and the boys. I’m sure he’s fine. Doc will be along shortly since the fire’s been put out.”
Mac turned and walked towards Mount Argentine. The smoke continued to waft through the valley and the moon was no longer visible except for the occasional peek through the haze.
 



Chapter 51
Day Seventy-Two
The Quarantine House
Quandary Peak
 
Barb continued to speak with Tommy, who monitored Marcus at the same time. After the emotions died down, the two began to discuss the realities. She’d calm her nerves and then begin crying again.
Tommy and Barb had also second-guessed helping Doc fight the fire. They knew it could unnecessarily risk their lives. Now Tommy might have the disease and Hunter was missing in the middle of the night after a long day battling a blaze, which he had no experience doing. They vowed to maintain a positive attitude for the sake of Mac, but also said they’d spend every waking moment together until it was over.
Janie and Mac returned with their gear and suited up. Although Marcus had been resting comfortably, the doctors wanted to give him a quick exam in order to confirm their suspicions. Tommy led them inside and gently woke Marcus. At first, he was frightened at their appearance but eventually allowed Janie to examine him.
While Janie and Marcus were alone, Mac pulled her father aside. In her PPE gear, she hugged her father and began to cry. Tommy shed some tears but attempted to calm his daughter. It was a difficult moment for them both.
“Daddy, I’ll work night and day to find a cure. It’s such a slow process. I can only infect and examine so many mice at a time. The disease has to take hold, begin to show symptoms, and then I test the vancomycin variants.”
“Dear, I understand,” he said as they looked through the bedroom door at Marcus. “Do your best to help this young boy.”
“Daddy, he’s only got a couple of days based upon his visible symptoms. I don’t know what I can do except delay the progress of the disease and hope I’m successful. But I’m worried about you.”
He hugged her again and grasped her by the shoulders. “One patient at a time.”
“I’m done,” interrupted Janie. “Tommy, do they still have hot water?”
“Yes. I washed my hands earlier and it came out hot. I’m guessin’ they have solar panels too.”
“Good. Meet us on the front porch. Also, if you don’t mind, stay out of the master bath and off the rear porch from now on. We’ll need to use that as our entrance and decontamination chamber. It’s the best we’ve got under the circumstances.
Janie walked to the front door and picked up a gallon of decontamination solution and a spray bottle. She and Mac made their way to the walk-in shower of the master bedroom and washed each other’s PPE suits. Then they stepped through the rear door onto the screened porch.
As they walked around the corner of the house to join Barb, a pickup truck pulled into the driveway. Tommy waved and the truck parked at an angle to allow the front of the house to be illuminated by the headlights.
Mac and Janie picked up the pace and moved toward the center of the yard just as a figure appeared in the light. It was Hunter.
Mac immediately bolted in his direction and then skidded to a stop. She stared in his direction for a second, unable to move.
“Hu-Hunter, are you okay? Are you sick?” she muttered.
“Well, I smell like I’ve been working at the Waffle House all night, but other than that, I’m fine.”
Mac giggled like a schoolgirl and ran into his arms, tears flowing down her face and causing the soot on Hunter’s face to smear. The areas around his eyes and mouth were white; everything else was covered with soot, which was now mixed with tears.
Doc exited the vehicle and was joined by Derek. Doc began to laugh. “Man, you look like Alice Cooper after he ate that bat.”
“That was Ozzy Osbourne, Pop,” added Derek with a chuckle, who was then caught off guard by a tackle-hug from Janie.
“I’m so glad you’re okay,” Janie said with a smile.
“Hunter, do you promise? Are you okay? You’re not infected?” asked Mac.
“No, I’m fine. A little crispy, but fine. Why would I be infected?”
She took him by the hand and walked toward the house. Tommy stood alone in his newly acquired overalls.
“Hey, Tommy. I never took you for an overalls kinda guy. What are you doin’ up there?” asked Hunter as he left Mac to approach the house.
“Hunter, please don’t come closer,” Tommy warned. “I found a sick boy. He’s inside. I’ve probably got it too.”
“What? The plague? No, Tommy. That can’t be. I mean, how?” Hunter was nervously stammering.
Janie and the rest of the group joined Hunter. “I’m afraid it’s a good probability. I examined Marcus and he has a fever of close to a hundred and one. His cough is sporadic, but it’s mixed with mucus and blood. Overall, he’s extremely weak. I’d suggest that Doc take a look, but there’s no sense in more of us being exposed to him if he has the plague. It wouldn’t change my suggestion that we get him started on fluids, pain medications, and antibiotics immediately.”
“Nothing has worked so far,” interjected Barb.
Janie nodded and shrugged. “I know, but at least we can slow the progression of the disease and make him comfortable. He’s such a sweet boy.”
Doc stepped forward. “Let’s get him to the ER. They only have a skeleton crew, but at least he can get treated. I’ll make sure of it.”
“Hang on, Doc. Let’s think this through,” started Hunter before Mac interrupted him.
“Hunter’s right. The town has avoided infected people entering thus far and it has saved all of their lives. We don’t want to run the risk of causing the spread of the disease. We also don’t want to cause a panic or anger towards the boy, or us. People can be brutal when they’re afraid of the unknown.”
“Mac’s right,” added Doc. “I think I can get the supplies we need to treat the boy right here. What about Tommy?”
“We’ll treat him as well,” said Mac as she turned and smiled at her father. “We’re gonna keep our heads cool, right, guys?”
“That’s right,” added Tommy from the porch, trying to set an upbeat tone. “I don’t hear any fat lady singin’ yet!”
 



Chapter 52
Day Seventy-Two
The Quarantine House
Quandary Peak
 
Doc returned just as the sun began to rise and attempted to muscle its light through the smoke. The winds had picked up again, causing a few fires to break out in the mountains, but the local residents had maintained a steady watch and were quick to douse them. Upper-level winds raced over the summit of Quandary Peak and down the northern face, creating interesting effects on the smoke. As he pulled up, he found Tommy and Marcus enjoying a breakfast of biscuits and trout. Lawn chairs had been set up on the front lawn, courtesy of the local neighbors’ homes.
After Doc was introduced to Marcus and the young boy learned that Dum-Dums and Snickers bars were headed his way, he readily invited Janie and Doc inside to treat him. Tommy helped him up and Marcus leaned on his arm to have the strength to walk back inside.
Doc and Janie exchanged a knowing glance. Marcus only has a couple of days.
After getting suited up, they got Marcus settled in bed and started him on an IV drip. They began an aggressive gentamicin regimen of six milligrams per day, administered in eight-hour intervals. They gave Tommy instructions on how to manage his IV bags and the medications.
To help him rest and manage his pain, Doc Cooley started on a mild, nonopiod analgesic. If the pain worsened after the first day, he’d take Marcus off the Tylenol and move onto tramadol, which was a synthetic equivalent of opiods. Marcus would be able to remain alert and keep Tommy apprised of his condition.
Also, Tommy wanted to spend as much time with the boy as he could during his final days. No child should die in the dawn of his life, especially without the love of his mother and father by his side. Tommy vowed to remain by the young boy’s side and provide him all of the love and attention he deserved.
After Marcus was settled in with his medications and fluids, he was rewarded with a handful of suckers. Tommy returned to the front porch and was met shortly thereafter by Janie and Doc.
“Let’s talk about what happens next,” started Doc. “First, as it relates to Marcus. Mac and Janie have briefed me on the symptoms and progression of this strain of the plague. We all believe the boy is in the middle of the four-day symptomatic period. He’s already experiencing fever, weakness, and cough mixed with bloody mucus. Pustules have appeared on his back and chest.”
“How much longer does he have?” asked Tommy.
“Honestly, what we’ve done today will just make him comfortable,” replied Doc. “In the next twenty-four hours, he will begin to experience chest pain, have trouble breathing, and probably headaches as his body tries to fight the disease.”
“As that happens, I’ll switch his pain meds,” said Tommy. “Out of precaution, I think we need to limit the number of times you guys have to come in here. These aren’t ideal working conditions, considering.”
“Thanks, Tommy. You’re right,” added Janie. “All we can do at this point is make Marcus comfortable. You know what to do and of course we’re all going to be hanging out with you, except Mac. She went straight to the lab this morning.”
“Janie, watch over her. She won’t sleep and we don’t need an accident.”
“I will, Tommy. She won’t let me in the lab, but I’ll stand outside and watch her work. Hunter will too.”
“Is he all right?” asked Tommy.
Janie was about to answer when the sound of a dog barking startled her. It was Flatus, who was flying down the hill, back paws racing next to the front paws in a clumsy effort to slow down as he approached.
Janie and Doc tried to corral him, but he easily raced past and bounded up the steps, crashing into Tommy in a heap. He immediately began to give Tommy kisses all over his face. Tommy shielded his face with his arm.
“Oh no,” shouted Janie.
Doc tried to urge the dog off the porch. He whistled and then said, “Come down here, boy. Come on, now!”
“No!” shouted Janie, but in the excitement, Flatus started down the stairs toward them. Janie jumped in front of Doc and prevented him from advancing toward the dog. “Doc, you can’t risk it.”
Tommy regained his footing and called Flatus back. The playful Lab immediately responded. He joined Tommy, his tail wagging furiously as it beat against the porch railing. Tommy held him by the collar.
Barb ran up to the group, completely out of breath. She was holding onto an empty leash.
“He—got—away. Sorry.”
“It’s okay, honey,” said Tommy. “Throw me his leash. Guys, he licked my face and nose. He actually licked inside my mouth ’cause I was laughing.”
Janie tossed him the leash and helped Barb to stand. “I know. I saw it, too. We can’t risk it, Tommy. It’s not worth it.”
“Honey, I’m so sorry,” said Barb as she started to cry. “I lost control of him and now look.”
“Listen up, you guys,” started Tommy. “There’s been way too much crying for one day. Flatus and I are together and that’s the way we like it, right, boy?”
Flatus looked up at Tommy and smiled, panting from the run and the action. He let out a gruff.
“See? You guys go do your thing and I’ll introduce Flatus to Marcus. They’ll love each other and the three of us will make it through this together.”
Barb continued to cry. She tried to pull away from Janie, but Doc helped restrain her. “Tommy, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what to do.”
“Barb, you keep loving me like you always have and have faith in your daughter.”
 



