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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 garden, 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 Garcia. Has a unique ability to manipulate and keep the President on message.
 
Ali Hassan – ISIS operative based in Western Africa and the mastermind behind the bioterror operation. He is the son of Ali Abu Hassan, head of the ISIS Fighters Assistance Council, the arm of the Caliphate that supports foreign operatives throughout the world. Hassan was educated at St. Mary’s Hospital Medical School in London. His father Ali Abu Hassan, is believed to be the second-in-command to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the mysterious Caliph of the Islamic State.
 
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.
Primary Scene Locations
 
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.
 
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.
 
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 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 congressmen who supported 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.”
 
The saga continues in — THE INNOCENTS
Enjoy!
 



Epigraph
Pandemic ultimately derives from the Greek pandemos, meaning of all the people:
pan - all + demos - people.
*****
Once a pandemic is upon you, the primary focus has to be for you to extricate yourself from urban cities or areas of high population density.
*****
And God sent a plague upon Egypt and there was great moaning throughout the land.
*****
Rara avis in terris nigroque simillima cygno
A rare bird in the lands and very much like a black swan.
~ The Roman satirist, Juvenal in 82 AD
*****
Extinction is the rule, survival is the exception.
~ Carl Sagan, Ph.D.
*****
All empires collapse eventually.
There have been no exceptions in the history of mankind.
Their reign ends when they are defeated by a larger and more powerful enemy, or
when their financing runs out.
~ Bobby Akart
*****
Because you never know when the day before, is the day before.
Prepare for tomorrow.
~ Bobby Akart
 



Prologue
And so it begins, the plague enters on the quiet feet of The Innocents.
United States Coast Guard
Vessel Traffic Service
Houston-Galveston
 
Senior Chief Petty Officer Walter Bronson grew up fishing the coastal waters of Texas. Born and raised in Matagorda, Texas, a small town located where the mouth of the Colorado River empties into the Gulf of Mexico, SCPO Bronson knew every inlet, shallow bay, and shipwreck for the over three hundred miles of Texas coastline. From amberjack to yellowfin tuna, SCPO Bronson could tell you when and where the mackerel were runnin’.
Today, SCPO Bronson and his team at the United States Coast Guard Vessel Tracking Service, the VTS, in Houston were chasing another form of game fish—unidentifiable small vessels traversing the Gulf of Mexico.
The United States had over ninety-five thousand miles of coastline and hundreds of ports. For small vessels, every beach, tributary, and inlet created a suitable port of call—locations ideal for smugglers of all types. The small-vessel community consisted of a diverse group of boat operators with different backgrounds and intentions. For the most part, they were responsible mariners who complied with applicable laws and accepted boating standards.
Since 9/11, the Department of Homeland Security had stepped up its monitoring of the nation’s coastal waterways as part of its overall sea surveillance. The DHS, and its partners the DTRA and the USCG, used a variety of tools ranging from a vessel tracking system to drone technology.
Any tracking system required coordination between the vessel, a radar station on shore, and the method of communications between them. The most basic function was to determine a vessel’s location at any given time and periodically transmit the data via satellite.
As the war on drugs escalated, of utmost concern to the United States government was the importation of dangerous narcotics onto American soil from South America. After 9/11, the government’s mission expanded to include the infiltration of terrorists. Today, a primary focus of the DHS was to identify ships involved in human trafficking from locations around the globe.
SCPO Bronson was an experienced fisherman and, through the use of advanced technology, had become an expert in identifying suspicious, unidentified vessels navigating the Gulf of Mexico. Over the last week, he’d seen a significant increase in go-fast boats, vessels with long narrow designs and specially designed hulls, which enabled them to reach very high rates of speed. During the 1920s in America, the era of Prohibition, these boats were used to transport illegal liquor from the Caribbean to the Florida coast. Known as rumrunners, they later became the boat of choice for drug smugglers.
SCPO Bronson’s team had identified several of these vessels speeding from various points along the Texas and Mexico coastline, then back into the south-central quadrant of the Gulf of Mexico north of the Yucatan Peninsula.
SCPO Bronson reported this to his superiors at the Coast Guard and they coordinated a grid search using unmanned aircraft, or drones. In the past, the USCG relied upon its cutters to patrol the coast, as well as reports from America’s Waterway Watch, a program encouraging boaters and residents of coastal communities to report suspicious activities to the Coast Guard. Several reports were received from residents near Port O’Connor, Texas, just south of SCPO Bronson’s hometown.
He enlisted his old fishing buddies to create a night watch stretching from Port Aransas near Corpus Christi to Freeport, just south of Houston. This seventy-mile span of beach front was protected by Matagorda Island. However, the land was desolate and ideal for a smuggler to get in and out under the cover of darkness. From there, someone entering the country illegally could easily access the spiderweb of state highways that emanate toward Houston, Austin, and San Antonio.
“Sir, we have all the participants patched in,” said a young petty officer, who knew more about computers than fishing, but then we all have our roles to play. He banged away on his keyboard and the screens in the Houston Regional Command Center sprang to life, showing a series of satellite images and computer-generated tracking models.
“Thank you. Welcome. I’m Senior Chief Petty Officer Walter Bronson. You’ve been briefed on our observations as well as the data generated by the Earth Scan Lab at NOAA. We have located the source of the unidentified small vessels that continue to encroach upon the Texas shoreline as well as dozens of locations along the Mexican coast from Campeche on the Yucatan Peninsula to Laguna Madre, just south of Brownsville.”
The screens changed and showed satellite images of a variety of boats ranging from cigarette boats, the modern name for the rumrunner, to a damaged Zodiac, which was beached near a rock jetty.
“We have identified several fast-boats moving from the Texas coast in the general direction of Campeche. Further, the Mexican authorities shared this image of a wrecked Zodiac military-spec inflatable near San Fernando, just south of Brownsville. One body was found washed ashore nearby with a bullet in the head. However, the body had been impaled with a piece of driftwood. The bullet was apparently used to expedite the occupant’s demise.
“The FBI is working to identify the individual, but he is generally described as being of Arabic descent. In addition, the Zodiac MilPro FC 580 is not a civilian pleasure craft. It is government issue and utilized by all of our Special Forces units, especially SEAL teams. However, I’m told by the DTRA that the FC 580s have been sold to the Saudis as part of a military aid package.”
One of the teleconference attendees asked a question. “Senior Chief, is it your analysis that the Zodiac accident and the fast-boat intrusions are connected?”
“It is, sir. The pattern is unmistakable. Bring up the next graphic, please.”
A map of the Gulf of Mexico appeared with multiple lines drawn from points along the coast from Houston to Veracruz, Mexico. All led to approximately the same location in the middle of the Gulf—indicated by a star.
“We believe these incursions are being launched from a ship in this general area and fan out over hundreds of miles of coastline,” started SCPO Bronson, pointing toward the star. “Based upon the data gathered from all sources, the first of these trips began eight days ago and suddenly ended the day before yesterday.”
“Have you identified a ship that might be launching these vessels?”
“Not yet. The National Reconnaissance Office will have a bird overhead in eight hours. Once we receive the intel and confirm it with our tracking data, we’ll be able to confirm our theory.”
*****
In Fort Belvoir, Jablonik scratched his head. He needed to put a team together to investigate this potential terrorist operation and its connection, if any, to the plague outbreak. But his top specialist, Nathan Hunter, was in Washington, caught in the middle of pandemic pandemonium.
 



PART ONE


 WEEK FIVE

 



Chapter 1
Day Twenty-Eight
Rayburn House Office Building
Washington, DC
 
“Dr. Hagan! Dr. Hagan!” Mac could hear the young intern’s voice through the muffled shouts and screams emanating from the hallway of the Rayburn House Office Building, but the blinking red light on the C-SPAN camera had placed her in a trance. Finally, the young woman slapped the chairman’s gavel on the desk and shouted again, “Dr. Hagan! Please come this way!”
Startled, Mac snapped out of her hypnotic state and turned around to view the room. She was alone. The doors to the hallway had been closed, leaving Mac alone with the C-SPAN viewers. The smell of vomit reached her nostrils, which had the effect of someone swiping ammonia inhalants under her nose. At that point, her mind became focused, and she remembered the reason for the uproar.
“Doctor!”
Mac casually walked around the table and up the steps to the rear door behind the congressional seating. She entered a hallway full of staffers scurrying about in what could best be described as orderly chaos.
“This way!” shouted a voice to her right.
“No, go outside like in a fire drill!” shouted another to her left. People pushed and shoved in both directions. She resisted the urge to take charge. Deep down, she doubted anyone would follow her lead at this point. Having been abandoned by the intern, Mac opted to go outside, the correct choice in a biological hazard situation.
As the sun hit her face, screeching sirens pierced her hearing. The Capitol Police had closed Independence Avenue and Capitol Street around the building. Occupants were streaming out of every exit and running away towards the Library of Congress and the United States Capitol. Mac was impressed with the responsiveness.
In a public health emergency, during the first twenty-four hours, or the acute phase, specific functions and tasks were assigned to first responders in three response time frames—immediate, intermediate, and extended.
Those first two hours of the immediate phase were the most critical. During the assessment phase, local law enforcement must decide whether this was a public health emergency, how many people were threatened, and what geographical area needed to be contained.
Mac surveyed the scene. The predominantly white and gold Fords were parked at various angles blocking vehicular traffic. Several black armored vehicles took up positions to provide tactical teams a base of operations. Dozens of officers began to fan out in order to surround the building, but it was clear their task was not to keep people from entering the complex but, rather, to keep the Rayburn occupants in.
They’re treating this as a bioterror attack.
Mac reached into her pockets for her cell phone and then realized she’d left it inside the building. She turned to walk back inside when a wave of people poured through the doors, screaming. A woman with blood on her sleeve was close behind them, not in pursuit, but in a panic like everyone else. This is not an evacuation, it is mayhem.
Hunter! Where was Hunter?
Now, Mac had become frantic. If the person who spewed blood inside the hearing room was contagious with the plague, Mac was fairly confident she hadn’t been exposed. The man had been at least twenty feet behind her and the bloody sputum had been directed downward onto the floor.
However, if Hunter came looking for her during the upheaval, he might have come into contact with the sick man. She had to go back inside to retrieve her briefcase and call Hunter.
Mac turned and pushed against the crowd, which was now thinning. From the noise level surrounding the building, it appeared the challenge for the Capitol Police was to keep the occupants of the Rayburn building from leaving the grounds. Police barricades were being set up along the sidewalk, and officers were shouting through bullhorns, instructing the panicked crowd to remain calm, but stay in place.
“Nobody is allowed to leave the cordoned-off area!” shouted the officer. Mac was stuck.
Mac made her way back inside, where the relative silence stood in stark contrast to the ruckus from just five minutes prior. She tried several doors, looking for the one entering the hearing room. Finally, she made her way inside Rayburn room 2123 and closed the door behind her.
Mac replayed the events in her mind. Not the man coughing and the subsequent mass exodus. Rather, she replayed the questioning from the congressmen, the squabbling between them, and the answers she gave.
Did I overstep? Was the panic my fault? Am I destined to be ostracized like my mother?
She walked to the left and down the stairs through the media pit. She retrieved her briefcase and notes, together with those of her attorney, who had made a cowardly, hasty exit. With the doors shut and the opportunity to view the scene firsthand, Mac carefully made her way to the area where the man had been sitting.
She still wore her mask, gloves, and goggles, but they were nowhere near sufficient to deal with a hot zone. Mac studied the initial blood spray. The amount of blood mixed with the frothy blood-streaked mucus was minimal. The lack of significant volume told her that the man could have a variety of infections such as tuberculosis, bronchitis, cancer or pneumonia, which was an indicator of pneumonic plague.
In fact, this man could test positive for at least a dozen or more common diseases besides her pneumonic plague. Listen to yourself, Mac—“your pneumonic plague.” Was she looking for a disease to deflect attention to, making her no different than the politicians she battled an hour ago?
Her phone rang and she rifled through her briefcase to find it. The display made her smile.
“Hunter, are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m outside near the entrance where we came in. The sergeant at arms locked the door to the hearing room. I probably didn’t need to go in there anyway. Where are you? I’ve looked all over out here.”
Mac was relieved and made a hasty retreat from the bloody mess and toward the rear exit. “I’m fine. I came back inside to get my things. I’m coming outside now.”
“Okay, but listen to me. The media is here.”
Mac stopped momentarily and said, “No surprise there.”
“Yeah, but you don’t understand. Mac, you’re famous, but not necessarily in a good way.”
 



Chapter 2
Day Twenty-Eight
Rayburn House Office Building
Washington, DC
 
Thousands of spectators had gathered on the Capitol Hill lawn across the street. The courtyard-style entrance to the Rayburn building prevented Hunter from seeing the entire perimeter of the building, but it resembled an inauguration day parade for a newly elected President, without the waving flags.
Mac emerged from a side exit, which was now guarded by two National Guardsmen in full riot gear. The hearing had been streaming live on TV monitors in the Subway restaurant located near the center of the Rayburn building, and for the most part, Hunter was enjoying the spectacle, especially as he admired Mac’s fortitude. Despite the absurdity of the political rancor between the members of the committee, Mac had stood firm.
But when the coughing fit had started and the race to the exit began, the fact that Mac didn’t move concerned Hunter. He thought she might have been in shock, so he raced through the hallways to reach Rayburn room 2123, but found it locked down and guarded by the time he arrived.
For the first time in his life Hunter found himself afraid for the safety of someone else that he loved. He’d searched the grounds frantically, ignoring the impending quarantine. He wanted to make sure Mac hadn’t been infected.
“Hunter!” Mac shouted from across the horseshoe entry, grabbing Hunter’s attention. She mouthed several other words, but the deafening sirens reverberating off the walls of the Cannon Building across South Capitol Street prevented him from hearing her.
He raced through the crowd and immediately scooped her up in a bear hug. Mac tried to push him away. “Hunter, I might be infected.”
“I don’t care. We’re together,” he truthfully replied. Nothing mattered anymore except for Mac’s safety and well-being.
The two finally separated and he inspected her clothing. “I don’t see any blood.”
Mac finally removed her mask, goggles, and gloves and shoved them into her briefcase. “I was too far away. Hunter, they went nuts in there.”
“Hey, look around. They’ve gone nuts out here too. I don’t know how they did it, but they cordoned off this complex within minutes. The DC cops know how to deal with a crisis like this one.”
Shouts followed by pushing and shoving came from the entrance to the building. Hunter instinctively put his body between the ruckus and Mac. It was the media, together with several dozen curious onlookers.
“Dr. Hagan! Dr. Hagan! Would you care to comment?”
“Did that man have the plague?”
“Are we all infected?”
The last question triggered more panic.
“Plague!” screamed an elderly woman.
“Are you kidding me?” screamed another.
The crowd started to close around Mac and Hunter. Hunter surmised that Mac was about to be persecuted for the crime of a man coughing. It was human nature to panic in the face of crisis. But in today’s society, the next step was to immediately point fingers of blame. None of this was Mac’s fault, but Hunter knew he’d lose the argument in the face of the rabid media.
“Is it safe from the disease inside?” asked Hunter.
“Probably,” she replied. “Hunter, the odds that this man had the—”
“Mac,” he interrupted, “let’s go back in and find a place to hunker down until the police get things under control.”
“Okay, this way.”
Mac led him backwards through the crowd and the two of them ducked to attempt to lose the trailing media photographers. The two guardsmen at the rear exit were arguing with a well-dressed man that Hunter recognized as Congressman Trent Franks from Arizona. Congressman Franks was a strong proponent of border security.
Hunter eased up behind the guardsmen, uninterested in the nature of the argument. When the door opened with another panicked staffer beating a hasty exit, Hunter grabbed Mac by the hand and they hustled inside. The door closed behind them as the gaggle of media began screaming at the guardsmen, further distracting their attention.
“Let’s find an office where we can catch our breath,” said Hunter. They made their way through the empty hallway, looking for an unlocked door. Now, the rear entry of Rayburn 2123 had been locked.
“Hunter, here’s one—Congressman McHenry, from North Carolina. I’m sure he won’t mind.”
Mac’s phone buzzed with a text message.
Janie: WTH? R U OK?
Mac quickly responded.
Mac: We’re fine. Locked into congressman’s office. Can’t leave building. Keep me posted.
Janie: Everyone here is worried for you. Not D-Bag. He’s on the warpath.
Mac: LOL. I imagine so. Let me get back to you.
Hunter peered through the blinds of the congressman’s office, which overlooked the horseshoe drive in the east courtyard. Riot police with horses arrived on the scene and they were keeping the occupants of the Rayburn building away from the police barricades. The thick glass windows prevented Hunter from hearing anything outside.
He turned his attention to Mac. She’d set down her phone and her shoulders slumped out of dejection. He could tell she was hurting inside.
“Come here,” he said as she stepped toward him for a hug. Her tough exterior melted and she began to cry.
“Hunter, did I do the wrong thing? I wanted to get their attention. You should’ve seen how they acted. All they care about is political posturing. They don’t care about protecting Americans from the worst medical disaster in the nation’s history.”
“I watched it all on a TV in a Subway restaurant. I thought you did great. Honestly, when the guy started hacking, I thought you brought him in as a prop.”
“What?” she asked.
“I thought it was pretty effective to have someone coughing up blood to, you know, drive the point home.”
Mac laughed away her tears. “That wasn’t a prop, but it was effective, wasn’t it?”
Mac broke loose from his hug and walked to the window. The crowd was starting to calm down as they came to the realization that they were stuck until medically cleared. At this point, an Incident Command Post would have been established and key emergency health personnel would have been contacted. The epidemiologists at CDC-Washington were probably en route, and the Emergency Operations Center was probably buzzing with activity.
“Mac, they may have us locked down for days while they sort this out. I’ve seen the Army’s regulations on quarantines. They’ve been uniformly adopted by the military for all types of scenarios, including health emergencies.”
“Yeah, AR 40-12. Here’s the thing. The assumption of everyone is that the man has the plague, just because I was talking about it. That’s a huuuge stretch. There are more than a dozen common illnesses that can cause someone to throw up blood. The vomiting may have been his body’s reaction to seeing his own bloody mucus from the coughing fit.”
“You’re gonna make me puke too.”
“Sorry.” She laughed. “Here’s my point. They say in comedy, timing is everything. In this case, it could be the convergence of two events, and because of the timing, we have all of this.” Mac gestured out the window at the massive buildup of law enforcement around the several hundred staffers and guests who had emerged from the Rayburn building.
“When I ran to room 2123 to check on you, they had the man stretched out on the floor and nobody was within ten feet of the guy. He was unconscious and no one was willing to help him.”
“Unfortunately for him, that’s the proper protocol,” added Mac. “If he is suspected of having the plague, a ten-foot minimum radius is considered safe. They’ll have to keep him subdued until properly suited medical personnel arrive on the scene.”
Hunter approached the window and saw the police creating a wide path to allow four ambulance personnel to enter the courtyard, wearing bright yellow hazmat suits and toting a stretcher.
“You mean like those guys?”
 



Chapter 3
Day Twenty-Eight
South Lawn, White House
Washington, DC
 
“Our Kevin Corke is with the President on the South Lawn of the White House. Kevin, is the President being evacuated?” asked Fox News anchor Shepherd Smith.
“Well, Shep, not technically. The President was about to board Marine One for a campaign event at Dr. Henry Wise Jr. High School in nearby Maryland when news of the incident at the Rayburn House Office Building broke. The President’s Secret Service detail informed the Chief of Staff as my producer was informing me of the incident. Now, it is unclear whether the President is continuing on to the event, or whether the plans have changed to take him to another destination.”
“Kevin, thus far, neither the FBI nor the White House has commented on whether this might be terrorist related. What have you heard from the President’s staff?” asked Smith.
“They’ve been very tight-lipped on the entire situation. Until further word is received from investigators, I imagine the White House will not comment further. I can say this, based upon experience. If terrorism is suspected, the President’s schedule will be altered to protect him from another attack. Back to you, Shep.”
“Well, folks, there you have it. Here’s what we know at this time. During a congressional hearing involving the funding of the CDC and its recent investigation into outbreaks of a mysterious disease in Central America, a commotion occurred in the back of the room, involving a man and the spreading of blood on others in the gallery. We don’t know if the act was intentional or simply a bad coughing fit, but fear has gripped the nation’s capital in a way that hasn’t occurred since the attacks on the Pentagon on 9/11. You must stay with us as this breaking news unfolds.”
*****
President Tomas Garcia and his Chief of Staff, Andrew Morse, settled into the new Sikorsky VH-92A together with several members of the President’s staff. All were on the phone, gathering information to report to Morse.
The newly commissioned Marine One built by Sikorsky Aircraft was state of the art. Its plush executive interior was just the dressing on a battle-ready transport that combined the roles of hunter, killer, and evader. It also had the range to carry the President six hundred miles away from Washington, if necessary, to keep him safe.
“Okay, Andrew, what’s the latest?” asked President Garcia.
“It’s fairly simple, actually. During the Energy and Commerce Committee briefing on the CDC’s response in Guatemala, all hell broke loose. Sarah, pull up the footage from C-SPAN for the President to see.”
Sarah responded, “Mr. Morse, it’s on every cable news outlet. The big three even broke into their regular programming on the networks.”
Another staffer interrupted. “It’s blown up social media. Twitter, Facebook and YouTube. The video has received over a million hits already!”
“Show me!” yelled President Garcia as he leaned forward to remove his jacket. Marine One lifted off and began its departure down the south lawn amidst the two-hundred-year-old oak trees. “By the way, where are we going?”
“The campaign appearance at the school was cancelled. It was a marginal event anyway. The real reason for going to Maryland was the fund-raiser. Our campaign people will collect the money anyway. We’re headed for Camp David until we get the all clear from Homeland Security.”
Morse pointed to the wall-mounted screen and nodded to the aide. The video began to play and Mac appeared on the screen.
“That’s Dr. Hagan,” said Morse.
“The presence of so many bacteria in the bloodstream causes your immune system to freak out, triggering a condition called septic shock. Your body’s blood vessels begin leaking, decreasing blood volume. This leads to abnormal clotting and multiple organ failure.
“But if that doesn’t kill you, the bacteria then migrate through the blood to your lungs, at which point you contract pneumonia. Game over.”
Without the camera leaving Mac’s face, the voice of Chairman Masterson could be heard.
“How long does the process take from point of infection until death?”
Mac continued staring at the camera. “Fourteen days on average. The patient is symptomatic at day eight, but potentially contagious by day four without showing symptoms.”
Coughing could be heard in the background until Chairman Masterson continued. “What about treatment?”
The loud coughing persisted and the C-SPAN camera pulled away from its focus on Mac, allowing more of the gallery to be seen.
Mac continued to speak. “At this time, we’ve tried the normal antibiotic protocols on patients, but—”
The coughing grew louder. Mac hesitated and then picked up her thought. “As I was saying, we’ve tried the normal antibiotic protocols—”
“Hey, watch it!” a woman could be heard shouting. This was followed by a shriek from the gallery.
A man’s voice yelled, “That’s blood. He’s coughing up blood!”
Then the camera began to shake as people rose in unison and scrambled for the exits. Only Mac sat in place, continuing to stare at the lens.
Morse nodded to the staffer. “That’s enough, pause it.” The screen froze on a room with people knocking each other down and then climbing over one another in panic. Mac, however, continued to stare through the camera.
President Garcia stared back. “She’s looking at me,” he said finally. “She did this to make me look like a fool.”
“Mr. President, I don’t think that she could have—” started Morse before the President exploded.
“Yes, Andrew, she could have and did. This was payback for her mother. There’s no doubt in my mind. Have her arrested!”
Morse looked around the cabin of the Sikorsky. He didn’t even finish the wave of his arm signaling the staff to leave. They were gathering their things and headed for another part of the cabin to give Morse and the President their privacy. They’d seen the President’s tirades before, especially the vicious ones at the end of a day when the brandy took hold.
“Mr. President, we can’t have her arrested. The medi—” started Morse before being interrupted.
“Yes, we can. Inciting a riot. Making terroristic threats. Find something! You saw what she said. She was trying to inflame and panic the American people!”
The President stood and made his way to the bar, twice stopping to catch his balance as unexpected turbulence rocked the Sikorsky. He poured himself a brandy and knocked it back. He poured another before turning to Morse.
“Mr. President, we can’t have her arrested, but we can certainly send her packing. I made that clear to our man at the CDC before he suggested sending her to testify.”
“Arrest him, too. Or fire him! I don’t care. We just handed the vultures in the media the issue they needed to turn this boring re-election win into a scandalous, grab-the-popcorn prime-time drama!” He finished the second brandy and slammed the glass on the table in front of him.
“Sir, let me talk to Baggett …” said Morse.
“Yes, Andrew. Talk to him and fire his precious Dr. Hagan. Then wait a month and fire him too!”
 



Chapter 4
Day Twenty-Nine
Rayburn House Office Building
Washington, DC
 
The sun was rising and began to find its way into the congressman’s office where Mac and Hunter had rested all night with short spurts of fitful sleep. Twice during the evening, the door was checked by someone in the hall, but Hunter had locked it to avoid being removed to the tent city that had been created in the horseshoe courtyard. Massive halogen lights were installed to illuminate the building and the grounds. Undoubtedly, the Rayburn building could be seen with the naked eye from the International Space Station.
As time passed, they learned more about the local response and how the entire incident was playing in the media. Homeland Security and the CDC were treating this as an outbreak of an unknown infectious disease. The White House was quiet on the matter, and the DHS turned over communications with the media to the CDC in Washington.
During the evening, Mac had explained the CDC’s approach to messaging to Hunter. “A few years ago, there was an outbreak of Salmonella infections among people who ate peanut butter and products containing peanut paste, like crackers and cookies. People were scared. They needed to know which products were affected. Were they in their grocery store or, worse, already in their kitchen? They also needed facts about Salmonella infection—what are the symptoms, and how dangerous is it?
“The communications people in Atlanta know you can’t protect your health if you don’t know what to do and how to do it. The first thing we did was gather information and science from lots of sources. Then we disseminated it to the people who needed it. But there’s more to communicating about health than just moving information around. I spearheaded the response and worked on the initial statements being released.
“I took a minute to put myself in the public’s shoes. You know, I considered the basics. Who needs to know about the outbreak, and what do they need to know to protect themselves? I began with the what, why, and how—the information everyone needs to take the first steps.
“In an emergency, geography is very important. If there’s an isolated outbreak, like this one, not everyone may be affected. People need to know if they’re close to the incident or far away, and what the likelihood is that it will affect them if it spreads.
“But we don’t just consider what we need to say. People with different backgrounds will take in health information differently. What people do about a threat depends on several things, including who they are, who we are, and how we talk about it. This is where the communication science comes in.
“There are several things we consider when we communicate about health, but these rules should apply to any corporation or agency dealing with a crisis. The first thing is gaining the public trust. People insist upon accurate, detailed information based upon facts in order to act upon it. Sensationalism will get us nowhere. That may have been the mistake I made during the hearing. I didn’t have to wear the mask and goggles, but I knew it would draw media attention.
“The environment we’re working in is important. That will be a real challenge in this situation. Anything that affects the nation’s capital will garner worldwide media attention. The cable news media will interview dozens of so-called experts; each will build upon the theories of the others until they’re telling quite a whopper.
“This leads to the public’s perception and response. What will the audience think about the information? What will inspire them to act on it? How will people respond in general?
“Most importantly, we have to be careful to communicate information before we have all of the answers. It’s okay to say we don’t know yet or we’re working diligently to find the answers. This is my quarrel with the media. They rush to conclusions based upon supposition. The media must have their drama, their breaking news, to keep viewers tied to their televisions. Frequently, our challenge at the CDC was to dispel rumors and myths generated by the media, rather than disseminate accurate information.”
Hunter recalled the conversation until Mac stirred awake and immediately asked if there was anything new. Hunter scrolled through the news headlines on his phone. He stopped on one at the top of the CNN website home page. The display read:
 
PANDEMIC PANDEMONIUM
 
“I don’t think the CDC was able to control the messaging,” said Hunter dryly.
 



Chapter 5
Day Twenty-Nine
White House Press Briefing
Executive Office Building
Washington, DC
 
Steven Sandoval, the White House press secretary, entered the press room at the Old Executive Office Building located next to the White House at 1650 Pennsylvania Avenue. An overflow crowd jammed into the space, which accommodated several hundred more reporters than the former West Wing press conference room, which only had seating for forty-nine. President Garcia, frustrated with leaks from White House staffers to the media, had ordered the change six months into his presidency. The move raised the eyebrows of the media, deeming the move a method of censorship and as limiting their First Amendment rights. President Garcia and Sandoval saw this change as an effective way to control the leaks.
“Good morning,” greeted Sandoval as the cable news reporters wound up their live coverage of the conference and took their seats. With the increased number of reporters, it always took several minutes for the group to settle in before he started. That suited Sandoval just fine because it meant less hostile questions for him to field.
“I’m going to begin this early hour press briefing with a statement from the President,” started Sandoval. Chief of Staff Morse stepped toward the podium and handed the carefully crafted statement to the spokesman.
The President had wanted to make a live address to the nation during prime time that evening. He saw this as an opportunity to look presidential while gaining some major media exposure during the heat of the campaign. His opponent saw right through this, of course, and demanded equal time to respond. The President backed down and opted for this early morning presser, which would be broadcasted live by all the cable news outlets and the major networks. Coupled with the fact that the questions were limited to the crisis and delivered by friendly media, President Garcia would come out of this with a win-win for his campaign.
“President Garcia wants to commend the first responders—including the Capitol Police, the National Guard, and the medical personnel from local hospitals—who reacted so quickly to this event. It is this type of coordination between governmental agencies that can leave the American people confident their government will be there for them in a time of need.
“Barely twenty-four hours ago, an incident occurred during the House Energy and Commerce Committee hearings on the response of the Centers for Disease Control in Guatemala to an infectious disease outbreak. By all accounts, the environment in the hearing room was described as tense, in large part because of a testy exchange between two members of the committee and the demeanor of the witness testifying.
“During the testimony, which involved an unnecessarily graphic description of how someone dies from such a disease, a man became ill at the back of the gallery. As a result of the atmosphere created by this witness testimony and the partisan bickering among the House members, a panic was created and the room was emptied.
“Seven people, including the ill man, whose name is being protected for privacy reasons, were taken to nearby hospitals. The ill man was taken to an isolation unit at Howard University Hospital, where he is now listed in stable condition. The other six people are not infected, but did ingest blood from the ill man. They have been treated and released.
“Out of an abundance of caution, the ill man is being monitored and his progress from the incident is being evaluated in close collaboration with the DC Department of Health and the CDC.
“The patient has been diagnosed with acute bronchitis, a common disease with symptoms that include bloody cough. After he coughed, some blood was transferred to surrounding visitors in the gallery, resulting in the panic. The man became frightened at the sight of his own blood and vomited as he attempted to exit the building. When he slipped and fell in the mess, he was kicked unconscious by people rushing past him. Had the panic not occurred, the ill man could’ve advised medical personnel of his bronchitis diagnosis and a lot of this could have been avoided.
“Now, let me take a few questions regarding this incident. I will conduct a second press briefing this afternoon at our usual time of one thirty. First up, Jim Acosta, CNN.”
“Thank you,” said Acosta. “Prior to the revelation that the gentleman had bronchitis, most commentators were questioning the government’s readiness for a large-scale outbreak of an infectious disease. The CDC has been very vocal since their budget was slashed by the health care act put into place by the President. If the improbable becomes the inevitable, will we be prepared for a large-scale outbreak or even a pandemic?”
“President Garcia has made significant efforts to enhance our medical-response capabilities during his first three years in office. Health care providers are receiving more training to diagnose and treat uncommon symptoms. The American people are fortunate to have the best health care in the world, thanks to this administration’s efforts. That includes emergency care and the ability to respond to a crisis, as we evidenced yesterday.”
“A follow-up?” asked Acosta.
“Sure, go ahead.”
“Initially, there were reports that this was terrorist related. Of course, we now know this particular incident was not, but the question still needs to be raised. Are our public health surveillance systems sensitive enough to detect the early signs of a terrorist-induced outbreak?”
Sandoval bristled. First question and they were already off the script. He’d punish Acosta for this later. “Jim, the President has made significant efforts to combat terrorism and improve national readiness for all threats, including bioterror. While hospitals and clinics lack the space, equipment, and medications to treat all scenarios, we’ve made great strides in our preparedness.”
Sandoval surveyed the room. Somehow Jonathan Karl had gotten pushed to the second row of seating. Sandoval was sure he was pissed about it too. He pointed toward his old friend. “Jonathan Karl, ABC News.”
“Steven, you mentioned medications in your response. Can you assure the public that there will be sufficient pharmaceuticals and medical supplies for use in a public emergency?”
“Absolutely, and this is another one of the hallmarks of this presidency. Through this President’s efforts at streamlining the budget expenditures at the CDC, the Strategic National Stockpile maintains the largest quantity of life-saving supplies in its history. By refocusing the CDC’s efforts on responding to large-scale emergencies rather than programs that should be left to the purview of individual states, we have the capability, in the event of a bioterror attack, for example, to organize a scalable response to protect our citizens.”
Sandoval pointed back to a female reporter in the first row.
“Hallie Jackson, MSNBC. Sir, some are saying that this entire event could’ve been avoided had the representative of the CDC not created an air of rancor by her attire. Many news outlets are even suggesting that she made the arrangements for this poor man with acute bronchitis to be present. What do you know of Dr. Hagan, and do you feel she is responsible for the events of yesterday?”
Sandoval couldn’t suppress his slight grin. He could always count on MSNBC to tee it up for him. “Dr. Hagan is a highly respected epidemiologist with the CDC and has followed in her mother’s footsteps as she rose through the ranks to her current position. Unfortunately, Dr. Hagan has a flair for the dramatic. The business of running our government and its primary goal in protecting the American people doesn’t have room for grandstanding and showmanship. We’re not exactly sure what the good doctor’s intentions were in creating this spectacle, but she should evaluate whether the false emergency created was worth it.”
Jackson continued. “Steven, she is the daughter of Major General Barbara Hagan, the former head of USAMRIID. General Hagan was accused of creating the Ebolamania crisis. Now her daughter, Dr. Hagan, has been labeled the creator of Pandemic Pandemonium. Would you care to comment on whether there was coordination between mother and daughter prior to yesterday’s testimony? Perhaps even a political motivation?”
Sandoval nodded and allowed Jackson’s question to sink in to the members of the press corps and the viewers on every news network around the world. “I cannot speculate as to their intentions, political or otherwise, but I will say this on behalf of the President. America is open for business. We are starting the Olympics in a few days and it will be a great event. Our nation’s trade deals are starting to show successes, as imports are on the rise. Our tourism numbers are skyrocketing because of the improving economy. The President wants to be clear to foreign visitors and those who want to make the United States their home. As they say, come one, come all. We welcome you to America with open arms.”
 



Chapter 6
Day Twenty-Nine
The Hunter Residence
Lake Barcroft, Virginia
 
Hunter and Mac rode in silence as they listened to the news coverage of the Rayburn building incident on WTOP news-talk radio on 103.5 FM. Several times, Hunter offered to turn off the coverage because he sensed Mac was getting more and more frustrated with the misleading news. This, too, will pass, he tried to encourage her, but somehow, they both knew that wasn’t true.
Mac went straight for the oversized leather sofa in the living room, closest to the kitchen. She kicked off her shoes and dropped her briefcase on the floor with a thud. Her body language said it all as she slumped into the soft, tanned leather.
She chuckled. “Too early for tequila?” It was 11:00 a.m.
“Not as far as I’m concerned,” replied Hunter, who made his way to the ornate, wood-carved bar in the corner. The four stools that surrounded the bar top had hosted some of the nation’s most famous fannies from senators to future Presidents to wealthy defense contractors. Since his parents’ death, Hunter was the only person to sit at the bar.
He poured a couple of Patron shots and quickly retrieved a lime from the small refrigerator underneath. He delivered the first of several shots to Mac, who downed it without her customary salud. There was no joy in Mudville for the home team today.
“Mac, I don’t know what else to say that we haven’t said to each other already over the last twenty-four hours,” started Hunter. “I vote we try to relax, have a couple of drinks, or several. Maybe we’ll take the boat out for a spin. It’s not as hot as usual.”
Mac lifted her shot glass for a refill. Hunter was pouring another round when she received a text message.
“It’s from an unknown phone number,” said Mac. She studied the display, then laughed for the first time in a couple of days. “Oh my, it’s from Janie.”
Unknown: Hey, it’s me. Burner phone. I’m cool like your boyfriend now.
Mac: Hey, you. Been watching the news?
Unknown: Yeah, but they made us turn it off in the cafeteria and break rooms. Personnel sent an email memo telling us not to watch.
Mac: I’m getting creamed in the media.
Unknown: Who cares? They suck anyway. You need to check your emails.
Mac: K
Unknown: The douche bag wants you in his office at 9.
Mac: Is he pissed?
Unknown: Two words. Pandemic Pandemonium.
Mac: Really?
Unknown: It’s everywhere. Right next to your pic.
Mac: Should I color my hair? LOL.
Mac laughed to herself and Hunter tried to see the conversation. Whatever lifted her spirits, he wanted to encourage more of. Perhaps the second shot would make her feel better.
Unknown: Not a bad idea. Listen, this was mission accomplished. The worldwide outbreaks are now part of the media conversation.
Mac: I suppose. See you in the a.m. Thanks, Unknown! LOL!
Mac set her phone on the table. She picked it up again to open her mail app, but then dropped it again with a visible shrug.
“I love my Janie doll.” She laughed as she reached for Hunter’s hand. He sat next to her on the sofa and she rested her head on his shoulder. They sat close to one another, staring at the blank television monitor.
“I have to catch a flight to Atlanta,” she started. “Baggett wants me in his office at nine.”
“Do you wanna leave tonight?” asked Hunter.
“No way! I wanna stay with you. I’m sure there’s an early flight I can take in the morning.”
“Sure, there are several, but you’re kinda awnry in the morning, if you don’t mind me stating the obvious.”
“Perfect, when I meet with Baggett, I wanna be.”
*****
Mac and Hunter showered, took a nap, and never turned the television on all day. She found Contagion on pay-per-view and they watched while eating pizza. Throughout the movie, she was pointing out the mistakes made in the editing and story.
At one point, Dr. Cheever, played by Laurence Fishburne, made several mistakes, including understating the mortality rate of the Spanish flu and utilizing maps that misidentified geographic locations.
The point that Mac made from explaining these goofs was the effect on the public’s perception. In Contagion, the disease was highly lethal, affected a very large number of people, and was described as having a short incubation period.
Using the pneumonic plague strain as an example, Mac pointed out that in reality, an infectious disease must have a long incubation period to facilitate a sustained transmission. This was what was unique about this strain of the plague under investigation. The incubation period was almost twice as long as the strains existing in nature. The genetic modification was remarkable.
“Mac, I know this is going to cause you some problems, but they need to look at the entire picture. We are facing a deadly strain of plague that may very well be spread through bioterror agents. This is a ticking time bomb that transcends politics and bureaucratic turf wars.”
“Pandemic Pandemonium, Hunter,” she muttered her reply. “They’re blaming me. Janie thought I accomplished my goal of raising awareness. Frankly, I think it will have the opposite effect. Once the news cycle moves on to something else, like the Olympics or the Kardashians, health care providers will not diagnose the plague, or similar infectious disease, for fear of being labeled the next Dr. Mackenzie Hagan.”
Hunter shook his head. “Maybe. Listen, I don’t want to wish this on our country, but something will happen that proves you to be right. You will be vindicated.”
“Yeah, in the meantime, I’ll be fired, homeless, and hungry. Say, billionaire Batman, can I have a job as your butler? I’ll wear one of those French maid costumes. But if you start ringing a bell to summon me, I’ll beat you with it!”
“No doubt,” said Hunter, laughing. A text message came to his iPhone, interrupting their moment of lightheartedness.
“It’s a 9-1-1 from Jablonik. 7:00 a.m. sharp for me.”
“Duty calls?” asked Mac.
“It appears so,” he replied. “Listen, duty called you yesterday and you did the right thing. Please don’t second-guess your approach. People need to be warned. Let them decide how to deal with the information. I’m a big believer in transparency when it comes to protecting the public.”
“That’s what our job is at the CDC,” added Mac. “I wish the President understood that a lack of transparency results in distrust and makes people even more insecure. Sure, honesty will make people feel vulnerable. By being honest, they might be able to prepare themselves for when this plague spreads around the country.”
“So we agree,” said Hunter. “If you get demoted or fired, you still did the right thing. I mean, it’s not the end of the world, right?”
“No, it’s not. I think I have a pretty good idea of what that will look like.”
 



Chapter 7
Day Thirty
CDC
Atlanta, Georgia
 
Mac’s Delta flight arrived early from Dulles. Janie offered to pick her up at Atlanta Hartsfield for the forty-five-minute ride into the CDC, but Mac elected to take MARTA instead. During the ride in, Janie filled Mac in on the latest outbreak numbers.
Since her last update three days ago, more deaths had occurred in the previous outbreak regions and now new cases were being reported in the Far East. Tokyo, Hong Kong, and Beijing were especially hard hit. Nothing had been reported in Russia, but the Moscow government was not typically cooperative in such matters unless it suited them geopolitically.
The worst news she’d received from Janie involved the fate of Lawrence Brown in Guatemala City. Despite his extraordinary precautions, he’d made the mistake of treating the patients in the vet’s office with an N95 vented particulate respirator. The unvented design or an N100 would have provided him better protection. In any event, Brown was now infected and continued to treat himself with the remaining colistin.
He would be the first patient that was treated prior to being symptomatic and at the time of initial exposure. If the colistin successfully treated Brown, then the possibility of using it as a vaccine could be explored. But the testing of vaccines took ten to fifteen years with the regulatory process established by the Food and Drug Administration. It would be several days before they knew if it was an option.
When Mac arrived at the CDC complex, she entered the building and provided her identification as always. This time, an alert appeared on the security guard’s monitor. Mac was told to wait to the side for a moment while an escort arrived. Within minutes, a uniformed guard informed her she would be escorted to see Mr. Baggett, who was expecting her.
Heads turned from the cubicles as the spectacle of Mac being escorted through the hallways played out. As if she’d contracted the plague herself, anyone that passed Mac in the opposite direction gave her a wide berth. Am I that toxic around here?
On the flight and the train ride into the city, Mac had worked herself up, ready to defend her actions and to explain why the events of two days ago was the best thing for the country. Now, after being ostracized by everyone, her confidence was zapped. When they arrived at Baggett’s office, she expected the worst. The security guard stood outside as she entered.
“Shut the door, please,” said Baggett without any other form of greeting. He was holding a remote to the HDTV monitor mounted on his wall. The screen showed a helicopter view of the Rayburn building with the words Pandemic Pandemonium displayed along the bottom.
After Mac sat in a chair across from him, he pushed play. The video played with the sound volume on a low level. The voice of the reporter described the scene around the Capitol grounds. Then the camera shot went to ground level and showed people crying, trying to force their way through the barriers and the strong police presence pushing them back with riot batons and protective shields.
“These are families desperately trying to make contact with their loved ones—ordinary Americans who either worked in the Rayburn building or were visiting. They’re scared out of their wits because of this.”
He changed the input on the monitor and pushed play once again. Mac’s description of the plague bacteria attacking the human body could be heard on the monitor, a scene she’d played through her mind dozens of times since then. Finally, the man coughing and the stampede for the exit was shown behind Mac, who remained stoic in the middle of the uproar.
“I have one question for you, Dr. Hagan. What were you thinking?”
“Mr. Baggett, when I went into this hearing, it was apparent to me that the threat we face—”
“No,” he interrupted her abruptly. “I mean at the end. When everyone was scrambling for the exits, you sat there for several minutes, staring at the camera. Were you in a trance? Dazed and confused? Or were you looking at someone?”
“What?” she asked.
“Were you staring into the camera as if you were looking at someone?” Baggett repeated the question.
“No, I mean I dunno,” replied Mac. “I guess I was in a trance, using your words. It all happened so fast.”
“Okay, Dr. Hagan, I guess I have one more question. Did you plan this? I mean, was the sick man with bronchitis part of some overall plan to get attention?”
“No, of course not. I was there to testify, just like you asked. I didn’t volunteer for the job, remember!” Mac was working up her anger again, but Baggett shut it down.
“Well, only you know what your intentions were, I assume. When we spoke about your appearance the other day, I thought I made my instructions crystal clear. Apparently you didn’t pay attention or you disregarded them. Let me make sure these instructions are clear. You are on paid leave until Director Spielman returns from Brussels in two days. What happens next is totally up to him. You are not to talk with the media. You are to have no contact with co-workers at the CDC.”
Mac sat up and protested. “What about the outbreaks? These are my cases and I need to stay on top of them!”
“All of your work has been reassigned. I don’t think you comprehend what I’m saying here. Your cases should be the least of your worries. You may lose your job.”
Mac’s glare of disgust directed toward Baggett must’ve spoken volumes. His scowl went away and he visibly retreated into his chair. She growled her next words.
“No, you’re wrong. My worries go far beyond my job.”
 



Chapter 8
Day Thirty
Defense Threat Reduction Agency
Fort Belvoir, Virginia
 
On the one hand, receiving a 9-1-1 within a message from Jablonik meant urgent, hightail it to the DTRA immediately. This time, it involved a scheduled meeting for 7:00 a.m. on an unspecified topic. This was a first in Hunter’s years at working within in the secrecy of Project Artemis.
He and Kameel Khan, his trusted partner, exchanged a few words about the events that had transpired in Washington. Nobody with the team was aware of his relationship with Mac except for Jablonik. Hunter had to make full disclosure to Jablonik, as working with the CDC was an important aspect of Project Artemis.
The group of operatives jumped to attention as Jablonik led Major Scott Horn, the deputy director of the DTRA and the man who had recruited Hunter for Project Artemis, into the large conference room. Everyone was in attendance, including the technology folks, who worked with the government’s surveillance agencies to gather and compare data.
“At ease,” barked Major Horn. “Thank you for convening on short notice. I’ll get right to it. Sergeant.” Major Horn nodded at Jablonik, who immediately illuminated the monitors, revealing a number of images and maps.
Major Horn walked around the room. “Our mission is to target the Islamic State’s virtual caliphate by hunting and killing its online operatives one by one. In the last two weeks, their Internet presence has come to a screeching halt with the post that read The flag of Allah and jihad has been raised!
“We are under no illusion that we’ve won the war against the ISIS online army. As ISIS has lost ground to our air and ground forces in Iraq and Syria, it would be nice to declare victory. That is far from the case.
“Since the last social media post, based upon your efforts, we appear to have tied their activities to the dissemination of a deadly form of plague into Northern Africa and Central America. Further, the families of known jihadists have disappeared into hiding. Towns and cities taken by ISIS through hard-fought battles have been abandoned. Many of their military assets have been self-destroyed and left in the desert.
“We believe that this is part of an overall strategy designed to attack the West with biological weapons of terror. In the last forty-eight hours, pressure has come to bear on the Pentagon and Homeland Security as a result of the scare at the Capitol. The DHS has beefed up its border security and the Pentagon has given us a green light on a mission that might significantly dent the ISIS terrorist operation. Sergeant, walk them through the operation.”
Jablonik moved to the center of the screens while Major Horn leaned against the wall to observe. Jablonik pointed to the first monitor.
“This was taken yesterday afternoon from a reconnaissance satellite. You are looking at a four-hundred-foot-long freighter in the center of the Gulf of Mexico. It’s a ghost ship, meaning its GPS transponders have been disabled. The ship’s markings were removed and its flags lowered, but we’ve confirmed that this is a Saudi-flagged vessel named the Tasallul.”
“Stealth,” said Khan aloud.
“Yes, the Arabic word tasallul means stealth,” added Jablonik, who changed the slide to show a close-up of the Black Standard—the battle flag of ISIS. “And as you’ll see, the people operating this vessel are no longer shy about their intentions.”
Several people in the room mumbled to one another as the thought of a massive freighter controlled by ISIS was just off their shore. Jablonik brought their attention to a map of the Gulf of Mexico.
“We’ve produced a map of the Gulf showing known round trips taken by a variety of small vessels between the Tasallul and the coasts of Mexico and Texas. It’s apparent they’ve been ferrying their operatives to the mainland. This is not a drug-running operation, people. They’re bussing in terrorists and we have no idea how many and where they went.”
“Worst nightmare,” said Khan to Hunter, who nodded.
“Agreed, Khan,” said Jablonik. “We’re about to undertake a mission that has two critical aspects. First, we cut off the supply of terrorist operatives into the United States by taking out the Tasallul. Then we have to chase down the vermin inside our own borders.”
Major Horn stepped forward. “This has now been brought to the attention of the President. The outcome of this mission will have a direct bearing on the policy adopted by the administration toward visas and immigration. It’s important that we get it right. The sergeant and I have divided you into two teams. Six of you will board that freighter and perform recon before you sink her.”
The Project Artemis team had performed a number of operations in the past, but nothing compared to sinking a four-hundred-foot freighter that might be filled with terrorists. This operation would be risky on several levels.
They were to approach the vessel by chopper in the dead of night. Once aboard, they had to find their way through the ship to determine the terrorists’ intentions. If they survived the expected firefight, they’d need to strategically place explosives to sink the vessel without going down with it.
The operation needed to be covert and carried off flawlessly so as to avoid attention. This was a Saudi Arabian-flagged vessel, and the President had just entered into new diplomatic arrangements with the Riyadh government. Politically, the White House didn’t want to create yet another story to become media fodder, especially if it involved the plague outbreaks.
Last, but not least, the operatives carrying out the mission had to find their way off the ship and far away before its hull exploded. The sinking ship would take everything in the water within four hundred yards with it.
Hunter shook his head as he considered the risk the SEAL team alumnae would be taking in carrying out this op. His head stopped shaking when Jablonik called out the names of the Project Artemis team who were to report to CSL Comalapa in El Salvador.
“Norton, Jackson, Bell, Wilson, Khan, Hunter,” started Jablonik. “You’ll catch a military transport out of Davison Army Airfield at oh five hundred in the morning. You’ll be briefed further on the operation during the flight and your gear will be waiting for you at Comalapa.”
Sweet, thought Hunter.
 



Chapter 9
Day Thirty-One
Park Place on Peachtree
Buckhead
 
Mac had spent the day talking with her mother on the phone and texting with Janie. Hunter said he would be traveling all day but would reach her this evening. Her mother provided her needed encouragement and some advice on how to deal with Director Spielman.
Barbara offered to call her old colleague, but Mac demurred. Mac felt bad that the media dredged up all of the old stories about her mother’s dismissal from her post as commander of USAMRIID. The comparisons between Ebolamania and Pandemic Pandemonium were nauseating. Mac wanted to stand on her own two feet and let the chips fall where they may.
During the conversation, Mac resisted the urge to tell her parents about her relationship with Hunter. It wasn’t that Mac was unsure about the direction she was taking with Hunter. She was afraid her parents would consider a boy an unnecessary distraction under the circumstances.
Mac picked up the phone and looked for a text or phone call from Hunter for the twelfth time in the last hour. It was getting late and she hoped he didn’t forget to call her. She set the phone down and went to the kitchen to take a swig of Indian River orange juice out of the jug when she glanced back at CNN.
She slammed the juice down on the counter and raced back to the remote, leaving the cap spinning on the marble floor. She quickly turned up the volume to hear Don Lemon, the evening news anchor.
“This just in to the CNN newsroom. German chancellor Frieda Müller is reportedly dead. According to reports, the chancellor had taken ill several days ago with a severe upper respiratory infection. She’d had bouts with pneumonia in the past from her younger years when she smoked heavily. Although she hadn’t smoked in years, the long-lasting effect upon her lungs reared its ugly head from time to time, making Chancellor Müller susceptible to colds and the occasional cases of pneumonia.”
Throughout CNN’s reporting, images of ambulances surrounding the chancellor’s official residence at the massive German Chancellery in Berlin were paired with images of Müller making speeches and greeting world dignitaries.
“Again, we will await further word as to the cause of death as the evening progresses. Current time in Berlin is four in the morning. As a new day unfolds in Germany, the reports of the beloved world leader will spread and we will bring you reaction as it becomes available.”
Mac started to flip through the channels to Fox News and the early evening newscasts in Atlanta. The information was the same. Her phone rang and she scrambled to retrieve it, knocking it across the coffee table in a spinning motion.
“Hello, hello?” asked Mac into her cell phone.
“Hey, Mac, are you okay?” came the familiar voice she had been waiting for.
“Hunter, thank God it’s you. I was afraid that you wouldn’t be able to call.”
“I’m sorry it’s so late here. We’ve been in nonstop briefings. You sounded a little, well, frantic. Did I interrupt you and your other boyfriend?” Hunter laughed at himself.
“No, shut up. No, listen. Chancellor Müller died tonight. The news said she had a case of pneumonia.”
“Wow, that’s a major world leader and a pretty big ally of the President’s,” added Hunter. “This just happened? Wait, Mac. When was Müller in Turkey?”
“We’re on the same page, Hunter,” replied Mac. She began scrolling through her iPad and searched mueller turkey visit in Google News. Despite spelling the chancellor’s name wrong, the search results were accurate.
“Hello?” asked Hunter.
“Oh, sorry. I was reading the article again. She was there eleven days ago. Do you remember? There was the touching scene of the chancellor hugging and kissing the little refugee girl.”
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” asked Hunter.
“Chancellor Müller may have died from the plague,” replied Mac.
They were both quiet for a moment and then Mac explained to Hunter that she was seeing Director Spielman in the morning. She was going to plead her case and the death of the German chancellor might just help her argument. Of course, he wished her luck but reiterated that no matter what happened, she had done the right thing in Washington and not to worry about her future. He’d be there for her every step of the way.
“When will you be back? I miss you,” said Mac.
“I’ll be dark for a couple of days,” he replied.
“I know you can’t give me details, OPSEC and all,” she said with a grin.
Hunter burst out laughing on the other end of the line. “Yeah, operational security is always important,” he said. “That’s why I had to call you on this secure satphone.”
Mac looked down at the display and it read private. “I didn’t even notice. I was so excited to talk to you that I just answered it.”
“It could’ve been a reporter,” said Hunter.
“Oh no, their sensitive ears are tired of me giving them the devil for calling. I’m going to get a new phone and a new number tomorrow. I’ll text it to your cell so you can call me when you get off work.”
Again, Hunter laughed. “In the past, I always thought of my job as more than that. I considered what I do as who I am. That’s changed now, Mac. I think this will be my last overseas operation.”
“Why?” she asked. “Should I be worried?”
“No, it’s just a feeling I have. I love you, Mac, and I’ll see you in a few days.”
“I love you, too,” replied Mac, getting a chill from the ominous tone of Hunter’s abrupt sign-off.
 



Chapter 10
Day Thirty-Two
CDC
Atlanta, Georgia
 
After going through the same security rigmarole as two days prior, Mac was seated in the outer lobby of Director Spielman’s office. Baggett emerged and walked past Mac with a scowl and a curt nod. Neither had a word to say to the other.
“Good morning, Dr. Hagan,” greeted Dr. Thomas Spielman, a career CDC man who had the respect of health care professionals and sister agencies throughout the government. He was also an old friend of Mac’s mother, which made this meeting more awkward than it should have been.
Spielman walked around his desk and led Mac to a seating area near the window. The plush chairs were preferable to the formal armchairs across from his desk. As he closed the door without saying a word, Mac’s initial instinct was that Spielman was making her comfortable before having an uncomfortable conversation.
He stopped briefly and stared outside with his hands in his pockets. He mindlessly rolled some loose change through his fingers, causing a jingle. Mac nervously shifted in her chair and finally spoke first, breaking the awkward silence.
“Dr. Spielman, I am so sorry for what happened in Washington. It was never my intention to create havoc. I was just trying to make a point.”
Spielman looked down and began to laugh. This caught Mac off guard, once again elevating her anxiety. Say something!
“No, Mac,” started Spielman, using her nickname, as only her friends and family did. “This is my fault. I knew better. My gut screamed at me not to choose you for the hearing, but the bottom line is that I was hoodooed.”
“Hoodooed, sir?” asked a puzzled Mac. She knew what the word meant although she wasn’t sure how it applied in this context.
Spielman finally sat down and smiled sheepishly at Mac. “I’m not a politico, Mac. When I first started my career, I was altruistic, public-spirited, and idealistic about my career and the government I hoped to serve for the rest of my life. Over time, I saw that the CDC is a bureaucracy, just like every other agency operating under this multi-tentacled monster residing in Washington.”
Spielman stood again as he continued his reflection. It started to rain, adding to the somber mood. “Over time, I learned that hard work and being at the top of my scientific game wasn’t enough if I wanted to advance my career. I had a wife and a newborn. Despite lack of desire for climbing the so-called corporate ladder of success, I learned how to swim with the sharks and it got me to my present position.”
“Yes, sir,” muttered Mac in an attempt to show her empathy. The long lead-in to the topic du jour
was increasing her stress levels.
“Barbara was set up for failure by an administration that cares little for those of us who bust our tails to serve our government and the American people, who pay our wages. During the Ebola outbreak, sleazy politicians determined that if the disease was contained with no loss of American lives, then the White House would take full credit. If something went wrong, if an American doctor died or, heaven forbid, the disease reached American soil, then the person spearheading the containment effort would get hammered.”
Spielman turned and leaned against the windowsill as the rain pelted the glass. Off in the distance toward Midtown, Mac could see lightning finding the ground in quick, sharp strikes.
“Mac, I should’ve learned from history and now history will be repeating itself. In hindsight, Baggett—who, in case you haven’t figured out, is the White House stooge around here—Baggett led us to picking you as the point person to appear before Congress. Don’t get me wrong. You were by far the most qualified under the circumstances. It was the obvious connection to your mother that I missed.”
“What do you mean, sir?”
“Mac, if you attended that hearing and it went off smooth as glass, then no harm, no foul,” he replied. “However, if there was any kind of uproar, which I’m convinced they expected to happen, the President and his people could divert attention from the real issues concerning the Guatemala outbreak toward you. It was easy for them to label you as politically motivated or vindictive.”
“Sir, I shouldn’t have worn my protective gear in the hearing. I know I was out of—”
“Don’t you see,” interrupted Spielman. “It wouldn’t have mattered. If you were the perfect witness, they would have found a few pull-quotes from your testimony, added their own spin, and then force-fed it to their buddies at the Post or the Times to create a sensational fake news story. By the time the talking heads were through with you, the point of the hearing would be lost.”
“Unbelievable,” said Mac. “I was set up for failure.”
“Yes, I’m afraid so.”
“But, sir, the threat is real. Chancellor Müller’s death may have been caused by the plague bacteria.”
“Why would you say that?”
Mac went on to explain in detail about the chancellor’s visit to Turkey and the refugee camp. How the timing fit the symptomatic period and the days following contact to her death.
“Sir, this is positive proof that terrorist elements have weaponized the plague and are spreading it through the innocents among us—refugee children.”
Spielman thought for a moment and sat down. “Mac, you know I’m with you on the outbreak having a terrorist angle. But it might be a stretch that a woman with a history of heavy smoking and lung disorders dies because she kissed a refugee child. To suggest such a thing outside these four walls would draw screams of racism and bigotry. Immigration and taking in of foreign refugees is a pretty hot topic in this summer’s political campaigns.”
“Of course, sir, I recognize that. But this is my point. I’m on top of this investigation. I’ve been on the hunt for this killer strain since the moment I arrived in the Guatemalan jungle. I’m the one that can string together the evidence for you.”
Spielman looked down and shook his head. He finally provided Mac an apologetic smile. “It doesn’t matter, don’t you see. The President wants you gone. I have no other choice.”
“Wait. Fired? Not reassigned? You’re firing me?”
Spielman leaned back and held up one hand. “Mac, it’s not by choice. I wouldn’t even reprimand you if it were up to me. My hands are tied. I can’t refuse a direct order of the President, even if it did filter down from his Chief of Staff to Baggett.”
“Wow!” Mac leaned back in her chair and folded her arms. She expected this, but hearing the words from a man she admired really hurt. She fought back her emotions.
“Now, I am free to give you an impeccable reference. There’s the WHO or any number of research firms who’d scoop you up in a heartbeat, and for more money, I might add.”
“This is my life, sir,” said Mac. Her eyes began to dart around the room, searching for an exit besides jumping out of the window.
Spielman didn’t respond, simply looking at the floor and shaking his head in apparent disgust at what he was forced to do. Despite the one being released, Mac felt bad for Spielman. She stood and gave him a hug.
“Sir, I’m sorry for the way this turned out. And I’m sorry for what I did to put you in this position. It was a pleasure to serve under you, Dr. Spielman.”
She stepped away and saw a tear sliding down his cheek. She managed a smile and turned for the door without saying another word.
*****
Mac had seen perp walks on television shows where the arrested bad guy was given the evil eye as he was walked out of a building. Perhaps there were jeers thrown in his direction or, in the case of Game of Thrones, rotten vegetables were tossed at a naked woman.
Mac felt naked and vulnerable as she was escorted out of the CDC. Her former friends and co-workers wouldn’t make eye contact with her. Only D-Bag stared her in the eye as he leaned against his office door, arms folded and a pathetic grin on his face.
When she passed by the EOC, a few heads turned and a couple of people managed a muted wave. At the plate-glass windows looking into the room, she suddenly stopped and stared at the maps on the wall.
The red dots spread across Central America and the Mediterranean like an invading army. In the brief moment that Mac got her last look at the EOC, more dots appeared, and others grew larger.
Mac might have been having a bad day, but the world’s was getting much worse.
 



Chapter 11
Day Thirty-Two
King Fahad Mosque
Culver City, California
 
There were an estimated five hundred thousand Muslims living in the greater Los Angeles area, second only to Detroit. Residents of the Muslim communities in LA were primarily South Asian in origin—Indonesia, Pakistan, and India. Only a quarter of the people identifying themselves as Muslims in demographic studies were of Arab descent. Of course, the US demographic studies didn’t include the countless other Arab Muslims who checked other because they didn’t want to land on the government’s watch lists.
Hassan finished evening prayer with his associates at the King Fahad Mosque in Culver City, a community just north of Inglewood and east of the coast at Marina del Rey. Culver City had been a center for motion picture and television production since the 1920s, hosting media giants MGM, Sony, and the NFL Network.
Culver City, proud of its diversity, boasted a burgeoning Muslim population centered around the King Fahad Mosque. Built in 1998 with funding by a Saudi Arabian prince under the guise of a charitable trust, the King Fahad facility quickly became a magnet for new Muslim residents to the area, as well as radical Islamists who began to indoctrinate young Muslim men into the world of jihad.
Two of these young men joined the terrorists on 9/11 and were on board the aircraft flying into the World Trade Center. At that point, the FBI identified the mosque as a site of extremist-related activity and its worshippers were put on a terrorist watch list. In 2007, the Los Angeles Police Department, in an effort to combat localized terrorist activities, began a program to map the city’s Muslim neighborhoods to identify potential hotbeds of extremism. Culver City was on the list.
However, with the onset of a new administration in Washington after the election of 2008, the Department of Justice clamped down on the LAPD’s program and the mapping plan was scrapped.
Outwardly, the website of the King Fahad Mosque condemned terrorist activity by averring that these difficulties are perpetrated by people who do evil in the name of good. These actions have no place in Islam.
The mosque and its directorship disavowed any violence in the name of Allah. However, some of the Muslim faith did not.
*****
Hassan and his companions exited into the bright Southern California sunshine and immediately put on their dark glasses. They were not concerned with the watchers, as they were called—the teams of FBI and CTSOB who constantly maintained surveillance on the mosque.
The CTSOB, Los Angeles’s Counter-Terrorism and Special Operations Bureau, was a constant thorn in the side of local recruiting efforts. They seemed to have eyes and ears everywhere. Despite a friendly mayor who thwarted efforts at racial profiling, the CTSOB operated independently of the mayor’s office and closely with the FBI. They’d been very effective in disrupting the ISIS operatives in LA from undertaking any large-scale missions.
Hassan was a young boy when his father plotted the millennium attacks with his al-Qaeda brothers. The LAX, Los Angeles Airport, bombing plot was one of several intended for US soil on January 1, 2000. The hijacking of an Indian Air flight was planned as well as an attack on the USS The Sullivans by a bomb-filled boat.
The LAX bombing plot was devised by Hassan’s father and was to be carried out by his uncle, who led a sleeper cell in Montreal. The bomb-making material and his uncle were seized at a US port of entry near Seattle. Under interrogation, his uncle broke down and admitted to the attack. He died in prison one year ago today.
Hassan vowed to avenge his uncle and carry out his father’s intentions to bring jihad to the City of Angels. Today, with the help of over a hundred fellow Islamic extremists who’d been waiting for this moment, the jihadis would infect as many of the quarter million passengers who passed through the terminals at LAX as their handheld atomizers would allow. They, too, would become infected, but they did so in the name of Allah.
Hassan and his two trusted brothers, Abbud Omar and Hamza Ahmed, would leave LA and travel up Interstate 15 through the desert mountains to Las Vegas, the infidel’s Sin City.
 



Chapter 12
Day Thirty-Three
CSL Comalapa
El Salvador
 
A typical day during Hunter’s training at the House of Horrors, the name given to the Delta Force training facility, started with a hundred push-ups and fifty pull-ups. This was just a light workout for him, enough to get the blood pumpin’ and the juices flowin’.
Unlike most of the military members in training, Hunter didn’t have a place at Fort Bragg. His father insisted that he have off-base housing complete with its own gym, a kitchen fit for a world-class chef, and a private gun range. Nothing was too good for the son of a major defense contractor.
In his early days in The Unit, Hunter sported a beard and mustache like most of the guys. He’d established a comradery with the other operators despite living off base. He proved himself adept at close-quarters combat and marksmanship—maintaining a record ninety-seven percent accuracy at one hundred yards during his training.
As far as The Unit was concerned, if you had to fight hand-to-hand, then something had gone wrong. But they had to be prepared for all contingencies and scenarios, so The Unit kept their skills as sharp as possible.
The Unit had a certain amount of leeway to circumvent laws that other military branches or law enforcement units weren’t afforded. When he was recruited by Project Artemis, he was told there were no rules of engagement. Kill, or be killed. This would have been appealing to any operator, as it was to Hunter.
He was hard-core when it came time to do battle, which was in stark contrast to his interaction with Mac. For now, he’d put Mac out of his mind. It was time to kill.
The group of six operatives from Project Artemis had spent the last day and a half preparing for the mission at the Cooperative Security Location, CSL, located at a Salvadoran air base in Comalapa, El Salvador. Located on the central coastline of the Central American country, CSL Comalapa was created to provide logistics, security and infrastructure support to forward-deployed military assets operating in the region. Originally designed to counter illicit drug-trafficking operations, the station was now home to several CIA, DEA, and DTRA personnel.
Logistically, El Salvador was on the wrong side of the Central America isthmus. However, it provided the team everything they needed to conduct their mission, including two Sikorsky UH-60 Black Hawks, which had been heavily modified for quieter operations and employed stealth technology to be less visible to radar. Hunter and his team would be flying in under cover of darkness, but with no ambient sound or light in the middle of the Gulf of Mexico to mask them, they would have to use every advantage available.
He had a lot of confidence in the pilots, who were veterans of the Delta Force Night Stalkers. Officially referred to as the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment, or SOAR, these highly trained chopper pilots were experts at flying the Black Hawks close to the ground to deliver operators to their insertion areas. These guys were proud of their ability to deliver a team into a hot landing zone with pinpoint accuracy and timing.
Hunter had some reservations about the mission. Having studied the layout of the freighter, it was apparent any biological laboratory was located deep in the center of the ship. There would be the possibility of hostiles in every doorway. The number of terrorists on board was a complete unknown.
As an extra precaution, the team was equipped with the latest technology in body armor. Weight and mobility played a factor in this mission because of the parachute drop. Standard body armor might be too bulky, so the team wore a new, ultralight body armor made of composite metal foam. This foam vest not only stopped bullets, but it even destroyed armor-piercing bullets by pulverizing them into dust. By absorbing the bullet’s kinetic energy, these powerful rounds were able to penetrate less than an inch into the foam.
There was also the possibility of MANPADS in the hands of the terrorists. Man-portable air-defense systems were shoulder-launched surface-to-air missiles used to bring down low-flying aircraft like helicopters. Most were designed with infrared homing devices designed to locate a heat source on an aircraft and detonate a warhead near the source.
Finally, the six operatives would undertake a static-line parachute jump from the Black Hawk, a maneuver they’d all trained for and undertaken on prior missions, but was fraught with disaster nonetheless.
This type of jump required a static cord to be attached to the helicopter and the other end to the jumper’s deployment bag. The operative’s fall from the Black Hawk caused the static line to become tight, pulling the parachute out of their pack. The static line and the deployment bag would stay with the helicopter while the jumper dragged the chute with him, causing the upward-rushing wind to force open and inflate the canopy within four seconds.
The purpose of a static line during training was to teach new operatives how to maintain a correct, stable body position during the jump. During a combat mission, the technique was ideal for the jumpers to hit a narrowly defined target, like the freighter.
Hunter had extensive counterterrorism experience and the other members of his team, except Khan, had been part of SEAL teams. Despite its high risk, this was the kind of mission they’d trained for and dreamed about.
The six operatives from Project Artemis were given the final go and each held a thumbs-up over their helmets. One by one, the Navy lieutenant grabbed their thumbs, indicating it was their turn to jump. Within seconds, Norton, Jackson, Bell, Wilson, Khan, and Hunter were rocketing toward the Tasallul.
 



Chapter 13
Day Thirty-Three
The Tasallul
Gulf of Mexico
 
Hunter adjusted his chute in order to open the canopy further. He needed to create as much drag as possible to slow his descent. Leading the way, he hit the deck of the ship hard, slamming the steel surface before rolling over and over. The landing appeared sloppy and amateurish, but considering the conditions, Hunter handled it perfectly.
As his roll came to a halt, Hunter quickly found his footing, gathered his chute, and, after pulling off the harnesses, threw the entire bundle overboard into the dark, murky waters below. He was the point man on the jump, so he quickly readied his Heckler and Koch MP5 and covered the rest of the team as they hit the deck hard too.
Once the rest of the team dispatched their parachutes over the side of the ship, they took up a position at the base of the four-story superstructure containing the bridge, located in the center of the ship. Jackson, one of the former SEALs, spoke into Hunter’s earpiece. “Nice landing, Delta. Got any broken bones?”
Hunter looked down the line of operatives and found Jackson. He flipped him a bird and responded, “All my fingers are still working, Thriller.”
Thriller was the call sign for Jackson, paying homage to Michael Jackson, one of his favorite music artists who had died years before. Jackson was the best of the best when it came to parachuting. He’d performed several challenging insertions during rescue missions in the Middle East.
Other members of the team were former SEALs who’d also been part of the U.S. Navy’s Leap Frogs, a team of parachutists who traveled the country, performing at baseball games, NASCAR races and, in a few days, at the opening of the Atlanta Olympiad.
Jackson shot back, “Well, look at Delta. He can count to one still. Maybe that lick he put on the deck knocked some sense into him so he can count to two next time.”
Hunter was known as Delta based upon his prior military service. Khan was called Genghis, as in the former ruler of the Mongol Empire.
In order to join Hunter, Khan slipped around two members of the team, remaining as close to the ship’s massive center structure as he could. He was always the strong, silent type, especially when on a mission.
In a perfect world, the team would’ve spent weeks training on a similar freighter, practicing their landing as well as the scenarios they might face working their way through the ship. With each passing day, terrorists were infiltrating America, dispersing a deadly plague bacteria among innocent people, who themselves would become weapons of mass destruction. There simply wasn’t time for training, only action.
The operatives wore black tactical clothing and their faces were also covered with dark face paint. In the middle of a moonless night, it was difficult to see one another within the twenty-foot span of deck. They were facing the foredeck, where just a week before, a thousand terrorists said their prayers before undertaking the Final Jihad. Tonight, there wasn’t a soul in sight. It was time to move inside.
Signaling for the team to follow, Hunter moved toward the port side of the vessel and crept around the superstructure toward an exterior stairwell that led to the lower decks. This mission depended upon speed, strength, surprise, and aggression to achieve the necessary result. The SEALs and Delta Force operatives were trained in the concept of violence of action. Any fighting technique was considered useless unless the operators totally committed to the annihilation of the enemy. Hunter had absolute confidence in this six-man team to fulfill this commitment.
Hunter and the team reached the second level below deck and pulled up just short of the steel door that would allow them inside. He held a fist up, instructing them to stop. He tested the handle and found it to be unlocked.
They prepared to embark into the unknown. The team still had the element of surprise on their side, but they had no idea who or what awaited them on the other side of the steel door. Hunter gripped the handle and announced to his team over the radio, “We’re a go.”
“Roger that,” came the response. The six men were divided into three teams, with Hunter and Khan taking the second level below deck, where the laboratory was presumed to be. Jackson and another man would move upward toward the bridge while the remaining two men would move deeper into the ship to clear the sleeping quarters.
Clearing a ship of this size would take a considerable amount of time, but the stated goal of retrieving intelligence before sinking the vessel required safety from interruptions in the form of a bullet in the back. The time taken to eliminate threats was a necessary evil but also the operatives’ favorite part of the job.
“Okay, let’s send them to meet their virgins,” said Hunter into the comms as he gripped the handle of the door with his left hand—his weapon leading the way in his right.
 