Chapter 53
Day Seventy-Two
Quandary Peak
 
Working with laboratory mice was tedious, labor intensive, and tolerated no margin for error. Unlike the large well-ventilated BSL-4 Mac was accustomed to at the CDC, her work space was cramped and had very little ventilation, which limited her time to work. Also, it was beginning to smell of mice.
Mac had exhausted the supply of laboratory rodents Janie had brought with her from Atlanta. The deer mice were her new test subjects, which created a significant problem—the variables had been modified.
In an experiment, the elements that do not change are called controlled or dependent variables. Mac had been working with common lab mice from the species Mus musculus, the domesticated house mouse characterized by a pointed snout, small round ears, and a long, hairless tail. They were her controlled variable.
The manipulated or independent variable in her experiments were the polypeptides created to bind with the vancomycin. She changed the levels based upon her observations and testing of the lab mice.
Today, she had to start from scratch, at least in part. Deer mice were from the genus Peromyscus and were only distant cousins to the lab mice she’d been working with. Despite the obvious differences in appearance, especially when comparing their eyes and color, deer mice were far more difficult to work with.
They were very energetic creatures and more difficult to handle than the relatively tame house mouse. They were, however, an acceptable species when dealing with infectious diseases, genetics, and chromosome research. Nonetheless, changing mice in the middle of an experiment would delay her work at a point in which the loss of time could kill her dad.
Mac was exhausted from lack of sleep and an oversupply of worry. She vowed to use extra precautions as she worked today to avoid making a deadly mistake. Unfortunately, the newly captured deer mice refused to cooperate.
The frustration with the little creatures started immediately, as Mac had forgotten about their incredible leaping ability. As soon as she opened the top of the cage, one jumped out and took off under the furniture.
Wearing the bulky personal protective equipment, Mac attempted to capture the speedy mouse, to no avail. After thirty tiring minutes, she gave up and left Mighty Mouse to its own devices on the floor. She’d remember to bring in one of Hunter’s electrocution traps tomorrow and then she’d issue Mighty an ultimatum.
Using more care, she grabbed another mouse and began her work. While she injected three of the rodents with the plague bacteria, her mind wandered as she thought of her dad.
Tommy hadn’t been a stay-at-home dad per se, as he’d had a fulfilling career as a high school science teacher. But he was Mac’s primary parent. Her mother had spent a considerable amount of time at USAMRIID and traveling for the government. Tommy’s job had provided more of a regular workday experience.
As Mac got older, she was able to return home from school on her own and would patiently wait until Tommy was able to wind up his day at the high school. She’d hear the snap of the bolt lock indicating her dad was home.
“Daddy!” Mac would shout as she jumped into her father’s arms. Despite knowing how tired he was from teaching, she knew he’d lift her up higher than high to plant a smooch on her cheek.
Then, Mac would put on her big-girl persona and ask, “What shall I make you for dinner tonight, Daddy?”
Her proposed meals ranged from Sugar Smacks on the evenings they wanted to keep it simple to the more elaborate Kraft macaroni and cheese when she got permission to use the stove.
Sometimes, Barb would have to travel and Tommy would put Mac to bed. He’d brush her hair and tell her stories about chemistry, physics, and science. He had a way of making these weighty subjects interesting to a young girl whose friends spent their time playing with Barbie dolls and Easy Bake Ovens.
Eventually, she’d get sleepy and Tommy would tuck her in. He’d always kiss her on the forehead and leave the door ajar, promising to check in on her. Mac knew her dad would be there to protect her, forever.
As she grew older and became a beautiful, mature young woman, she continued to be close to her dad. They’d share important moments in Mac’s life and continue to joke with one another as they did when she was a child.
When she had the time, which wasn’t often enough, to her regret, she would have long conversations with Tommy. The subjects were wide and varied, but it didn’t matter. She was a young woman, a daughter, desperately trying to hold onto the special moments with her dad from childhood.
Tommy had always been an invisible, unbreakable, and covert anchor in her life. She thought he’d always be there, standing at the door, to lift her up higher and higher every time she took a step forward into the world.
And now, he was dying.
 



Chapter 54
Day Seventy-Two
Cheyenne Mountain
 
The cabinet of President Garcia consisted of the Vice President and the heads of fifteen executive departments. In addition, his governmental advisors came from the Joint Chiefs, the surgeon general, and his ambassador to the United Nations. There was no formal requirement for meeting with the people who filled these top posts within the United States government, although the President did meet with them individually often, and as a group, once or twice a year.
The continuity-of-government provisions adopted by the Executive Branch and Congress over the years ensured the safety of these top leaders. In the history of America, there had never been a crisis in which the leaders of the country were confined to Cheyenne Mountain or any other protected facility for this length of time.
The President met with his advisory team often, at first. As the weeks passed and the pandemic spread to every corner of the planet, President Garcia became increasingly paranoid. Soon, his morning briefings were restricted to his Chief of Staff and the Secretaries of Defense and Homeland Security.
After he’d been briefed on the debacle at Fort Bliss, the President eliminated direct face-to-face contact with all advisors, despite the fact they’d been within the confines of Cheyenne Mountain continuously. He was not taking chances with his life and his position. Morse had become the liaison between the President and those individuals who were running the country and responding to crises.
Andrew Morse appreciated the opportunity Tomas Garcia had given him when he decided to run for President. As President Garcia’s longtime friend and attorney, Morse relished the opportunity to sit at the right hand of the power wielded by the leader of the free world.
Morse was conflicted. He feared the President was becoming mentally unstable. Under these unique circumstances, any person, especially one who bore so much responsibility and felt the weight of people’s lives on their shoulders, might have their bad days.
The President’s days were all bad. His drinking had increased. Morse began to wonder if there was enough brandy in the massive supply storage room within the bowels of the mountain. Morse heard the whispers concerning the President’s increased seclusion from others, especially after the events at Fort Bliss.
There was even talk of the Twenty-Fifth Amendment being invoked. The amendment was adopted in 1967 after the assassination of President John F. Kennedy to establish a procedure in case a president is incapacitated. Section Four of the Twenty-Fifth Amendment provided a mechanism whereby the Vice President and others could declare the President unfit, allowing the Vice President to assume the highest office in the land.
Morse doubted such a powerful political maneuver would be formally introduced, much less succeed. But the rampant rumors were having the effect of diminishing the President’s directives at a time when he was seriously weighing his options to strike back at the terrorists who’d released this deadly plague on the world.
The military options had been presented to the President, but none of them had been implemented. Many members of the cabinet confided in Morse. They felt the dropping of bombs in the Middle East would be counterproductive at a time when the world needed to come together in order to survive.
Others were fearful of the diplomatic ramifications. The State Department had opened back-channel dialogues with China, Russia, Iran, and Iraq regarding the possibility of a strike. State was concerned an action of this magnitude could be misconstrued by the most powerful nations on the planet as a preemptive act of war.
The State Department wanted the message to be loud and clear. Any action taken by the United States, regardless of the location of the target, was designed to obliterate the command and control structure and the fighters of the Islamic State.
Morse entered the new conference room, which had been created out of a guest room in the presidential suite. One entrance into the guest room came directly from the open parlor in the President’s quarters, and the other was created with a common wall overlooking the primary operations center.
The existing wall was replaced with bulletproof glass partitions retrieved from a massive construction and maintenance room in the bottom of the complex. The President wanted to be able to observe the massive monitors, which displayed everything from military activity to live cameras in major cities to updated data on the death toll.
The only person granted an access key to the new entrance was Morse. When he entered the conference room, he was required to sit at the other end of the twelve-foot-long table. For three days, twelve feet was the closest anyone came to the President of the United States.
Morse provided the President the Daily Brief, a summary of intelligence and analysis concerning national security, domestic hot spots, and now, an up-to-date assessment of the pandemic. He sat down while the President opened the cover and then immediately discarded the report.
“Andrew, dispense with the preliminaries. I’m done equivocating on our military options. My decision is made and it’s time for it to be implemented. They’ve got to pay for what they’ve done to our nation and the rest of the world.”
 