Chapter 14
Day Thirty-Three
The Tasallul
Gulf of Mexico
 
Based upon the schematic they’d received via the State Department, a large open area that might be the location of the laboratory was located toward the rear of the freighter. The ladders and elevators leading to the bridge were to the left a few feet. Jackson and his partner immediately moved in that direction, as did the other two members of the team responsible for the lower two decks and the engine room.
Hunter secured the hatch after the team had entered and pressed themselves against the bulkhead. Each team immediately started their task. Hunter and Khan gave the other teams time to get into place before they proceeded toward the rear of the ship.
“Contact,” said one of the operatives on the lower deck within seconds of their entering the passageway. “Tango down.”
Khan led the way, his weapon swinging from side to side as Hunter followed, walking backwards. They found their first door labeled in Arabic.
“The head,” whispered Khan.
Hunter nodded in response and held up three fingers. He counted them down—two, then one. Khan burst through the door and Hunter quickly followed. The man on the latrine never had a chance. Khan hit the trigger twice and sent two suppressed rounds from the MP5 through the man’s forehead, killing him instantly. The man’s bowels released after his body slumped forward onto the floor.
Khan and Hunter exited the restroom and continued down the passageway, periodically glancing out of the portholes to check for hostiles outside. They proceeded to the next set of doors, which both contained portholes enabling the two operatives to peer inside. It was the mess hall.
Khan nodded and Hunter eased the door open, allowing Khan to burst through. Khan surveyed the room from the left corner back toward the center while Hunter did the same on the right side. It was empty.
They carefully made their way toward the kitchen, constantly checking their backs. Like before, they burst into the cooking area, but found no one.
“Ali Baba down, times two,” said Jackson into the comms. Hunter and Khan looked at each other and smiled. Despite the risk of death, the man maintained his sense of humor throughout.
“Khan, from the ship’s diagram, I think our next stop is what we’re looking for,” said Hunter.
“Agreed.”
“The ship appears to be relatively unmanned,” said Hunter. “Should we try to keep a hostage? You know, turn the screws and see what he knows?”
“Outside the scope of the mission,” Khan replied under his breath.
“Okay, roger that. After you, Genghis.”
Khan led them another forty feet until they reached the area where the laboratory was expected to be. The doors were chained together and locked.
“Now what?” asked Khan.
“Let’s see if there’s another entry on the starboard side,” replied Hunter.
Again, they made their way through the ship, and as they turned toward the left, two terrorists stood on the rear deck, smoking cigarettes.
“My turn,” said Hunter, who moved past Khan. The men were armed, but their AK-47s were slung over their shoulders. They never knew what hit them as Hunter fired rounds into the backs of their skulls. In his mind, they didn’t deserve the respect of being shot while facing their attacker.
One man slumped to the deck and received another shot in the head for his efforts. The other man swung around, tumbled over the rail, and fell sixty feet to his death in the turbulent water created by the freighter’s propellers.
Khan rummaged through the dead man’s clothes and found a set of keys. He held them up to Hunter, with a smile. “Maybe?”
“Let’s give ’em a try,” Hunter replied.
Hunter checked his watch. It had only been eleven minutes since they’d entered the vessel. He held Khan in position in order to allow the other teams to make more headway on clearing their areas. Hunter had expected the lab to be heavily guarded. In actuality, the terrorists had left that job to a heavy chain and a padlock. They didn’t anticipate anyone taking the key.
“Another Muj bites the dust, and we’re clear on the bridge,” announced Jackson, using the slang term for a Mujahadeen, a person who waged jihad. Jackson had spent a considerable amount of time in Iraq in 2005, where the term, pronounced mooj, was often used.
“Taco, sitrep?” asked Hunter through the comms. Taco was the code name assigned to Bell.
“Sleeping quarters clear,” Bell replied. “Four tangoes are in the bag. Level three is clear. En route to engine room on L-4.”
“Thriller, sitrep?” Hunter called out to Jackson.
“Waitin’ on you fools,” came a not-too-unexpected response. Jackson prided himself on his Mr. T impersonations from the classic A-Team program. He actually resembled the actor who had played B. A. Baracus on the show, without the gaudy jewelry.
“Stand by,” replied Hunter, shaking his head with a smile. This mission had the potential to get them all killed, but now the team was relaxed as they did the job they were trained for.
Suddenly, voices could be heard walking through the ship along the starboard side. Two or three men were arguing in Arabic. Hunter looked to Khan, who whispered into his mic, “They’re arguing about Bastra.”
Hunter shrugged and gave Khan a puzzled look.
Khan continued. “It’s a card game, like Casino. It’s best played in teams of two.”
“Four hostiles?”
“Probably,” answered Khan.
Whatever the argument was about, Hunter had no idea nor did he care. It would be the last words they spoke. Hunter gestured to Khan to take a position in the port-side hallway. Hunter would move back onto the rear deck.
After a game of cards and a healthy argument, most men would seek fresh air and a smoke. Hunter would be waiting for them. If they kept going around the second level, they’d be greeted with bullets to the head from Khan.
Khan and Hunter took up positions. Hunter returned to the salty air outside and hid behind a massive upright support flanking the aft deck. He was ready.
As the men exited the hatch, they continued their playful banter and approached the rail, where they lit up their cigarettes. Taking a deep breath, Hunter slowly calmed himself and exhaled. He spun into the open and opened fire on the men, who were thirty feet away. The automatic weapon did its job, quickly planting shots in the chests of the terrorists followed by precisely placed shots in their heads. Eight rounds in less than four seconds. Even if they were carrying weapons, the men never had a chance.
“Six al-Baghdadis bagged,” said Hunter into his microphone. “Jackson report to L-2. Taco, sit rep.”
“Quiet as a mouse down here,” came the reply.
Hunter reentered the freighter and found Khan. “Let’s wait for Jackson to return and watch our six while we see what’s inside.”
“Suits?”
“Oh yeah, doctor’s orders.” Hunter laughed.
 



Chapter 15
Day Thirty-Three
The Tasallul
Gulf of Mexico
 
Hunter and Khan had crammed lightweight personal protective equipment in their packs for when they entered the laboratory. There was plenty of uncertainty as to whether the plague bacteria had been handled properly, and with terrorists, you never knew if there was a suicide bomber or an improvised explosive device on the other side of the door.
They dug through their gear and put on their gloves, suits, head covers, masks, N95 respirators, eye protection, and goggles. Hunter and Khan checked each other for gaps and used duct tape to seal any openings. When the men were ready, they prepared their weapons and waited for Jackson to unlock the padlock to grant them entry into the lab. This time, he performed the task in all seriousness, jokes aside. The entire team knew the danger that might lurk behind the doors.
Hunter swiftly moved inside to the right of the entry the best he could in the bulky gear. Khan slid toward the left, his weapon ready to eliminate any threat. Quickly, but quietly, they inched in opposite directions around a glass-enclosed, professional-looking laboratory with a number of stations containing microscopes and centrifuge devices lined up along the outside.
In the center of the lab were half a dozen steel tables, similar to those found in a restaurant prep area. Cases of vials with rubber caps were stashed under the tables while several empty ones were lined up on top of the table, waiting to be filled.
The workspace was remarkably clean and orderly. Neither Hunter nor Khan found any signs of life. The two men worked in opposite directions, and when they met on the starboard side of the large space, they discovered a series of doors that resembled the entry doors to a restaurant cooler used for food storage.
Two of the three doors were unlocked and empty inside except some wire shelving. The third door was closed and locked shut with an unfastened padlock, which effectively prevented the handle from operating.
Khan carefully pulled the shank through the hole, freeing up the handle. He nodded to Hunter and ripped the door open. Hunter moved into the opening and prepared to open fire—upon four dead bodies piled on the floor. Cold air rushed out of the large freezer, causing Hunter to back out of the opening. He and Khan confirmed that no one else was in the cooler and flicked on a light switch.
The thermometer next to the switch indicated zero degrees Fahrenheit.
“Dead, don’t you think?” asked Hunter.
“Should I even bother to check? Or you want me to put a round in them?” asked Khan.
“No, leave them be. I guess they outlived their usefulness. Lock it back up and let’s see what’s in the lab.”
The men made their way to an airlock entry and worked together to operate the controls. Everything was labeled in Arabic, which made Khan a tremendous asset under the circumstances.
Hunter and Khan methodically worked their way through the lab, copying computer hard drives onto USB storage devices. Two spiral notebooks were found and also added to their duffle bag. Then Hunter found something out of the ordinary.
A small black spray bottle, which was shorter than his index finger, lay on the floor next to one of the PCs. It had the label Travalo written on it. He removed the cap from the plastic bottle and revealed a small pump sprayer.
“Khan, what does this look like to you?”
“Perfume sprayer, maybe?” replied Khan.
“It’s definitely an atomizer of some kind. It also looks like it unscrews.”
“Let’s not, agreed?” quipped Khan.
“Let’s go. We’ve got a ship to blow and a chopper to ride.”
Hunter and Khan went through the airlocks and sanitized their protective gear. Out of precaution, they instructed the rest of the team to stay outside the laboratory and summon the chopper from CSL Comalapa. That would give Taco and his partner time to set the explosives while Hunter and Khan disrobed. He didn’t want to run the risk of contaminating the members of the team.
After they exited, Taco emerged and gave him a thumbs-up. The team was about to ascend to the main deck when Hunter stopped them and began to run toward the back of the ship.
He yelled over his shoulder, “Hey, you guys, wait on me for a second. I need to grab a souvenir.”
“Whatcha gonna do, man? Cut off a dude’s ear or finger or somethin’?” asked Jackson in his usual sarcastic way.
“No, just something for the team at Belvoir.”
Hunter raced to the aft deck and retrieved his prize, making sure that he wasn’t surprised by a wayward terrorist along the way. He tucked the item into his pack and looked around at the dead bodies that were bleeding onto the deck and through the rails. He shook his head in disgust and then hustled back to the team. They had twenty minutes to get off this vessel of death before it met the bottom of the Gulf.
 



Chapter 16
Day Thirty-Four
Park Place on Peachtree
Buckhead
 
Janie: Are you feeling better?
Mac: Yeah, but I’m bored out of my mind.
Janie: Enjoy the time off. You know I’ll feed you everything I learn.
Mac: I need a lab. I really miss Hunter. He’s the one, Janie.
Janie: I know. You talk about him every time. Where is he?
Mac: Don’t know. He said he’d be dark for a few days.
Janie: Just sent you the updates to review. Big file to download, so be patient.
Mac: I’ve got nothing but time. Who’s monitoring my emails?
Janie: D-Bag.
Mac: Figures. I need to reach out to Dr. Latham to tell him what happened.
Janie: It’s all over the news.
Mac: Yeah, I’ve gotta explain.
Janie: Be careful, Mac. D-Bag might cause you trouble.
Mac: What’s he gonna do, fire me? Get to work, Janie, lol!
Janie: TTFN.
“Ta-ta for now,” repeated Mac aloud as she closed her text message app. She immediately opened her email account and fired off a message to Dr. Latham. She hoped the Gmail address didn’t land her message in his junk folder. She had no doubt that Dr. Latham was loyal to her and would share the results of his study as soon as it was complete. It had been eight days since his last email and Mac hoped he was nearing his conclusions.
She switched the screen on her iPad to Safari and navigated to one of her favorite websites, InternationalSOS.com. The company was founded to provide multinational corporations a resource for determining whether their employees might be in peril from infectious diseases or political uprisings in a given region.
Throughout the world, they had created public-private partnerships to keep human resource managers abreast of potential hot spots for their employees abroad. Their information was then communicated to subscribers via text message and email, often before the media picked up on a story.
For example, Mac recalled a recent terrorist bombing in London that killed a couple of dozen and wounded a hundred more. She’d received an email from International SOS, notifying her of the specifics and providing her contact information on the nearest health care facilities and secured locations complete with armed escorts. Mac’s mother had introduced her to the website when Mac began to travel around the world, investigating outbreaks.
She then visited ProMEDmail.org, a site created by the International Society for Infectious Diseases. After Baggett had commandeered her email seventy-two hours ago, Mac was unaware of any recent outbreaks that might not have crossed Janie’s desk. She scrolled through the latest posts to view reported disease outbreaks from a number of regions for West Nile virus, cholera, and a report on another new strain of antibiotic-resistant bacteria known as Klebsiella pneumoniae, or K. pneumonia.
This bacteria acted very much like the C. auris fungus and was one of the newer forms of superbugs. Mac made a note of it and planned on researching it further.
She then came across an update to the New Mexico plague case caused by the feline. Mac read the update aloud.
“This case of the plague has been determined to be a vector-borne disease, as it was transmitted from fleas not from the animal itself. The fleas may get off the animal onto another animal or a human being. But the affected animals do not necessarily transmit the disease. The animal is only the vehicle for the fleas.
“It should be noted that cats can transmit the bacterium via the respiratory route rather effectively. Several cases have been diagnosed as primary pneumonic plague in humans after exposure to a Y. pestis-infected cat.
“Someone else might be able to quantify the transmission efficiency, but it is important to note that plague-infected cats are a risk factor for human exposure even without fleas present.”
Mac knew that the average person was unaware of the flea population in their homes if they had small pets. It didn’t matter whether they had a dog, cat, rabbit, or other animals, the fleas inhabiting their home were likely to be cat fleas. Fleas preferred specific hosts, but they could just as easily search for the blood they needed to survive from humans.
All it took was one bite from a plague-infected flea, and a human became a carrier of pneumonic plague. Mac leaned back on the sofa, very glad that she didn’t have a pet.
Mac thought of the high-humidity areas of the U.S. like Florida and other southeastern states. The risk of developing a flea infestation in those states was very high, and therefore the possibility of spreading the plague in that manner was astronomical.
The phone rang and the PRIVATE NUMBER screen appeared. At first Mac hesitated out of habit, but with a new phone number that only her parents, Janie, and Hunter possessed, she decided it was safe to answer. When Hunter’s deep voice said, “Hi, Mac,” she melted into the sofa without a care in the world.
He’s safe. And then she immediately admonished herself for thinking otherwise. But after their conversation had ended the other night, a kind of apprehension and fear had overtaken her as she worried about the man she loved.
In that moment, Mac understood what every family member felt when they sent their loved one off on their police tour for the day, or a firefighter’s shift, or a soldier on another tour of duty, or a disease detective into a hot zone. When you heard their voice, the sense of relief was overwhelming.
 



Chapter 17
Day Thirty-Five
United States Federal Courthouse
El Paso, Texas
 
Judge Albert Swafford waited while the attorneys for Grassroots Leadership and the Department of Justice settled into their seats. Judge Swafford had instructed his clerk to send out an email and text the night before to advise them to appear in court at 9:00 a.m. He was aware that both sides and the news media were anxiously awaiting his decision, but no one was more anxious than the women and children held in detention centers along the two-thousand-mile border with Mexico.
The case was hard fought, but the optics looked bad for the government. Grassroots Leadership, whose primary stated goal was to abolish for-profit prisons and detention centers, complained when the government outsourced the detention of migrants to CoreCivic, formerly known as Corrections Corporation of America.
The Texas ICE facility in Laredo had been operated by CoreCivic since 1985 with four hundred beds. Grassroots Leadership initially filed their complaint due to overcrowded conditions when the capacity nearly doubled, forcing children of the opposite sex to share a bed at times.
The solution of the company was to rent abandoned warehouses and retrofit them, complete with cages and portable toilets. The accommodations were unsanitary and quickly reached a stage of overcrowding.
A 60 Minutes investigation revealed that similar conditions were found at other operations in Dilley, Texas, near San Antonio, Houston, and the T. Don Hutto Residential Center, which was the epicenter of protests against the housing conditions.
In fairness, Judge Swafford provided the government ample time to rectify the situation. During oral arguments, he all but suggested they expedite their process of returning the detainees to their home countries. However, the government elected to maintain the status quo, and the conditions only worsened.
Now he was prepared to render his decision. He rapped his gavel on the bench and brought the court to order. He’d instructed the media to be locked out of the El Paso Federal Building to avoid this becoming a media circus. Judge Swafford read his opinion.
“In the matter of Pablo L. Flores, plaintiff, with an amicus curiae brief filed by Grassroots Leadership, a nonprofit organization, versus Secretary John Walker Johnson, in his capacity as director of the U.S. Department of Homeland Security, this court finds as follows with respect to the plaintiff’s petition for a permanent injunction.
“Beginning in the summer of 2016, in response to a surge of Central Americans arriving at the U.S.-Mexico border, U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement adopted a blanket policy to detain all female-headed families, including children, in secure, unlicensed facilities for the duration of the proceedings to determine whether they are entitled to remain in the United States. The court notes that this policy has been in effect continuously since that time, including during the pendency of this proceeding.
“The plaintiffs argue that this no-release policy violates the prior orders of this court in which the government had been ordered to minimize the detention of children and must consider releasing them to available custodians in the area of their detention.
“Further, the plaintiffs argue that ICE’s practice of exposing children in Border Patrol custody via their contractor, CoreCivic, to harsh, substandard conditions and treatment is in violation of orders of this court and international standards of decency.
“The duty of this court is to interpret and enforce the law, but to do so in a manner that complies with common decency, especially to the innocents among us. If the United States government is unable to insure a minor’s safety and well-being while in their custody, then it is incumbent upon this court to take the necessary steps to protect them.
“The government argues that the extraordinary influx in recent months has put a burden on the system, requiring additional time to rectify the situation. However, I’ve been provided no evidence that such steps are being taken or even contemplated. While the court agrees that the influx of migrants crossing the border is a problem, with no end in sight, that does not excuse the government from taking the necessary steps to protect them during the legal process.
“It is astonishing to me that the government would enact a policy requiring such expensive infrastructure to house and care for these migrants, yet be wholly ineffective at creating the necessary facilities. Let me note further, outsourcing this duty to a for-profit entity was not a solution, but has proven to be part of the problem.
“Based on the foregoing, I hereby order these detention facilities that are operated by CoreCivic to be closed immediately and that ICE shall take all necessary steps to place these families in custodial homes or place them in private temporary housing such as hotels and apartments.
“It is so ordered.”
SMACK!
The gavel of Judge Swafford pounded the bench and he stood and walked out of the courtroom. Within forty-eight hours, over seventeen thousand women and children walked out of detention facilities from Brownsville to San Diego, over half of which were infected with the plague.
 



Chapter 18
Day Thirty-Five
Defense Threat Reduction Agency
Fort Belvoir, Virginia
 
Hunter and Khan entered the large conference room at Fort Belvoir to a round of applause.
The only aspect of the mission that could have produced better results was if the thousand-plus ISIS fighters had been on board when its bow kissed the sky goodbye before it sank into the Gulf of Mexico.
The intelligence derived from the computer hard drives and the notes obtained from the scientists on board had provided the DTRA the missing puzzle pieces to uncover the ISIS plot against America. Only one man was injured in the firefight, a flesh wound that would heal. The body count for the terrorists was twenty-two, all of whom sank to a deep-water grave with the Tasallul.
Hunter removed his backpack and set it on the conference table. He unzipped it and threw the ISIS flag on the table. “This is for you guys. God bless America!”
“God bless America,” the members of Project Artemis responded in unison before they passed the black and white flag around, making a variety of obscene gestures toward it.
Jablonik patted Hunter on the back and motioned for him to take a seat. “Okay, listen up. We still have a lot of work ahead of us. Based upon our analysis of their hard drives, they intend to systematically spread the plague to a number of venues throughout the country. The director of Homeland Security has been informed and the White House will assess the information accordingly.”
“Will they raise the threat level to red?” asked one of the Project Artemis analysts.
“They should,” responded Jablonik. “We may have destroyed their base of operations and their laboratory facility, but any of the plague bacteria they produced is gone, and so are the jihadists. Based upon the frequency of boat runs between the ship and the coast, these losers have been in America for about a week.”
“They’ve already begun,” added Hunter.
“Yes, I mean, people, we may have been too late,” said Jablonik.
“What’s the next step, sir?” asked Khan.
Jablonik picked up his notepad and flipped through the pages. “My list of assignments is long, so we’ll have to bust up the team considerably. We need to send a couple of you to Atlanta to coordinate with the FBI on establishing a field HQ. The Olympics weren’t found anywhere in the data we analyzed, but it’s too big of a target to ignore. The rest of you will be assigned to field offices across the country with concentrations along the border and major international airports.”
“Sir, may I speak to you about my assignment following this briefing?” asked Hunter.
“Sure, we’re done for now anyway. Everyone see my assistant on the way out to get your assignment packages. Listen, kiss your families and tell them you’ll be back as soon as you can. This may be the single biggest challenge the DTRA and Project Artemis has ever faced.”
The group began to file out and several stopped by to offer words of praise to Hunter as they exited. Interestingly, nobody wanted the ISIS flag, so Hunter crammed it back into his pack.
“Okay, what’s on your mind, Hunter?” asked Jablonik.
“Sir, I’d like to talk to you about Dr. Hagan with the, um, formerly with the CDC.”
“Yeah, I heard. She got a raw deal, but that’s how politics works. What are her plans?”
Hunter shifted his feet nervously. This was going to be an unusual request. “She is very knowledgeable and, in fact, nobody at the CDC knows more about the potential of this bioterror attack than she does.” Hunter hesitated.
“Go on,” interrupted Jablonik.
“Sir, I know we have the covert facility in Fort Collins, the closed-down CDC lab and offices,” started Hunter.
“Right. It’s a joint operation between the DTRA and the CIA. Very dark, black ops stuff. How do you know about it?”
“The Internet. Infowars, to be exact,” replied Hunter sheepishly. “Alex Jones mentioned it in the unedited version of his interview with Megyn Kelly.”
“Infowars? You can’t believe that conspiracy BS,” said Jablonik laughingly.
“Well, our use of the CDC lab is true, isn’t it?”
“Um, yeah, I guess it is. So what do you have in mind?”
Hunter was confident in his request now. “Let’s bring Mac, um, Dr. Hagan on board to work out of Fort Collins. She’s our best hope of finding a cure for this strain, because you know there isn’t a vaccine.”
“Hunter, I know about your relationship with her, but if we bring Dr. Hagan on board, it’s gotta be one hundred percent black. I’m not even sure I can put her on the payroll.”
“Forget the payroll, title, etcetera. I’ll pay her, but that’s not what this is about. She’s part of the solution, not the problem, as the media suggested. I’ll absolutely vouch for her, sir.”
Jablonik studied his notes for a moment. “I’d planned on assigning you to the Atlanta Olympics detail with Khan, but let me send you to Denver. The special agent in charge of the FBI field office there is an old buddy of mine, Carl Sanders. Smart guy—law degree, assistant chief to the Gang/Criminal Enterprise Section, and worked in San Antonio during the height of the migrant influx a couple of years back. You’ll like him.”
“Thank you, sir, I’ll make the arrangements.”
Hunter started for the door when Jablonik stopped him. “Hunter, seriously, great job in the Gulf. You took a heckuva risk for your guys and they know it. If circumstances were different, they’d pin a medal on ya for it.”
“Thank you, sir. No medal necessary. You just gave me everything I need to do my job.”
 



Chapter 19
Day Thirty-Five
H-E-B Grocery
Corsicana, Texas
 
Sandy Vance led her six-year-old son and their new charge into the H-E-B grocery store in Corsicana, Texas. She’d just picked up Peanut, as her son was called due to his small size for his age, and young Pedro, one of the migrants recently released from the Brownsville ICE facility. When the government announced tax breaks and food vouchers to families who would take in the women and children released from the detention centers, Sandy and her husband jumped at the opportunity to supplement their income. Her husband was a truck driver and they’d just been blessed with a surprise in the form of twin baby girls. Pedro’s mother, Josie, would be a big help around the house, and Pedro and Peanut had become two peas in a pod.
“Now, boys, don’t wander off when we’re in the store,” Sandy admonished the youngsters. “Peanut, you explain it to Pedro, okay, hon?”
“Okay, Mama.”
Sandy pulled a shopping cart from the row near the entrance and then tugged one of the complimentary sanitizing wipes from the dispenser. She quickly wiped off the handle and tossed the wipe into the trash.
The trio entered the store together and shopping went smoothly as Sandy picked through the fruits and vegetables. The boys poked fun at each other, using bananas as toy guns, and began to pick up their energy level.
“Boys, get back over here,” said Sandy authoritatively. “Put down those bananas. You know we aren’t supposed to play with guns, right, Peanut?”
“Yes, Mama.”
Pedro picked up an apple and turned to Sandy. “Manzanas, por favor?”
Before Sandy could respond, Pedro sneezed twice, using the arm holding the apple to cover his nose.
“Oh, honey, come here. Put that apple down and let me wipe your nose.” Sandy retrieved some Kleenex from her purse and wiped the young boy’s face. “Now, keep these handy in case you sneeze again.”
“Yes, Miss Sandy,” he replied. Pedro took the Kleenex and the three of them continued shopping.
While Sandy had a conversation with the butcher in the meat department, the boys wandered off into the aisles, where Pedro sneezed further, drawing the rebuke of a young mother and a toddler who waddled down the diaper aisle. Pedro’s sneezes became more frequent, and his Kleenex quickly filled with mucus. Eventually, he discarded them on a shelf near the stuffed dog toys.
Sandy caught up to the boys and grabbed them both by the hand, leading them back to her cart. When they reached the ice cream aisle, she offered to buy the boys Neapolitan ice cream if they promised to behave. Pedro and Peanut exchanged high fives as they agreed to the deal.
By the time Sandy Vance, Peanut, and Pedro exited the H-E-B grocery store in Corsicana, Texas, young Pedro, who was a carrier of the plague, had sneezed on nine people, including an infant, and touched seven pieces of fruit and more than a dozen surfaces, where the plague bacteria resided for another seventy-two hours, waiting on their next customers.
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Chapter 20
Day Thirty-Six
Park Place on Peachtree
Buckhead
 
Hunter and Mac wasted no time in greeting each other. They didn’t compare notes, discuss the status of the disease, or even discuss where Hunter had been. They only showed how much they’d missed one another.
It was approaching midnight when Mac woke up and ventured into the dark kitchen to pour a glass of orange juice. For years, it had been a refreshing end to each day for her. She was deep in thought when Hunter snuck up on her.
“I’m powerful hungry, ma’am. Ain’t ya got no yummies around here?”
“I’m all the yummy you need, mister fake Southern boy. Just ’cause you’re in Atlanta doesn’t mean you can talk Southern.”
“Hey, I was born in Virginia!” protested Hunter.
“Doesn’t count.” She laughed, punching his chiseled chest.
“Where were you born, Mac?”
“Born and raised at Denver Health,” she replied with a chuckle. She topped off her glass and offered one to Hunter, who declined.
“Denver? Really?”
“Yeah. Mom was an intern at Denver Health when she met Dad, who was a chemistry student at the University of Colorado. They were kinda like the free-bird hippies of the sixties. You know, smoking weed, free love, and all that.”
Hunter appeared befuddled. “Really? She was a hippie turned Army general? I mean—”
“Nah, I’m just kidding. Wow, you’ll be easy to work over when I really, really want something.”
Hunter scooped her up and carried her back to the bedroom. Mac kicked her legs and pounded his back with her fists, squealing in happiness.
“That’s it, missy, you’re in big trouble now!” Hunter proclaimed.
“Okay, okay. I’m just kidding. The Denver Health part was true. Mom was an intern there when I was born. She was very driven and spent a lot of hours in their Level I Trauma Center. I spent lots of hours in their day care center. That’s why I say infectious disease is in my blood.”
Hunter released his captive and slid under the covers. He turned on a light and sat up against Mac’s padded headboard.
“Come sit next to me. We need to talk,” he said, patting the bed next to his hip.
“I don’t trust you,” Mac said with a giggle.
“No, seriously,” started Hunter as Mac slid in next to him and laid her head on his chest. He took a deep breath and began. “Mac, sometimes you just have to wait for fate to make its move. For years, I never thought I could find someone like you, yet here you are and I love you more and more every day.”
“I love you, too, Hunter. You’re so serious right now.”
“How’d you like a chance to move back home?”
“I am home,” she replied. “Do you mean your place in Virginia?”
“No, Denver. Well, at least Colorado. I’ve got an offer for you.”
Mac shot up in bed and stared into Hunter’s face to study his expression. “What do you mean?”
“We, I mean the DTRA and the CIA, are operating a covert laboratory at the former CDC location in Fort Collins.”
Mac interrupted him. “They shut it down because of a lab accident and budget cuts.”
“Yeah, well, it’s open for business. Actually, it has been since within months of the closing. Mac, it’s used for biological weapon study, both for defensive and offensive purposes.”
“We’re developing biological weapons?” asked Mac.
“Not for intended use, but just, you know, to have.”
Mac folded her arms and an obvious look of disgust came over her face. The U.S. biological weapons program began in the forties under the orders of President Franklin Roosevelt. During that time, the government built up large stockpiles of biological agents, including anthrax, encephalitis, botulism, and tularemia.
Hunter continued. “As we both know, the official U.S. policy when it comes to any weapon of mass destruction is to deter the use of similar weapons by our enemies. That’s why we’re prepared to out-nuke the Russians or the Chinese. Likewise, we can unleash a deadly biological weapon attack on any nation who attempts to use it against us.”
“But the program was ended by President Nixon in ’69,” said Mac.
“That’s true, but only for offensive purposes. “The self-imposed bioweapons ban, as ratified by a number of nations, didn’t apply to biological warfare for defensive purposes.”
Mac laughed. “Semantics. My mother suspected as much, but the spooks at Langley had to keep her out of the loop because of plausible deniability. She never pursued the truth because she had her hands full most of the time.”
“In any event, the CIA uses Fort Collins for research and not production. The DTRA and Project Artemis need your help. Will you come work with me in Colorado?”
“Are you kidding me? You got me a job?”
“Yes, if you’re interested,” replied Hunter. “Mac, you need to continue your work. The country needs you.”
Mac jumped out of bed and threw on her Braves tee shirt. She danced around the room like Jennifer Beals in Flashdance.
“When do I start?” she asked.
“We leave tomorrow morning,” said Hunter.
“Wow,” said Mac as she flopped in a chair in the corner of the room. She stared at Hunter for a moment, taking in the possibilities and analyzing this big change in her life. “Wait, what about you?”
“I’ve been assigned to assist the Denver Field Office of the FBI. We’ve dispatched agents all over the country to deal with this terrorist threat head-on.”
“We’re going together? Both of us to work in Colorado, as spies—like Mr. and Mrs. Smith, Brad and Angelina?”
Hunter smiled at her and nodded his head. “Mac, listen to me. Things are happening very fast right now. We can talk about this more on the plane, but we’ve got to consider the fact that this disease could consume our country in a matter of weeks.”
For Mac, reality set in. She had been revising her epi curve throughout the day. She made notes of every reported outbreak or illness that she could remember. She scoured the Internet for more reported cases. If her original analysis was correct, the number of dead could approach a million in the coming days and explode thereafter.
“Hunter, the numbers are growing exponentially now. There could be as many as a hundred million people infected with the plague bacteria at this point and not even know it. Every human contact could put us at risk despite the lack of reported cases in America.”
“Because the incubation period is so long,” he interjected.
“Exactly, and because the administration has tamped down any announcements of the threat,” continued Mac.
“That’s about to change,” said Hunter, who got out of bed and slipped on his jeans. “ISIS has the personnel in place throughout the country. This includes operatives who have entered via the southern border and those sympathizers who’ve waited for the opportunity to join the fight.”
“Will the threat level be increased?” asked Mac.
“We’re running our intel up the proper channels, but we expect the DOD and the Joint Chiefs to suggest a severe-risk, level-red upgrade.”
“Where did you go the last few days?” asked Mac.
“There was an unidentified ship in the Gulf of Mexico, acting as a base of operations for over a hundred small vessel incursions into Texas and Mexico. We boarded the ship and found over a thousand bunks that had been occupied by jihadists. Mac, they were sent to our country.”
Mac stood and walked up to Hunter. “There’s more, isn’t there?”
“Yeah. We found a state-of-the-art laboratory and production facility. They not only reproduced the plague bacteria on board, but now it’s weaponized to be spread around any target.”
Mac sensed Hunter’s concern. “I’ll work on a vaccine and a cure. I’ll need some help out there. Will I have any staff?”
“We’ll work all of that out when we arrive,” he replied.
“Hunter, I’ll be honest. I’m afraid to go out in public, much less fly on a plane right now. I think we should wear gloves and N100 masks.”
“Tomorrow, we’ll be okay. I’ve chartered a jet. We leave Dekalb-Peachtree Airport at eight.”
Mac gave Hunter a fist bump to celebrate. “Suits me! The Olympics are about to start and I don’t want to be here when millions of people show up from all over the world, hacking and sneezing.”
“Get packed,” said Hunter with a grin. “It’ll be easier now than in the morning. And, Mac, take personal stuff too. I don’t know when we’ll be back.”
Mac thought about his ominous tone and then her revised epi cure flashed through her mind. He was probably right. They wouldn’t come back.
“In a minute, I’ve gotta call Mom and Dad and tell them the news.”
 



Chapter 21
Day Thirty-Seven
DTRA/CIA Facility
Fort Collins, Colorado
 
Situated in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains about fifty miles north of Denver, Fort Collins, Colorado, was founded as a military outpost along the Overland Trail, which carried travelers and the mail across the massive mountain range to the West Coast. Today, it was the home to Colorado State University and a number of military bases occupied by the United States Air Force. Over time, the town grew to a population of nearly two hundred thousand as high-tech companies like Hewlett Packard and Eastman Kodak located there.
Hunter and Mac were greeted at the North Colorado Regional Airport in nearby Loveland by a salesman from the Land Rover dealership in Denver. He presented Hunter with the keys to one of the first Series 130 Defenders made available in the States. The five-door, extra-long wheelbase was ideally suited for the Colorado terrain and the snowy winter conditions. Hunter was starting to prepare for the inevitable and knew the right set of wheels was important.
“I love the fresh air,” said Mac, who insisted upon riding with the windows and sunroof open. The temperatures were in the low seventies when they arrived, but like most summer days in Colorado, a high of eighty-six would be headed their way. The five-thousand-foot altitude tamped down the effect of the heat compared to Georgia and Virginia, where Hunter and Mac spent most of their time.
Hunter followed the GPS directions and turned onto Rampart Road, which provided them a direct view of the eastern face of the Rockies. The road entered the Foothills Campus of Colorado State University and wound its way around College Lake, home of the Fishing Derby, which raised money every semester for the American Fisheries Society.
“Is this it?” asked Mac, clearly anxious to check out the facilities. She pointed to the multibuilding Judson Harper Complex, which was part of the Colorado State campus. Hunter drove around the bend and reached a series of concrete barricades and razor wire wound atop a chain-link fence.
“Nope, this is the spot,” he replied as he slowly inched the Defender through the maze of barricades. A rolling gate appeared and two private security contractors stepped out of a white guard building with their hands resting on their weapons. Hunter handed his credentials through the window.
The first guard nodded his head and then allowed the second to take a look, who addressed Mac. “Ma’am, I’ll need to see your identification.”
Mac fumbled through her bag and provided both her Georgia driver’s license and her CDC credentials, which nobody had asked for upon her departure. Mac had debated whether she wanted to keep it as a souvenir, but then forgot about it in her handbag.
“Okay, you’re good to go. There will be an escort waiting at the front entrance. You may park your vehicle in the designated visitors’ lot until we provide you both identification and parking assignments inside.”
The guard handed their IDs back and patted the roof of the truck. As Hunter approached, Mac noticed men dressed in khaki pants and black shirts wandering around the perimeter of the building, with M4s slung over their shoulders. A guard post was constructed on the roof of the building and contained another man, who continuously surveyed the surroundings through binoculars.
“Heavy security?” asked Mac inquisitively.
“Looks like it. There’s a lot to guard inside, assuming anyone knew what was going on there.”
Mac exited the vehicle and grabbed her briefcase containing her notes, a MacBook Pro, and the burner cell phone she and Janie had been using to correspond. She decided to keep Janie in the dark for now, allowing Mac time to get settled in and assess her new position.
A woman dressed like the guards emerged through the smoked-glass front doors. She was also armed. “Good morning, Mr. Hunter and Dr. Hagan, I’m Agent Surrey with the Central Intelligence Agency. Welcome to Fort Collins.”
The three exchanged pleasantries and Agent Surrey escorted them inside. She continued. “I have received your security clearance upgrades from the DOD, and as soon as we’re done with the nickel tour, I’ll get your credentials situated and introduce you to our staff.”
“Sounds good,” said Mac. “My mother undertook her postdoctoral research fellowship here in the Bacterial Diseases Branch after her internship at Denver Health. At the time, the building was staffed with ninety epidemiologists, molecular biologists, zoologists, and technical staff.”
“Well, that’s been pared down quite a bit. There are nine people who work in the building. You’ll be the tenth, Dr. Hagan.”
Agent Surrey continued the tour. “This facility was initially created for the CDC to study vector-borne diseases transmitted by mosquitoes, ticks, and fleas.”
“In fact, in 2014, it was this facility that discovered a new disease known as the Bourbon virus,” added Mac.
“I’ve had that more than once,” joked Hunter.
“Yeah, except it was named after the county where the patient lived in Kansas, Toto,” said Mac with a laugh and a playful punch to Hunter’s chest.
“Well, then you also know the Bourbon virus led to the closure of this facility,” said the ever-stern Agent Surrey. “As you might recall, several CDC labs faced sanctions for mishandling of bioterror germs in some of its facilities, including this one. The labs were referred for additional secret federal enforcement actions six times. For reasons of national security, and per the federal bioterrorism laws, the names of the labs facing scrutiny were closely guarded by the CDC and the Department of Agriculture. After the third violation involving the Bourbon virus, this facility was offered up on the hit list by the CDC for budget cuts.”
“Wow, I had no idea,” said Mac. “You’d think I would’ve heard of that from somebody.”
Hunter added what he’d learned from Jablonik. “Things happen in the upper levels of government that the vast majority of Americans would never imagine. Even the three of us with fairly high-level security clearances are kept in the dark about the inner workings of the government. The CDC offers up a sacrificial lamb, this facility, in order to lend the appearance that it’s cutting its budget. Then the DOD and CIA, utilizing a different budget, immediately scoop it up for uses that would send the average American screaming into the night. If people knew what we do here, there would be chaos in the streets.”
“Here we are,” said Agent Surrey. She waved to a man of Indian descent who was working behind the glass of a small laboratory. He smiled and returned the wave, motioning for them to come in.
Agent Surrey handed them off to Dr. Aarav Matta, the senior member of the staff. “My office is at the front entrance. See me when you get a chance and I’ll provide you identification and brief you on our security protocols. Also, I’ll need your cell phones, please.”
Mac looked at Hunter, who shrugged in response. They provided the devices to the CIA agent. Mac suddenly felt uncomfortable. This was a new world for her. In the world of infectious diseases, the enemy was readily apparent. When dealing with the CIA, one thing was certain, you were never trusted by them.
 