Chapter 55
Day Seventy-Three
Qandil Mountains
 
Under the cover of darkness, the massive ISIS sleeper cell networks received notices by way of satellite telephone and Internet connections. It was time for the jihadists to travel to their rally points, places centrally located where transportation and weapons awaited them.
In the Philippines, Indonesia, and Bangladesh, fighters would attack friends of the West, namely Japan and Australia. More than enough terrorist cells existed throughout Europe to initiate jihad. Ordinarily, America would have presented a tremendous challenge, but it’s military had been decimated by disease and the will of its people had been broken. It was time to initiate the crowning blow in their quest to expand the caliphate worldwide.
Hassan and al-Baghdadi had carefully orchestrated a war against the West and they were winning. The ratio of the Islamic faithful to the infidels had grown considerably in their favor. Their calculations showed that within a few days, the world’s population would have dropped to less than one percent of the seven billion that existed eleven weeks ago. Seventy million people was the approximate population of the world at the end of the first millennium in the year 1100, during the middle of the Islamic Golden Age.
For Hassan and al-Baghdadi, their dreams of a world dominated by Islam were coming to fruition and the two leaders were ready to lead their people. Hassan wanted to avenge the losses of his son and brother by personally leading the fight in America.
The fighting would be brutal and ideological. The Americans would be surprised at the strength of the terrorists’ organizational roots throughout the nation. Hassan would strike quickly while the American people were afraid to show their faces, spending their days cowering behind closed doors in fear of contracting the plague.
In Europe, the sleeper cells would overwhelm the people with sheer force. In the United States, his men would be armed and also well-equipped to avoid the disease. They would use weapons of mass destruction in the form of dirty bombs, a devastating weapon that combined radioactive material with conventional explosives.
Iridium-192, a Category 2 radioactive isotope used to test oil and gas pipelines in Iraq, was stolen by ISIS operatives from a storage facility in the southern city of al-Zubair. The media reported the amount missing as only ten grams. This was not true and purposefully understated to avoid a panic. The actual amount taken was one thousand grams, a full kilogram. Combined with other bomb-making materials, exposure to the substance could cause death within a day.
Following the declaration of Osama bin Laden, Hassan’s former mentor, he espoused to the belief that acquiring weapons of mass destruction was his religious duty. Hassan implemented a plan involving armed drones, which were purchased at Walmart and Amazon.
The terrorist cells in America had the munitions and the radioactive material in place prior to his son’s activation of the plague attack. The drones would be armed with dirty bombs and ready for his fighters to be deployed. His fighters had tremendous patience and trusted the directors of the caliph without question.
Within days, Islamic terrorists would be moving toward their targets, as they were already in place. Military installations would be the first to be attacked. The devastating blows would cause further disarray in the governments of the West and destroy what confidence their people had in their institutions.
Then America’s symbols of freedom would be damaged, just as ISIS had done to Christian monuments and historic locations in Iraq. Finally, the black standard, the battle flag of ISIS, would be raised on the nation’s most recognized structures in Washington, Philadelphia, and New York. Victory would be theirs.
 



Chapter 56
Day Seventy-Three
The Quarantine House
Quandary Peak
 
Tommy woke up to Flatus licking his face. The night before, he’d gone to bed immediately after Hunter and Mac arranged a front yard cookout for everyone. Janie had come inside to check on Marcus and disconnected his IV lines so the young boy could sit on the front porch and be part of the action.
Pan-fried trout and barbecue beans were on the menu, cooked in a cast-iron skillet over a campfire that was carefully tended by Hunter, the group’s self-proclaimed fire chief. Tommy entertained the crowd with jokes, using the black Labrador as a prop in a quasi-ventriloquist act in which Flatus attempted to explain to the adoring audience about the pleasure of passing gas.
This morning, Tommy felt refreshed although he was starting to feel some muscle fatigue, which he attributed to the physical activity associated with fighting the fire. Although it had only been a few days, Tommy was feeling fine and was beginning to hope that the medications were working.
His spirits were dampened when he checked on Marcus. The boy’s fever had increased to over one hundred one degrees. His breathing was shallow and forced. Marcus continued to be weak and now his pain was getting worse.
Tommy and Flatus tried their best to lift the boy’s spirits, but it wasn’t working this time. Marcus didn’t have the energy to laugh or react.
Tommy knew Marcus was dying. He wanted to offer his love and care, but this was a new experience for him. Children weren’t supposed to die. Tommy struggled with accepting the reality of this young boy’s condition, who had lost his parents to the disease, and the rest of his family to the fire.
Tommy tried to wrap his head around what kind of world he lived in that would allow this to happen to an innocent child. As he paced the living room floor, Tommy heard Marcus call from the bedroom.
“Mister?” Marcus whispered with all of his strength.
Tommy raced into the room. “Marcus, are you ever going to call me Tommy?”
“Yes, sir. If Pa says it’s okay.” Tommy’s eyes welled up in tears, as Marcus had forgotten about the death of his parents. He turned momentarily to regain his composure.
“Okay, Marcus, we’ll ask him later, okay?”
“’Kay. I don’t feel so good.”
“I know, son. It probably hurts all over.”
His eyes rolled back in his head and then he opened them again. “It feels like I’m dying.”
The tears came back to Tommy’s eyes. He didn’t know how to respond to this. Was it compassionate to lie to the boy, giving him a false sense of hope? Or should he be honest and not underestimate the child’s ability to understand?
“Marcus, I’m gonna keep you comfortable so you can rest. You try not to think about your pain, and dream about the days you and your pa went camping together, okay?”
“’Kay,” he whispered and then he reached for Tommy. “I’m a little afraid.”
“That’s okay, son. I’ll stay right here with ya.”
Marcus grew weaker but managed to speak again. “We used to sing camp songs. Sing me a camp song, Pa.”
Tommy buried his head in his hands. He wanted to give Marcus comfort, but he needed to ease the pain in his heart too. Flatus flopped on the floor by the bed and periodically looked up at Tommy with his sad, puppy eyes.
“Okay, Marcus, here we go.” Tommy wiped away his tears and squeezed the young boy’s hand. He began in a low voice.
“Look up to the sky, when all you see is rain.
“But when the clouds have blown away, the sky is blue a-gain.
“So when you’re lonely and afraid,
“And life is hard to understand,
“Remember, happiness is waiting near,
“And peace will take you by the hand.”
 