Chapter 22
Day Thirty-Seven
DTRA/CIA Facility
Fort Collins, Colorado
 
Dr. Matta welcomed Mac and Hunter into his office. He was reviewing some emails from USAMRIID concerning new outbreaks in London, Paris, and Brussels. The spread of the plague bacteria was growing throughout Europe. It was just a matter of days before the first deaths were widely reported in the United States. Hunter excused himself to get their credentials squared away. Also, he needed to check in with the DTRA and contact the FBI field office in Denver to let them know he was on the ground.
“Where would you like to start?” asked Dr. Matta, a man of roughly sixty years of age, dark skinned, with black-rimmed glasses. His belly protruded slightly from his white lab coat, revealing years of being well fed by his wife, whose pictures decorated his credenza.
“With the good stuff, of course,” said Mac with a laugh, feeling much more at ease now that Agent Surrey was gone. She leaned into the amiable Dr. Matta and whispered, “The CIA makes me nervous.”
“Yeah, me too.” He joined her in the clandestine whispering. “Don’t you worry about a thing. They’re suspicious of themselves. Listen, I was hoping you’d say you wanted to start with the good stuff. Let’s get started in the BSL-4.”
He led Mac down a hallway to an inconspicuous door that was marked West-4. “This leads to our version of the hot zone, which contains the virus of the day, as I call it. We all have routine projects that we’re studying, but every once in a while, we’re treated to something special, the hot new virus or bacterium.”
Dr. Matta unlocked the door and entered the foyer of their BSL-4. A large whiteboard displayed the words WELCOME TO THE HOT ZONE. Today’s bacterium of the day is Y. pestis, Madagascar strain. Enjoy! $3.99
Mac started laughing at the menu board created by Dr. Matta, which could’ve been displayed at the hostess station of any Chili’s or Applebee’s restaurant.
“Nice! I love it!” said Mac laughingly. “I love being around a great sense of humor.” She immediately thought of Janie and missed her pal from Atlanta. She’d have to call her tonight if Agent Surrey gave her back her cell phone.
Dr. Matta swiped his ID card across a sensor and then allowed his retina to be scanned. A computer-generated voice announced, “Identification confirmed. One moment, please.” A series of beeps preceded a flashing green light. Then there was a loud click as the door locks released. Dr. Matta gripped the handle and opened the door for Mac to enter first.
“You can enter with me today, but in the future you’ll perform the same security protocols.” Dr. Matta led the way into a locker room with four separate dressing areas to allow the scientists privacy while they undressed.
Mac entered the dressing area for women and stripped off her clothes. Modest by nature, she covered herself, unsure of whether the CIA had cameras everywhere. She was looking forward to this opportunity, but the CIA presence made her feel uneasy.
Inside the dressing area, shelves contained white cotton scrubs and other items typical of surgical wear like hair coverings, tape, gloves, and masks. After using the bathroom to empty her bladder, Mac put on the scrubs and then some white socks. She taped her scrub pants to her socks to make a seal.
At the back of the dressing area was a door labeled STAGING, which Mac opened and passed through. Dr. Matta was already getting suited up.
“As you might know, this facility suffered several mishaps causing it to be reprimanded,” started Dr. Matta. “I was hired in its final days to identify its vulnerabilities and provide an overall assessment to the CDC on suggested changes to create a more secure environment.”
While he spoke, Mac got accustomed to her surroundings. The staging area contained several bench seats and a wall covered with a variety of biohazard suits. The room was made of simple block construction and concrete floors. It looked, and was, very sterile.
After affixing her wireless communications gear, Mac sat on a bench and slid on the suit, feet first. Her arms followed and her hands ultimately found the rubber gloves attached to the sleeves. She found the zipper and pulled it up to close around her neck.
“After I submitted my report, the announcement was made that the facility would be closed down. I was cleaning out my office when Agent Surrey showed up unannounced. I was given fifteen minutes to decide whether to stay as an employee of the DTRA, together with a skeleton staff, or leave. I chose to stay and the two of us immediately approached the best people within the facility.”
Finally, Mac pulled the hood and faceplate over her head and Dr. Matta assisted in sealing it to her suit. She returned the favor.
Dr. Matta continued. “That was four years ago, and in that time, there has never been a project as important as this one.”
He reached up and pulled down a spiral-coiled yellow air hose from the ceiling. He connected it to a socket in his suit, and then he assisted Mac in doing the same. Their suits immediately filled up with cool, dry air.
While the hose was attached and inflating the suit, the air would exhaust through ports in the suit. When the two moved from room to room, they were required to disengage their air hose and immediately reengage in the next compartment.
The positive pressure remained a constant while in the BSL-4. If for some reason a tear in the fabric occurred, the air would flow out of the suit, preventing any dangerous contaminants from coming in.
They transitioned from the staging area into the level 4 lab. Dr. Matta opened a stainless steel door with a dark red biohazard symbol on it, reminding visitors of the perils that awaited inside. Infectious diseases were not something scientists dare trifle with.
Even with the wireless communications, conversation was difficult while in the BSL-4 because the high flow of air inside the suit created a continuous roar.
“Let me show you the latest,” started Dr. Matta, who was deliberately speaking louder than necessary despite the air noise. Mac decided not to tell him this. He seemed to be enjoying her company.
They approached a series of microscopes with V-shaped plastic placards in front of them. They’d been labeled with a Sharpie—Madagascar, Guatemala, Trinidad, Greece, London, New Mexico.
He gestured with his arms for her to take a look. She walked down the line, one by one, studying the six microscopes. The results were the same as what she’d experienced before. Madagascar’s strain was pure and the others had been adulterated, modified only slightly.
She turned to Dr. Matta. “This is consistent with my findings at the CDC.”
“I suspected they would be,” said Dr. Matta. “Now, you and I must find a cure for a disease that is incurable.”
*****
“Agent Surrey, while my associate gets acclimated to her new surroundings, perhaps we can get our IDs in place and you can give me a security orientation,” said Hunter as he tapped on the open door of the CIA agent’s office.
Without looking up, Surrey continued to thumb through a folder sitting on her desk. “Associate? It appears that you and Dr. Hagan are more than associates.”
“Maybe,” replied Hunter with a bit of surly attitude. He never liked the CIA and their ability to create drama out of thin air. “We met at the original hot zone for the plague bacteria in Guatemala and later became closer friends.”
She motioned for him to sit down without removing her eyes from the folder. “You flew out on a chartered jet. Was this a company aircraft?” She glanced up and raised her eyebrows as she awaited Hunter’s response. Her reference to the company implied Hunter had used a CIA-chartered aircraft to fly from Atlanta.
“No, I chartered it using personal resources,” Hunter shot back. He didn’t appreciate the implication or the interrogation. His security clearance didn’t warrant the scrutiny.
Agent Surrey thumbed back toward the front of the dossier and nodded her head. “Hmm, yes, I see that too. Mr. Hunter, there was an accident in this lab years ago that could’ve endangered this entire community. It was caused by two careless people who were carrying on a sexual relationship after hours. They almost died and the CDC’s reputation would have been harmed significantly as a result.”
“What’s that got to do with us?” asked Hunter.
“This is a close-knit group and nepotism can never be an issue. Further, while Dr. Hagan falls under Dr. Matta’s area of responsibility, the safety of this entire facility rests upon my shoulders. If you are going to be a regular visitor here, I want to make sure that we’re clear on the ground rules.”
“Crystal clear,” snarled Hunter. I’m not a horny teenager.
“Dr. Hagan is quite, let’s say, newsworthy,” continued Agent Surrey. “I’ll ask her this, but from your perspective, is this going to impact your ability to maintain this facility’s cover?”
“No, she’s appreciative of the opportunity to help and understands the covert nature of this operation. Shall I have her wear a disguise?” Hunter laughed, trying to inject a little humor into this almost contentious conversation.
“Perhaps a cap and glasses would be appropriate when traveling to and from this location,” replied Agent Surrey, who made several notes in the margin of the folder.
“I’ll let her know,” said Hunter with a shrug.
“Good. I thought we’d reach an understanding, so I’ve prepared your identification and secured access cards. When Dr. Hagan finishes up her orientation, I’ll walk you both through the protocols. Weapons are to be checked at this desk upon entry. I am authorized to issue Dr. Hagan a sidearm. Is she weapons trained?”
“Yes, definitely, but she brought her own,” replied Hunter. He hadn’t disclosed this fact to Mac yet, but Hunter had a variety of weapons, including handguns, automatic rifles, long guns, shotguns, and ammunition requisitioned for their use. He’d pick them up at the FBI field office in Denver tomorrow. It was the first step in an overall plan that he’d been mulling over for a week or more.
*****
After an hour in the BSL-4, Dr. Matta walked Mac through the rest of the facility. During their private conversation, Mac expressed her reservations about the government creating biological weapons, even as a deterrent. Her fear was that administrations, and attitudes, change. Dr. Matta echoed her concerns but felt he had to trust in the virtue of our nation’s leaders to avoid retaliating in kind. He was a believer in diplomatic solutions, even after an attack.
He and Mac discussed resources and staffing. Mac assured him she wouldn’t be a burden on his team. She operated as a loner typically. She did have one specific request.
“Do you have a geneticist on staff? That was my field of study, but another set of eyes with a different point of view always helps.”
Dr. Matta laughed. “Well, it’s your lucky day. You’ll like Dr. Gene.” He gently took her by the arm and led her to a large open space where a man with gray hair that stood on end was glancing from a notepad and then to a series of vials filled with reddish liquids.
“Okay,” said Mac with a grin. The man looked the part of a mad scientist.
“Mac, I’d like you to meet Dr. William Baker, our resident geneticist. Or, as we lovingly call him, Dr. Gene.”
Dr. Gene abruptly jumped out of his chair and bowed. “At your service, ma’am. To what do I owe this pleasure?”
“Dr. Gene, I’d like you to meet Dr. Mackenzie Hagan on loan to us from the CDC-Atlanta.”
“Oh yes, you are a remarkable woman,” said Dr. Gene. “My wife and I applauded your effort in Washington. She called you the Last Man Standing because you remained in that room after the other cowards rushed for the exits.”
Mac laughed. “I guess I was the last one. Dr. Gene, my postgraduate studies were in molecular biology and applied genetics. I studied at the University of Chicago School of Medicine.”
“Ahh, I know it well,” interjected Dr. Gene. “The work of Zimbler on the adaptation of Y. pestis was groundbreaking. I lived in Chicago before I moved to this lovely hamlet in 1993.”
“You’re a long way from Chi-Town,” said Mac. She liked Dr. Gene’s quirkiness, so she had to know more about him. Plus, he was going to be an important part of her search for answers.
“Well, young lady, there’s a story behind my adventure,” started Dr. Gene.
“This is where I leave you in good hands,” interrupted Dr. Matta. “I know all about Bill’s life-altering event. Bill, if you would, deliver Dr. Hagan back to Surrey’s office when you’re through discussing the meaning of life.”
“Certainly,” he replied. Dr. Matta patted Mac on the shoulders and said he’d see her in a couple of days.
Dr. Gene continued. “While in college, I was a huge fan of Rush Limbaugh. He was the lone voice of reason on the talk radio airwaves, so listening in every day became a priority for me.”
Mac never had an interest in politics and her choice of radio listening usually involved classical music. She couldn’t imagine listening to political talk radio for hours. Her head would explode.
“Rush had a listener named Dan Kay, from right here in Fort Collins, who phoned into the program, lamenting that he’d love to have a copy of Rush’s monthly newsletter, but he couldn’t afford the thirty-dollar annual subscription fee. A friend offered to make copies of his newsletter to give this fellow, Dan, but during the call, it was agreed that would violate copyright laws.”
Mac listened intently as Dr. Gene enjoyed telling the story.
“At the time, Rush was poking fun at elementary school children conducting bake sales to send money to the government. Now, consider at the time, our national debt was four trillion dollars. Today, it’s well over twenty trillion, but I digress. So these children were having bake sales to raise ninety dollars here and thirty-seven dollars there to send to Washington to cover this four-trillion-dollar debt.”
Mac laughed. “I see a whole lot of symbolism in the effort, but not much substance, obviously.”
“Exactly! So Rush suggests to the gentleman that if he couldn’t afford a subscription—and keep in mind, he was probably just fishing for a free one—but Rush said to Dan Kay if you can’t afford a subscription, you should have a bake sale to raise the money and buy a subscription.”
Mac was enjoying Dr. Gene’s story and asked, “Sounds plausible. Did you drive from Chicago to Fort Collins to buy a cookie or a cupcake?”
“Yes! I did.”
“What?” asked Mac. She was just kidding.
“I did. In fact, over twenty thousand of us did. You see, after Dan agreed to have a bake sale, Rush promised to fly out to Fort Collins and make an appearance. It was an amazing gesture. In May of ’93, Dan’s Bake Sale was organized and Rush Limbaugh appeared, and so did twenty thousand dittoheads from around the country to support this fellow Dan Kay and his wife.”
“Dittoheads?”
“Yeah, you know, the word ditto, meaning I agree. That’s another story. Think parrotheads or deadheads—for Buffett and Grateful Dead fans.”
“Oh yeah.” Mac laughed. This guy was a typical geneticist. He’d spent too much time with his nose over the test tubes.
“I loved it out here, so I never left. The high mountain air has been good to me.”
Mac laughed out loud. “It certainly has.”
 



Chapter 23
Day Thirty-Seven
Der Spiegel News Report
The Bundestag
Berlin, Germany
 
From the Der Spiegel news wire …
 
A state funeral was held today for Chancellor Frieda Müller, who died suddenly a week ago from a battle with pneumonia. The former Lutheran minister’s daughter was laid to rest in her hometown of Hamburg, at St. Michael’s Church.
 
Some leaders from around the world have descended upon Hamburg to pay tribute to the iron lady of Germany, the sitting chancellor, amid tight security measures.
 
The funeral was delayed as extensive autopsies were performed on the chancellor, the results of which have continued to be kept from the public eye. This has led to rampant speculation that the chancellor was poisoned or otherwise the victim of foul play.
 
A spokesman for the Bundestag in Berlin stated that the autopsy was routine and in keeping with standard procedures following the death of a sitting chancellor. The Bundestag assured Germans that they were working diligently to assist the President in appointing a temporary chancellor until elections can be held.
 
In the meantime, rumors have circulated that Chancellor Müller contracted the plague bacteria during her visit some two weeks ago to Turkey. Sources close to the vice chancellor have revealed that the pneumonia that inflicted her body was the natural result of the plague bacteria infection, possibly from her personal contact with a young child at a refugee center.
 
Increased cases of the plague throughout Europe have now created concern among health authorities, especially the World Health Organization, who has recently issued alerts regarding the reported outbreaks to the affected regions, which includes Turkey.
 
In recent days, reports have surfaced about a new generation of ISIS recruits indoctrinated with religious fervor from birth and viewed by their adult handlers as better and more pure than themselves to carry out jihad.
 
The German Federal Intelligence Service released information that as many as five hundred children are growing up in Muslim enclaves within Germany and that as many as eighteen hundred ISIS recruits are embedded within the nation’s borders.
 
The FIS has compiled a thorough study that analyzed ISIS activities and propaganda featuring children. The report revealed a terrorist group more than eager to enlist children to pursue its caliphate.
 
Through the use of extremism-based education, the children of ISIS are fostered to become future terrorists. But as one high-ranking official within the chancellor’s office stated off the record, the current generation of ISIS fighters see these children as better and more lethal fighters than themselves and may have deployed them already in the form of refugees—innocent on the surface, but carrying a deadly plague bacteria on the inside.
 
The source added this quote, as she warned us to watch for deaths similar to the chancellor’s. She said the trust of the innocents is the liar’s most useful tool. Time will tell whether her words are prophetic.
 



Chapter 24
Day Thirty-Seven
Centennial Olympic Stadium
Opening Ceremonies, Summer Olympic Games
Atlanta, Georgia
 
Edward Loo worked the room, shaking hands with the various representatives of America’s law enforcement apparatus assigned to work the Summer Olympic Games in Atlanta. Loo, a supervisory special agent in the weapons of mass destruction directorate of the FBI, was considered the nation’s top cop in the field of bioterrorism.
He found his way to Kameel Khan, Hunter’s partner and the point man for Project Artemis during the Summer Olympics. Loo congratulated Khan on the successful mission in the Gulf of Mexico and inquired about Hunter, whom he’d never met. Khan simply said that Hunter was on an assignment, because he truthfully didn’t know otherwise. Jablonik and Hunter agreed that Mac’s move to Fort Collins, with Hunter’s assistance, was strictly need-to-know. With the politically risky nature of the move, advising Khan, or even Loo, would create problems for Mac and Hunter.
“The methods of engineering a microorganism’s DNA are readily available and getting more powerful,” started Loo as he addressed the entire room. “We’re also very much aware that there is a new do-it-yourself movement among terrorists to shift genetic engineering out of large institutions and into do-it-yourself labs or people’s homes. Isolated instances of smallpox and anthrax discoveries have been kept out of the media as law enforcement discovers these DIY bioterror operations.”
He continued his initial remarks after urging everyone to find an available seat. “This bioterrorism field headquarters came as a result of our convincing higher-ups to look at blind spots within the Olympic Games’ security measures. Most local law enforcement officers are trained to identify potential terrorists, but few know what to look for when it comes to biological weapons. My goal with this team is to establish a web of detection throughout the Games to first identify how terrorist operatives will attempt to exploit security weaknesses and, second, to look for suspicious activity in the various venues.”
Loo nodded at his assistant, who pulled back a series of curtains, revealing plate-glass windows overlooking an operations center featuring dozens of computer stations. “Each of these stations will have the ability to use the security camera system to scan attendees’ faces against a terrorist database. If a known terrorist enters a venue, we will dispatch homeland security personnel to intercept that individual immediately.”
The assistant handed out several eight-by-eleven photographs of a mobile biocontainment facility. “We have deployed throughout the Olympic venues thirteen of these mobile truck epidemiological laboratories with capabilities up to a biosafety level three. These mobile labs will permit CDC officials to test for high-risk pathogens such as anthrax, smallpox, and plague within three hours.
“As you can see, the lab has a fully enclosed ten-foot tent, which allows for sample taking and preparation. Inside, HEPA air filtering, negative pressure, and a decontamination pass-thru case with UV insure safety for its disease detectives during analysis of the samples.”
The assistant then provided a chart, which was going to be disseminated across all the government agencies that were present at the Games.

 
“This chart will serve as a command hierarchy model in the event a bioterror attack is suspected. We will be coordinating with the CDC, USAMRIID, as well as the EPA’s hazardous materials investigators on site from Denver to respond quickly to any biohazard threat.”
“What about assistance from the eyes in the sky?” asked one of the FBI agents assigned to the team.
Loo nodded as he finished off his coffee. “The NSA will conduct blanket surveillance similar to what they did in Salt Lake City during the Winter Olympics. They’ll collect, store, and analyze virtually all electronic communications going into or out of those parts of Atlanta where the Olympic venues are located. The FBI and NSA viewed the Salt Lake Olympics field op as a perfect opportunity to bring together interagency resources to fine-tune a new scale of mass surveillance. They will expand upon their capabilities by coordinating with our team.”
Khan, the only Muslim in the room, raised his hand. “Are we profiling for suspects?”
“Absolutely,” said Loo who continued. “But my response to your question doesn’t leave this room. Not profiling people is foolish and dangerous. That said, let me add there is a difference between profiling and common-sense generalizing in conducting law enforcement activities. We have to judge the likelihood of a threat and act accordingly. This necessarily requires us to profile our terrorist. It’s impossible for us to do our jobs effectively without race and gender being a part of the calculus.”
Khan stood and surveyed his associates in the room. “I am a Muslim and I have experienced pernicious and irrational behavior. After 9/11, I heard the whispers from fellow airline passengers when traveling. I understand racism because I’ve experienced it. However, let me say this. You simply cannot get through a normal day without profiling. As human beings, we make countless informal, statistical judgments based upon our internal assessments of others. If I walk down a street and a pit bull approaches me, my awareness is raised more so than if a Pekingese dog approaches in a similar manner.”
“Thank you for your insight,” added Loo. “Using this example, when all airline passengers are equally suspect, the surveillance of the TSA is diluted. In my opinion, harassing the old white lady going through a checkpoint is time wasted when there are other, more likely options. Sadly, those of Muslim faith must be penalized because the vast majority of terrorist attacks are carried out by men of Middle Eastern descent.”
Loo rose and added these final remarks, “For obvious reasons, focus your efforts on suspicious activities undertaken by Middle Eastern men.”
 



Chapter 25
Day Thirty-Seven
Centennial Olympic Stadium
Opening Ceremonies, Summer Olympic Games
Atlanta, Georgia
 
Millions of visitors had descended upon Atlanta on opening day, one of the hottest on record, as the Olympic Games were getting under way. Nearly ninety thousand people entered the renovated Centennial Olympic Stadium, which had been used by the Atlanta Braves following the original games in 1996. One of the factors in bringing the South Korean Games to Atlanta was the recent departure by the Braves for their new facility known as SunTrust Park. The renovation for Centennial Stadium’s use as a football venue was expedited with federal funds provided to the City of Atlanta, making the Atlanta Games a win-win for all involved.
Saba and Maheen, two female jihadists, cared nothing about the facilities or the Olympics. They cared about making the world a better place for Muslims. Both women, born and raised in Atlanta’s inner-city neighborhoods, converted to the Muslim faith after spending time together in prison for drug trafficking.
They emerged from jail penniless and angry, but also as Muslim converts. Over time, they met their husbands, who were organizers of the largest ISIS cell in the Atlanta area. Together, after much prayer, they agreed to make the great sacrifice for their husbands and Allah.
Saba, Maheen, and their four daughters emerged from the women’s restroom in Olympic Stadium amidst the ninety thousand attendees of the opening ceremonies. Throughout the stadium, more than a hundred women and children of the Final Jihad circulated through the crowd, none of them wearing their traditional Muslim attire. No, today was special and Allah would understand.
An extremely warm summer day provided them the perfect cover—a handheld battery-operated fan, which was used by many attendees in the Olympic venues to keep cool. Batteries turned the device’s foam blades, providing its operator a brief respite from the summer swelter.
As the women left the restroom, they were sure to spray the door handles and the door itself. As they walked past the food windows, they thoroughly misted the ketchup, mustard, and utensil dispensers where the patrons fixed their hot dogs. At the official Olympic merchandise stands, they were sure to spray the USA teddy bears, the revolving rack of Olympic pins and keyrings, plus the commemorative Olympic programs.
Their job was not to go anywhere in particular. In fact, they would never enter the stadium to take their seats. They simply joined the throngs of people ambling through the stadium’s concourses, mingling with the crowd and deploying their sprayers.
Wherever there was a high concentration of people, they’d gather around, constantly spraying. As the Olympic mascot took a moment to provide hugs to the children and take pictures, the young children of Saba and Maheen joined in the fun, making sure that the teddy bear remained cool with the fan sprayer.
They sprayed everyone they could, making use of the multiple refill cartridges stored in their clothing. The spray was refreshing, but, of course, it wasn’t just filled with water. It also contained the deadly strain of plague bacteria.
Meanwhile, in the Bioterrorism Field Headquarters, the watchful agents scoured security cameras throughout the Olympic Stadium complex, looking for suspicious-looking Middle Eastern men, possible jihadists of bioterror agents.
Unfortunately, their eyes did not focus on the perimeter outside the security gates of the venue, where dozens of temporary vendor tents, carts, and kiosks, fully licensed and permitted by the City of Atlanta, were set up selling one of the most popular products during this opening day—the simple and practical mini handheld fan, fully loaded and ready to use.
And sales were brisk, with an estimated five thousand of the devices sold the first day. The vendors were skilled salesmen and provided what some claimed was an astonishing low price of only two dollars for the device.
One such salesman, Malik, an ISIS operative who’d lived in Atlanta since 2003, routinely encouraged his customers to make a purchase by repeating this catch phrase, say goodbye to the summer heat wave.
Goodbye, indeed.
 



Chapter 26
Day Thirty-Eight
Edwards House
Fort Collins, Colorado
 
Mac and Hunter had been exhausted by the time they entered their suite at the Edwards House, a five-star inn located in the Old Town Fort Collins historic district, the night before. The beautifully-renovated Denver foursquare home, typical of the turn-of-the-century architecture of 1900, was smartly appointed with a mix of old and new furnishings. They were within walking distance of restaurants, quaint shops, and most exciting of all, a variety of craft breweries, which became a calling card for visitors to Fort Collins.
After sleeping until six in the morning, Mountain Time, both of them were well rested. “This will do for a few days until we find something more long term, don’t you think?” asked Hunter. Mac walked through the room and looked out of the windows overlooking the well-kept craftsman-style homes in the surrounding neighborhood.
“I love it,” she replied. “It feels like we’re staying at a friend’s house. Look at this neighborhood. It’s gorgeous.” She pulled back the sheers to allow Hunter a look. He wrapped his arm around her as they both stared down through the oak trees.
“I like it too, but it’s a little small for us long term,” said Hunter. “We’ll spend the day considering our other options.”
“Since you have to go into Denver, I wanna take you out to Breckenridge to see my parents’ place. It’s a secluded, romantic mountain paradise.”
Yesterday afternoon, while waiting for Mac to finish up with Dr. Gene, her new pal, Hunter had studied the map and routes to Breckenridge. At a hundred and forty miles, commuting was out of the question to Fort Collins. It was about eighty miles from downtown Denver, which would be manageable for what he had in mind.
“Romantic? Yeah, come on, let’s check it out. Do you have the keys?” asked Hunter.
“No, but Dad’s realtor in Breckenridge has a set. They don’t rent it out, but the real estate firm takes care of the property while my folks are away. You know, winterize it, open it up for spring, things like that.”
Hunter hugged her tight. “We’ll make a day of it. First, we’ll swing by the FBI field office and then we’ll head into the mountains to see the sights. I’ve never been outside of Denver, so I think I’ll enjoy it.”
The two dressed casually for their day of exploration. Hunter had already phoned Carl Sanders, the special agent in charge of the Denver office. He was glad to have the help and needed to bring Hunter up to speed on a group of terrorists they’d been tracking from LA to Las Vegas. They’d received information from the NSA and were prepared to issue a credible threat alert for the Denver Metroplex.
The two found Bindle Coffee, a local coffee shop, and fueled their bodies with a specialty brew from Kenya. A couple of Jenn Webb’s pastries and they were off to the Stapleton neighborhood of North Denver, where the FBI offices were located.
During the ride, Mac caught Hunter up on the news. “Well, the Olympics got started without a hitch. Security was tight and there were no incidents except for some protestors complaining about the President’s hijacking, their word, not mine, of the Olympic Games from South Korea.”
“Honestly,” started Hunter. “I questioned the reasoning for moving the Games. North Korea is always saber-rattling. That’s how they get attention and concessions. They pitch a fit, make a few threats, and fire off a few rockets into the Sea of Japan, and then the world throws money at them, hoping they’ll behave. This situation was no different.”
“The President thought the Games would be in danger of an attack,” said Mac.
“Of course, there is always that threat. But listen, China has their thumb on the DPRK. It would’ve been fine. I think he was grasping for a political feather.”
“I’m sure. Speaking of the President, he’s been forced to acknowledge the growing threat of the plague spreading. News reports from Europe following the chancellor’s funeral service reported the spread.”
“Do they talk numbers?” asked Hunter as he exited from Interstate 25 onto I-270 towards Stapleton.
“No, not really. There are cases in London, Berlin, Paris, and Madrid. Most major cities are seeing an increase in patients. I should be getting an update from Janie within the hour.”
“What about the President? What’s he saying?” asked Hunter.
“He’s planning on addressing the issue in a couple of days in a press conference. In the meantime, his poll numbers are up. He’s cruising to re-election.”
“In three hundred feet, turn right,” announced the Defender’s onboard navigation.
“That is so cool,” said Mac with a chuckle. “I love the British accent.”
Hunter followed the GPS to the FBI offices, passing Home Depot, Walmart, and Sam’s Club along the way.
As he parked the truck, Mac received a text message. She checked the time. “She just got out of the daily briefing. She needs me to call in seven minutes. Must be important.”
“Okay, I won’t be long. Tell her hello.”
Hunter left the Defender running and Mac confirmed the call by text. She made a quick call to Slifer Smith & Frampton in Breckenridge to advise them of her schedule. She’d texted her mother last night to make the arrangements. The broker offered to drive them up to Quandary Peak, but Mac assured him that she knew the way.
Mac placed the call to Janie and the two spoke for fifteen minutes. Janie couldn’t talk longer, so Mac was unable to fill her in on the details of the Fort Collins facility. There were dozens of new cases in all of the southern border states. The news would probably break in the next twenty-four hours and Dr. Spielman was now drafting a press release concerning a possible outbreak.
Mac was incredulous at first, but then she sat back and listened to SiriusXM 76, the Symphony channel. The CDC was finally reacting and there was no reason to fire her. Dr. Spielman knew what was coming, but his hands were tied.
Then Mac considered the opportunity in front of her. Dr. Matta had promised her unlimited resources, top-notch staff, and her own lab. At the CDC, she was restricted by protocols, hierarchy, and the ever-present D-Bag.
As Hunter jogged down the sidewalk toward the vehicle, she admired the best perk of all—the man she loved.
 



Chapter 27
Day Thirty-Eight
Quandary Peak
Breckenridge, Colorado
 
“Man, this is the place!” exclaimed Hunter as they exited the realtor’s office, keys in hand. “The skies are blue; the air is clean and crisp. Seriously, Mac. Right?”
Mac marveled at his boyish enthusiasm. She’d visited a few times with her parents, but it was always during the winter for ski season. Mac wasn’t much of a ski bunny, but she did enjoy hanging out in the ski lodge with a hot toddy. The population of Breckenridge more than quadrupled during the winter, so seeing the sparsely filled streets was a bit surprising to her. But she had to agree with Hunter on the atmosphere, both in terms of the surroundings and the weather. It was idyllic.
“I know, but wait until we get to the top of Quandary Peak,” replied Mac as she strolled down the sidewalk next to Hunter, her arm wrapped in his. “The elevation here in town is just over nine thousand, compared to five thousand feet in Denver. Our place is at the tree line—over eleven thousand feet.”
Hunter looked up toward the rocky peaks, which rose high above the town. “I have an honest question.”
“Okay.”
“Can the plague bacteria live in the high altitudes or winter temperatures like here in Breckenridge?”
Mac looked Hunter in the eye, impressed with his thought process. “I see what you’re thinking,” she responded. “Being specific, we’re dealing with the Madagascar strain, a country that has altitudes over nine thousand feet, similar to here. In nature, animal and human infections are not predominant year-round, but rather during the so-called plague season in Madagascar. In the high plateau, that’s October to March, comparable to our summer. In the coastal regions, plague season is between July and November, similar to winter here. Altitude has no effect.”
“What about temps?” asked Hunter.
“Y. pestis likes a nice warm host, like mammals. As for the longevity of the bacteria on foreign surfaces, there is a benefit to being in a colder climate. The life outside of a host is reduced by as much as half below forty degrees.”
Hunter unlocked the Defender and opened the door for Mac. She smiled at him, truly enjoying his gentlemanly way. She often wondered what happened to manners nowadays. When did people stop opening doors for a lady? Or give up a bus seat for the elderly? Or cover their mouth when they sneezed and coughed?
“I want us to plan our weekends up here if we get any time off,” said Hunter as he drove higher into the mountains to the south of Breckenridge. “I think this would be a great place to chill, even for a day.”
“Turn right about a mile ahead,” said Mac.
“How do you know? There wasn’t a sign.”
“I recognized McCullough Gulch back there. It’s supposed to be a great hiking trail, but I’ve never seen it in the summer. There, on the right. Blue Lakes Road. That’s us.”
Hunter abruptly slowed the Defender, looking in his rearview mirror to make sure he didn’t get run over by the Jeep following them. He made the turn and the road turned into a mountainous gravel-pothole mix.
“Are you taking me to the place where they ate each other that winter in the eighteen hundreds?” asked Hunter.
“No, that was Donner Pass, in northern Nevada. I just want to point out, half of those people survived that trip because they ate the others.”
“C’mon, Mac!” squalled Hunter. “We’ll never eat people.”
“Don’t be so sure,” said Mac. “You never know what you’ll do to survive.”
Hunter kept driving higher up the terrain until the trees stopped on the right side of the rise, where the elevation rose to a rocky peak.
“I take it that’s Quandary Peak,” he said, leaning forward so that his head was near the windshield. “Solid rock.”
“It is, but rock slides can be a problem. The road was built to meander along the tree line until it ends at Blue Lakes.”
“Whoa!” Hunter slammed on the brakes and slid on the gravel to a stop. A family of white mountain goats hopped across the road, emerging out of the tree line and up the mountainous cliff. “Look at that billy! He’s huge!” The male goat was in no hurry as he crossed the road, providing the Defender a brief look.
“Oh, yeah. I forgot to tell you. Watch out for the goats. They were here first.”
Hunter allowed them to pass and he drove forward until a driveway appeared on the left.
“Turn here,” said Mac. “In the winter, we have to park at the top of the hill and ride snowmobiles back and forth to our vehicles.”
“Snowmobiles?” asked Hunter, receiving a nod from Mac. “Sweet.”
“You’re like an overgrown kid,” muttered Mac as she looked over the side of the ridge toward Blue Lakes, which was a couple of lakes connected by a creek.
“I am, and this is my kind of playground,” Hunter quipped.
The driveway opened up to a clearing and a beautiful lodge-style log cabin set on the edge of a ridge overlooking the lake to the west and the valley toward the east. As they exited the truck, Hunter looked in all directions and didn’t see another house.
“Do you have neighbors?”
“Just one, back by the highway. My parents bought this place because it had been grandfathered in before the Summit County building regulations prevented further construction up here.”
“Why did they halt construction?” asked Hunter.
“Well, it was part conservation and part rock slide,” replied Mac. “The lake and the surrounding area became part of a hiking trail frequented by people around the world. Quandary Peak is a well-known fourteener.”
“A fourteener?” quizzed Hunter.
“Yeah. The peaks around here rise to over fourteen thousand feet above sea level and have been called fourteeners by avid hikers,” replied Mac. “Anyway, Summit County decided the beauty of the trailhead was paramount to the construction of more homes. But really, the rocks are an issue.”
Hunter turned around to look toward Quandary Peak, which was barely visible above the tall pine trees. “Aren’t you worried about the rocks?”
“We’ve never had an incident here at the house. The road gets blocked from time to time, especially in the spring as the snow melts. But the packed winter snow maintains the mountain in the winter. Over a hundred inches of snow falls here from November through April. The peak shows for a brief period in the summer but is completely covered with snow as early as September.”
Mac led Hunter to the front door and opened it, revealing a beautiful all-wood interior. The home, made of post and beam construction, was two stories plus a basement. A loft was built into the A-frame roof line, providing additional bedrooms. Windows filled the southern exposure overlooking the valley. A massive two-story stone fireplace split the room in half—dining on the left and living space on the right.
“Very impressive, Mac. Your parents have a fantastic spot.”
“Thanks. Come on, I’ll show you around.”
The home had four bedrooms and four full baths. The entire basement was devoted to storage. As Hunter followed Mac around, his mind raced at the possibilities. Mac’s parents had provided him just what the doctor ordered.
 