Chapter 57
Day Seventy-Four
Quandary Peak
 
Hunter had never been in a serious relationship until he met Mac. He grew up in an emotionless household in which his father traveled a lot and, when he was home, spent much of his time with business associates and politicians. He provided Hunter the best life and opportunities money could buy, but Hunter had to learn to become a man on his own.
He was feeling the pain Mac was experiencing. He promised to be by her side as much as possible. Doc and Derek continued to maintain the checkpoint. The group set aside the food-gathering chores, opting instead to focus on caring for their family instead of future sustenance.
This was a time for him to comfort Mac, who was aching from the feeling of helplessness as yet another trio of lab mice succumbed to the plague.
Janie spent a considerable amount of time just outside the lab, offering words of encouragement and being a scientific sounding board. Barb was a constant companion of Tommy’s down at the quarantine house.
Hunter was there for Mac when she emerged from the lab each day, encouraging her to share how she felt with him. He learned to become a good listener, a shoulder to cry on, and someone who provided her genuine empathy for her grief. He’d also lost parents far too soon.
“Hi,” Mac said softly when she emerged from the bathroom, which had been modified to be used as their decontamination chamber. “You’re always waiting for me.”
“I love you,” were the first words out of Hunter’s mouth. These were three words he’d never expressed to anyone other than Mac, including his parents that he could recall. They weren’t spoken often in the Hunter home.
“I love you more,” she responded and gave him a hug, which was more like a collapse into his arms.
“Mac, I don’t want to hover or smother you right now. If you need some time alone, or with your mom, just tell me.”
She pulled away just enough to look in his eyes. “If you weren’t here every day, I’d fall on the floor, curl up in a ball, and cry like a baby.”
He began to laugh. “Would that make you feel better?”
“Nope,” she said, then chuckled. “What would make me feel better is a glass of wine.”
“Forget that. Do I have a surprise for you. Come with me.”
Hunter led her upstairs and over to the refrigerator. He grinned and then proudly opened the door to display its contents. A six-pack of Budweiser longnecks stood at attention, ice cold and ready for consumption.
“Oh my god, Hunter. Are you kidding me? Wait, is it any good? I mean, is it skunky beer?”
Mac reached in and pulled a bottle out of the cardboard carrier. Hunter grabbed one as well.
“Skunky? I don’t know. I haven’t tried one yet. There’s only one way to find out.”
They simultaneously popped their tops, clinked the glass necks of the bottles, and took healthy swigs, which quickly became gulps. If it was skunky beer, they’d know it soon enough.
“Ahhh,” said Mac with a smile, which was a strong vote of approval for their favorite adult beverage. “Where—?” Her question was stifled by a loud belch, which she made no effort to conceal.
“Well done!” Hunter congratulated Mac on her effort.
She immediately wrapped her arms around Hunter and hugged him tight. “You have no idea how happy you make me. I don’t care how dark the clouds are around us, you’ll make sure to make me smile. I need that right now.”
“It’s the best job I’ve ever had, and the pay is good too.” Hunter laughed as he kissed her. He took her by the hand and led her onto the deck to get some fresh mountain air in her lungs. The air was beginning to chill earlier in the day now, as fall was right around the corner. They suspected Quandary Peak could get an occasional snowfall with the first signs of moisture.
Mac finished her beer and Hunter quickly grabbed her another. When he returned, she asked, “Should we save them?”
“Nope. These were a present from Derek. He received them from one of the neighbors who’d thought they’d lost their dog to the fire. Derek found the puppy during the initial stages of the fire and stashed him in the cab of the pickup. They gave him a case of Bud as a thank-you.”
“You mean there are more?” asked Mac.
“Yes, ma’am. Three more six-packs after this one. I didn’t want to fill Barb’s fridge with beer.”
“Oh yeah, Mom would be pissed. Now, if it was half a dozen bottles of chardonnay, she’d call you her hero.”
Hunter laughed. “Well, that job’s already taken by your—” Hunter caught himself as he momentarily forgot about the circumstances. “Oh crap, I’m sorry, Mac.”
She reached over and touched his arm. “Don’t worry about it, Hunter. First off, despite my mother’s tough exterior, she needs Daddy more than she lets on. He’s always hung the moon in her eyes. As for me, at least at this moment, I’ve tried to detach myself emotionally and keep my scientist’s hat on and my big-girl panties pulled up.”
“I’m proud of you, Mac. You’re much stronger that I am.”
“Temporarily, anyway,” she said. She turned to Hunter and touched him on the chest. “I couldn’t do this without you. Thank you.”
“You’ll never have to.”
They stood at the rail with their arms wrapped around each other’s back, sharing a rare quiet moment alone. For a time, they forgot about the world around them and the emotional suffering of everyone.
Janie appeared at the deck stairs, catching them off guard. She joined them as tears streamed down her face.
“Janie, is it Daddy?” asked Mac in a panic.
Janie shook her head but couldn’t manage the words.
Hunter tried to help. “Something has happened to Marcus, hasn’t it?”
“Yes,” Janie said as Mac rushed into her arms to console her. “He just died.”
 



Chapter 58
Day Seventy-Five
The Quarantine House
Quandary Peak
 
Marcus peacefully closed his eyes while Tommy was reading him an old copy of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory that he’d found on a bookcase in the living room. It was their third reading and Marcus enjoyed it every time.
On this last occasion, Tommy was unaware of the child’s death until Flatus raised his head off the floor and whimpered. He held two fingers to the youngster’s neck and then checked his breathing. Quietly, just like that, Marcus was gone.
Tommy stared at the boy. Marcus lay there with a slight smile on his face. There was no evidence of pain or distress. He was a five-year-old boy who had been dealt a bad set of cards like billions of others around the world had and, in a very grown-up way, had accepted his fate.
He took a few minutes to cry alone on the front porch. The fresh mountain air and the dusting of snow on Quandary Peak reminded him that he was still alive, for now. Tommy hadn’t complained about the weakness he was experiencing or the sudden, random chest pains. Sure, it would have been easy to attribute the occasional episodes when he was short of breath to the high altitude. However, he knew better.
He’d listened to Barb and Mac enough to know what was happening to him. It had been five days since he’d encountered Marcus up on Mount Argentine. In two or three more days, he’d be experiencing the full spectrum of symptoms of pneumonic plague. Four or five days after that, he’d be dead.
Wow, dead. Four or five days.
Tommy had to prepare himself for this reality, but he wasn’t sure how. He wasn’t a religious man. He once vowed not to be one of those people who found religion in those final moments as the airplane they rode in was about to crash. Now it was Tommy’s plane that was racing toward earth at five hundred miles per hour.
If he wasn’t going to turn to God for strength, where would he turn?
Barb returned to bring him some lunch and a mason jar of sun tea. When she saw him crying, she immediately knew what happened. Instinctively, out of love for her husband, she forgot about his disease. When she approached him, he shouted at her to stop.
He was unaware of how loud his voice was, perhaps because he was distraught over the boy’s death. It jolted Barb and she dropped his food. For a brief moment, it was a chaotic scene as Barb dropped to her knees and sobbed. Just fifteen feet away, Tommy wept in deep fits of grief.
They both hurt for one another, yet they couldn’t find a way to comfort each other from a distance. There were no walls, fences, glass, or bars separating them. Only the death Tommy carried within him—an invisible barrier as strong as steel.
Janie came running and held Barb. She offered to suit up and take care of Marcus, but Tommy assured her he was capable of disconnecting the IV lines from the arms of the young boy, as he’d watched Janie do it several times.
Tommy insisted on burying Marcus right away and he asked Janie to fetch Hunter to help dig a grave in the yard. He didn’t want to admit to Janie that he might be too weak to do it himself.
Inside, Tommy found an old afghan throw that had been crocheted from wool. He lovingly placed it on the bed next to Marcus’s frail body. The disease had taken its toll on the boy, who probably weighed forty-five pounds a few days ago and had withered to barely thirty pounds when he passed.
He’d opened the windows in the house to allow fresh air to pass through. The day before Mac had assured him the plague bacteria didn’t fly through the air without some type of propellant. It wasn’t pollen or dust.
Barb called for Tommy after Hunter had completed the grave preparations. First, Tommy took Flatus outside and tied him off to a tree. He and Marcus had bonded in the final days. The boy’s death had saddened the usually happy Lab.
Doc and his wife came down to pay their respects, as did Derek. Mac, Janie, and Barb had gathered some mountain wildflowers to place on the grave. The combination of white bittercress and Colorado blue columbine would act as a final gift to Marcus, a sign of hope that he’d start a new life in the hereafter.
After speaking with everyone for a moment, Tommy returned inside to retrieve Marcus. He lifted the young boy into his arms and maneuvered through the house until he emerged on the front porch. He gently moved the afghan to reveal Marcus’s face to the sun, providing one final look at the innocent child whose life was unfairly taken from him.
As Tommy made his way to the grave, his legs failed him for a moment, drawing a gasp from Barb. Derek moved toward him to assist, but his father wisely pulled him back. Tommy regained his footing and shuffled toward the grave slowly, taking deliberate steps to avoid collapsing.
Perhaps it was the emotional moment or the effects of the disease, but the thirty-five-pound body suddenly felt like a ton. Tommy barely made it to the grave before he fell to both knees on the rocky soil. His strength served him long enough to gently place Marcus in his grave.
Remaining on his knees, Tommy began to cry. Several bunches of the blue columbine flowers were placed nearby, so he tucked them in the afghan with Marcus. Tommy left Marcus with these final words.
“May our hearts be your shelter and our love give you peace. May you feel deeply loved as you rest, for indeed, you are loved. May you always see innocence through your eyes, as we see the innocence within you. We give you our hearts, as we have no greater gift to give. Lie in peace, Marcus.”
Everyone cried for a moment. The death of a child could be overwhelming. For many, the grieving never ended, as it was unfathomable that a beautiful youngster could be cheated out of life’s experiences. There were no words to make it better, so everybody allowed the silence to speak volumes.
Tommy rose with the assistance of the shovel and began to cover the body. Hunter offered to finish filling the grave, but Tommy waved him off.
Tommy needed to do this himself. He repeated his words, “Lie in peace, Marcus.”
 



Chapter 59
Day Seventy-Five
Cheyenne Mountain
 
For decades, pundits and philosophers, tyrants and teachers, all warned against the annihilation of the human race from nuclear war. After ten weeks, a tiny plague bacterium, microscopic in size, was doing the job that all the nuclear weapons on the planet couldn’t achieve—the extinction of the human race.
Yet it was the very thought of President Garcia launching a nuclear strike on the terrorists responsible for the pandemic that had the world’s major nuclear players in an uproar. The attempts by his Secretary of State to sway the opinions of Russia, China, and, through an intermediary, Iran were unsuccessful. A nuclear strike after decades of proliferation, but calm, was completely unacceptable. Especially to the Iranians, whose citizens would perish in any blast directed at the Qandil Mountains.
Morse insisted the President confer with his military and civilian advisors to talk through their options. Rather than meet as a group, the President fielded telephone calls for two days. The Pentagon’s deputy director of operations, who was the officer in charge of the National Military Command Center, conferred with the President several times.
Finally, the President spoke with the head of all U.S. nuclear forces at Strategic Command in Omaha, Nebraska, for the specific options available to the President. If USSTRATCOM was warning the President of an incoming attack, he would have less than sixty seconds to order a counterstrike. This short time frame, while necessary, also increased the risk of launching a response based on a false warning. A preemptive strike allowed time for cooler heads to prevail.
Despite the protests of some advisers, and the threatened resignation of others, the President’s mind was made up. Therefore, the Pentagon and USSTRATCOM must comply with their commander-in-chief’s order.
The President continued to maintain his distance from others, effectively creating a bubble within the residential suite and newly added conference room. However, protocol required a senior officer in the Pentagon to formally authenticate that the person ordering the strike was indeed the president.
It was just a few minutes before midnight when Morse entered the room and was followed by the Air Force officer who was required to confirm the President’s order.
“Mr. President, today’s challenge code is Whiskey-Kilo.” W-K in the NATO phonetic alphabet.
The President retrieved a laminated card from his pocket and responded, “Uniform-Tango.” U-T.
“Challenge code accepted. Thank you, Mr. President.” The Air Force officer immediately left the room and left Morse alone with the President.
“Mr. President, may I stay here with you, sir?” asked Morse.
“Of course, Andrew. First, let me apologize for the way I’ve treated you of late. The events in El Paso had a profound effect on me. The images of our soldiers waging all-out war against each other out of fear were more than I could take.”
“Yes, Mr. President, I understand,” said Morse. He continued to stand at the far end of the room.
“Andrew, another apology to you, if I may? Join me for a brandy. My keeping you at a distance arose from extreme paranoia. I know that you’re not a carrier of the disease nor would you ever do me harm.”
Morse made his way to the bar and poured them both a drink. He joined the President at the window overlooking the operations center, which was now scrambling with activity.
“To America, sir,” offered Morse.
The two men clinked glasses and took a drink. The President was reflecting on the magnitude of his decision.
“This is an important moment in history. Our advisors, including yourself if you’ve been totally honest with me, were against this action. I believe history will judge me for the positive effect this will have on the psyche of the American people as we recover from this catastrophic pandemic.”
“Mr. President, may I add something to my stated opinions?” asked Morse.
“Might as well, Andrew,” said President Garcia as he lifted his glass toward Morse. “I’ve already pushed the button.”
“Sir, the task of rebuilding the nation and restoring trust in the government will be made easier by your actions,” started Morse. “It would be difficult to convince the survivors of the pandemic that the United States they once knew was still the world’s major superpower and capable of protecting our citizens if the threat of Islamic terrorism still loomed large. Your order to obliterate ISIS via nuclear strike will send a clear message to our allies, and our enemies. Don’t mess with us.”
President Garcia smiled and finished his brandy. He set the glass on the conference table and patted Morse on the back. Morse finished his drink, picked up the President’s glass and headed for the bar.
“No more for me, Andrew. I need to cut back.”
 



Chapter 60
Day Seventy-Five
The Quarantine House
Quandary Peak
 
Dusk was upon them and the burial of Marcus was no longer the topic of conversation. Janie and Derek volunteered to take the night shift at the checkpoint while Mac and Hunter returned to the house to get some sleep. A campfire surrounded by granite stones gave off an orange glow. The fire crackled as the moisture within the logs exerted its outward pressure on the burning wood. As the water vaporized from the intense heat, it looked for ways to escape.
Sparks flew out of the fire after several loud popping sounds. Tommy and Barb were exhausted from a long emotional day, but neither of them was interested in going to bed. They wanted to spend every waking moment together, or at least as close as they could be.
Earlier, Hunter had located two comfortable sling chairs from one of the neighboring homes. The older couple looked like the two lovebirds in the Cialis commercial, sitting side by side, admiring the sunset. Only Tommy and Barb were twenty feet apart, separated by the fire.
Many relationships of nearly four decades could be defined by a word or a phrase—romantic, rocky, loving, trusting, worked-at-it, persevered, safe, or friendship. The Hagans had experienced all of those things, but mostly, their marriage succeeded because they were best friends.
They had a deep, kindred knowledge of each other. In many respects, their roles had been reversed during their life together. Sure, their marriage consisted of work and worry, joy and sorrow, coping with small and big problems. But the nuts and bolts of daily living placed Barb in the traditional breadwinner, authoritative role and Tommy in the role of handling everything else, including the raising of Mac.
This worked for the two of them. It had nothing to do with ideology or political statements. It had to do with life, which was what established the final dynamics of most households. Each of them had their roles, which allowed them to take care of each other in their own way.
“Think of all the days, weeks, and months we’ve been together,” said Barb, breaking the silence. “We’ve been very lucky, you know.”
Tommy started to laugh. “Yeah. There were times we didn’t think so, right? We’ve learned that big issues matter very little in the long run and the little things that piled up could be easily swept aside when we just talked about it. Think about it. Barb, how many times have we argued in nearly forty years?”
“I can’t name one,” she replied.
“I can’t either. We didn’t have the pettiness other couples around us exhibited. Think about how many times we’d be out with another couple, and as soon as we got home, we’d say they’re doomed.”
Barb began laughing. “Virtually every time we’d go out with my friends in the Army. Most of them were men and they treated their wives like soldiers.”
“Now, you’ve been known to give me marching orders, too. But then, I needed to be kept in line.”
“No, not fair,” added Barb. “The military changed me. It became difficult for me to differentiate between General Hagan and Barb Hagan. Retirement forced me to recognize that we all have our human frailties. True love is the ability to ignore them and embrace one another despite our faults. Tommy, you’ve endured a lot being married to me.”
Barb began to cry.
“Honey, what’s wrong?”
“Tommy, look at what you’re going through and I can’t do anything to help. My god, I’m gonna miss you.”
Tommy sat up in his chair and stretched his right hand toward her. “Barb, look at me.”
She sniffled and turned toward him. She reached her arm in his direction.
“Now, close your eyes. Hold my hand. Can you feel it?”
Barb closed her eyes and moved her fingers as if she were clasping his hand. She sniffled again and smiled. “Yes, I can, Tommy. I feel you. I love you so much.”
“I want us to remember this feeling. I will always be by your side, holding your hand, whispering in your ear. I love you.”
 