Chapter 28
Day Thirty-Nine
DTRA/CIA Facility
Fort Collins
 
It was Mac’s first day on the job and she was anxious to get started. After receiving a lecture from Agent Surrey for not checking her sidearm at the front door, Mac began to set up her office and unpacked her research. She’d just settled in when her cell phone rang. It was Dr. Walter Latham, her former microbiology professor at Northwestern, who had been analyzing the Y. pestis samples and data to determine what molecular changes had occurred to make it antibiotic resistant. They spoke briefly and then Mac asked if he could call her back via Skype. She wanted to gather her new associates to hear his findings.
Dr. Matta and Dr. Gene gathered in the only conference room in the facility that also had a large monitor that was enabled for Skype. Dr. Latham, the consummate showboat professor, relished the opportunity to lecture via virtual classroom to his former student and her peers. After everything was set up, Dr. Latham began.
“First, my apologies to you, Mac, for the lengthy time our analysis has taken. Twelve days is an eternity when dealing with a rare bird like this one. On the one hand, the scientist responsible for this groundbreaking genetic modification should be applauded. However, that same scientist should be drawn and quartered. This is an abomination and violates all laws of medicine and humanity. It is the perfect killer.”
Dr. Latham turned to his old-school chalkboard and wrote NDM-1 in large letters and circled it. His face grew grim as he began.
“NDM-1, New Delhi metallo-lactamase-1. Alone, as an enzyme, it does not cause disease. However, it has the potential to change the characteristics of bacteria to make them resistant to antibiotics. My apologies for stating the obvious as I go along here, especially with a fellow geneticist in the room, but it helps this old prof keep his train on the tracks.”
Mac and her associates laughed. Dr. Latham was getting on in years, but his energy was obvious. “Absolutely, Professor Latham, the floor is yours,” said Mac to her former mentor.
“NDM-1 was first isolated in a Swedish patient of Indian origin who travelled to his native country back in 2009. Nothing was known about this enzyme, and in spite of their best efforts, scientists in India were unable to track its origin.”
Dr. Matta interjected, “Professor, I am familiar with the background of NDM-1. Following this patient zero, there were more cases in the United Kingdom, Asia and Croatia, where NDM-1 was found in a variety of diseases, including E. coli, pneumonia, and staph. All of those patients had become ill while visiting India. Interestingly, they were treated, declared cured of their respective illnesses, and released. The NDM-1 bacteria festered in their bodies for some time before causing their death.”
“Yes, your recollection is on target,” added Dr. Latham. “I’ve researched this as our findings began to focus on this possibility. The NDM-1 changed the genetic makeup of the common diseases you mentioned and greatly increased their incubation periods.”
“This explains the fact that the patients were released from treatment without the attending physicians being aware of the festering bacteria within their bodies,” said Mac.
“Exactly. Since ’09, NDM-1 has become widespread in India and has been detected in more than seventy countries worldwide. By the way, and Dr. Matta may be aware of this, the Indian government’s Health Ministry was furious with the label placed upon this enzyme. Some politicians complained the use of New Delhi was malicious propaganda and blamed United States multinational corporations for engaging in a campaign to malign Indian health programs. None of that mattered, and the abbreviated name, NDM-1, became used throughout the medical community.”
Dr. Matta laughed. “I remember this as well. The Association of Physicians initially registered its complaints until several physicians studied NDM-1 and found the initial findings to be accurate. This enzyme was of Indian origin, but now it resides across the planet.”
“And it resides in your strain of the plague, Mac,” added a solemn Dr. Latham. The room grew quiet as his words soaked in. “Some incredibly talented, yet highly irresponsible scientist, has married Y. pestis to NDM-1. Our findings are conclusive.”
The silence was deafening, and then suddenly, all three doctors began to pepper the good professor with questions as if their collective mindset erupted all at once.
“How did it cross over to the bacterium?”
“What accounts for the incubation period?”
“What antibiotics do we use?”
“Yes, can it be defeated?”
Dr. Latham began to laugh. “Mac, does this bring back memories for you, young lady?”
“Yes, it does. Professor, you used to admonish us to allow you to finish your lecture before Q & A. I take it the rules still apply?”
“Indeed they do. Let me go back. Because NDM-1 changes the characteristics of Y. pestis, it causes the bacteria to produce an enzyme that neutralizes the activity of the antibiotics commonly used to fight pneumonic plague—streptomycin, gentamicin, and even the last resorts, colistin and carbapenems. Carbapenem is mostly used for bacterial infections such as E. coli and K. pneumonia, but they’ve been experimented with on Y. pestis as well.
“Let me mention further, NDM-1 is different from MRSA, associated with staph bacteria. You are aware that MRSA has been in the news lately as the new superbug. MRSA is gram-positive whereas NDM-1 is gram-negative, making it the perfect partner to the gram-negative Y. pestis. The geneticist who created this coupling intertwined the DNA of these two gram-negative strains into a single organism.”
“Professor, how have we missed this with our own analysis at the CDC?” asked Mac.
“Honestly, Mac, and this has nothing to do with you in particular, but the operations of the CDC in general. They are under tremendous pressure from the media, the public, and governmental officials to provide answers in a crisis. This analysis took an extraordinary amount of time under the circumstances.”
“Why?” asked Dr. Matta.
“We study Y. pestis in a general, nutrient-rich media, but its growth rate is slower than most other bacteria. Therefore, its presence may be masked by other organisms that replicate faster. Dr. Gene, as you are aware, the bipolar appearance of the cells following the Wright staining process is not unique to Y. pestis.”
Dr. Gene turned his chair to address Mac and Dr. Latta. “That’s true. Other gram-negative organisms can exhibit the same staining characteristic. As a result, the severity of Y. pestis is often underestimated and misdiagnosed. In this case, the NDM-1 hid within the Y. pestis strain, am I correct, Professor?”
“Head of the class, Dr. Gene,” said the Professor.
“As Mac pointed out earlier, the NDM-1 DNA does two things. First, it increases the pneumonic plague incubation period. From what I gather from Mac’s notes, it appears to have doubled from four days to nearly eight. This creates a deadly and undetectable killer.”
“How do we take it down, Professor?” asked Dr. Gene.
Dr. Latham sighed and sat in the chair in front of his computer so that his face filled the screen of the monitor. “Under ordinary circumstances, the treatment for the pneumonic plague is hit or miss. There is no vaccine. Survival rates are very low, as you know, because patients must be treated in the early hours of infection. With the introduction of NDM-1 to the genetic markers of Y. pestis, you have a disease created by horizontal gene transfer that is incurable. Even if you find a cure, NDM-1 will produce enzymes to fight the antibiotic that seeks to destroy its beloved Y. pestis partner.”
“Are you saying that even if we find a cure, NDM-1 will modify the pneumonic plague to resist it?” asked Mac.
“Yes,” replied Dr. Latham. “This new strain of pneumonic plague will never have an effective, long-lasting cure. Therefore, it will never cease to exist.”
Mac leaned back in her chair and looked around the room. “The only way to stop it is to let it run out of hosts.”
Everyone nodded in agreement. They had a consensus. Class was dismissed.
 



Chapter 29
Day Thirty-Nine
Newport Lofts
Las Vegas
 
Hassan smiled as his brothers enjoyed the company of the American women around the rooftop pool at Newport Lofts in downtown Las Vegas. One block from the famed Las Vegas Strip and eye-level to the Stratosphere, the ISIS cell created here in 2008 began buying up the foreclosed condominium units for pennies on the dollar when the real estate market crashed. For over a decade, ISIS jihadists lived and worked in Las Vegas, obtaining positions within the numerous casinos, restaurants, and entertainment venues, which hosted fifty million visitors per year from around the globe.
He wanted to entertain his top lieutenants with the sinful women of Nevada, the best money could buy. For tomorrow, six hundred operatives would walk down Las Vegas Boulevard and throughout the Fremont Street District, randomly spraying their perfume atomizers with a new scent, one that would be legendary.
While the party was progressing, Hassan avoided looking at the nude women splashing in the pool. He loved his wife and family and had every intention of bringing them to America when this was over. He would be hailed as a hero amongst his people. Hassan, unlike the men behind him indulging in the infidels’ guilty pleasures, would not die at the hands of this deadly disease. He planned to survive and raise the flag of Allah over the White House.
But first, there was a disciplinary action to attend to. He walked quietly to the elevator and went down one floor to the spacious penthouse that was reserved for top-ranking ISIS leaders when they traveled to the U.S. under temporary visas.
Years ago, top American attorneys were hired by ISIS, through a surrogate, to research the H-2 temporary visa program. While the U.S. government focused so much attention on border security, the Mexican border was actually the least serious vulnerability in the American immigration system.
For decades dating back to the 1990s, most of the illegal population entering the country crossed the southern border. Today, the vast majority of illegal aliens were in violation of their temporary visas. From 2009 to 2016, the number of nonimmigrant, temporary visas grew by nearly eighty percent. At the same time, overstayers, as they were called by ICE, increased dramatically as the government virtually stopped enforcement of their visa deadlines.
Attorneys for the ISIS surrogates learned to craft language on the applications that insured acceptance into the H-2 program. Jobs were awaiting the ISIS operatives and their leadership team upon getting settled in their new homes. So were professionally created false identifications.
The leadership team was treated like royalty upon their arrival and provided the finest in accommodations. With the eclectic mix of visitors to Las Vegas, a Middle Eastern male hardly stood out in the crowd of millions.
Hassan didn’t know the operative he was about to discipline. For thirty days, ISIS had maintained complete social media silence, which as they suspected, unnerved the watchers, like America’s NSA. The tactic had proven effective as ISIS families moved into hiding and its operatives took up their positions for the Final Jihad.
All of this changed two days ago when one of the Las Vegas faithful published a video to Telegram, a cloud-based instant messaging service used by ISIS around the world to coordinate and synchronize operations. The transmissions could be encrypted and scheduled to destruct at a given time. Its cloud-based technology enabled it to be accessed from multiple devices and platforms. Simply put, Telegram was a terrorist’s dream.
Hassan calmly entered the spacious, two-story living space with windows that rose from floor to ceiling. About a mile away, the roller coaster spun around the top of the Stratosphere in the foreground of the millions of glistening lights twinkling on the casino hotels.
The operative, a young man who had been recruited and radicalized in the local mosque, had been a loyal, capable addition to the caliphate. His mistake, however, could upend the entire operation. Fortunately for the operation, the video was treated as another propaganda tool by a lone wolf, and although local authorities were treating it as a credible threat, their focus was on airport security. Since 9/11, the Americans had zeroed in on airplanes as the primary method of jihad. ISIS, on the other hand, had moved on from this method many years ago.
“You prepared a very nice video, Mohammed,” started Hassan, referring to the name the young man, Devontae Harrison, had adopted when he converted to the Muslim religion. “However, you produced it without the consent or knowledge of any of your superiors.”
The video, featuring the Las Vegas Strip, showcased clips of ISIS utilizing its weaponry in Syria and Iraq, followed by scenes depicting New York’s Times Square and Las Vegas. Using his own voice, young Devontae called for lone-wolf attacks against the infidels and death to America.
“I meant no harm, brother,” begged the young man, who immediately began to shed tears. He’d been held against his will for nearly three hours and had wet himself, fearful of his unknown punishment.
Hassan walked around his chair as his trusted lieutenants, Abbud Omar and Hamza Ahmed, who had traveled with him from the Middle East to Caracas, Venezuela, to Las Vegas, stepped back out of his way. Another operative, a high-ranking member of the Las Vegas cell stood to the side as well.
“You call for attacks upon America, Mohammed,” continued Hassan. “Are you prepared to die for Allah? Do you live to die, like your brothers?”
“Yes! Yes! I hope to find the seventy-two virgin maidens that await me. I want to please Allah, and you!”
Hassan nodded and pulled a handgun out of his waistband, causing the tears to roll off the young man’s cheeks as he squirmed in his chair.
“You will die for Allah, but as a hero, not the traitor I see before me. You created this video for your own benefit and attention, not for the Caliphate.”
The young man continued to beg. “I will redeem myself. I will do as you please. I want vindication.”
Hassan motioned for the local operative to join them. He turned his attention to the man and asked, “May I leave this man in your charge and the responsibility to carry out the task that is required?”
“You can, brother,” the man responded.
Hassan rubbed the barrel of the gun against Devontae’s cheek and along the back of his head. He whispered in his ear, “We will give you this opportunity for redemption, but if you fail, you and your family will never find peace.”
“Yes, yes! I will succeed!”
“In two days, there will be a concert at the Thomas & Mack Center. The Americans in attendance are the young—the innocents—the children of the infidels. You will be awaiting them as they come out, full of life and joy after ingesting their hideous Western culture. There you’ll stand, prepared to do Allah’s will. You will redeem yourself, accepting your virgins, and strike fear into the souls of the infidels of this city.”
Hassan walked over to Abbud and whispered in his ear. Devontae would be provided a bomb to detonate, but not one using shrapnel. This bomb would exude a fine mist, enough to spread through the hallways of the arena for an hour to be inhaled by all who passed through it—who would then deliver the bomb to their family, friends, and all whom they came in contact with—until they died of the plague.
 



Chapter 30
Day Thirty-Nine
Quandary Peak
Breckenridge, Colorado
 
When Mac called Hunter and told him that she planned on working late with the new information given to her by Dr. Latham, his first thought was no time to get prepared like the present. He wasn’t sure what Mac would think of the arsenal he’d requisitioned. After she’d proven herself capable of handling a weapon in Guatemala City, Hunter had discussed her weapons training background with Mac. Although her skills were more than adequate with handguns and the use of the paintball version of an AR-15, there were more options available to them.
Despite Hunter’s security credentials, including those newly issued to him by the bureau, purchasing large quantities of ammunition in Walmart would draw unnecessary scrutiny. Nerves were still raw in the Denver area since the mass shooting at the theater in Aurora years ago. The shooter, James Holmes, had amassed an arsenal in his apartment, including explosives.
Hunter planned to create a par level of a thousand rounds per weapon, at a minimum. As he left the FBI field offices, his newly assigned partner, John Taylor, helped carry the weapons to the truck and load them in the back. He confided in Taylor what his intentions were, and not surprisingly, Taylor admitted he’d done something similar.
The two men shared an uneasy feeling about the potential demise of America, although it was for different reasons. Taylor had his own theories about the collapse of the power grid due to a cyber attack or an electromagnetic pulse from a nuclear weapon. Hunter outwardly agreed with Taylor about those two possibilities, but privately, knew this plague bacteria was about to explode.
He had this feeling for weeks, but he didn’t want to share his fears with Mac because he didn’t want to tamp down her enthusiasm for finding the cause of the disease or a potential cure. After their phone conversation earlier, it was clear that the cause was known and it was more lethal than either he or Mac imagined. Now, Hunter had to get ready for the inevitable and allow Mac the peace of mind to do her job—seeking a cure for the incurable, as she put it.
Taylor and Hunter agreed to meet again in the morning to analyze the intel on the Las Vegas terrorist cell that appeared to be planning an attack. The video that appeared on Telegram was typical of their propaganda material disseminated in the past. However, captured phone conversations by the NSA indicated that the cell was preparing for a meeting for today of top lieutenants on the watch list. Enhanced security had been ordered for Times Square and Las Vegas. Tomorrow, Taylor and Hunter would review the phone call transcripts for clues as to what they were planning.
Hunter immediately drove over to Walmart, where he purchased a few dozen boxes of double-ought buckshot for the Remington shotguns. He also purchased two hundred rounds of NATO 7.62 rounds, which could be used in both the Smith & Wesson M&P10 rifles chambered in .308 and the Browning X-Bolt Eclipse hunting rifle. He’d made sure that the long rifles could accommodate a common caliber to provide him the versatility he hoped for after things went south.
Likewise, the handguns he chose for them both were compatible with the Sig Sauer P320s they’d brought with them on the plane. He opted for the P320 Nitron subcompact for concealed-carry situations, which Hunter deemed to be from this point forward.
Mac had no problem carrying the full-size Sig on her belt when traveling from the inn to the lab, but Hunter would insist upon her using the Nitron in the future everywhere they went. Her CIA-issued credentials gave her the necessary concealed-carry permit acceptable to Colorado law enforcement officials.
As he drove to Breckenridge, his mind wandered from checklist item to checklist item. His inability to purchase ammunition in bulk was a real problem. There simply wasn’t sufficient time to shop in random Walmart locations and buy a few hundred rounds of ammo at a time. He also had to purchase other types of provisions, namely food, medical supplies, and other survival gear that he’d made notes of in his cell phone for weeks.
Hunter applied a common-sense approach to what he considered the inevitable—he and Mac hunkering down somewhere as the plague pandemic burned itself out. There were so many things to consider that eventually he started making lists in the Notes app of his iPhone. This list began to grow as he considered everyday activities from the time they woke up until they slept. Simple things like showering, brushing teeth, and preparing meals.
Then he considered the fact that it wouldn’t be safe to go out to grocery stores or the mall or even the sidewalk in front of your house. It quickly became overwhelming, hence the need for lists. Without Mac’s knowledge of his concerns, Hunter became borderline obsessive as he considered everything they’d need to survive on their own.
As he drove alone to Breckenridge, he wondered when he’d broach the subject with her. At some point, the two of them would return to Quandary Peak and a basement full of beans, Band-Aids, and bullets. What am I gonna say?
 



Chapter 31
Day Thirty-Nine
Edwards House
Fort Collins, Colorado
 
Mac was stretched out on the bed, propped up on pillows against the headboard. She was surrounded by files, printed documents, and her MacBook. She was anxious to share the details of her day with Hunter, yet she was already preparing for her day tomorrow.
Dr. Gene and his wife took Mac to dinner at The Melting Pot, a restaurant chain known for their fondue meals, which Mac’s parents frequented when they visited her in Atlanta. She enjoyed their conversation and the opportunity to bond with her new associate. They’d be spending a lot of time in the lab as they searched for solutions to Dr. Latham’s revelations.
She and Janie had just finished up a phone call where they traded notes. Baggett had issued a lockdown directive on information concerning the spread of the plague bacteria. The President’s Chief of Staff ordered the CDC to clear all public statements through the White House communications director. Their stated purpose was to prevent a panic by the American people until all of the information was available. They wanted to prevent the media from running their news stories on speculation and unnamed sources.
Janie said the team missed Mac and they felt like a ship without a captain. Mac’s position could not be filled because of the hiring freeze placed upon the CDC and all similar governmental agencies by the President. Baggett was handling Mac’s administrative duties and Janie was in charge of team morale. Nobody knew of their continued conversations and trading of information.
The better part of their phone call dealt with NDM-1. The women agreed that Janie would reveal the hypothesis of Dr. Latham to the CDC and take full credit for commissioning the study. Mac was not interested in accolades, only solutions.
Tomorrow, Mac was going to contact Dr. Ava Leigh, a professor at Georgia Tech. She was the director of the Center for Research in Medicine and Healthcare who had developed a complex biological-behavioral computer model to help public policy makers choose the best intervention strategies to contain infectious disease outbreaks.
Prompted by the 2016 Zika virus outbreak and using the recent outbreaks of SARS, H1N1, and Ebola to create real-world models, Dr. Leigh created ASSURE. Plugging in additional data beyond the epi curve created by Mac, such as response time, geographic location of the outbreak, transportation availability, and local culture, ASSURE not only provided a realistic look at the potential spread of a disease, but it also went into great detail on how to contain it.
Mac was poring over her notes in order to furnish the ASSURE software all the details at her disposal, when Hunter arrived. Mac was landlocked by documents and couldn’t stand to greet him.
“Hi there,” she said with a laugh when he came in. “I’d offer you a seat, but, alas, the sofa-slash-bed-slash-home-office is occupied.”
Hunter grinned and leaned in for a kiss. “That’s all this weary traveler needs for the moment, and a beer, of course. Do you want one?”
“Yes, please. I couldn’t get up. How was your day?”
“Methodical, how’s that? With Project Artemis, I wasn’t involved on the analytic side of things. Jablonik would call us into Fort Belvoir, he’d give us our assignments, and we’d go do. These guys wanna look at it, talk about it, and then look at it some more. It’s boring and, well, methodical.”
Hunter popped the top on the Budweisers and handed one to Mac in exchange for another kiss. He kicked off his shoes and pulled the desk chair over to their bed.
“I’m sorry, honey. I know you want to shoot at people and blow things up and stuff.” Mac was mocking him and gave him quite the pout on her lips. This cheered Hunter up and he started laughing.
“You know, there’s a lot on my mind, and honestly, it all revolves around you,” said Hunter.
“As well it should. You’re learning faster than my other boyfriends.”
“What other boyfriends?” he asked.
“None, I’m just kidding. Listen, I wish you could hang out with me all day, but what we do is not that different than a G-man’s daily routine. There’s a whole lotta lookin’ and talkin’ about it.”
Hunter took another gulp of beer.
Mac sensed that he was troubled, so she continued. “I’ll admit this information from Dr. Latham is not good news. We can’t give up, Hunter. Not that long ago, there was no way to combat polio or the deadly smallpox virus. Now we have vaccines for both.”
“But no cure for either, right?”
“Yes, that’s true. Tetanus, rabies, whooping cough, and measles are other examples.”
“Are you going to focus on a vaccine?” asked Hunter.
“Both, actually. There are some brilliant minds here to help me. Dr. Latham will continue to use his resources and Janie is going to be our mole at the CDC. This is what we do—find solutions.”
Hunter smiled at her, but she couldn’t detect what he was thinking until he added, “I’m afraid we’re running out of time.”
 



Chapter 32
Day Thirty-Nine
Valley Kids Day Care Center
Glendale, California
 
“I don’t know what else to do, Mrs. Alvarez,” said Joan Davis, the director of the Valley Kids Day Care Center, to the mother of twin four-year-old boys who’d become ill as the day progressed. The mother had dropped them off earlier in the day, and now they were both coughing and sneezing.
After further discussion, the women hung up the phone and Davis turned to her associate director of the facility that cared for three hundred children from age six months through four. “She’s an attorney and will be tied up in immigration court until noon. The earliest she can pick the kids up is 1:00.”
“Well,” started the associate director, “they don’t have a fever that places them within our sick-child policy yet. Anything over one hundred one degrees requires mandatory pickup and the children are just below that. There’s been no vomiting or diarrhea, only the cough.”
“Persistent?” asked Davis, referring to the technical term used in their day care’s sick policy.
“You know, Joan, I could argue that it’s sporadic. The kids are playing with the other children just fine. But as a precaution, I think we should require a doctor’s note for them to return tomorrow. There’s some kind of flu bug going around that I heard about in the news.”
“Yeah, better safe than sorry, right?” added Davis. She glanced down at her watch. “Oh, look at the time. Let’s head over to the cafeteria and get ready. Those four-year-olds will be ready for their chicken nuggets and fries.”
“Finger foods, perfect for throwing at one another.”
In the next thirty minutes, the four-year-old Alvarez twins took their sporadic coughs and sneezes into the cafeteria of the Valley Kids Day Center to enjoy their chicken nuggets and fries, followed by three hundred other children, all of whom would systematically pass the plague bacteria from one to another, and then to their families, and to playmates in their neighborhoods.
 



Chapter 33
Day Forty
White House Press Briefing
Executive Office Building
Washington, DC
 
Steven Sandoval, the White House press secretary, stood at the podium for what had been commonly referred to as the White House press beating, rather than briefing.
A reporter pressed Sandoval on the immigration issues. “Steven, the United Nations has issued a directive asking the President to formally commit to accepting ten thousand refugees a year that are relatives of those who’ve already entered the country. In the past, the President has accommodated the United Nations’ requests, but since the election campaign has heated up, he’s appeared to take a harder stance.”
Sandoval provided the scripted response he’d given dozens of times over the last two weeks. “We’ve received the suggestion from the UN. While we sympathize with those who wish to reunite with their family members, the U.S. is unable to become any more generous in this regard than we’ve already been.”
He continued. “America has a rich history of welcoming those who are forced to flee oppression or unstable political climates. It has always been this administration’s policy to do the right thing. The President has personally met countless refugees who’ve suffered unnecessarily as a result of being separated from close family members. He further recognizes that the pain of separation continues to be an obstacle to their successful integration into the American way of life.”
The reporter from Telemundo continued to question Sandoval. “Isn’t it true that the President has expressed concern about the plague disease that has stricken Southern Europe? And that it has impacted his decision?”
“No,” replied Sandoval. “The decision by the President is strictly a matter of immigration policy.”
The reporter forced the issue despite Sandoval’s attempts to call on another member of the press pool. “In the United States, cases of the plague are now being reported throughout New Mexico and El Paso, primarily in the Hispanic and immigrant population. Isn’t the President’s change in policy a signal to the world that America is closing her borders to immigrants out of fear of introducing the plague bacteria?”
Sandoval hesitated, which spoke volumes to the members of the press corps. Steven Sandoval was never at a loss for words and a quick response to a testy question. He cherished opportunities like the exchange with the Telemundo reporter. However, his pause reflected his inability to come up with a politically sanitized lie.
“No, it’s just the administration’s policy. Next question. Dan Eggen, Washington Post.”
“Today, Microsoft founder Bill Gates penned an op-ed in our publication warning about the threat of a man-made pandemic. He recently echoed that sentiment at the Munich Security Conference when he said a genetically engineered virus is capable of killing more people than nuclear weapons. Would you care to comment on Mr. Gates’s remarks?”
Sandoval responded, “The President has every confidence in the CDC and USAMRIID to detect any possible disease threats to our nation. He further trusts the Department of Homeland Security to protect our borders. The plague bacteria has spread in parts of Central America and Europe. Rest assured that we are monitoring those situations and reacting accordingly.”
Eggen continued to stand and asked, “A follow-up, sir?”
“Sure, go ahead,” said Sandoval.
“Sir, senior sources at the CDC and DHS have told us that not only are we ignoring the potential threat the plague bacteria poses, but we are, and I quote, woefully unprepared for a widespread outbreak.”
Sandoval had been in the business of political communications for two decades. He had a nose for determining the direction the mainstream media was taking in their coverage of the news. The press had the ability to stifle and bury a newsworthy story, but they also had the power to create one.
In this moment, Sandoval realized that the word plague would be on the tips of every American’s tongue by the end of the day.
 



Chapter 34
Day Forty
FBI Field Office
Denver
 
Hunter and his new partner were following the leads provided to them by the NSA. Taylor had worked in DC prior to requesting this assignment in the Denver Field Office. While in Washington, he conducted counterintelligence investigations for the FBI. As the two men sifted through phone records and studied security camera footage, Taylor explained the process that led them to locating these particular unsubs—unknown subjects of interest.
“Hunter, I can attest to the fact that obtaining an FISA warrant involves too many layers of approval to be granted without strong evidence in support of the request,” Taylor had said earlier in the day. “The CIA and Homeland Security must have a pretty good idea that these guys are connected to the ISIS operatives being smuggled into the country.”
The FISA warrant allowed the unmasking of communications between the resident imam of the Denver Islamic Society and his counterpart in Las Vegas. Through coordination with the Las Vegas Police Department, who had the most extensive video surveillance capability of any city in the world when the casino hotels were added to the mix, a vehicle with New Mexico plates had been identified as warranting further scrutiny.
The vehicle was rented in Las Cruces about the time that the operatives would have been entering the country. The rental contract was issued to a man with a valid driver’s license and insurance documents. However, he’d died four years ago. The tags were run through the state databases of Arizona, California, and Nevada to determine the group’s movements.
The car was seen at the Masjid Ibrahim mosque in Las Vegas, whose imam had an extensive conversation with someone at a mosque in Denver during that time frame. Last night, a Colorado Highway Patrol officer’s grill-cam recorded this vehicle traveling eastbound on Interstate 70 near Grand Junction. In the last two weeks, the same vehicle was spotted in the vicinity of mosques in Tucson, Phoenix, Los Angeles, and Las Vegas.
The FISA warrant, obtained under the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act, revealed coordinated phone calls between the people on the FBI’s targeted watch list and the religious leaders of the mosques. The activity allowed the unmasking of the names with local ties and the Denver Field Office was now on high alert.
The debate among the agents related to possible targets, timing, and the need to warn the public. Colorado’s Homeland Security Department listed nearly thirteen hundred sites statewide as potential terrorist targets. When the list was leaked to the media, something that infuriated Special Agent in Charge Sanders, local politicians decried the location list as grossly inflated. Even law enforcement officials criticized the list as requiring them to foster their assets to an abundance of unusual or out-of-place locations.
The national media had a field day with the list as well. A petting zoo as well as an annual mule day parade was included. For the most part, however, the list included cultural sites, places related to governmental functions, banking, and utilities. Local law enforcement didn’t have sufficient personnel to cover all of the locations, so it was up to the FBI to monitor the unsub’s activities to ascertain a more credible, specific threat.
Matters were complicated by the media’s feeding frenzy over yesterday’s press conference in which the White House press secretary was accused of fumbling questions related to the spread of the plague bacteria to the United States.
On the heels of that reporting, a crisis arose at the New York Quarantine Station located at JFK International. The airport alone handled fourteen million international passengers annually. They closely monitored inbound passengers for signs of infectious disease as well as medically screening migrants who would reside permanently in the United States. Newcomers were also checked for infectious tuberculosis and other communicable diseases.
An inbound flight from Charles de Gaulle in Paris contained two passengers, both American citizens of Turkish descent, who were experiencing high fevers, coughing, and mucus drainage from their noses. On most days, they’d pass through customs without issue. After the news reports leading the morning about the plague outbreaks, the couple and all three hundred sixty-four passengers on board the Boeing 777-300ER were quarantined.
This overwhelmed the CDC Quarantine Station. Officials immediately contacted local public health facilities stationed at the airport to lend assistance, but they didn’t have the requisite biosafety gear to deal with potential plague patients.
After three hours of being held in a series of holding areas designed for sixty people, the passengers demanded to leave. Airport security was wary of having contact with the passengers, so when there was a rush for the exits, the stampeding herd couldn’t be stopped.
The entire melee was captured on video by New York’s WNBC, who happened to have a film crew at the airport for a story about Olympic visitors. The news clip was shown on all the cable news outlets within an hour.
The nation was preoccupied with Pandemic Pandemonium. Hunter was preoccupied with getting ready. Taylor had to leave the office early to attend a bail hearing for a suspected terrorist, so Hunter was left on his own for the afternoon. While the analysts monitored phone calls and Internet traffic for information about the unsubs, Hunter slipped out and went straight to Sam’s Club.
*****
Mac had already texted she’d be working late in the lab with Dr. Gene. They were going to focus their efforts on a vaccine first, since there were no known cures for either pneumonic plague or NDM-1.
Hunter’s mind had been consumed with how to survive a pandemic. Naturally, he fell back on his Delta Force training to begin his preparations. Adequate shelter was the first thing to consider. Under extreme weather circumstances, and Colorado certainly was capable of serving up that, a person could only survive three hours before they died of exposure. There was an Academy Sports location off the Interstate on the way to Breckenridge. Hunter planned on filling this need on his next run to Quandary Peak tomorrow.
Likewise, his training had taught him that the human body can only survive three days without water. Dehydration was a real problem in third world countries. Americans were dependent on the public utilities continuing to supply clean water to their homes. Hunter hadn’t broached this subject with Mac, so he was unsure if the plague bacteria could be used to contaminate the water supply.
He’d need a semitruck to load enough bottled water to survive a long-term pandemic. He vowed to get water purification supplies at Academy Sports to purify the water from Blue Lakes. He’d address the issue of how to store the purified water later. Purchasing three-to-five gallon buckets at Home Depot was his initial thought.
Hunter had seen starvation during his tours in the Middle East. After three weeks without proper nutrition, the body begins to break down. A starving human being begins to experience fatigue, dizziness, and seizures. As their body was deprived of nutrients, their organs would fail, resulting in immediate death.
Starting with an adequate food supply was high on Hunter’s list. During the two prior visits to Quandary Peak, Hunter realized that the side of a mountain at ten thousand feet above sea level might protect them from contact with plague-infected people, but it was a horrible place to grow crops for long-term sustainability. They could hunt, as deer and goats seemed abundant, but the other parts of the food pyramid would suffer.
He was determined to stock as much as he could and also purchase the books of the legendary outdoorsman, Euell Gibbons. His parents used to poke fun at the man for talking about pine tree parts, but in a survival situation, his advice might save their lives.
Hunter entered Sam’s Club and grabbed a flatbed cart. He planned on filling it and probably another with food, because they were going to survive.
 



Chapter 35
Day Forty-One
Homeland Security Quarantine Facility
Las Cruces
 
“Okay, Alicia. We’ll be counting you down in five—four—three …” The producer held up his fingers as he began the countdown for Fox News reporter Alicia Acuna to go live from Las Cruces, New Mexico. She was hustled down from the network’s Denver bureau when news broke about a Homeland Security roundup of migrants who’d been held in a local detention facility until recently.
“As we’ve been reporting this morning,” began Jon Scott, Fox News anchor, regarding the breaking news alert. “In a series of unprecedented raids upon the local Hispanic community in the small border town of Las Cruces, New Mexico, the Department of Homeland Security has taken into custody hundreds of former detainees of the ICE detention facility there. Our Alicia Acuna is on the scene with a report. Alicia, what can you tell us?”
Acuna stood in front of a Customs and Border Patrol facility, which had been retrofitted with a chain-link fence and razor wire. A second chain-link fence had been installed about ten feet further out from the facility. The perimeter of the complex was patrolled by heavily armed guards, who appeared in the camera’s field of view as Acuna spoke.
“Yes, Jon. Well, I can only describe the scene here as straight out of a post-apocalyptic novel. Information began to leak that Homeland Security started to retrofit this CBP complex late yesterday afternoon with additional fencing, concertina wire, and armed guards. Inside these large white tent structures behind me, we’re told that an advanced medical quarantine apparatus has been established.”
Scott interrupted her. “Do you believe this facility is related to the recent plague outbreaks?”
Acuna continued. “Inside the fence, you will see five large tents. Now, let me repeat. This entire complex was constructed by the DHS within a matter of hours. Crews moved in quickly to assemble the tent structures while the 1AD Sustainment Brigade from nearby Fort Bliss installed the fencing.”
Acuna turned and pointed over her right shoulder. “The first tent you see to my right is near an intake area, where a steady stream of vans and Humvees have been entering overnight. The occupants are taken through a triage process and then assigned to the next level of scrutiny. The three largest tents are divided into a low-probability ward, a high-probability ward, and then finally an infected ward. The last tent over my left shoulder represents the morgue.”
“The military is involved, so Homeland Security certainly means business here,” said Scott.
“Yes, undoubtedly,” said Acuna; then she pointed to two tent structures outside the perimeter fencing. “These large tents are set up for a dressing room on entry and an undressing room upon exit. Health care personnel have been observed coming and going through those guarded doors all morning.”
“Alicia, I see a third tent labeled patient exit, as well. There seems to be quite a crowd there.”
Acuna pressed her earpiece into her ear as shouts could be heard from the patient exit tent. “Yes, Jon. After this location became known to the news media, families and loved ones began gathering around that tent, awaiting their loved ones’ release. In the time I’ve been here, the crowd has doubled in size and is now becoming more boisterous. Shortly before I came on the air with you, additional National Guardsmen arrived on the scene to assist with controlling the unruly crowd.”
“Alicia, do you have an estimate as to how many people have been detained and therefore are under scrutiny?” asked Scott.
Acuna nodded as the noise of the crowd grew louder. She, in turn, raised her voice to be heard by the audience. “I’m told that the sweeping raids were preplanned and very efficient. The detainees were held at a local facility, as you know, and had court dates set months from now. They had not expected to be picked up by ICE or DHS for any reason. To answer your question, the estimates range from three to five hundred patients have been admitted to this quarantine facility.”
Scott asked a final question. “How many have been released thus far?”
“None, Jon. Nobody has been released.”
 



Chapter 36
Day Forty-One
The Primate Panorama Exhibit
Denver Zoo
 
Mac joined Dr. Matta on a trip into Denver to investigate the death of a capuchin monkey at the Denver Zoo. He’d learned of the situation through his wife, who was a curator at the nearby Denver Museum of Nature and Science.
“What else do you know about the situation?” asked Mac. She was scrolling through a lengthy email sent to her from Janie. Hospitals around the country were being overwhelmed with patients experiencing flu-like symptoms. Director Spielman expected initial test results from public health departments as the day progressed, indicating whether these cases were plague related. Janie suspected they were.
“The monkey was found last night in the Primate Panorama, a seven-acre habitat for all of the zoo’s apes and monkeys,” replied Dr. Matta. “It’s an incredible exhibit, which includes a world-renowned one-acre sanctuary designed for the gorillas and orangutans.”
“How long has the monkey been dead?” asked Mac.
“Best estimates are two days. It’s an extensive habitat, and the zookeeper responsible for the area has gone missing.”
“How do you know it’s plague related?”
Dr. Matta approached the exit off Interstate 25 and drove past the center of Denver’s entertainment universe, which included Coors Field, the Pepsi Center, Sports Authority Field, and the Downtown Aquarium. This area would be bustling with activity as baseball, football, and soccer fans converged on this part of Denver this weekend.
“We’ll be meeting with Dr. Kenny Baker, the zoo veterinarian. There were smaller animals found dead in the vicinity of the museum where my wife works. This raised a red flag for Dr. Baker, who called in the state epidemiologists.”
Dr. Matta entered the Denver Zoo complex from Steele Street and quickly located the veterinarian offices by following the trail of local media outlets covering the story. With reporting of the plague being the predominant news story nationwide, the Denver press used this opportunity to bring the plague outbreak close to home, giving it a local interest flavor.
Mac was wearing a pair of round-rimmed, dark sunglasses for the ride into the city. She elected to keep them on until she was past the press vehicles. Mac doubted the local media would recognize her from her Washington testimony, but she didn’t want to become part of the story in Denver. Besides, it might raise the curiosity of Baggett and Morse in the White House.
A receptionist led Mac and Dr. Matta through a series of corridors and back outside to an area of isolated primates in cages. Dr. Baker was reviewing a chart provided to him by an intern. The receptionist introduced Mac and Dr. Matta and left them alone.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” started the fifty-six-year-old veterinarian. “I have to say that under most circumstances, plague is common in Colorado this time of year although we usually see it in rural parts of the state. I’ll hear reports from Wildlife and Fisheries that an entire prairie dog colony died off, for example.”
“Dr. Baker, what first led you to suspect plague was the cause of death?” asked Mac.
“We received notification from the groundskeeper at the museum that they’d found over a dozen squirrels and several rabbits dead. We received a similar report from the City Park down the street. We see it every year in wild rodents, but it’s uncommon for the plague to be circulating in tree squirrels in urban neighborhoods, especially metro Denver.”
“Do you have a theory as to what caused the spread?” asked Dr. Matta.
“I do. I instructed the director of the Primate Panorama to be aware of a possible plague situation. He assigned one of the zookeepers to begin monitoring the primates for signs of lethargy and illness.” Dr. Baker stopped and led the group away from the prying ears of the interns. They walked around to the rear of the temporary primate holding cages, where they were alone.
Dr. Baker continued. “The young woman who was assigned the task is missing. According to reports, she’d called out sick twice in the days leading up to the discovery of the capuchin. After she discovered the primate last night, she left for home and cannot be located.”
“What are you saying?” asked Mac.
“I realize the chances of a human contracting the plague from an animal are minimal. However, it is entirely possible the capuchin monkey caught the plague from the zookeeper.” Dr. Baker paused again and looked around nervously. “Listen, I follow the news carefully. In fact, Dr. Hagan, I recognized you the moment you removed your sunglasses. I believe this to be a classic case of reverse zoonosis.”
Mac fully understood the concept. While she was at Northwestern, a case of reverse zoonosis occurred at the Lincoln Park Zoo in Chicago, where a nine-year-old chimpanzee died of respiratory disease contracted by human contact. The exact method of transmission was not determined, but the ill zookeeper was identified. In that case, it was an influenza virus that caused the death of the chimp.
“Has the state epidemiologist sent the samples to the CDC in Atlanta for further testing?” asked Mac.
Dr. Baker nodded.
“Also, have you notified the authorities of the importance of locating the missing zookeeper? She’s likely to be a carrier of the plague.”
“Actually, the zookeeper is a young woman named Malala Hussain. We have contacted the Denver PD and they are alerting local hospitals to be on the lookout for her. She’s such a nice, good-hearted person. Her experience with primates in her native country of Gabon was a valuable resource to the zoo’s exhibit.”
Dr. Baker’s phone rang and he stepped away to answer it.
“Mac, I’m going to try to get samples for our own use,” said Dr. Matta. “I’ve brought the necessary equipment for handling and transportation in the back of the Suburban.”
“I think we can compare the strains and get an answer as fast as the CDC can,” said Mac.
Dr. Baker returned to them, holding his phone in the air. “That was the police. They found Malala Hussain at Denver Health. She’s still alive, but barely.”
Back home again, thought Mac.
 



Chapter 37
Day Forty-One
FBI Field Office
Denver
 
“Okay, people. We’ve got our working theory and it’s time to get our assets in place.”
Special Agent in Charge Sanders had gathered his agents in the large conference room located on the first floor of the Denver Field Office for the morning briefing. He’d just received updated data from the NSA and Homeland Security and they were able to confirm the possible targets of a terrorist attack in Denver.
The Colorado Division of Homeland Security and Emergency Management had their two highest-ranking agents at the meeting to assist. The Denver Police Department’s counterterrorism unit was also in attendance.
“Tomorrow, we have the perfect storm of events descending upon our fair city as a result of some horrendous planning, if I might add. The Broncos have a preseason game tomorrow afternoon, followed by a Rockies game in the evening. The day after, in addition to another Rockies game, there’s a World Cup qualifying match between the U.S. and Brazil. Denver will be crawling with attendees and visitors, who ordinarily travel into the city to shop.”
Agent Sanders stepped aside to allow the representative of Colorado’s Homeland Security to speak. “As you know, we’ve been tracking a suspicious vehicle from Las Vegas toward Denver. Early this morning, we caught a break when the vehicle ran a red light at the intersection of East Evans and Colorado Boulevard. The traffic cam captured images of the driver’s and front seat passenger’s faces. Washington is running them through facial recognition software now.”
“I know that intersection,” added Agent Taylor. “That’s just a few blocks from the Denver Islamic Society, arguably the busiest mosque in the city.”
Agent Sanders stepped in to continue the briefing. “We’ve already learned from NSA phone-monitoring data, the imam of this mosque has been in contact with the imam in Las Vegas. New information has come to our attention that several locals on the terrorist watch list have made substantial withdrawals from their accounts in recent days. Further, it appears that they’ve sent their families out of the city.”
“How was this confirmed?” asked one of the agents from the rear of the room.
“Denver PD has deployed its aerial surveillance drones, which are capable of photographing every square mile of the city and surrounding areas,” replied Agent Sanders.
“But, sir, the federal court …” continued the agent.
“Let me stop you there, and this does not leave this room,” interrupted Agent Sanders. “This comes directly from the director of the FBI and the governor of Colorado. The city is knowingly violating the federal judge’s temporary restraining order prohibiting the use of the surveillance drones. The Colorado attorney general has issued an opinion that for so long as the drone films everything below, not just the so-called high-crime neighborhoods, which resulted in the claims of racism, then the City of Denver will be in technical compliance with the restraining order.”
“Better to ask for forgiveness than permission,” mumbled Agent Taylor to Hunter.
“Initially, the technology was used to pull footage after a crime occurred in order to recreate where the perps came from on their way to the scene and where they fled to afterward. For the next few days, we’ll assist Denver PD in monitoring the video feed in real time. Throughout the day, FBI personnel from the adjoining states except New Mexico will be arriving to assist in the search for this unsub’s vehicle and to detect their intentions.”
Another agent raised his hand. “Our information showed the vehicle beginning its trip in New Mexico. Traveling to LA first is a little out of the way to arrive in Denver.”
“They’re the head of the snake,” said Hunter. “They know we’re watching and they know our methods. Every trick of the trade has been broadcast in the press for years. What isn’t openly discussed on the media is disclosed through congressional hearings. Whoever is leading this operation for ISIS knows us, their enemy, as well as they know themselves.”
“That makes our challenge all the more difficult,” added Agent Sanders. “These unsubs are capable and knowledgeable. They know the opportunity is ripe in Denver this weekend. We need to be ready for them.”
Hunter studied the materials provided to everyone by Agent Sanders. The sporting events were too obvious, too expected. There had to be more to this. Then his phone buzzed. It was a text from Mac.
 



Chapter 38
Day Forty-One
Denver Health
 
It was just a short drive from the zoo to Denver Health, where Mac was born. Her mother had joined the Armed Services when Mac was only two years old, so she had no recollection of those days in the day care facility on the hospital’s campus.
After parking, Mac and Dr. Matta found their way through the massive facility to the Outbreak Detection and Investigation Department, which was bustling with activity. They had no contact at the hospital, so they were planning on bluffing their way in to see the attending physician for the young woman who most likely was infected with the plague bacteria.
The wing was guarded by security, so Mac decided to gain access through the nurse at the reception desk. She reached into her bag and pulled out her CDC credentials from Atlanta. Fortunately, Dr. Matta’s identification was issued through the DTRA rather than the CIA.
“Hello, Nurse Randolph. I’m Dr. Mackenzie Hagan and this is my associate, Dr. Matta. We’ve been sent to see the attending physician for the newly admitted patient Malala Hussain. Can you point me in the right direction?”
“Yes, of course, he is expecting you, or someone like you, I guess. Come with me, please.” Mac provided Dr. Matta a smile and a wink as they followed the nurse past security and into the restricted wing. The series of steel doors protecting air-locked entries to individual rooms resembled the inside of a submarine more than a traditional hospital corridor.
Denver Hospital was designed and prepared for handling an outbreak. As they followed the nurse down the hallway, Mac counted twenty-four separate rooms, all of which contained charts on the wall next to the handle. Every room was occupied.
“Please wait here,” started the nurse as she added goggles, a mask, and gloves to her attire. She pushed a series of buttons on an entry pad to gain access through the double doors that led to the next level of secured rooms.
Mac took a moment to text Hunter.
Mac: I’m at Denver Health. Possible plague patient.
Hunter: For the day?
Mac: Probably. Can you come over here?
Hunter: Yes. Be there by 4.
Mac: Miss you.
Hunter: Miss you back.
The nurse emerged with an older physician wearing surgical scrubs. Mac immediately wondered if he was sterile and she subconsciously took a step backward. Dr. Matta did as well.
“I’m Dr. Franklin,” the man greeted Mac and Dr. Matta with a dour look on his face. “You arrived much faster than I expected.”
“Hello, Dr. Franklin,” started Dr. Matta. “By a stroke of luck, we happened to be in the area. In fact, we just left the Denver Zoo, where we were discussing the afflicted primates. That’s how we learned of your patient, Miss Hussain.”
“Yes, follow me, please,” said Dr. Franklin. He walked up the hallway until he reached one of the steel doors. He pulled Hussain’s chart from the door and handed it to Dr. Matta, who immediately gave it to Mac. While Mac studied the reports, Dr. Matta continued the conversation.
“What’s your diagnosis, Doctor?” asked Dr. Matta.
“The plague bacteria, without question. The symptoms are there and we’re awaiting her labs now. But look around you. Do you see these rooms? They’re all full of patients exhibiting plague-like symptoms.”
Mac looked up from the chart. “When did this happen? Why wasn’t the CDC notified?”
“It just started and we’re still performing tests on them,” replied Dr. Franklin. “Within the last twenty-four hours, we’ve admitted thirty-two patients into the Outbreak wing and have dozens more in a specially created isolation ward on the floor above us. We’re beyond our capacity.”
“How many dead?” asked Dr. Matta.
“We haven’t lost any yet, but I know there are autopsies being performed today at other hospitals where the patients died of unknown causes,” replied Dr. Franklin. “What has happened in Denver since late yesterday afternoon has created a crisis, in my opinion. In the past, health care workers would mistake the disease for a flu bug or the common cold. The patient would be advised to drink plenty of fluids, get bed rest, and swallow Tylenol. Maybe antibiotics would be prescribed.”
Mac handed Hussain’s chart back to Dr. Matta. He looked over the medical reports while Mac discussed the situation with Dr. Franklin.
“Here’s what my mother always said when she spoke to large groups of health care providers about infectious diseases,” said Mac. “To detect the plague, physicians have to adopt a mindset that when you hear a herd of galloping horses coming your way, you must consider they might be a herd of zebras.”
“Well, what we have now is a herd of zebras,” added Dr. Franklin. “To complicate matters, we have galloping horses too. Everyone who has a sniffle or a cough is rushing to their doctor or our emergency rooms out of fear they’ve contracted the plague. The problem is that more and more of them are right.”
Dr. Matta returned the charts to the box on the wall and asked, “How are you handling the triage?”
“Not well,” said Dr. Franklin. “Like most hospitals, we have to protect our staff first. This morning we experienced a crush of symptomatic patients at sunrise. It’s stretched our staff to the limit.”
“How many plague-stricken patients can you handle?” asked Mac.
“Last year, I ran an analysis of common infectious diseases using the FluSurge program created by the CDC. By inserting a number of variables, I was able to determine things like how many ICU beds would be needed, projected doses of antibiotics, number of ventilators, etcetera. My findings prompted Denver Health to create a pandemic preparedness committee comprised of clinical, support, and senior administrative representatives who meet periodically.”
Mac looked up and down the hallway and saw frenzied nurses scurrying in all directions. “So how many plague patients can you handle?”
“We’re prepared to admit forty-six,” replied Dr. Franklin, with a frown.
“What’s your present count?” asked Mac.
“Forty-six admitted and, at last count, over a hundred held in a roped-off area in the center courtyard, isolated from staff and other patients. Frankly, I don’t know what the hospital has planned for the influx. I’m just trying to focus on the patients in this wing. It’s all I can do.”
Dr. Matta asked, “What antibiotic course have you undertaken?”
“The usual. Streptomycin, gentamycin, and doxycycline.”
“They won’t work, Dr. Franklin,” Mac added quickly. “I must forewarn you. This strain of the pneumonic plague, if it’s the same as Europe and Guatemala, is antibiotic resistant. Colistin is your only option at this time and that will provide you no guarantees.”
Dr. Franklin tilted his head slightly. “We haven’t identified this as pneumonic plague. In Colorado, bubonic plague, via zoonosis, is most likely.”
Mac pressed on. “It’s not bubonic plague, Doctor. Normally effective antibiotics will not help these patients.”
Dr. Franklin studied Mac’s face and then looked at her ID badge, which was clipped to her blouse. He scowled slightly and then began to point toward her badge.
“Wait a minute. I know you. You’re that Dr. Hagan from the CDC. I thought you were discharged from service.”
“Doctor, we’re just trying to help. Please listen to me,” plead Mac.
“I will not waste any more of my time with you. Security! You there, security! These people are leaving, now!”
Two guards approached Mac and Dr. Matta. As they reached for their arms, Mac pulled away and began walking briskly toward the exit. She shouted over her shoulder, “Dr. Franklin, trust me. Colistin is your only hope.”
“Let’s go, ma’am,” instructed the guard, who forcibly pushed Mac through the door.
Dejected, Mac lowered her head for a moment as Dr. Matta led her toward the hospital entrance. They crossed over a long walkway that connected two wings of the medical complex. Below them was a reception area and on the other side of the open area were large windows, which rose from the ground to the top of the second story of the breezeway. This provided them a view of the center courtyard of the hospital, where hundreds of people were milling about, waiting their turn to enter the emergency room.
“If they didn’t have the plague when they came into the hospital, they certainly do now,” said Mac as she pulled out her phone to text Hunter—It’s happening.
 



Chapter 39
Day Forty-One
REI Sporting Goods
Denver
 
Hunter drove Mac in silence after she recalled the events of the day. She confided in him that the pandemic was hitting home and the sheer volumes of patients would crush hospitals in a matter of days. As they crossed the South Platte River to enter the Interstate 25 on-ramp, Hunter noticed an REI Sporting Goods store. He quickly debated whether he should drag Mac into a shopping expedition, but based upon her revelations from Denver Health, Hunter decided a lost opportunity might be a mistake. With the promise of a Strawberry Refresher from Starbucks, Mac agreed to stroll around the store.
With their drinks procured, the two held hands as they entered REI’s flagship store in Denver. REI, an acronym for Recreational Equipment Inc., was a company dedicated to providing people who enjoyed the outdoors products for the trails, slopes, and waterways.
Hunter began creating a list of items that were both basic to survival in the wilderness, but would also be useful for transportation during summer and winter. He didn’t want to raise any concerns in Mac as of yet, but he knew he’d have to broach the subject of bugging out to Quandary Peak soon.
“Look at this place! Now this is my kind of toy store!” exclaimed Hunter out of genuine excitement. The Denver REI store not only provided all types of outdoor gear, but it also had instructors on staff to teach rock climbing, rappelling, and mountain cycling.
“I didn’t know you were the outdoor type,” said Mac.
“Oh yeah,” said Hunter. “When I was a kid, instead of plunking myself in front of a TV and video games, I played outside. I’d explore the woods, hunt, fish, and ride my bike on trails. When I grew up, sort of, I traded my kid experiences for Afghanistan and Iraq.”
Mac wandered towards the women’s apparel. Despite being the middle of summer, REI was well stocked with down-insulated jackets, rain gear for running, and snow sports apparel. She began strolling through the women’s section while Hunter set off for the camping and hiking department.
He grabbed a sales associate, a young man barely out of high school who said dude a lot, and told him to grab two shopping carts. The young man hustled to the front of the store and met Hunter, whose arms were already full.
“Can you guys ship my purchases?” asked Hunter as he dumped two sleeping bags and two backpacking tents into the first cart.
“Yes, sir,” the young man replied. “When you check out, let them know the information and tonight we’ll box it up. Where are you from?”
“Oh, well, it’s just going to Breckenridge, but my car won’t hold this stuff,” replied Hunter. In reality, during his last trip into the mountains, Hunter surmised he couldn’t purchase everything on his list and make constant trips to Quandary Peak. He’d stopped in Breckenridge yesterday and rented a postal mail box at the local UPS Store. Not only would he have these purchases shipped there, but now he could order from Amazon and ammo sites online without the scrutiny of a Walmart or gun shop employee.
Early this morning, he’d visited a website called ammoseek.com, which provided a large search engine for price comparing ammunition online. He’d placed several orders with half a dozen online retailers, totaling eight thousand rounds. He’d monitor the tracking of his purchases to determine when they’d be delivered. He didn’t want all of his packages sitting around the UPS Store for curious eyes to catalog and store in their memory banks.
The REI salesclerk took these two carts to the front and returned with four more and another helper. Hunter was systematic and proficient in his shopping. The next basket was filled with backpacks, including CamelBak hydration attachments, dry ditty sacks for medical supplies, and hip belts for ammo storage.
He purchased everything he needed for a complete camp kitchen—cookware, portable stoves, coolers, and utensils. This basket also received water treatment supplies like LifeStraws, a larger Katadyn Hiker Pro, a GravityWorks Water Filter system, and a SteriPEN water purifier. Purification tablets and a digital water quality tester rounded out the kitchen supplies, as Hunter called them on his checklist.
As these two carts departed for the front of the store, Mac wandered over to Hunter to check on him. “Hey, are you gonna take me camping?”
“Yeah, if we, um, maybe?” said Hunter with a nervous laugh. “I’m thinking we’ll get to spend some time soon at your parents’ place. We might want to venture out on the trails.”
“I’d love that!” exclaimed Mac. “I never got a chance to do that around Atlanta. You know what else? I might want to try skiing again. I’ll be over there.” Mac pointed to the ski and snowboarding department.
Hunter would make his way there eventually, but not to purchase downhill skiing equipment, but rather snowshoeing and backcountry ski gear designed to get around rough terrain. He’d be prepared to hunt for extended lengths of time if necessary. There was also the very real possibility that it would be unsafe or impossible to travel by car.
After Mac moseyed off to the ski gear, Hunter escorted his two personal shopping assistants to the climbing gear. The location of the mountain home at the base of Quandary Peak gave Hunter some ideas on how to defend their location in the event unsavory characters dared to assault them.
In Afghanistan, the Taliban learned to maintain positions on the high ground overlooking the roads below them. It gave them a tremendous strategic advantage over U.S. convoys. With the proper climbing equipment, Hunter could maintain the high ground as well as have access to a better view of their surroundings.
He’d never climbed before, but his young sales associate had. In addition to outfitting Hunter with the proper gear, for two, he gave him some instructions as well as an easy-to-read how-to book on climbing.
Within minutes, a cart full of climbing harnesses, ropes, webbing, and cords was headed toward the checkout. Hunter added the tools, axes, and hardware like carabineers and pulleys. Some of these items would have multiple uses when hiking and camping.
When Hunter finished shopping, he’d drawn the attention of store management and several shoppers. The line of carts included mountain bikes, ski gear, an inflatable kayak, and a canoe, which he’d strap to his roof.
Mac, who’d been enjoying shopping with her buck, picked out several items of apparel and two pairs of hiking boots. They were lightweight and ideal for both steep descents and walking uphill.
At the checkout, thirteen shopping carts were stacked behind the counter. Hunter provided the checkout clerk his American Express and the address for shipping. During the process, Mac walked up and down the carts and looked at the variety of gear. She paused at the cart full of GPS devices, radios, and solar and portable power devices before moving on to the freeze-dried foods, energy foods, and Nuun hydration tablets.
Only once did she look up at Hunter during her inspection, and that was when she found an enamel camp coffee pot. She managed a smile and put it back into the cart.
Hunter completed the checkout and graciously received a hearty thanks from the store manager. The young salesclerk who’d been so helpful advised Hunter that the canoe was safely strapped to the roof of his truck.
After exiting the store, Hunter and Mac casually strolled down the sidewalk toward the Defender when she took him by the arm and whispered into his ear, “As soon as we get in the truck, you’re gonna explain this to me, right?”
Hunter tensed up. “Um, okay.”
 



Chapter 40
Day Forty-One
Interstate 25 Northbound
Fort Collins
 
“You didn’t stop by here because you wanted to buy camping gear for a long, romantic weekend with me, did you?” asked Mac as soon as Hunter started the truck. He quickly navigated traffic and entered the on-ramp, where they were met with bumper-to-bumper traffic during rush hour.
Mac patiently waited for an answer. She wasn’t mad about what Hunter was doing, but she didn’t like being kept in the dark. Mac didn’t need coddling. She expected Hunter to give it to her straight and she’d deal with his way of thinking accordingly.
“Okay, with this traffic, we’ve got plenty of time to talk, obviously,” started Hunter nervously. “I wanna preface what I’m thinking with a promise to you that the things I’ve done have nothing to do with me doubting your abilities to find a cure or a vaccine for the plague. Do you believe me when I say I’ve got a hundred percent confidence in your capabilities to fight this disease?”
Mac reached across the console and squeezed his hand. “Of course, Hunter. I’ve never thought otherwise. What’s this all about?”
“I’m not a pessimist by nature,” said Hunter. “When I go on an operation, I know I’ll succeed and come home alive. Dying never crosses my mind. Getting hurt does, as my scars attest, but the possibility of dying is never one of my concerns when I do what I do.”
“Good to know,” said Mac with a giggle. She was trying to lighten the mood and let Hunter know she wasn’t angry with him. After all, the money he’d just spent was his. It wasn’t about the purchases, but rather his agenda. He clearly had a plan when he walked into REI and Mac was upset she wasn’t a part of it.
“Okay, here’s the deal,” he continued. “I’ve never truly loved anyone before, Mac. I love you and I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”
“Are you about to propose? If all that camping gear is a wedding gift, you can take a hike, buddy!”
Hunter erupted in laughter. It was good for Mac to see him release the stress he was holding inside. She laughed as well until he had to slam on the brakes because someone whipped into their lane without warning, forcing Hunter to react.
“No, I’m not about to propose, although, well …” he began to stammer. She’d thrown him off his game and she loved it.
“Spit it out, soldier!”
“Okay, will you let me finish. Jeez, I’m tryin’ to be serious here,” said Hunter.
“Spit! Spit! Spit!” shouted Mac as she slammed the dashboard with the palm of her hand.
Hunter shook his head and grinned. “I’m afraid that despite your herculean efforts, this disease might be incurable or, even if you discover a cure or vaccine, it’ll be too late. Things are falling apart in Europe. There was a riot in Greece as the government kicked out fifteen hundred refugees who were showing symptoms of the flu. Even European nations are starting to close their borders. Ironic, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it is,” said Mac, allowing Hunter to continue.
“I’ve been getting ready for the inevitable, Mac. Every day, I’ve gone to Sam’s Club, Walmart, and Home Depot to stock up on food and supplies. This trip to REI was part of my overall plan to get us ready.”
“For what?” she asked.
“Collapse, Mac. Both economic and societal. I believe that in a matter of weeks, or even days, the world is literally going to become unhinged.”
Mac thought for a moment and tried to stifle her laugh. She loved this man so much and never imagined him buying into conspiracy theories or movies about a dystopian world like Mad Max. She studied his face and realized he was serious.
“Hunter, I have no love for the government for obvious reasons. But I have to believe they’ll never let it come to that. I mean, they have resources beyond our wildest imaginations in storage facilities all over the world. Don’t you think they’ll step in to control the population and make sure we have what we need until we either find a cure or it burns itself out, whichever comes first?”
Hunter found an opening in the left lane and squeezed in so that he could travel at a faster speed. “Here’s the way I see it, and it really has nothing to do with a conspiratorial outlook. The plague is spreading faster now. Each day that passes, hospitals will be overrun and the media will run wild with the stories. I honestly believe this will cause a panic.”
“What does that panic look like?” asked Mac.
“First of all, people will make a run on grocery stores, the banks, and gas stations. Look at the recent examples following hurricanes. Two women practically beat each other to death in that Florida Walmart over the last case of Enfamil. A child was run over in Mobile, Alabama, when a driver forced his way in line at a gas pump.”
“I remember both of those things in the news,” added Mac.
“Today, you saw the beginnings of the collapse,” continued Hunter. “People were crowded into the hospital, seeking treatment. The Outbreak Ward was overwhelmed within hours. What will tomorrow bring? Hundreds or even thousands more? What happens when those thousands are told that the hospital can’t treat them today, or maybe even tomorrow? What happens when the news breaks that this plague strain is antibiotic resistant?”
“People will freak out,” replied Mac.
“Exactly. Their first stop will be the grocery store. When a hurricane is coming, they all rush down to buy water, batteries, flashlights, and plywood. The smart ones might stock up on gasoline and medical supplies, or even weapons. I’m just saying that we need to beat the rush.”
“Okay, I think I get it,” said Mac, who was still processing what societal collapse looked like. Her mind wandered to images from Venezuela and Brazil as those countries descended into economic collapse. There was lawlessness in the streets.
“Let me add one more thing about the economy,” said Hunter. “At some point, the CDC and the White House have to issue warnings to the public. When that happens, people will stay at home out of fear. They won’t shop, eat out, or go to movies because they don’t want to catch the disease. It won’t take long for the ripple effect to lead to major shutdowns of services and retail outlets. And then there’s the banking system.”
“What about the banks?” asked Mac.
“Every day, I’ve stopped by Wells Fargo Bank and made cash withdrawals. When people panic, they’ll begin to hoard cash. I contacted the trustee of my parents’ estate and asked him to tap into my emergency reserve fund provided by my father. He agreed and I’ve systematically made withdrawals each day.”
“How much cash?” asked Mac. “If the economy collapses, will it be worth anything? In South America, Venezuelan money is worthless.”
“I’ve pulled eighty thousand so far,” replied Hunter.
Mac turned and leaned against the passenger door. Hunter continued.
“However, I’ve already placed an order with Rocky Mountain Coin to buy gold bullion and pre-1964 silver coins. When the economy collapses, a barter system may be established that will accept precious metals as payment. In the meantime, I’ll charge as much as I can on credit cards until that method of payment comes to an end.”
Mac folded her arms and looked out of the window as the city of Denver grew smaller in the side-view mirror. She and her colleagues always knew it was a matter of time before a global pandemic would wipe out millions of people. Secretly, she knew that time had come. She didn’t want to admit it aloud because it would be acknowledging she couldn’t do anything to stop it.
“Sounds like you’ve been planning this for a while,” said Mac. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“It’s been killing me not to let you in on what I was doing,” replied Hunter. “I don’t want to have any secrets between us because I love you. I just didn’t want to distract you, and more importantly, I didn’t want you to give up trying to find a solution.”
“Hunter, I have to try,” said Mac quietly. “I was there when we discovered that village. It’s been part of my life for six weeks. I can’t abandon my post now.”
“I’m not saying that you should. Keep your nose to the grindstone, Mac. Let me worry about this other stuff, okay?”
“Agreed,” she replied, grasping his hand again and leaning over to kiss him on the cheek.
Hunter touched her face and wiped away a tear. “We’ll survive whatever is thrown at us, Mac. My job is to protect you now. I’ve known this for weeks. So I have to bring up one more thing.”
“What?” asked Mac.
“With each passing day, more and more people will become symptomatic and infectious. Anyone we come in contact with, whether at the lab or the FBI field offices, could be contagious. At some point we have to lock ourselves away from the world for our own safety. That time may be coming soon. I just want you to know that.”
Hunter drove on in silence for several more miles. Just before they reached Fort Collins, he asked Mac one more question.
“Mac, you’re the expert. You need to ask yourself, how close are we to going off the cliff?”
Mac leaned back in her seat and looked toward the mountains on her left. On the other side were her mother and father, alone in Coos Bay, Oregon. Then her mind raced to her friends back in Atlanta, especially Janie, who’d been such an integral part of her career for the past few years.
What about them? If I can’t save the world, can I at least save the ones I love the most?
 



Chapter 41
Day Forty-Two
White House Oval Office
Washington, DC
 
President Garcia paced the floor of the Oval Office as his advisors huddled in groups throughout the spacious room, discussing various aspects of his upcoming press conference. President Garcia insisted upon a question and answer setting in the Rose Garden as opposed to a presidential address from the Oval Office. He planned on issuing a statement followed by taking only a few questions. The exchange would reach cable news outlets, but he didn’t think the major news networks would break away from their regular programming for a press conference.
“Mr. President, I think we’re ready to finalize your opening remarks,” said Chief of Staff Morse. “There aren’t any significant changes other than we’ve added several actions to be announced to provide the public a sense of security so they may go about their daily routines. It will also send a signal to the stock markets that the administration is in command of the situation.”
“Okay, good,” said President Garcia, his mind faraway on the situation in Europe and the death of Chancellor Müller. It had been three weeks since her arrival in Washington and their White House meetings. Her death was a blow to the political ideology the two of them shared, but with the passage of time, President Garcia became more relieved.
She didn’t pass along the plague to him or anyone in his staff. The same couldn’t be said for those within her charge in Germany. Almost all of her residence and office staff had contracted the disease, as well as several members of the German Parliament who were frequent visitors of hers.
“Sir?” asked Morse, drawing President Garcia out of his trance. “Do you agree that we should avoid any questions that deal with Bill Gates’s and Chelsea Clinton’s recent remarks?”
“What? Yes, absolutely,” the President replied. “Bill’s always trying to raise more money for his foundation and this is his latest fund-raising scheme. As for Chelsea, she wants to accomplish what her mother couldn’t—occupy this office.”
Morse conferred with the White House press secretary to make sure those questions weren’t fed to the media. He then instructed everyone to sit for last minute preparations. The President would enter the Rose Garden shortly.
“Mr. President,” started Morse, “the solutions you’ll be announcing are just Band-Aids to the bigger problem. According to the CDC, there are millions of Americans who are infected and don’t even know it. Each day, the number of diagnosed cases will quadruple. Airport screening, mandatory quarantines, and enhanced border security will provide comfort to the public for a few days. However, the bigger story will begin to emerge after this twenty-four-hour news cycle.”
“And that is?” asked the President, his voice trailing off.
“Insufficient medical treatment facilities, for starters,” replied Morse. “Veterans Administration hospitals are overwhelmed, as are most public health facilities in major cities. We have more than enough antibiotics to treat the ill patients, we just don’t have enough beds and trained personnel to handle them all.”
“Let’s get through this day first and then I want you to call in the surgeon general and the director of Veterans Affairs to consider our options. I’ll calm the public today, and tomorrow we’ll show them they’ll be taken care of by their government.”
Morse nodded and sent his assistant out to notify the press the President would be appearing in the Rose Garden in a few minutes. The other aides left the room, leaving the two men alone.
“Mr. President, we’ve been walking a fine line between advising the public of the threat of a global pandemic and creating a panic. I’m afraid we’re at that point when the public’s best interest needs to be tantamount to our political ambitions.”
The President bristled at the implications from his Chief of Staff, although he knew them to be true. “Well, Andrew, what would you have me do? Tell them the truth?”
“Sir, I didn’t mean …” replied Morse defensively.
“Listen, we all agreed that a panicked populace is much worse than one that is controlled by us feeding them what they need to hear,” said the President. “We have lots of constituencies to satisfy in order to keep our jobs while at the same time protecting the American people. I agree, we have to adopt a different tack now, but under no circumstances will I use fearmongering in the process.”
“Sir, I’m not suggesting fearmongering, but—” said Morse before the President interrupted him.
“Andrew, that’s enough for now,” said the President dismissively. “Leave me alone for a moment while I gather my thoughts. Would you, please?”
“Yes, Mr. President,” said Morse with an imperceptible bow as he exited the Oval Office.
President Garcia took a deep breath and exhaled as he looked across the White House lawn. He was about to open the door when he spied the continuously refilled bottle of brandy to his right. Perhaps a little taste would steady his nerves, he thought. He quickly poured a glass and swallowed it in one gulp. He looked around the room again, as if the eyes of Washington and Churchill would disapprove. He poured a half glass and quickly finished it. He was ready.
*****
During the President’s opening remarks, he urged calm among American citizens. While the plague outbreaks were a serious matter in other countries, the United States had not seen the quantity of ill patients as elsewhere.
To insure the safety of the American people without formally closing the borders, as his political opponents demanded, the President adopted several policies.
The Transportation Security Administration in coordination with Homeland Security would begin to interview and medically clear all foreign nationals and Americans returning from foreign countries. The President assured future passengers coming from international destinations that the screening measures would be the least invasive possible.
The President stated Customs and Border agents at international terminals would be issued Exergen Temporal Thermometers, which were fast, safe and comfortable. If a traveler had a fever in excess of one hundred one degrees, they would be escorted to a cordoned-off, secure part of the airport for additional medical screening.
In addition, the President proudly announced he’d given fast-track authorization to the Food and Drug Administration for a new flu breathalyzer, which would detect the flu in anyone entering the country. With this device, the President explained, sensors smaller than a grain of rice analyzed the passenger’s breath to identify chemicals that were indicators of the flu. With this tool, medical personnel and the TSA could separate flu-stricken passengers from those who might have the plague bacteria.
Third, in conjunction with the United Nations, the CDC, and the Mexican Secretariat of Health, the President announced a Council of Territorial Epidemiologists, who would man the major border crossings along Mexico. Working with the current Border Infectious Disease Surveillance Project established in 1997, this multinational team of scientists and health care providers would establish secondary and tertiary clinical facilities to complement local primary care clinics. Before visitors or migrants could enter the country, they would have to subject themselves to the same testing required of airline passengers.
When asked about these measures by the media, the President stated the enhanced airport screenings would be in place within three to five days and the border program within ten to fourteen days.
Finally, when pressed about the slow response to the outbreaks overseas and in Central America, the President responded and gave this advice to the American people. “In retrospect, we could’ve responded faster, so I’m prepared to take some criticism on this. I think, however, that we need to get some things in perspective.
“These outbreaks have a dynamic that’s unlike anything the modern world has experienced before and as a result has caught every organization unaware—including our own CDC. Listen, this situation has exposed a disconnect between global health officials and the reality of infectious disease control. While strategy sessions are being conducted in Europe and Africa about this or other diseases, like Ebola, citizens are being kept in the dark about the realities these diseases pose for them.
“Keep in mind, the number of reported ill in the United States is relatively small compared to the three hundred twenty million people who live here. The plague bacteria is not nearly as contagious as, say, the measles or the flu. It is transmitted by close contact, exchange of bodily fluids, and the like.
“So my suggestion to the American people is this. If you or a family member appears to be symptomatic, get professional help, but above all, stay home. Do not go out in public and infect others.
“I’m told that the first line of defense in defeating this disease is social distancing. Just as important, the contagion of fear spreads much faster than the disease itself. I’m calling on all Americans to be strong, keep to yourself, if necessary, and do not intentionally cause a panic within your families or neighborhoods.”
 