Chapter 61
Day Seventy-Six
Quandary Peak
 
Mac was not obsessive-compulsive, yet she continuously counted the hours from the time Tommy first encountered the plague-stricken boy and the present. It had been six full days, one hundred forty-four hours. She was certain her dad was feeling the effects of the disease and wasn’t letting anybody know. He had to realize that everyone was calculating the days, just like Mac was.
As she continued her testing and observations of the deer mice, she thought about the evil that human beings inflict upon one another. After World War II, from the surprise attack at Pearl Harbor to the Holocaust and, the crowning blow, the dropping of the atomic bombs on Japan, one would hope that we’d get it. The human race couldn’t survive the pain it intentionally inflicted upon itself.
Yet along comes terrorism. Men willing to kill themselves with the goal of killing many others just because they believe their religion was superior. Mac considered the concept. In the history of mankind, more human beings were killed in the name of religion than for any reason, without exception. That was before the pandemic.
Without hard numbers to work with, Mac and Janie were still able to estimate that only one percent of the earth’s population existed at this point—nearly seven billion people were most likely dead. Granted, seventy million survivors would be a base to repopulate the earth, assuming of course, we’d learned from our mistakes.
It didn’t appear we learned from the mistakes of World War II, and it was easy for Mac to come away from her thoughts with a feeling of hopelessness about the human condition. But despite the overwhelming concept of the world’s population being decimated to less than one percent of its numbers eleven weeks ago, Mac remained positive. Her job was to save one life, her dad’s.
The plague bacteria were spreading through Tommy’s body at this point, attacking healthy cells and causing his immune system to work overtime. His body was fighting the disease with all of its defense mechanisms, but the plague bacteria were faster and smarter.
Tommy’s body needed reinforcements, and fast. The antibiotics might or might not slow the progress of the plague through the bloodstream into his lungs. If he was lucky, and that was what it would require after six days, his blood vessels hadn’t begun leaking as of yet.
Mac continued the methodical process of seeking a cure, what would be considered the holy grail of medicine. She was encouraged by the last batch of white mice she’d infected with the disease. They’d lived one day longer than the others. One day might not sound like a lot to most, but to a research scientist studying these tiny creatures, it represented a twenty-five percent increase in life span.
She was reinvigorated and took the day’s routine with a new sense of purpose. While it was unfortunate that she’d had to change her control subjects to deer mice, the pattern of modifications she was making to the amino acids coupled with the vancomycin indicated she might be pointed in the right direction. If she could continue to delay the advance of the disease within the body, the immune system coupled with help from the vancomycin might work.
Mac was well rested, and thanks to Janie and Hunter’s efforts, she had plenty of the spastic deer mice, which gave her fits, but were appreciated nonetheless. She intended to throw everything she had into this last set of experiments. Her dad didn’t have the luxury of time now. One of these last three formulas would be his only hope.
As a scientist, her mind was very analytical and rarely operated on emotion. She tried not to confuse hope with optimism. Optimism was more of an attitude as to how she approached life. Hope went further than attitude. It was an inner feeling that propelled her into the future. Hope was the lifeline she tugged on every minute in the lab as she looked for a way to save her dad’s life. Hope and confidence enabled her to be optimistic as life appeared to be at its darkest.
 



Chapter 62
Day Seventy-Six
Sixty Miles Northwest of Fort Collins
Near Redington, Nebraska
 
It was minutes after midnight when the LGM-30G Minuteman III combat crew led by Captain James J. Miller, a young officer from nearby Cheyenne, Wyoming, was alerted to the launch order. His team of senior officers, which was comprised of a deputy commander, two ballistic missile systems analysts, and a missile facilities technician, had remained on post after they were allowed to bring their families into the missile complex located underground in southwest Nebraska.
The underground complex had been redesigned to deploy the deadliest nuclear weapon in America’s arsenal—the Minuteman III. Over the years and billions of dollars, the Minuteman III arsenal expanded to nearly five hundred weapons. The complex itself included a command center, a living quarters, and three launch silos capable of delivering back-to-back hell upon the enemies of the United States.
Captain Miller and his team had spent countless hours within the facility, always on alert in the event a launch order came their way. For the first time in months, as the death toll rose and the world seemed to be preoccupied with bigger fish to fry than launching nukes at one another, the small group enjoyed constant time with their families while they waited for the all clear.
The Minuteman III missiles were all upgraded to the new W87 thermonuclear warheads. Each warhead yielded four hundred seventy-five kilotons. As part of their daily routine, Captain Miller and his team continued their safety checks and inspections. Despite the quiet solitude, they were still committed to acting on behalf of their country when the launch order came their way.
Earlier that day, Captain Miller got out of bed, showered, put on his fatigues, and headed for the command center. Captain Miller, a brilliant officer and destined for advancement, was a Tom Cruise look-alike. He’d opted for the missile program because he loved the science and technical aspects. While in training at Vandenberg Air Force Base, he’d consumed every technical manual and spent hours in simulators.
He passed through blast door 6, walked down the short hallway and entered the launch control center. The room was round and had a diameter of about thirty feet. The control center was on the second level of a three-story steel structure, which was suspended on eighteen-inch springs similar to those installed at Cheyenne Mountain. The walls were two feet thick. Unlike NORAD, which was designed to sustain a nuclear attack from outside the mountain, the launch control center was designed to survive the launch of a nuclear weapon from within the man-made cave.
Captain Miller understood any launch order received from USSTRATCOM would provide him with a decision of unimaginable consequences. Of course, given the order, he would not hesitate. He understood the concept of nuclear deterrence. His willingness to carry out a launch sequence was the only thing that prevented Mother Russia or the Chicoms from attacking the U.S. first.
During his training, and throughout his analysis of intelligence briefings, he’d become familiar with the top targets of the nation’s nuclear arsenal in the event of a nuclear war. Some were in Russia and China, while others were in North Korea and Iran.
Captain Miller took his seat at a simple gray desk facing a series of monitors and clocks. He reviewed the notes and inspection reports from the sergeants who made up his team. He glanced at the five launch switches on the left side of the desk, as he subconsciously did several times a day. It was a simple design—round, silver, unmarked, and resembled an ignition switch of an old car. The mechanism was a throwback to the old days of the Titan missile program. Despite electronic advances, the procedure of retrieving a key and turning it in a lock was still in use in his facility.
The launch codes and five keys were kept in a safe with two combination locks, one assigned to Captain Miller and the other assigned to his deputy commander. Decades ago, military personnel who had sat in the very chair Captain Miller occupied at the moment had nicknamed it the go-to-war safe.
Captain Miller’s mind was wandering when an alert came through the military’s intranet system. He rubbed his eyes and looked around the empty room for some sign of confirmation that he wasn’t dreaming. He read the alert again.
Miller grabbed the phone and activated the facility’s intercom system. “All hands on deck, gentlemen! This is not a drill. Everyone to the control room, now!”
Within minutes, the rest of the team had entered the room and were staring over his shoulder. Captain Miller berated himself for not having his team at the ready. If this had been an attack, their lack of quick response meant doom for part of America.
Captain Miller and his deputy commander opened the go-to-war safe. They grabbed their codes and keys and returned to the console. The keys looked like any Weiser lock key from the local hardware store. The launch sequence codes were hidden inside sealed cases that resembled music compact disc cases.
Captain Miller and his team looked at one another briefly before they broke the seals on the cases. Like fortune cookies revealing a message, the codes were compared to the codes contained in the encrypted message about the length of a tweet.
One of his subordinates began to read the one-hundred-and-fifty-character code while the two commanders compared it to theirs.
“… HOTEL OSCAR NOVEMBER LIMA MIKE BRAVO ECHO XRAY KILO OSCAR.”
“Code authenticated.”
“Code authenticated,” added Captain Miller.
Captain Miller entered the message’s war plan numbers into the launch computer to retarget the ICBMs from their peacetime targets in the middle of the Pacific Ocean to the new target in the Qandil Mountains.
Captain Miller, with the assistance of his deputy commander, entered the keystrokes required to unlock the missiles, readying them for the turn of the launch keys retrieved from the safe. Each man inserted their keys into the locks and waited for Captain Miller’s order.
At the designated launch time, the five keys would be turned simultaneously, sending five signals, or votes, to three missiles within their facility. Refusal to turn the key by any three of the officers would not stop the launch, as it only took two of the members of the ICBM crew to carry out the order.
Captain Miller and his men waited. The digital clock was excruciatingly slow. Palms were sweaty. Tears could be seen streaming from one of the men’s eyes. Their breathing was fast and shallow. Once the keys were turned, there was no way to stop the launch sequence. All eyes were on Captain Miller as he nodded.
It was 12:12 a.m.
 