Chapter 42
Day Forty-Two
FBI Field Office
Denver
 
In a recent Gallup poll, Colorado was ranked as one of the least religious states in the nation with only half of its respondents identifying themselves of a particular faith. In Denver, less than one-half of one percent of its citizens identified themselves as Muslims.
For ISIS, Metro Denver was not fertile ground for new recruits into its radical views of the world except for one distinct demographic—newly released federal inmates. Since 9/11, the number of converts to Islam within the Federal Bureau of Prisons had increased substantially. According to statistics, eighty percent of inmates who found faith while in prison chose Islam. Today, thirty percent of the prison population in the United States were converts.
In the federal system, released inmates were reintroduced into society through halfway houses. The purpose was to acclimate the inmates to society by finding them jobs, teaching them basic social interaction, and encouraging familial relationships.
Radical Islamic terrorists recognized an opportunity to recruit these new releases into their cells by strategically placing operatives at the halfway houses as counselors and spiritual leaders. While many members of the Denver terrorist cell of ISIS had come in as refugees for years, many more were recently released inmates from the Federal Correctional Institution, FCI, in Englewood. FCI Englewood was located a few miles from Columbine and Littleton, where the largest enclosed mall in Denver was open for business.
Hunter and Agent Taylor reviewed the dossier provided by the CIA. Special Agent in Charge Sanders entered the briefing room and cleared his throat, which grabbed everyone’s attention. The agents respected Sanders and considered it an honor to work for him.
“Let’s put this up on the screen,” started Sanders, nodding to his assistant. “We believe this is our unsub. Meet Ali Hassan, son of Abu Ali Hassan, the head of the Fighter’s Assistance Council and the third man in the hierarchy under Abu al-Baghdadi, the ISIS Caliph.”
A side-by-side screen appeared showing a scowling bearded man next to Hassan. Sanders continued. “The father, Abu Hassan, controls the purse strings for providing aid and housing to foreign fighters and operatives around the globe. ISIS seeks to unite the world under a single caliphate, and toward that end, Abu Ali Hassan established a vast network of satellite operations in half the nations on the planet. As a member of the Sharia Council as well, Abu Ali Hassan is considered to be a likely candidate to succeed al-Baghdadi in the event of the Caliph’s death.”
The screen image changed to reveal a map of Western Africa. “The DTRA has placed the son, Hassan, in the Democratic Republic of Congo around the time that a biosafety lab exploded in nearby Gabon. From that point, Hassan disappeared from our intelligence agencies’ radar. Now he’s surfaced again, in America.”
The screens switched in rapid succession. Each new image depicted a grainy, somewhat blurred image of Hassan with accompanying date and time stamps from New Mexico to California and, as of yesterday, Metro Denver.
Sanders removed his jacket and threw it on a chair against the wall. He rolled up his sleeves and thrust his hands in his pockets. “Based upon our analysis and shared intel from the Denver PD, we believe this sucker is gonna make his move today. We have three major sporting events on tap that will attract a lot of visitors and fans to one central location.”
Sanders nodded and a map appeared revealing Central Denver and the cluster of sports venues off Interstate 25. “Soccer, football, and baseball all in one day may be a sports fan’s dream, but it is also a terrorist’s fertile killing field, especially for the use of biological weapons. Ali Hassan is a highly educated radical terrorist whose roots run deep into the upper echelon of ISIS. He’s our guy and we need to find him.”
The screen with the most recent facial image of Hassan appeared. Hunter and the agents studied it intently. Hunter contemplated the daunting challenge ahead of them. The population of Metropolitan Denver was nearly three million people. The three sports venues would hold a quarter million attendees alone. How do you find this needle in a haystack?
“The Denver PD has established a temporary field headquarters at each of these venues and has beefed up their presence. Our working theory is that the attack will be biological in nature, most likely a dirty-bomb-type device. This type of device is typically associated with radiological dispersion, but any conventional explosive that produces a blast wave can be used to distribute anthrax, smallpox, and other infectious agents.”
Hunter raised his hand. “Agent Sanders, Hassan will be using a form of the plague bacteria. His connections to Congo, Gabon, and his medical background are all pieces of an overall puzzle. Our investigation revealed the abduction and death by beheading of a young French scientist who worked at the Gabon facility you referenced earlier. This scientist was assigned the project studying the Madagascar strain of the plague bacteria.”
“Are you saying a dirty bomb is not their weapon of choice?” asked Sanders.
“No, it could very well be. They could also be using a spray bottle, an atomizer, or even deploy their children blowing bubbles through a Mr. Bubbles wand.”
“Children?” asked one of the agents.
“Yes, ISIS will deploy their children to distribute the plague bacteria without compunction,” replied Hunter.
“That makes profiling our potential terrorists much more difficult,” said Sanders. “You must now consider women and children as well. There’s one more thing. In the field, you can’t just look for people of Middle Eastern descent. With the rise of radical Islamic converts among young African-American males, the faces of jihad can be much darker, especially in Denver.”
The words of Agent Sanders sank in for a moment. Hunter decided to focus his efforts on finding Hassan rather than stick his hands in the hay only to get stuck with a needle.
 



Chapter 43
Day Forty-Two
South Denver
 
Agent Taylor and Hunter checked out their weapons from the FBI cache. Hunter’s Sig Sauer P320 was always on his side, and based on Sander’s suggestion, every agent in the field was armed with a fully automatic M4 rifle.
“Let’s start with his last known location,” said Taylor as he drove Hunter to South Denver and the Denver Islamic Society. “We have plenty of eyes scouring cameras and receiving reports from the Denver PD. If something goes down at the stadiums, we’ll be in the vicinity to respond.”
Hunter nodded as he studied Google Earth on his iPhone. On the way into the city this morning, he had a long conversation with Khan in Atlanta. Thus far, there had been no outward signs of terrorist activity. Khan found it especially odd that very few men of Middle Eastern descent, their profile suspect, appeared on security cameras being monitored twenty-four seven.
It was Hunter who suggested they broaden their surveillance to include women and children. In his opinion, the leaders of the ISIS jihadists were gutless cowards who’d send anyone besides themselves to their death in the name of religion.
Based upon his conversations with Mac as to how the plague bacteria could be spread in large amounts, Hunter deduced that the operatives carrying out the actual attacks would surely know they were infecting themselves in the process. They were no different than a terrorist with a bomb strapped to their chest.
Hassan was executing a well-thought-out plan. He’d entered the country across the southern border, along with a thousand other operatives who were most likely aboard the Tasallul. As part of his road trip across America, Hassan was activating his cells and distributing the plague bacteria along the way.
Interstate 70 stretched through Denver to Kansas City, across the Midwest and then connected with every major interstate entering New York and Washington, DC. If the timing of the security footage was accurate, Hassan would stop in a major city along the way, initiate a bioterror attack using the plague bacteria in his possession, and then move on down the road, leaving the carnage in his rearview mirror.
A lot of damage had been done already by Hassan, not only during his travels in the United States, but around the world. Hunter thought the number of deaths in America could be minimized if the borders were closed and the terrorists within were ferreted out. He respected Sanders’s decision to assist local law enforcement in surveilling high-traffic venues this weekend. Hunter’s focus was different. He had to stop the bleeding by finding Hassan before he moved on to his next target.
Taylor traversed the streets in the neighborhood surrounding the Denver Islamic Society. Meanwhile, Hunter considered alternate sites for a terror attack. On any given Saturday in a metropolitan area, a shopping mall was a popular destination for locals and visitors alike.
“John, tell me about the shopping malls in Denver,” said Hunter.
“You wanna go shopping?” said Taylor inquisitively.
“No, but at the DTRA, when discussing bioterror attacks, large shopping malls like the Mall of America in Minneapolis came to mind. What are your largest malls that might be a possible target?”
“Yeah, we have a couple of targets that could make the list,” replied Taylor. “Two local malls have made the list of fifty largest in the country.”
“Tell me about them,” said Hunter.
“One is in Thornton called Larkridge. It’s roughly two million square feet, sixty stores, and a popular destination. People like to stroll through the open-air concept.”
“It’s not fully enclosed?” asked Hunter.
“No, it’s all open. They call it a lifestyle mall.”
Taylor continued to drive, now working their way south toward Littleton. Hunter stared at every vehicle while he listened to his partner.
“That rules out the second largest, which is Southlands in Aurora. Same deal. Open-air concept.”
“Are there any older malls, maybe built twenty years ago, that are still popular?”
Taylor slammed on the brakes to avoid a pedestrian dashing through two cars, chasing down a taxi. “Idiot! There’s Southwest Plaza Mall in Littleton. It’s probably thirty years old, over a million square feet. It’s been a mainstay in the Littleton and Columbine area for decades.”
“Wait, Columbine? The site of the high school shooting?”
“One and the same,” replied Taylor.
“What about Aurora? The theater shooting?”
“Same neck of the woods, only a little farther east,” replied Taylor. “Hunter, what are you thinking?”
“These fools are all about symbolism and showmanship with their staged beheadings. The obvious targets are the sporting events because of the crowds. I’m not saying to rule them out, but I think we should also consider a mall location, especially one that has ties to neighborhoods that witnessed mass shootings in America.”
Taylor pulled over and dialed Sanders. He handed the phone to Hunter, who detailed the working theory. Sanders agreed to provide two analysts to begin an immediate review of the Southwest Plaza footage. He’d also contact Denver PD to beef up their police presence in the area.
Hunter disconnected the call and handed the phone back to Taylor. “Okay, now let’s go shopping.”
 



Chapter 44
Day Forty-Two
Southwest Plaza
Littleton
 
After stopping at Home Depot to purchase nitrile gloves and N100 masks, Hunter and Taylor arrived at the recently renovated Southwest Plaza in Littleton. The parking lot was full of shoppers’ vehicles, as many out-of-towners stopped by here before attending the sporting events, which began in a couple of hours.
“Let’s leave the long guns here,” said Taylor. “The nerves in this city will be raw for decades after the shootings at Columbine and the theater.”
Hunter nodded out of courtesy. He wanted to say to his new partner that in decades, if anyone was left, they wouldn’t be talking about high school shootings. They exited the car when Taylor’s phone rang. It was Sanders, who was running point in the field office.
“Back in the car,” instructed Taylor. Hunter joined him and Taylor fired the engine to allow the air conditioner to do its job. It was already eighty degrees in Denver.
“Sir, let me put you on speakerphone with Hunter. Go ahead, sir.”
“Hunter, let me commend you on some excellent detective work. Your hunch was right. After we spoke earlier, I reassigned two of our analysts to study the mall footage. We’ve located the subject vehicle in a parking garage between Penneys and Dick’s Sporting Goods on the north side of the mall.”
“Okay, sir,” interrupted Taylor. “We’re on it.”
“No, John, we’ve got DPD securing the vehicle and closing off the garage. SWAT is en route now. Our focus needs to be on Hassan and his operatives, who I presume are inside the mall at this point.”
Hunter spoke up. “Sir, we should approach mall management and their security team first so we avoid stepping on each other.”
“Exactly, Hunter. I’ve already made the contact. First, go to the second floor next to the Forever 21 store. See Sergeant Collins. We’ve sent him Hassan’s photo and he’s studying footage now. We’ve also tapped into his video surveillance system to assist.”
“Yes, sir,” said Hunter.
“Oh, one more thing,” started Agent Sanders. “I still firmly believe that Hassan is here as part of a larger operation. Once again, in violation of a federal court order, I’ve ordered the deployment of Stingray, our cell-site simulator. After this is over, I suspect I’ll lose my job, but I’ll do what I can to save lives in the process.”
“I’m sorry, sir, but I’m not familiar with Stingray,” said Hunter.
“Taylor, turn the phone over to Hunter and the two of you make your way to the mall security office. Hunter, I’ll give you the background as you walk inside.”
Taylor looked at Hunter, giving him a thumbs-up. They exited the car and began to briskly walk toward the west end of the mall. Hunter picked up the conversation with Agent Sanders.
“Go ahead, sir,” said Hunter. “Is Stingray comparable to the Hailstorm program attacked by the American Civil Liberties Union?”
“Very similar,” started Agent Sanders. “Our cell towers are activated to trick nearby phones into providing location data. Using the technology created by the FBI, we can interrupt cellular service of all devices within a targeted location. We’re supposed to receive a judge’s approval to activate the device by establishing a credible threat.”
Hunter hustled to keep up with Taylor, who was already entering the building. “This is a credible threat, sir,” said Hunter.
“I’m glad you agree, Hunter, because I needed a field agent’s confirmation before I can get my warrant. Now, we’ll activate Stingray and monitor cell phones within the mall and the parking lots. If Hassan is using the same phone that we matched to cell tower data on or about the time his vehicle was traveling from Grand Junction to Denver, I’ll be able to tell you exactly where he’s standing.”
“Roger that!” said Hunter as he returned the phone to Taylor.
Inside the mall, the two men slowed their pace, being careful not to attract attention. Within minutes, they were inside the mall security office, conversing with Sergeant Collins.
A member of the mall security team was fast-forwarding through footage, starting at nine that morning when the mall opened. She was focusing on the entrance adjacent to the parking garage. Hunter studied a map of the mall property, which hung on the wall behind her.
Like most enclosed shopping malls, Southwest Plaza contained multiple anchor stores, which were located near the outside entrances. Inside, the mall was a two-story structure with a large atrium in the center, which let in natural light. The remaining smaller retailers were interspersed along the two levels, which were connected by escalators.
“Sergeant, how many exits are there, including the big-box stores?” asked Hunter.
“The public has access to five primary points of entry into the mall itself, and each of the major retailers has three entrances, for a total of twenty-six. Further, each of the small shops has a rear fire exit, which doubles as a delivery door.”
“So we’re talking over a hundred exits?” asked Hunter, although he knew Sergeant Collins would confirm his math.
“Yes.”
“How many occupants in the mall at present?” asked Hunter.
“Several thousand, including employees and management,” replied Collins.
Hunter continued studying the map. There were several problems that needed to be addressed. First, he had to consider the safety of the innocent people who were going about their business in the mall, whether as shoppers or employees. However, if Hassan and his operatives were infecting the occupants of the mall with the plague bacteria through some type of airborne device, they couldn’t be allowed to leave. In addition, the mall would become one large toxic waste dump.
Second, there was a high likelihood that gunfire could be exchanged with Hassan and other jihadists inside the Southwest Plaza. Collateral damage was a real concern.
Finally, they needed to stop more shoppers from entering the building. The moment that happened, alarm bells would be set off on social media, and then the media would descend upon them, creating a bona fide circus.
Taylor’s phone rang, interrupting Hunter’s thoughts. “It’s Sanders,” he announced to Hunter. “Let’s step into the hallway so we don’t interrupt Sergeant Collins and his staff.”
Hunter followed Taylor out of the mall management’s office. Taylor held the phone flat so that Hunter could hear as well.
“Gentlemen, we’ve secured the car. Out of an abundance of precaution, we’re waiting on the Denver PD bomb squad and a hazmat team before entering it. We’re still checking security footage, as I know you are.”
“Sir,” Hunter interrupted. He looked to Taylor, who provided Hunter the phone. “I believe we need to act very quickly to secure this building. As soon as the specialized vehicles associated with hazardous materials and bomb disposal show up on the scene, a panic could ensue.”
“Should we proceed to an orderly evacuation of the building?” asked Agent Sanders.
“Negative, sir. On the contrary, nobody can leave, or if they do, they must be cordoned off in the parking lot. It’s possible that hundreds or more of these occupants at this time have been infected with the plague bacteria, using an aerosol method of delivery. I suggest that we immediately close the mall to new occupants and instruct the police to seal off all exits by funneling people into an area close to the building, but no further, until they’re medically cleared.”
Sanders was silent for a moment while he digested Hunter’s suggestion. “I don’t know if they have the manpower to restrain a couple of thousand panicked citizens coming through lord knows how many exits.”
“Over a hundred, sir,” said Hunter.
“We found him!” shouted Sergeant Collins from the mall office door. “He’s in the east end, second floor, looking over the rail. Head for the Dillard’s entrance now!”
“Agent Sanders, they’ve located Hassan. Taylor and I will move in. Sir, you need to secure this building immediately.”
“I’m calling the governor. We’ll need the rapid deployment of the Colorado National Guard. Get this guy!”
Hunter joined Sergeant Collins and Taylor in the office to study Hassan for a moment before they made their move. “We can’t move on him yet,” said Hunter.
“Why not?” protested Sergeant Collins. “We have a procedure for this based upon mass shootings. Everyone is instructed to shelter in place. Store managers secure their roll-up steel grated doors to prevent anyone from getting in. It’s like an orderly fire drill. Mall personnel move into place to escort shoppers out of the main exits into the parking lot.”
“That won’t work this time,” said Hunter. “We’ve got to allow the Denver PD and the National Guard time to get into place. Once the mall begins to evacuate, everyone will need to be quarantined and then medically cleared.”
“For what?” asked Sergeant Collins.
“The plague.”
 



Chapter 45
Day Forty-Two
Southwest Plaza Mall
Littleton
 
“Time is not on our side, Hunter,” said Taylor. “I see where you’re coming from. We can’t cause a panic because we may end up sending a thousand infected people into the streets. You know, however, as soon as the police presence begins to build outside, word will spread and we’ll have a full-blown panic on our hands. Not to mention, all of the above will spook Hassan and he might get away.”
“Trust me, I understand,” said Hunter as he watched the surveillance cam pan the upper level near Hassan’s position. Sergeant Collins was now seated at a computer, studying the live feeds from the first floor.
“There,” he shouted, pointing to a burka-covered woman with a child. “Watch her. It’s very subtle.”
Hunter and Taylor looked over his shoulder as he rewound the footage. Then he replayed it in slow motion. The sergeant was excited as he narrated the clip.
“Watch as she walks by the woman pushing a stroller. Wait for it. Watch her left hand. There! Did you see that?”
The woman’s hand slipped out from her burka and her thumb depressed the top of a small device that resembled a perfume bottle. The mom pushing the stroller never noticed. The burka-covered woman continued her casual walk through the mall, occasionally spraying a passerby or people sitting on one of the numerous benches along the walkway.
Sergeant Collins forwarded the video to show live footage. “Look, going the opposite direction. It’s another woman, this time without a burka. Look at her shopping bag. It has a hose coming out of it. There’s a sprayer attachment of some kind. She’s simply spraying hard surfaces like handrails, doors, and seating. The whole mall will be covered with this stuff.”
Hunter went back to the other terminal, where the assistant continued to monitor Hassan. “Have you seen anyone approach him?”
“No, sir. He never looks anywhere except down toward the first floor,” she replied.
“He’s admiring his handiwork from a safe distance,” mumbled Hunter. “John, he won’t stay much longer. As his operatives canvass the first floor, they’ll eventually take the escalator to the next level. Hassan won’t stick around for that.”
“Let’s take him down,” said Taylor.
Hunter admired Taylor’s gung ho attitude, but capturing Hassan would take finesse. The man was too cunning to walk up to and arrest. “Sergeant Collins, is there a service hallway that leads to Dillard’s from our location?”
“Yes, I’ll show you,” replied Sergeant Collins. He escorted Hunter and Taylor to the rear of their offices, where he directed them to follow the corridor until they found a door marked rue21, a clothing retailer adjacent to Dillard’s. From there, a hallway would lead them into the mall, just behind Hassan’s position overlooking the rail.
Hunter had a request of Sergeant Collins. “Sergeant, please call Agent Sanders, whom you spoke with earlier. Tell him we’re moving on Hassan. Thanks.”
Hunter and Taylor raced through the back hallways until they reached the entrance pointed out by Sergeant Collins. “John, I need you to get into position at the Dillard’s entrance. If I’m made, Hassan will bolt for the nearest exit, which will be through there. The door into Dillard’s is up ahead. When you see me emerge, we’ll move on him together.”
“Sounds good,” said Taylor.
“One more thing,” said Hunter. “If he senses it’s over, he might try to take us with him. When the time comes, wear your mask and gloves. Don’t let him get too close, John. There is no cure for this plague bacteria.”
“But the news reports said antibiotics—” started Taylor.
“They’re wrong, John,” said Hunter, who grabbed his partner by the shoulders. “Listen to me. There is no cure. Do not let Hassan take you down with him. Understood?”
“You bet. Let’s roll.” Taylor trotted to Dillard’s rear door and entered the storeroom. Hunter made his way into the hall, which led to the mall’s shopping area. He reached the opening and saw Hassan casually resting his elbows on the shiny chrome railing, observing the activity on the first floor.
Hunter waited until Taylor emerged through the women’s perfume counters, wearing his mask and gloves. Despite the tense situation, Hunter mused that Taylor’s attire was appropriate. Hunter often gasped for air after passing through the scent-filled air from offers to spray the latest fragrance on every shopper.
The two men made eye contact and Hunter put on his mask and gloves. His eyes were taken off Hassan for a few seconds during the process, so Hunter didn’t notice the two young women who stopped next to Hassan on the far side to look over the rail. They briefly attracted Hassan’s attention, so Hunter made his move.
He began to approach when Hassan’s peripheral vision caught Hunter’s reflection in the chrome rail. The two men made brief eye contact before Hassan spun and grabbed one of the women around the neck while deftly pulling a sidearm from under his shirt. The move, which took less than two seconds, could only have been accomplished by a well-trained operative.
“Drop the weapon, Hassan,” screamed Taylor as he emerged through Dillard’s entrance.
Hassan swung the girl around like a rag doll, wildly moving his weapon from target to target. The girl, who had remained quiet out of utter fear, finally found her voice and shrieked. This attracted the attention of everyone in the west end of the mall. The stampede for the exits happened within seconds thereafter.
“It’s over, Hassan,” said Hunter as he cautiously approached his target, the red dot sight illuminating Hassan’s head as it turned back and forth.
Hassan screamed in proper King’s English learned during his schooling in London. “It is over, infidel! But not in the way you state. We have started the final jihad and praise Allah through your blood, which will spill through your noses and mouths.”
“Drop the weapon,” Taylor demanded, which drew a response from Hassan.
“Allahu Akbar!” shouted Hassan in response.
What happened next stopped Hunter in his tracks. Despite the frenzied screams of the mall occupants as they scrambled for the exits, someone echoed Hassan’s words.
Hunter looked down to the lower level.
Hassan shouted again, “Allahu Akbar!”
This time more Islamists shouted back in the voices of males, females, and children.
“Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar!” came the chorus from below them.
“Taylor, are you hearing this?” shouted Hunter.
“We are everywhere, infidels!” shouted Hassan.
The chants echoed through the mall, causing the screams of the panicked shoppers to be subdued out of fear. “Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar!”
Hunter, undeterred, pressed the fight. If Hassan’s operatives were armed, he and Taylor would be outnumbered very soon. “Last chance, daesh coward. You’re not a soldier. You are a weak sissy. You have no balls, daesh coward.”
“Your words do not deter me, infidel,” screamed a now angry Hassan in response. The word daesh is pronounced similar to an Arabic word that means someone has been defeated or trampled on. It is considered an insult to those who identify themselves as part of the Islamic State.
Hassan pressed his weapon against the young girl’s temple, causing her shrieks to stop and her eyes to grow wider. “Death to America. Death to the infidels. Allahu—”
“Shut up,” whispered Hunter as he squeezed the trigger.
BOOM—BOOM.
The rounds from Hunter’s P320 found their mark, echoing throughout the mall, then exploding on impact as they obliterated Hassan’s head. The dead terrorist leader’s body remained upright momentarily before collapsing in a heap on top of the young woman he’d held captive.
Taylor rushed to assist her before Hunter shouted, “John, stop! You can’t get closer.”
The chants of Hassan’s operatives stopped and one man fired wildly in Hunter’s direction, but the bullets ricocheted off the mall’s ceiling. Automatic fire filled the air from below as members of Denver PD’s SWAT team killed the shooter immediately.
The woman finally extricated herself from Hassan’s body and ran screaming through Dillard’s, leaving Taylor and Hunter alone to stand over Hassan’s body.
“Nice shot,” said Taylor.
Hunter nodded. “I’d heard enough of his mouth. This was not going to end well for the girl, and killing Hassan was inevitable.”
“What’s next?” asked Taylor, who immediately ducked when more gunfire erupted in the east end of the mall. Hunter and Taylor quickly retreated to the entrance to Dillard’s.
“I think today’s ball games need to be called off. This city is about to freak out. Law enforcement will have their hands full with the chaos. They don’t need to worry about maintaining security at sporting events.”
“I’ll call Sanders to see what he wants us to do, but my vote is to head back to the office.”
Hunter nodded as he watched the blood of Hassan ooze across the floor toward his feet. He immediately wondered if Hassan’s blood contained the plague, causing him to step back a few paces. Hunter had not become paranoid at the thought of contracting the disease. He was acutely aware of everything that surrounded him, especially people—whether dead or alive.
“Yeah, let’s go back, John. I think I’m done.”
Taylor shot Hunter a puzzled look, which he did not return or explain. Hunter’s mind was made up. This was his last rodeo.
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Chapter 46
Day Forty-Three
CDC Operations Center
Atlanta
 
Janie made copious notes as Dr. Spielman led the morning briefing following the statements made by the President on the prior day. The plague pandemic now dominated the news and international reports began to find their way into American television sets, newspapers, and social media. In addition to updated numbers, Dr. Spielman was also sharing a huge jump in American cases reported in thirty-seven states.
“Ladies and gentlemen, in my opinion, this is officially a pandemic although the World Health Organization is remarkably unable to declare it as one at this time,” continued Dr. Spielman, who was coming under fire from the media following the President’s remarks. “Yesterday, the President didn’t do us any favors in our efforts to keep this disease from crossing our borders or containing it now that it has arrived.”
Baggett stood at the rear of the room and scowled at Dr. Spielman. Baggett continuously looked at the CDC’s activities through the prism of politics and budget constraints. Janie was very much aware of the friction between Dr. Spielman and D-Bag. She only wished Mac was here to see the battle for herself.
Dr. Spielman continued. “The President has provided some good advice by recommending social distancing. On the other hand, by encouraging people who are, quote, symptomatic to immediately seek medical treatment without accurately defining those symptoms has made a bad situation for our nation’s hospitals and clinics much, much worse.”
He threw his pen on the conference table in disgust. Janie was aware of the director’s reaction to the President’s press conference because she had been in the hallway outside the small conference room, where he watched it live behind closed doors. When the President implied the CDC was caught unaware, and hence, unprepared or incompetent, Dr. Spielman had lashed out in anger. Others up and down the hallway had heard his reaction as well.
“I will not allow the reputation of the CDC to be besmirched by the press or those in government who are attempting to deflect blame for their own inadequacies,” said Dr. Spielman. “Accordingly, from this point forward, we’re going to take the proverbial bull by the horns.”
The group of seventeen scientists and department heads erupted in spontaneous applause for the director’s statement. Only Baggett remained emotionless. Dr. Spielman raised his hand to tamp down the enthusiasm.
“The first order of business is to tell the truth about the plague. I’m talking about the origins in Guatemala, the spread throughout Europe, and the potential it has for American citizens. Further, we need to get very specific on the incubation period, the contagious phase, and the symptoms to watch for. I believe that the only way to get a handle on this situation is to be open and honest.”
The group nodded their approval and spoke amongst themselves. Dr. Spielman looked through his notes before speaking again.
“This evening, I will be making the rounds on the nightly news casts via live-to-tape interviews on CNN, Fox News, and the three mainstream news networks. My intention is to inform the public about the threat we face and how the CDC is working to avert a crisis. But most importantly, I want them to know there is a way to protect themselves without putting others at risk.”
Again, the CDC staff nodded and voiced their approval. Janie was proud that the big boss was finally taking control of the public discussion. She only wished Mac hadn’t been dismissed before she could see this. Two weeks ago she’d tried to lead the charge on warning the public, and she’d lost her job as a result.
For that, Janie blamed the President and Baggett. Janie felt the urge to shoot D-Bag a dirty look, but when she turned to find him at the back of the room, he was gone.
 



Chapter 47
Day Forty-Three
DTRA/CIA Facility
Fort Collins
 
Hunter’s question echoed in her mind. How close are we to going off the cliff? The cliffside free fall Hunter was referring to was the day they were unsafe being in public either due to contracting the disease or when humanity began to destroy one another. Mac once read in a novel that we should never underestimate the depravity of man. She was beginning to see what the author meant.
Finally, she admitted it aloud to an empty conference room, “Mac, we’re on the cliff. You know it’s already happening. People are dying. Sure, it’s going to get worse, but we’re already there.”
Mac rubbed her temples as she debated what to do. Hunter firmly believed that he’d killed one of the masterminds behind the plot to create and distribute the modified version of the Madagascar strain of the plague. However, it was too late.
Her original epi curve was a little too dire, but the revised model created by Dr. Leigh’s ASSURE program wasn’t exactly rosy. The numbers coincided closely with real-time data being streamed to her from Janie in Atlanta. In the United States, over ten million were reported infected now. This number would triple each day. There were a hundred thousand deaths attributed in the last three days, with another quarter million lives likely lost to the plague pending confirmation via autopsy results.
These numbers paled in comparison to Europe and Latin America, where the onset of the plague could be traced back a month or more. The Far East was now reporting active cases, and nations were scrambling to close their borders and expel foreign nationals who appeared to be ill.
The wealthiest of America’s elite were fleeing the country, headed for island nations like New Zealand. Mac knew, however, that all it took was one infected individual in their perceived safe havens to cause the demise of the richest people in their hideaways.
What began as a steady drip, drip, drip of patients into hospitals and clinics a few days ago had turned to a steady drizzle and ultimately into a monsoon following the President’s press conference.
Mac was still resentful of the way she had been treated. Had the President or her superiors followed her advice weeks ago, a little fear might have been instilled into the American public, but a good scare could’ve motivated everyone into adopting protective measures gradually. Today, the Pandemic Pandemonium, which had become the media’s favorite tagline, was truly happening.
To answer Hunter’s question, how close are we to going over the cliff, Mac determined that society was holding on to a feeble branch that stuck out of the earth. And it was about to snap.
 



Chapter 48
Day Forty-Three
DTRA/CIA Facility
Fort Collins
 
Mac had twenty minutes before Dr. Matta and Dr. Gene were going to join her for a conference call with Janie. They were aware that Janie and Mac had frequent conversations and exchanged information on a regular basis. It was not a problem to discuss findings with Janie as far as the Fort Collins group was concerned. Janie, on the other hand, would lose her job if Baggett or Spielman became aware of their continued professional relationship, or even their friendship for that matter.
Mac sent Janie a text and asked if she could come on the line early so they could talk before Drs. Matta and Gene joined them. Earlier, Janie had texted Mac and told her to watch the news this evening. Dr. Spielman would be dropping a bomb, she’d advised.
The two connected immediately and Janie told Mac of the briefing earlier in the day. She also told Mac about Baggett’s sudden disappearance.
“Why doesn’t Dr. Spielman realize that D-Bag is nothing more than a mole and a conduit directly to the White House?” asked Mac.
“I don’t know,” replied Janie. “Or maybe he does. It seems the director wants information to get back to the President through Baggett. I don’t know for certain, but if he follows through with the anger he exhibited during the briefing, the press will be ready to report the sparks flying between Spielman and Garcia.”
“For sure,” said Mac.
“Mac, I’m kinda over it around here, you know?” stated Janie.
“Janie, we’ve talked about this,” Mac responded. “We’re in this together and you’re too valuable on the inside to quit. Besides, I’m afraid things might start to get ugly soon.”
“Whadya mean by ugly?”
“I’m a realist, so don’t get me wrong after you hear what I’ve got to say. We’re gonna work our tails off to find a cure or a vaccine for this nightmare superbug, but people are starting to freak out.”
Janie quickly interrupted. “You don’t have to tell me, I live in Atlanta, remember. There’s already rioting around the hospitals. A local Kroger store got hit by a flash mob this morning in Sandy Springs. Mac, it wasn’t the usual suspects who organized the mob. It was soccer moms.”
Mac laughed at her friend. “C’mon.”
“No, I’m serious, Mac. I saw the footage. Grocery stores are being emptied out and they’re not getting restocked. Apparently, truckers aren’t willing to drive far from home because they’re afraid of catching the disease.”
“Well, our President did urge social distancing,” added Mac.
Janie continued. “Yesterday afternoon, my parents and sister left town for our cabin in Murphy, North Carolina. They begged me to go, but I refused. I wanna see this thing through.”
“Maybe you should’ve gone,” said Mac dryly. She loved her friend and couldn’t stand the thought of her being alone in a big city like Atlanta when the worst came out in people.
“No, they’ll be fine without me,” said Janie. “Dad’s family lives in the area and the cabin is secluded. They have lots of supplies plus Dad can hunt and fish.”
“Okay, stay put, then. My suggestion to you is to catch up with your family in Murphy. I’m not sure flying here is such a great idea without wearing a full suit, with goggles, gloves, and a respirator.”
Janie laughed. “That would scare everyone off the plane. I could ride in first class for sure.”
Mac heard her associates talking outside the door, so she admonished Janie that it was time to get professional and get these thoughts of coming to the Rockies out of her mind.
The men entered the conference room and Mac made the formal introductions. After a few minutes discussing Dr. Spielman’s upcoming media appearances, the group got down to business.
“Janie and I have compared my updated data from the ASSURE software with her epi curve,” started Mac. “We’ve also overlaid these reports with those generated by EIDR, the Emerging Infectious Disease Repository. This is my brutally honest opinion. We only have a matter of days before the plague ravages the earth’s population.”
“I agree,” added Janie. “The ever-increasing virulence of the pathogen and the drug-resistant nature of the modified strain will result in an enormous surge in symptomatic patients as well as plague-related deaths daily.”
“I think we can all agree on this, so the question becomes do we focus on a vaccine or a cure?” asked Dr. Matta.
“Time is not on our side,” added Dr. Gene.
Mac continued. “Let’s talk about a vaccine first. I hate to use the phrase outside the box, but I suppose it’s appropriate in this context. We need to adopt a new strategy, one that’s outside the box, for battling this killer.”
“What do you have in mind, Mac?” asked Dr. Matta.
Mac explained, “Recently, there was a new study at China’s Peking University in Beijing regarding a new vaccine for influenza. The traditional flu shot has been losing its effectiveness for years and the FluMist vaccine causes problems for those with weak immune systems. The scientists in Beijing genetically modified the influenza virus so it cannot replicate in human cells.”
Dr. Gene sat up in his chair and spoke into the speaker sitting in the center of the conference table. “I’m familiar with this study. The vaccine contains recombinant DNA technology and a common insect virus to facilitate the acceptance of the vaccine into the body.”
“We don’t have the time nor the resources to commission a project like this,” said Dr. Matta.
“Let me talk to our geneticists and see what they know about this,” said Janie. “At the very least, I can get Dr. Gene some contact information in Beijing if he can overcome the language hurdles.”
Dr. Gene smiled. “I have a research assistant that speaks fluent Mandarin. Get us a name and number and we’ll take it from there.”
Mac made some notes then continued. “Another option is based upon a study at the Imperial College of London. The synthetic biologists there re-engineered yeast cells to manufacture penicillin. By inserting DNA from bacteria, or in our case, the plague strain, into baker’s yeast, the geneticists were able to re-engineer the yeast to create a new form of antibiotic.”
Once again, Dr. Matta was the bearer of bad news. “This is also a good option, but the time it would take is beyond our three models. The world will lose ninety-nine percent of its population in the meantime.”
Mac had a third option that she decided to pursue herself. Dr. Matta might be correct in his statements, but Mac intended to save somebody, even if their names were Adam and Eve.
 