Chapter 63
Day Seventy-Six
Deserted Airstrip
Northwest Kurdistan in Iraq
 
Hassan said his good-byes to the caliph, al-Baghdadi, and left in the middle of the night to make the twenty-two-mile, six-hour trek through the Qandil Mountains to the airstrip on the Iraqi side of the border with Iran. The two close friends had confidence in their plan but were also realistic in terms of their ability to survive the coming war. Al-Baghdadi would remain in hiding, coordinating the effort with his trusted aides via a satellite communications network.
Hassan would travel by plane to Venezuela. He would then board one of seven ships that would approach the United States from Texas to Florida. Thousands of men would join him as they snuck onshore to reunite with the many thousands of jihadists, both Middle Eastern and radicalized Americans.
The plane was in the final stages of being loaded and Hassan took a moment to look toward the west where the Qandil Mountains rose out of the desert. To the north and south, the vast deserted landscape stretched in all directions as the land claimed by the Islamic State. He wondered if he’d ever set foot in the desert again.
One of his top lieutenants waved for Hassan to board the plane, so he symbolically nodded to his former home and thought of the fight ahead.
A flash of light from above caught his attention, followed by the roar of a rocket. In less than a second, four hundred trillion calories of energy were released over the Qandil Mountains, where he had slept just eight hours ago. The intense light blinded his vision, forcing him to raise his arm to shield his eyes until they were able to adjust.
At the point of impact, the surrounding air was superheated and created a rapidly expanding fireball. The air within and around the fireball was compressed into a luminous blast wave of enormous power.
Hassan stared in disbelief as the fireball extended more than a mile in diameter, seemingly coming directly toward him. At the point of impact, the temperature rose to two hundred million degrees Fahrenheit, four times the temperature found at the sun’s core, incinerating everything within eight miles.
The unearthly release of heat and energy produced a result of unimaginable lethality, igniting extensive fires for many square miles while the blast wave crushed and tore apart any structures in its path. The concussive impact of the massive ordnance would collapse any caves or crevices within the targeted area, burying alive all of its occupants, including the caliph, al-Baghdadi.
As the seven-hundred-mile-per-hour winds blasted away from the impact point, Hassan ran for the airplane. He stumbled as he ran up the stairs due to the incredible fear overtaking his motor functions.
The plane began to move before the door was closed behind him. He raced for a seat and pressed his nose to the glass. The smoke and mushroom cloud, seething with radioactivity, rose into the sky and blotted out the rising sun. Deadly radioactive fallout would contaminate a large swath of Iran, including some areas outside of Tehran. People who’d survived the plague would now be doomed to painful, vicious deaths from radiation sickness and the resulting cancer, leukemia, and genetic damage for generations.
The sound of weeping spread throughout the aircraft as it lifted off the runway and headed toward the west. Hassan did not weep, as he and al-Baghdadi had made their peace that morning. After a few minutes in which his brothers paid their respects, Hassan asked to be left alone to his thoughts and prayer.
Actually, what Hassan did was look out into a new world and smile. He would be bestowed with the honor and power as the next caliph.
 



Chapter 64
Day Seventy-Six
The Quarantine House
Quandary Peak
 
“Hey, Tommy, good morning!” said Barb with a raised voice. Tommy had been sleeping with the windows open at night despite the evening temperatures dipping into the low forties. His stated reason was he liked the cool, crisp air. Barb presumed he was trying to forget about the fever he was probably experiencing. “I made blueberry muffins this morning and I brought a Thermos of hot coffee, extra black to get the blood flowin’!”
Barb immediately regretted the choice of words when the sound of a lamp being knocked off a living room side table could be heard, followed by Tommy stumbling through the front door, covered in blood, shocking her.
“Tommy!” she screamed. “Oh my! Janie! Help!”
“Barb, I was doing fine and then I woke up like this,” said Tommy, followed by a groan. “It can’t be happening already.”
He slumped against the door jamb and tried to wipe the blood off his chin. He had a coughing fit, which propelled blood across the porch surface. Flatus was barking in the background.
Janie raced to Barb’s side and gasped.
“Janie, it’s started early. We don’t have much time. Tell Mac. We’ve got to do the best we can. Hurry!”
Janie set down her rifle and bolted up the hill toward the house. Barb turned her attention to her husband. “Tommy, don’t move. You understand me?”
“No,” he moaned. “I’ll be all right. Really. It’s just this danged cough.” He entered into another coughing fit, which brought up more mucus through his throat and sinuses.
Barb didn’t hesitate as she ran around the house to the screened porch. She squeezed herself into Janie’s PPE, leaving the taller set for Mac when she arrived. She made her way through the master bath and found Flatus walking back and forth by the closed bedroom door. Fortunately, Tommy must have pulled it closed as he staggered out of the room.
“Tommy, hold on! I’ve got to take care of Flatus.”
“Okay.”
She secured the leash on the collar of the rambunctious Labrador and took him into the kitchen, where she closed him in with some food. She also tied his leash off to the breakfast room table to keep him secured while she attended to Tommy.
He’d made it to his feet and was using the walls as support to enter the living room. He cupped his other hand under his chin to prevent blood from hitting the floor, not realizing that he’d left a trail from the bedroom earlier.
“Barb, no. What are you doing in here?”
“I’m here to take care of my husband, that’s what. Now come on and don’t give me any trouble. Remember rule number one of hospital care—don’t piss off the nurse.”
“Yes, ma’am,” said Tommy with a chuckle. The loving, old married couple always found a way to use humor to get them through the difficult challenges they faced. In this moment, as they faced the last moments of Tommy’s life, humor would carry them through it as well.
First, Barb propped him up in a leather recliner in the living room, where she could remove his bloodied clothes. She found several washcloths in the bathroom and wiped him down with cool water. She didn’t have to check his temperature with a thermometer to know he was burning up with fever.
She retrieved a set of olive drab green sweats from the dresser, which were Tommy’s favorites. She’d bought them for him years ago at Fort Detrick when he’d become covered in mud changing a flat tire. The ensemble was now his favorite loungewear during the cold winter evenings around the house.
“You sit tight while I change the sheets,” said Barb, who handed him a bottle of water. “And drink this. You have to stay hydrated.”
She began to walk off and Tommy reached for her hand. “Wait. Let me see you.”
Barb hesitated, trying to remain unemotional as she prepared for the inevitable. Then she considered the importance of touching the one she loved, even if it was through her gloves. She pulled up a footstool and set it across from his chair. She grabbed both of his hands and squeezed.
“Tommy, you listen to me. This is not over. I will not allow this to be the end. Do you hear me?”
“No, not today, or even tomorrow. But, Barb, soon. Days.”
“Mac is coming to help. Do you believe in her? I do. We have to have hope.”
Tommy squeezed and lifted her hands to his face. She touched both his cheeks and straightened his silver gray hair. He closed his eyes to enjoy her touch.
“I’ve loved you from the moment I first saw you. I’ve cherished every moment of it, including this one. But I understand what’s happening and I’ve made peace with it. You should too. I don’t want to put too much pressure on Mac. She does enough of that on her own.”
“Okay, I agree. I do love you, so get used to seeing me in this space suit,” Barb said as she hoisted herself off the stool. “I only wish there was a seamstress to let out the backside. I’m afraid I might rip a hole in the butt, exposing all of my parts.”
Tommy started to chuckle, which caused him to cough a little. He used a washcloth to cover his mouth and immediately looked to see if any blood came out. It was clean. He showed it to Barb.
“See, I’m better already. Get me into bed and hook me up to those good drugs. Bypass the Advil or whatever that store-bought stuff was. I want the loopy medicine that made Marcus so comfortable. Just accept my apologies in advance if I mistake you for Rene Russo.” Rene Russo played a scientist in the 1995 movie titled Outbreak, which was based on Richard Preston’s book The Hot Zone.
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” said Barb with a laugh. “Come on, Dad, before your daughter sees you in such a state. She won’t believe it was a false alarm, but there’s no need to scare the bejesus out of her. I’ll change the sheets, clean up the porch, and then we’ll consider your medications.”
“Sounds good,” said Tommy as he lowered himself into a chair in the corner of the bedroom.
Barb scrambled to strip the bed and shoved the bloody evidence in the laundry room. She found some old bath towels and soaked them in a small plastic bucket with a mixture of bleach and water.
On the front porch, she monkey-mopped the decking by dragging the wet towels around using her feet. She poured the balance of the bleach water out and took the towels in to be washed. The washer was running and the bed was made in record time.
Tommy was getting tucked into the freshly installed bedding when they heard Mac’s voice from outside.
“Mom! Dad! I’m here!”
 



Chapter 65
Day Seventy-Six
The Quarantine House
Quandary Peak
 
With Janie’s help, Mac got dressed in her PPE and joined her parents in the bedroom. Other than the fact that Tommy was propped up on pillows in bed and her mother stood off to the side in her gear, nothing appeared to warrant the emergency bells that were rung.
“Daddy, are you okay?” inquired Mac with some hesitation. She scanned the room, looking for any signs that he’d become sick by vomiting. The room was clean.
“Oh, yeah. I had a little coughing fit when your mother arrived and she thought something was wrong. It was a false alarm.” In an effort to reinforce his lie, Tommy feigned a childlike cough into a washcloth and proved to Mac it wasn’t bloody. “See, it’s all good.”
“Mom?” Mac turned to her mother, who remained stoic in the corner.
“Yes, dear.”
“Mom, what’s going on?”
“Nothing, Mac. I missed your father and insisted upon coming inside to help strip the bed linens and do a load of wash. We’re gonna hang out for a while until he takes a nap.”
Mac was perplexed. Janie had described her mother as being panicked and her father as being so weak he collapsed on the porch. In her haste to retrieve Mac from the house, Janie hadn’t taken in any additional details.
“Well, okay. Janie thought, um. It doesn’t matter. Daddy, you need to get your rest, so take it easy, okay?”
“Of course, honey,” said Tommy. “Listen, while you’re here, would you mind hooking me up to that contraption over there? Your mom is a little skittish with needles and I don’t feel like being her experimental pincushion.” He pointed toward the IV stand and the tray of intravenous fluids.
“Are you in pain?” asked Mac.
“Nah, not really. But if I need anything, your mother knows what to inject. It’s just that I’ve lost my appetite a little. You know, I’ve been a little emotional after the boy’s death.”
Mac turned to retrieve the equipment and Tommy scrambled to wipe his forehead, face, and neck with a cool damp towel. By the time she turned around, he’d tucked it under the covers.
Mac hooked him up to the fluids and then gave instructions to her mother on how to inject the antibiotics and pain meds. She gave her father’s hand one more squeeze and then fist-bumped her mother’s.
“Okay, I love you, Daddy. I’m going back to the lab and check on my mouseketeers.”
“I love you too, honey. Tell Mickey hello!”
Mac entered the bathroom to decontaminate her suit. When she entered the screened porch, Janie was waiting for her. She helped Mac get out of the PPE and hung it on a hook to drip-dry.
“Mac,” started Janie, “I have to admit something to you. I was standing near the back window, eavesdropping.”
“You were?” asked Mac.
“Yes. Mac, they’re lying.”
“Oh, I know,” Mac said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Mom scrambled around like a CIA cleanup crew after a hit. I appreciate what they did, but it doesn’t change the timetable. Janie, we’re running out of time.”
 



Chapter 66
Day Seventy-Seven
Quandary Peak
 
It seems time only stands still when you’re impatiently waiting for something. During those moments in your life that you need a few extra minutes, the hands race angrily around the face of the clock, seemingly spinning out of control.
The day before, Mac hadn’t been fooled by her parents’ behavior. They were giving their best efforts to calm her and protect her from the first of many symptomatic episodes her father would have to endure.
She immediately returned to the lab and continued the process. She stayed there late into the night, watching for any signs of improvement in the first control animals since she’d switched over to deer mice. The first set of three were exhibiting the telltale signs, as had the others. However, the length of time from injection to noticeable symptoms was longer with the first set.
Mac was now into her fourth and fifth sets of test subjects, modifying the vancomycin concoction to reflect her prior results. She wanted to believe she was making real progress, but it was such a tedious process and there was no way to be sure yet.
Before she went down to visit her dad, Mac went ahead and prepared six vials of the most effective batch of the drug for use on tomorrow’s diseased mice. Day after day, she’d continue. She prayed her father could fight the disease on his own while she conducted more experiments.
A crash behind her startled Mac as she placed the vials in a small refrigerator. She turned to find Hunter sprawled out on the floor at the foot of the stairs. Mac walked over to the Plexiglas and asked if he was okay.
“Mac, it’s your father. He’s in trouble.”
“Hunter, be specific,” she said calmly.
“Janie was with him. She said to tell you his fever is one-oh-one. Difficulty breathing. Vomiting mixed with blood.”
Mac paced the floor. “When did it happen?”
“She said it was all of a sudden. He finally admitted that he had an episode yesterday as well. Mac, that means he’s two days into—”
“I knew it,” mumbled Mac. “Where’s Mom?”
“She was upstairs. She left to be with your father. What can I do to help?”
Mac paced the floor some more. She had to make a decision. She reached into the refrigerator and pulled out the same six vials of modified vancomycin intended for use the next day. She retrieved six syringes.
“Hunter, let me get decontaminated. I’m afraid it’s now or never.”
 



Chapter 67
Day Seventy-Seven
The Quarantine House
Quandary Peak
 
Mac entered the bedroom and found Janie standing by her father’s bedside. Flatus was lying perfectly still on the floor at the foot of the bed, but his eyes watched Mac’s every movement. Just outside the house, standing on a picnic table pushed up against the rear window of the bedroom, were her mom and Hunter.
“Hi, Daddy,” said Mac as she approached her father. Janie slid out of the way to give them more space.
“Honey, I’m sorry I lied to you yesterday. Janie said you saw right through it.”
“Sure did, Daddy. It’s okay. It doesn’t change anything. How are you feeling?”
Tommy tried to sit up against the headboard, but he didn’t have the strength. The extra effort caused him to cough, but he quickly covered his mouth with a towel. Out of habit, he inspected the results and showed Mac the blood.
“Second day in a row, after I wake up,” he said. “It’s moving into my chest. I feel like I can’t breathe. The chest pains have increased and I can’t seem to shake the chills.”
“I know, Daddy,” said Mac as she fought back tears. Her father had lost several pounds in the last week and looked completely drained of energy. It hurt her to the core. “I’ve been working on this daily. It’s the best I’ve got so far.”
Mac displayed the six vials and picked up a syringe off the nightstand. She drew the vancomycin out of the first vial and was about to inject her father when he raised his arm.
“No, Flatus first,” he said.
“What? Daddy, this is for you. I only have—” Mac protested.
“Honey, can you make more?” he asked as another coughing fit overcame him.
“Sure, of course.”
Tommy waved his arm toward Janie. “Janie, you’re the vet. Flatus first. He and I are a package deal.”
Mac looked down at her father and she began crying out of pride. This man, who had raised her unselfishly throughout her life, was still thinking of others as he lay on his deathbed. The tears streamed into her goggles and mask. She was shaking from emotions as she turned and handed the needle to Janie, with a nod of approval.
Janie kneeled on one knee and injected Flatus in the shoulder. He panted, but never moved. He was feeling the effects of the disease now as well.
Mac regained her composure and calmed her nerves. She emptied another vial into a fresh syringe. She lifted her father’s arm and wiped the sweat off with a cotton ball. Mac slowly inserted the needle into his vein and depressed the plunger.
Vancomycin-d-ala-d-lac entered his bloodstream and immediately, with every beat of her father’s heart, moved throughout his body to fight the most vicious killer known to man.
 
Thanks for reading!
 



The saga concludes in … QUIETUS
The final installment in the four-book Pandemic Series.
You can order it on Amazon by clicking HERE

SIGN UP to Bobby Akart’s mailing list to receive special offers, bonus content, and you’ll be the first to receive news about new releases in The Pandemic series, The Blackout series, The Boston Brahmin series and The Prepping for Tomorrow series—which includes sixteen Amazon #1 Bestsellers in thirty-nine different genres. Visit Bobby Akart’s website for informative blog entries on preparedness, writing, and his latest contribution to the American Preppers Network.
www.BobbyAkart.com
And before you go…
 
THANK YOU FOR READING PANDEMIC: LEVEL 6!
If you enjoyed it, I’d be grateful if you’d take a moment to write a short review (just a few words are needed) and post it on Amazon. Amazon uses complicated algorithms to determine what books are recommended to readers. Sales are, of course, a factor, but so are the quantities of reviews my books get. By taking a few seconds to leave a review, you help me out, and also help new readers learn about my work.
Get ready for the thrilling conclusion in QUIETUS!
 



Copyright Information
© 2017 Bobby Akart Inc. All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of Bobby Akart Inc.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and any resemblance to any person or persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.
 



ACRONYMS Used in The Pandemic Series
DHS – Department of Homeland Security
 
DOD – Department of Defense
 
CDC – Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
 
USAMRIID – United States Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases
 
EOC – Emergency Operations Center
 
CEFO – Career Epidemiology Field Officer
 
WHO – World Health Organization
 
USCG – United States Coast Guard
 
NOAA – National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
 
CSPAN – Cable-Satellite Public Affairs Network
 
FISA – Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Court
 
DTRA – Defense Threat Reduction Agency
 
DPRK – Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
 
ISIS – Islamic State of Iraq and Syria
 
CSL – Cooperative Security Location
 
OPSEC – Operational Security
 
SITREP – Situation Report
 
MARTA – Metro Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority
 
SARS – Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome
 
H1N1 – Influenza A virus subtype H1N1, commonly known as swine flu
 
NDM-1 – New Dehli Metallo-beta-lactamase-1
 
BALO – Bdellovilbrio bacteria
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