Chapter 49
Day Forty-Three
Fort Collins
 
Mac was exhausted. Between the long hours in the lab and the late night conversations with Hunter as he contemplated retirement, she was ready for a break away from it all. Last night, Hunter decided to tender his resignation to both Agent Sanders and the DTRA. His official reason would be burnout, but the true reason was he wanted to spend more time getting Quandary Peak ready. There were a lot of preparations to be made as well as a decision concerning Mac’s parents. She was going to spend the day with Hunter while members of the staff in Fort Collins ran tests on her suggested options to stem the spread of the plague.
They arrived at the Wells Fargo branch in Fort Collins located near Costco, their next stop before heading to Quandary Peak. Hunter had revealed fifty thousand dollars to Mac the night before, who immediately had a good time rolling in the money on top of the bed. It took them an hour to put the hundred-dollar bills back into neat stacks secured by rubber bands.
Hunter was delayed at the teller window and was becoming annoyed when the branch manager approached him. He was carrying Hunter’s withdrawal slip and driver’s license.
The manager introduced himself and asked Hunter to join him in his office. Mac shrugged to Hunter as the two followed the banker into his office. The man dropped his heavy frame into a leather chair and gestured for them to take a seat across from his desk.
“Mr. Hunter, I see that you are visiting us from Virginia. Are you on vacation?” asked the banker with an air of superiority.
“No,” replied Hunter curtly. He wasn’t a fan of bankers.
“Um, okay. Well, sir, the reason I’ve asked you into my office is due to the size of this withdrawal. It is twenty thousand you wish to withdraw and not two thousand, correct?”
“Yes, is there a problem?”
The banker fidgeted nervously in his chair. “Mr. Hunter, the size of the transaction, of course, required my approval. In order to approve this, I had to carefully scrutinize your account with us, where I found that you’ve made a series of large withdrawals over the last several days.”
“So?”
“Mr. Hunter, our policy, in compliance with U.S. Treasury department regulations, requires us to scrutinize large repetitive cash withdrawals. If we believe something to be out of the ordinary, then I must necessarily advise my compliance department as well as fill out a FinCEN Form 104.”
“A what?” asked Mac.
“That’s a Currency Transaction Report, ma’am. The Bank Secrecy Act requires us to notify the authorities anytime one of our customers withdraws more than ten thousand dollars.”
“That doesn’t sound very secret to me,” said Mac. “In fact, it seems like a pretty big violation of my friend’s privacy.”
The banker became confused as to whom he should address, Hunter or Mac. Hunter smirked as he recognized Mac’s ability to make the stuffed shirt uncomfortable.
“Fill out the form and give me my money,” said Hunter. “It is, after all, my money, right?”
“Yes, sir, and I must apologize. I see that you’ve been a customer for many years. It’s just that I’m required to report suspicious activity that might involve money laundering, tax evasion, or other criminal activities.”
Mac couldn’t control her laughter. Hunter covered his mouth, attempting to hide his smile.
“Show him, honey,” said Mac in between fits of laughter. “Go ahead, show him.”
Hunter reached for his wallet, which pulled his shirt away from his holstered sidearm. The banker’s face exhibited sheer terror. When Hunter produced his wallet and flashed his FBI badge, the banker slumped in his chair.
Mac laughed again. “Somebody just wet themselves,” she whispered to Hunter with a snicker.
Hunter turned his attention to the banker. “Are we good to go now?”
“Yes, sir, Mister, um, Agent Hunter. I’ll attend to this personally and no CTR will be required.”
Hunter smiled and nodded to the banker as he exited his office, making a beeline for the teller stations.
“That was mean.” Hunter chuckled as he squeezed Mac’s knee, causing her to squirm.
“He deserved it, the pompous fool,” she said, laughing. “My favorite part was when you said, it is, after all, my money.” Mac burst out laughing again.
“It is, and soon as we leave, I’m gonna email my father’s trustee and tell him to open another bank account so we don’t get harassed at every Wells Fargo in the area. I thought about opening an account in Breckenridge anyway, for convenience reasons. There’s a Bank of the West there, I believe, just down the street from the UPS Store.”
“Do you have packages to pick up?” asked Mac.
Hunter laughed. “You have no idea. It’ll take several trips.”
The banker returned, all smiles, cash safely tucked into a zippered bank bag, and with an abundance of apologies.
*****
Hunter and Mac both pulled flatbed carts out of the stalls in front of the local Costco store. Their primary focus was going to be on medium- to long-term foods such as canned goods, packaged meals, and condiments. Despite the fact the Quandary Peak home was fully operational on solar power, Hunter considered refrigerated items to be part of a short-term food supply. He did plan on filling the deep freezer located in the basement with a variety of meat, chicken, and fish, but he’d make those purchases in Breckenridge.
This was their first trip to Costco and they were both surprised at the large crowd inside. Only half the checkout lanes were open and each was backed up with half a dozen customers.
To get to the nonperishable foods, they had to push their way through the fresh meats and produce department. “Hunter, the food’s almost gone. People have bought nearly everything here.”
“I see that,” added Hunter. “I think others are starting to become concerned about what happens next. Most grocery stores operate on a just-in-time delivery system, even the warehouse outlets like Sam’s and Costco. They don’t have products stored in the back. Look around you. This is the back.”
“Where do we start?” asked Mac. She’d never seen anything like this. When a hurricane was approaching, the news media would send a film crew to Home Depot or a Publix, showing lines of shoppers. She’d never personally been around a major storm or catastrophe when the public was in a buying frenzy.
Hunter pointed toward the tall metal shelves stacked with dry goods at the end of the store. “Let’s start with dry goods like rice, pasta, and beans.”
“These big bags?” asked Mac, holding up a twenty-pound bag of rice.
“Perfect. Grab five of those. I’ll pull the bags of dried beans. Have you ever soaked beans before?”
“What? Soaked beans?” asked Mac.
“Don’t worry, I’ve got this,” said Hunter laughingly. Mac’s cart was full of a variety of pastas, whole grain brown rice, and five kinds of dried beans.
They moved on to the breakfast aisle. Hunter loaded up a variety of cereals, oatmeal, grits and Cream of Wheat. He began to push his cart toward the canned and packaged foods when Mac added a box of twelve blueberry Pop-Tarts.
“Really?” asked Hunter. “That’s not very nutritious.”
“So what?” replied Mac. “Don’t you know that every girl needs blueberry Pop-Tarts if the world is coming to an end?”
Hunter shrugged and nodded his approval. He stopped and topped his flatbed cart with baking supplies, including flour, sugar, vegetable oil, and spices. With their carts overflowing, they headed toward the cashiers, where the line had grown even longer than earlier.
“Mac, this won’t end until the store is emptied of everything edible,” said Hunter. “Can you handle these two carts while I fill up a third? I’m gonna hit the packaged foods and canned goods again.”
While Hunter hustled off to fill another cart, Mac observed the faces of the people around her. They were worried. Some were checking items off checklists while others were using a calculator to total their purchases before checkout, attempting to avoid the proverbial financial embarrassment because they overshopped.
As the checkout line inched forward, Mac turned to look at the shelves in the fresh grocery section. They were empty now. She immediately wondered if they’d be refilled. What happens when the food trucks stop coming? What will this store look like when three people begin to fight over the last bag of rice or beans?
She was beginning to understand what the collapse would look like.
 



Chapter 50
Day Forty-Three
Little White Wedding Chapel
Las Vegas
 
Eighteen-year-old Frederik and his girlfriend of three years, Erika, had met while they attended Gymnasium, the Danish equivalent of America’s senior high school level of education. Gifted academic talents, the young lovers jumped at the opportunity to attend the University of Nevada Las Vegas in the International Education exchange student program. They’d just completed their freshman year at UNLV and decided to spend the summer touring America with their fellow Danes.
During the afternoon, they’d enjoyed a concert at the Thomas & Mack Center put on by Kidz Bop Kids, a musical event featuring a compilation of Billboard Top 100 songs performed by various child artists. The tour, named Best Time Ever, was making the rounds through the United States, and today’s concert was their final performance.
Afterward, full of love and excitement of life, Frederick suddenly stopped in the middle of the concert and dropped to one knee. He’d visited a local pawn shop on Charleston Boulevard with his buddies earlier in the day to purchase a simple engagement ring. Before they returned to Denmark for a month to visit their families, Frederik wanted to marry the love of his life.
After he popped the question, Erika joyously accepted and the two vowed to get married right there in Las Vegas, the wedding capital of the world. Amidst the hustle and bustle of concertgoers dancing in the cloudy mist that emanated from the artificial smoke machines throughout the venue, they kissed, hugged, and declared their everlasting love for one another.
Once the concert was over, they phoned their friends, who were packing their things for the flight back to Copenhagen in the morning, to share the good news. The boys immediately adopted a slogan for the nuptials—“White Wedding”!
Naturally, a White Wedding should be held at the famous Little White Wedding Chapel on the north end of the Strip. So off the joyous couple went, their friends in hot pursuit for the most exciting day in Frederik’s and Erika’s lives. A dress and tuxedo were purchased at a thrift store by the best men while the happy couple procured the necessary license. Rings would have to wait until they could save up a little more money. In the meantime, a local tattoo shop next door to the pawnshop created a seventy-nine-dollar alternative—buy one, get one free.
It was late in the evening and no weddings were scheduled, but the Little White Wedding Chapel never closed despite a local ordinance that prohibited twenty-four-hour wedding services. The numerous chapels in the city simply locked their doors to give the appearance they were closed, although there was always someone inside at the ready. In Vegas, one never knew when one was ready to get hitched.
Frederik pounded on the door, which remained locked after ten at night. He and Erika wanted to get married and they wanted to get married now, he exclaimed in his native tongue at one point.
Finally, Jerry Waddell, wedding coordinator, opened the door to the splendor that was the Little White Wedding Chapel. The joyous celebrants strode across the chapel’s well-worn eggplant-colored carpet, following Jerry to the front desk to prepare the necessary paperwork.
Since 1951, the chapel had become famous for its drive-thru wedding window and for performing quickie celebrity weddings for Judy Garland, Michael Jordon, and Britney Spears. Over time, the Little White Wedding Chapel contributed to the more than one hundred thousand weddings that were conducted in Las Vegas every year.
Perhaps it was the overexuberance of the betrothed, or their strong Danish accents were too much for Jerry, who was nursing a hangover after heavy losses he’d sustained at the Golden Nugget, but he repeatedly quizzed the young couple about their sobriety during the registration process.
The technicalities were over with and the ceremony began, with a slight twist. In Denmark, following a wedding ceremony, it was a tradition for the groom to leave the reception area to allow all of the male guests to kiss the new bride. Jerry enjoyed this custom as well, planting quite the smooch on young Erika.
All in all, a good time was had and Jerry provided the group several printed photos of the event to carry home to Denmark. The pictures were flat and only weighed a few ounces. But they were heavy in comparison to the plague bacteria residing in Frederick and Erika, which resulted from breathing the artificial smoke billowing throughout the Thomas & Mack Arena—courtesy of Mohammed, formerly known as Devontae Harrison.
The next day, the happy couple was whisked away to Copenhagen aboard their wedding chariot, a Boeing 777, along with their three best men. Thus far, Denmark had no reported cases of the plague. That was about to change.
 



Chapter 51
Day Forty-Four
Interstate 70
Near Georgetown, Colorado
 
Every available square inch of space in their Land Rover Defender was packed. Mac sat cross-legged in the front seat because the floor of the truck was crammed full of canned goods. Through the center of the vehicle were two more sets of snow skis and a larger tent, which slept eight. He’d also purchased several rods and reels for fishing on Blue Lakes.
At this point, Hunter was interested in adding backups to items already purchased. In his mind, after the country hit rock bottom, the Walmart, Safeway, and Costco stores wouldn’t be open for business. If their only tent were to blow away in a sudden windstorm, then they would be without a tent. A backup made perfect sense, and if he had time, he’d purchase a backup to the backup.
“How are you doin’ over there?” asked Hunter, who could only see Mac’s bare foot through all of the gear crammed in between them.
Mac wiggled her toes in response, but then managed a groaning answer, “Can’t breathe.” She followed that with a fake cough.
“Very funny,” said Hunter with a laugh. “Would you rather me rent a U-Haul truck?”
“Does it have satellite radio?” she asked.
“Nope.”
“I think this will do just fine,” said Mac. “When is enough, enough?”
Hunter contemplated the question for a moment. He really didn’t have an answer for that one. “I guess it depends.”
“Depends on what?” Mac asked, trying to make a hole in the gear so she could see Hunter’s face. It wasn’t gonna happen.
“It depends on how long you wanna live,” he replied.
“Whoa, that’s deep.”
Hunter passed Georgetown on the left, an old mining town founded in 1859, the year of the Carrington Event, but that’s another story. The historic setting was used for the filming of Every Which Way But Loose, starring Clint Eastwood, and The Christmas Gift, starring John Denver. After passing the quaint town, Interstate 70 began its climb into the higher elevations.
“I’ve thought about this a lot, Mac,” started Hunter. “We don’t know how long it will take for this pandemic to burn itself out. What if a vaccine or cure can’t be found? Seriously, I envision a period of time where we have to stay away from people and maybe even animals.”
“How long?” asked Mac.
“You might be able to shed some light on that,” he replied. “Have you ever considered, as maybe part of your college studies, what a doomsday scenario looks like?”
“Like the epi curve?” asked Mac.
“Yeah, sort of. The question I have is, at what point does the disease burn itself out?”
Mac sat quietly for a moment. Hunter could tell the realities were setting in for her, but he didn’t want to overwhelm Mac with the prospects of a long-term isolation any more than he had to. Finally, she shared her thoughts out loud.
“I’ve never really thought of that. The thing is, the plague will never burn itself out, as you say. The disease has been around for millennia, although the bacteria’s genetic traits have changed over time into more virulent strains. The bacterium will always find a new host, whether it be two-legged, four-legged, or insects.”
“Okay, so consider the scenario. Two months ago, the plague was manageable, right?”
“Yes. The cases were few and far between. Outbreaks were limited to areas where it’s endemic, like Madagascar.”
Hunter exited the interstate and drove around the Dillon Reservoir, a three-thousand-acre freshwater lake that was the primary water supply to Breckenridge and the surrounding ski resorts. He continued. “Isn’t it plausible that at some point in time, due to a culling of the population, the plague will become isolated to various regions of the world although it might still reside in rats, fleas, and small animals?”
“A culling?” asked Mac.
“Okay,” replied Hunter. “Maybe that’s a poor choice of words. But consider this, the net effect of this plague pandemic—and that’s what it is, a pandemic—the net effect will involve a process of segregating humans according to a desired or undesired characteristic—infected or uninfected. The uninfected, like us, will have to separate ourselves from those who are infected or who are suspected of being infected.”
“I get it,” said Mac. “I’ve associated the word culling with the removal of an unwanted animal like livestock breeders do. They keep a certain number in the herd and they send the rest to slaughter. In your mind, as the plague spreads, the sick will have to be kept away from the uninfected through some sort of culling process.”
Hunter didn’t answer as they entered the town of Breckenridge. He looked at people casually strolling through the shops while others enjoyed a cocktail in outdoor restaurants. Scanning his surroundings, he counted three dozen or so people, and he wondered to himself, Which of these innocent souls would be culled, and how would they do it?
 



Chapter 52
Day Forty-Four
Quandary Peak
Breckenridge
 
Mac and Hunter unloaded the Defender and added to the pile of provisions in the expansive basement. The largest open room was partially below grade, so it was naturally cool in the summer. A single full bathroom had been completed when the house was constructed, and other than steel poles, which supported the upper floors, the space was devoid of partition walls.
“If we had metal shelves, we’d look like a mini Costco warehouse,” quipped Mac.
“Yeah, except we have more products than they do,” responded Hunter.
Mac walked through the stacks of nonperishable foods, cleaning supplies, and everyday hygiene items like shampoos, soap, and dental care. In the corner of the room, she stumbled upon Hunter’s first delivery—weapons and ammunition.
“In addition to surviving up here for decades, it appears you’re ready for war,” Mac said as she picked up an AR-10 and felt its weight in her hands.
“If we stayed in the city as society collapsed around us, we’d need these guns and much more to survive. Up in the mountains, I’d like to think what I’ve acquired was out of an abundance of caution. Hopefully, we won’t have any trouble.”
“What if someone tries to take our stuff?” asked Mac.
“Then we’ll defend ourselves and our provisions, with force if necessary. Mac, if we don’t have the ability to protect what we have, we might as well help the bad guys load it into their truck.”
“It’ll be a lot different than playing paintball,” she muttered.
Hunter took her in his arms and held her as they stared down at the thousands of rounds of ammunition neatly stored and stacked in green ammo cans. “Killing is never easy, but it beats the alternative.”
The two stood silently for a moment, considering what Hunter said, and surveyed the stacks of supplies. They began to organize their purchases into distinct piles.
Everything related to security was kept next to the weapons. Alternative energy like solar-related gear together with camping supplies were set near the French doors overlooking the valley. Food and beverages were piled near the stairwell. Cleaning supplies and toiletries were stacked near the bathroom.
“What are we missing?” asked Mac.
“We have two glaring holes in my plan,” replied Hunter. “One is the ability to grow our own food in the future and the other is medical supplies.”
“Have you ever grown your own food?” asked Mac.
“No.”
“Nor have I. Somehow, I think there’s more involved than just throwing a bunch of seed in the ground and hoping for the best.”
Mac walked to the window and looked into the backyard. It stretched fifty feet to a white rail fence, and then it dropped seventy feet to the bottom of the ravine. “We have a little room for a garden. Maybe we could build a greenhouse over there. We’d have to cut down some trees, however.”
“Crap! I need to buy a chainsaw,” exclaimed Hunter. “I’ll need fuel, oil mix, and bar oil as well.” He pulled out his iPhone and began tapping notes into his checklists.
“Do you get the sense that we’re gonna forget something?”
“Yeah, every minute of every day. Seriously, when I was stalking Hassan through the mall the other day, it was all I could do not to make a quick stop in Dick’s Sporting Goods to buy a crossbow.”
“Like the guy on The Walking Dead has?”
“Exactly,” replied Hunter. “Think about how loud a hunting rifle is. Nothing screams, hey, we’re over here like a gunshot reverberating off these canyon walls. We may need to hunt with a bow just to keep the noise level down.”
Mac started toward the stairs and Hunter followed her, making additional notes in his checklists. “Don’t worry about the medical supplies list, I’ll help with that,” said Mac over her shoulder as they climbed the stairs. “That’s assuming, of course, the shelves at Walgreens haven’t been emptied.”
“Tomorrow. For now, let’s go into town and get something to eat. I wanna get a feel for what people are like around here.”
“Why?” asked Mac.
“To see if they’ll be a problem later,” replied Hunter.
*****
There were over two hundred small retail shops located in Breckenridge, which was a large number considering their full-time resident population of less than five thousand spread out through the surrounding mountains.
The stores were primarily geared toward visitors with the vast majority devoted to gifts, clothing, and sporting goods. Restaurants were everywhere, but Mac and Hunter were craving pizza, so they ventured down Main Street to Extreme Pizza, a business built by people who claimed to have snowboarded before there were snowboards and who prided themselves on coloring outside the lines. Certainly, their pizzas reflected their wild and crazy approach to life.
Mac and Hunter decided on something rad, as suggested by a young guy standing in line with them who looked like he was straight off the cover of Skateboarder magazine. Rad, at Extreme Pizza, meant Hanoi Fever, a pizza topped with shredded pork marinated in hoisin sauce, peanuts, jalapenos, carrots, and fresh cilantro. Two ice-cold Budweisers helped Mac and Hunter put out the fire that came with every bite of pizza.
The restaurant was built in a beautiful Victorian-style house with fireplaces and multiple levels of dining. It was having a busy evening, so Mac and Hunter shared a table on the upstairs porch overlooking Main Street, with a local couple.
They struck up a conversation with Chloe and Axel Matthews, the proprietors of The Local Market and Liquor Shed across the street from Extreme Pizza. They’d cashed in their shares of Apple stock years ago, quit their jobs as programmers, and acquired the circa-1880 home built in the mining days of Breckenridge.
They’d replaced the old newspaper used as insulation with the new pink stuff, as Chloe called it, and opened a small variety store with their savings. In the small space, they sold everything from groceries to liquor, with some hardware products mixed in.
Mac and Hunter truly enjoyed the conversation with Chloe and Axel, which stretched way into the evening. After pizza, they made the rounds to a couple of bars and enjoyed several beers. On a couple of occasions, Axel offered to roll one, dangling a small Ziploc bag of marijuana in front of Hunter’s face. They wanted to smoke a joint outside, which was apparently commonplace in Breckenridge, but Mac and Hunter respectively declined.
For several hours, thoughts of plagues and pandemics slipped their minds. They enjoyed the beers and conversations with two people their age who’d given up everything they’d accumulated in Silicon Valley to lead the simple life in a tiny town full of free birds and people who didn’t have a care in the world.
On the drive up to Quandary Peak, Mac and Hunter laughed at how two people their age could be so radically different, pardon the pun. The world was made up of all kinds of people who could get along if they’d take the time to get to know one another.
 



Chapter 53
Day Forty-Five
Quandary Peak
Breckenridge
 
Hunter and Mac were getting ready after spending their first night at Quandary Peak. They both were amazed at how incredibly quiet it was. They’d opened the windows to allow the cool night air to circulate through the house, and rarely heard a noise except for the screeching or hoot of an owl.
“Why would we ever want to leave this place?” said Mac, still contemplating how long it would take for a sense of normalcy to return to the world after the pandemic ended. “My place in Buckhead had continuous noise invading it. Traffic, adjacent residents, and airplanes could be heard in the background constantly.”
“My home was pretty quiet except for the air traffic,” added Hunter. “The isolation at Quandary Peak is almost eerie. I really like it. Mac, if the world falls apart, I think we can get comfortable here.”
Hunter grabbed the remote and turned up the volume to hear a news report. The former surgeon general from the prior administration was being interviewed on Good Morning America.
“The nation’s current stock of antibiotics to treat the worst-case plague scenario is woefully inadequate. With the limited supply, attending physicians are having to make some tough decisions. For example, who gets treated first?
“In addition, you have problems that are logistical to an extent. Supply can’t keep up with demand. Many of these drugs are manufactured overseas and those countries are producing medications for their own citizens, not ours. This is one of the unintended consequences of outsourcing a manufacturing process as critical as medications.
“Let me add this as well. The antibiotics of last resort are causing a large number of adverse reactions in patients, especially those who are weak or infirm. There are reports of overly aggressive courses of treatment in an effort to save a life, which has resulted in the inflammation of the brain and heart.”
Mac was ready and grabbed a notepad off the dresser. Last night, after Hunter fell asleep, she’d made a list of medical supplies they’d need to cover everything from basic first aid to a serious trauma.
He was about to turn off the program when Mac stopped him. “Let’s hear this part.”
“Our hospitals are turning away far more patients than they are accepting. We have several examples of patients of Hispanic or Middle Eastern descent being refused treatment because of their race and origin. The American public needs to understand that just because this plague bacteria originated in Central America or possibly the Middle East doesn’t mean everyone descending from those regions of the world should be ostracized or attacked. This is a time to pull together, not create divisions based upon race or religion.”
Mac nodded and Hunter turned off the TV. “I’m afraid that’s easier said than done,” he said as they walked down the open, winding staircase. “It’s human nature to identify distinguishing characteristics and make judgments accordingly. Only further interaction with another person will help overcome the way you think, feel, and act toward someone.”
“This goes back to what we were talking about yesterday. Remember? You wanted to go into town to see what people were like. What do you think so far?”
Hunter laughed. “I think we’ve been transported back in time to the sixties, when the world revolved around sex, drugs, and alcohol.”
“No doubt,” said Mac with a chuckle. “I didn’t see any threats, though, did you?”
“Not at all, but these folks aren’t desperate yet. How will they react to being hungry or cold? What happens when their friends and neighbors become infected and start to die? Will Cheech and Chong ride off into the sunset, smoking a doobie? Or will they sneak through the woods and break into our place?”
Hunter opened the door for Mac and she slid into the passenger seat. He gave her a kiss on the cheek and whispered, “It’s time to talk about your parents.”
He closed the door and walked around the front of the Defender. She shook her head side to side and mouthed the word no. Then she quickly locked him out.
Hunter stood patiently by the door until she finally unlocked it to let him in. They had nearly two hours to broach the subject and make the arrangements. The conversation had been put off for too long.
“You know I’m just kidding,” said Mac. “I love my mom and dad. It’s just that I’ve lived away from home for fifteen years and I like my independence. Plus, I don’t want to share my time with you. I guess I’m selfish.”
“We can’t do this alone, Mac. Besides the fact that they’re your only family, you and I can’t sleep with one eye open and defend Quandary Peak alone. It doesn’t matter whether your parents can use a weapon or not. Just having extra sets of eyes and ears will make a huge difference in our quality of living during the period of isolation.”
Mac laughed. “You’ll be pleasantly surprised on the weapons part. Anyway, I agree and, frankly, I’ve waited too long to address the subject with them.”
For the next hour, Hunter and Mac took turns convincing the Hagans to join them at Quandary’s Peak. It took the promise of hunting and fishing for her father, coupled with a commitment for Barb to poke around the lab with Mac to seal the deal.
After they disconnected the call, Mac sat up and stretched across the console to plant a kiss on Hunter’s cheek.
“What was that for?” asked Hunter.
“My parents love you,” she said.
“How do you know that? Did they say something?”
“No, but a daughter can tell these things. Besides, you’re the first boyfriend that my father wanted to hunt with rather than hunt down.”
Hunter simply nodded and grinned.
 



Chapter 54
Day Forty-Five
DTRA/CIA Facility
Fort Collins
 
The research team was waiting for Mac in the large conference room. She’d provided them a number of tasks to get accomplished based upon her doctoral thesis concerning Bdellovilbrio bacteria, or BALOs, formidable predators in their own right.
The anthropological concept of predation was as old as the beginnings of life on this planet. In any ecosystem, in all walks of life, a series of interactions occur where a predator, the aggressor, feeds on its prey.
In human interaction, the attack could be psychological, taking the form of overbearing bullies intimidating another person. In the world of microorganisms, predation can involve bacteria, a tiny living organism, that sets its sights upon and attacks another bacteria or virus.
Mac’s college thesis studied the use of BALOs and their effectiveness on attacking gram-negative bacteria as a means to neutralize the harmful microorganism. Specifically, she focused on periodontitis, a common, yet serious gum infection that damages the soft tissue around a person’s teeth. Unchecked, the soft tissue erodes, causing the teeth to lose their support in the gums.
Periodontal pockets in the gum are full of gram-negative bacteria, which can also lead to osteoporosis and cardiovascular disease. As she conducted her research, Mac sought to create a method to neutralize the bacteria that causes periodontal disease by using BALOs.
The thesis provided positive results and became the subject of a more extensive study commissioned by the American Academy of Periodontology. She’d never considered the use of BALOs against the gram-negative Y. pestis bacterium until recent weeks. But it was the logical next step in a no-win situation.
Firstly, BALOs failed to completely kill their prey except at high predator-to-prey ratios during genetic testing. The higher the concentration of BALO, the more likely the patient would suffer heart failure or brain aneurysms, causing a stroke.
Secondly, BALOs preferred oxygen-rich environments, which presented a challenge to Mac when she conducted her tests on periodontal patients. The gum pockets around teeth are oxygen-limited. While the BALO would be an excellent method to attack the plague bacteria as it spread through the lungs, it would be limited in effectiveness for other organs.
The real reason was practicality. This would be a groundbreaking solution that required years of clinical trials and governmental approvals before it could be tested on human subjects. Mac didn’t have years. She only had days.
She dropped her briefcase into a chair and dove right into the conversation without pleasantries. “The optimal strategy for protecting people from pneumonic plague is through vaccination. We are trying to create one based upon my research of stemming the growth of periodontal disease. You guys realize this is a real stretch, but at the moment, it’s all I’ve got.”
Dr. Gene spoke first. “We’ve made some progress, Mac, but we’re limited here in our capabilities. This facility was never designed for this type of genetic engineering.”
“Were you able to complete the deletions and modifications of the gene structure that I requested?” asked Mac.
“We did,” replied Dr. Gene. “It’s a mutant version of the Y. pestis bacterium, to be sure.”
“Good,” said Mac, who became hopeful. “Now, the problem we have is that we don’t have any primates or near enough laboratory mice to conduct the necessary testing. Your mutant version, as you put it, will need live testing to determine whether it’s a safe candidate without causing significant internal damage to vital organs and tissue in the vaccinated test subjects.”
“We’re not set up for that here,” said Dr. Gene.
“I only have one option and that’s to call on someone that used to be an ally.”
*****
Mac was surprised when Dr. Spielman agreed to take her call. He had several reasons to avoid speaking with her. First, she was still persona non grata at the CDC, Baggett made sure of that. Second, after the incident at Denver Hospital, she was concerned the doctor had contacted the CDC about her continuing to use her credentials to gain access to patient data. Finally, she imagined that Dr. Spielman was a little busy, under the circumstances. When he answered the phone with a sincere, jovial greeting, Mac had high hopes for the success of her request.
“Dr. Spielman, I know this is a long shot on many levels. You have to know that I’ve been working on a possible cure or vaccine since the day I left the CDC. I may not carry the title I once had, but that didn’t stop me from being a dedicated epidemiologist.”
“I absolutely respect you for that, Mac,” added Dr. Spielman. “I regret what happened and I can only apologize to you for my inability to work things out on your behalf. Truthfully, if it hadn’t been for the ever-watchful eyes of Baggett, I could’ve kept you around much longer. This administration is in a state of chaos. In my opinion, the country is a ship without a rudder.”
“Sir, I will send you all of my clinical notes, the genetic reports, and the proposed modification ratios.”
“Thank you, Mac, but don’t send it to me. Send it directly to Janie Turnbull, who I’ll give full autonomy to. Further, I’m going to give her authority to speak directly with you, if you’re in agreement.”
Mac was thrilled. She and Janie could come out of the shadows. “Absolutely, but, sir, I’m sure your analysis of the disease spread is the same as mine. Between the news reports and data received from GPHIN, I believe the number of deaths per day will increase at a staggering rate now. How will you get this potential vaccine FDA approved?”
“You let me worry about that,” replied Dr. Spielman. “We’ve got a desperate President who’ll grab any lifeline we throw him.”
“And the side effects?” asked Mac.
“Well, people will have to make a choice—side effects or death,” he replied before he hung up the phone.
 



Chapter 55
Day Forty-Five
Oval Office
The White House
Washington, DC
 
The President settled into his chair for a rare Oval Office address to the nation in the middle of the day. Ordinarily, Presidents attempt to reach the broadest possible audience by delivering prime-time addresses. However, in light of the constant media coverage, the exponential rise of infected patients, and the death toll skyrocketing, the President and his political team determined this address needed to be delivered sooner rather than later. In his mind, it was time for a mea culpa, an acknowledgment of his shortcomings, without admitting it outright.
The President hesitated for a moment after he’d received the countdown to begin his statement. He appeared tired, even haggard, with dark circles under his eyes. He turned more and more to his beloved brandy to calm his nerves and cope with the most devastating crisis to confront the nation, and the world. The President’s mental acumen, which was once his greatest political asset, had begun to fail him, as evidenced by his misstating the time of day for this noontime address.
“Good evening, my fellow Americans. There is a time for rhetoric and there is a time for straight talk. Today, I’m not only speaking to you as your President, but also as a fellow American who believes it’s time to discuss the reality about the threat we face from this deadly, global pandemic.
“Over the past several weeks, many citizens of the world have met a terrible death caused by a deadly strain of the pneumonic plague. They were black and white, Latino and Asian, immigrants and refugees. Some were Americans, our moms and dads, daughters and sons. Each of them had families and loved ones, but all were a part of our American families.
“The disease first became apparent on American soil in the American Southwest among our Latino population. Sadly, the disease appeared to be carried into the country from Mexico and Central America by migrants crossing the border illegally. Then it appeared some refugees from Middle Eastern nations fleeing the war-torn region were unknowingly infected as well.
“While I have always had compassion for the plight of those fleeing oppression and squalor, it is problematic that the disease has entered our borders from abroad. Toward that end, I have signed another executive order immediately cancelling travel visas and closing our borders to all non-American citizens regardless of point of origin. We’re in a crisis, and I must take care of our own first.
“With brutal candor, I want to talk to you about what we face as a nation. Let me first start with what your government is doing to solve this crisis. Our CDC has been working night and day, relentlessly pursuing a vaccine or cure for this deadly disease. I am pleased to provide an update to you and a reason to have trust, confidence, and hope in our abilities to prevent this disease from taking many more lives.
“Moments ago, I signed an executive order that waives the customary rules and regulations required to bring new pharmaceuticals to the marketplace. Without getting into the hard science, let me state the breakthrough in the simplest of terms. Sometimes, as is the case when battling terrorism, you have to send in a killer to defeat a killer.
“The CDC has deployed a killer of its own—a cannibalistic bacteria that feeds on other deadly bacteria. A BALO, as it’s called, will envelop the plague bacteria and stop it in its path, rendering it incapable of spreading the disease within an infected patient’s body.
“For the first four years of my presidency, I have kept America safe from an ever-evolving threat from terrorism. As commander in chief, I have no greater responsibility than the security of the American people. Yet I know many of you are asking whether we are confronted by a plague for which there is no immediate cure.
“Here’s what I want you to know. The threat of a deadly pandemic is real, but we will overcome it. We will test the BALO vaccine and make it available as soon as it’s safe for human use.
“Now, I want to tell you what you can do to help. The most important thing you can do is to keep your distance from infected people. It’s referred to as social distancing. If you don’t have to leave the house, stay home. This disease is communicated by several means, including airborne respiratory droplets like when someone coughs, sneezes, or breathes in close spaces. Try to avoid elevators, enclosed rooms, or even forms of transportation that involve riding with strangers.
“Avoid simple skin-to-skin contact like handshakes, hugs, or other forms of touching. Certainly do not exchange bodily fluids with anyone who might be contagious. Avoid contact with any foreign surfaces. The plague bacteria can reside on most surfaces for up to seventy-two hours. If you touch your mouth, eyes, or nose after touching a contaminated surface, you could contract the plague.
“I want to share a story with you to illustrate my point. Before I became President and was afforded the luxury of Air Force One, I flew commercial like so many of you. There were many conversations with flight attendants over the years who warned me about the air that we were breathing, the blankets we were sharing, and the tray tables that only got cleaned once a day. Like flying, we all undertake everyday activities that can easily transfer germs.
“My suggestion to you is to minimize contact with anyone you suspect to be contagious, avoid potentially tainted surfaces, and give your government time to solve this crisis so we can bring our nation back to its feet.
“My fellow Americans, these are steps that we can take together to defeat this global pandemic threat. Let me also mention what we cannot do. We simply cannot turn against one another by letting this battle consume who we are as a nation. Bigotry begets bigotry and it should not be tolerated. The people who are infected are our neighbors and co-workers. They should not be judged for having a disease that was not of their choosing.
“Let’s not forget what makes us exceptional as Americans—our freedom. Freedom is more powerful than fear. So long as we stay true to our convictions, we will survive this challenge as a people and America will prevail.”
 



Chapter 56
Day Forty-Five
NBC News Report
Coto De Caza, Orange County, California
 
NBC Nightly News anchor Lester Holt led the broadcast that evening with the reaction to the President’s midday Oval Office address. Like most major networks, breaking news coverage concerning the plague pandemic took precedence over all other regularly scheduled programming. Prior to Holt coming on air, NBC, through its news arm, MSNBC, had portrayed the President as out of touch, uninspiring, and one guest commentator alluded to the President’s past bouts with manic depression.
Holt began the broadcast with a summary of the day’s events before summarizing the opinion of most pundits. “The administration’s initial response to the plague’s arrival into the United States has been roundly criticized as rocky, with each new case raising legitimate questions about preparedness and the capabilities of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Today, the cases have become a deluge, and the hospital facilities are more than overwhelmed. The National Guard has been called into every major city from New York to Los Angeles to control the mobs of people demanding access to health care.
“During this afternoon’s White House press briefing following the presidential address, a spokesman continued to maintain the President’s confidence in CDC Director Dr. Tom Spielman, who provided the President, and the nation, a lifeline in the form of a new genetically modified antibiotic, which may be a vaccine to stop the spread of the disease. The CDC has announced a press conference will be held in the coming days regarding the vaccine’s effectiveness and availability.”
Holt turned his attention to a different camera as the angle provided a split-screen view of NBC news correspondent Miguel Almaguer, based at the network’s Los Angeles bureau. Before addressing Almaguer, Holt set up the next story.
“The President addressed many issues surrounding the plague pandemic, including the original source of the disease in the United States, followed by a warning to those who might be shunned as a result of their ethnicity. Miguel Almaguer has that report.”
Almaguer wore khaki pants and a red polo shirt bearing the NBC logo. He stood outside an upscale gated community protected by two men dressed in Apex Security uniforms.
“Lester, I’m standing outside a gated community in Cota de Caza, one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in Orange County, California. Today, following the presidential address, a number of local residents began to descend upon the nearby Wagon Wheel Elementary School to pick up their children.
“To provide some background for your viewers, the Wagon Wheel was included in a private program created by President Garcia’s predecessor to create equal opportunity and access to an education for unaccompanied minors who’d entered the country from Central America and Mexico.
“For the past six years, more and more of these children were successfully integrated into the school, which, by all measures, provided them a physically and emotionally safe learning environment. In the last several days, that has changed.”
The network feed switched to a steady stream of expensive vehicles operated by predominantly white women entering the school property and rushing inside the building. Almaguer stood within the camera’s field of view on the footage while his voice-over continued to set up the scene.
“We learned that local residents, in reaction to the President’s address, began to pull their children out of the school. Some of the parents didn’t bother to stop by the principal’s office to provide an explanation. While most of the women refused to speak to me, one of them did, who seemed to echo the sentiment of her neighbors.”
A tall brunette woman stood inside the open door of her Mercedes-Benz SUV as Almaguer and the camera rushed in her direction.
“Ma’am! Ma’am!” shouted Almaguer as he shoved the microphone in her face. “Why are you removing your daughter from the school today?”
“It’s very simple,” the mother replied as she nervously fidgeted with the pearls around her neck. Her attention darted between the camera and the reporter. “I don’t want my baby to get sick.”
“Why do you feel it’s necessary to pull her out of school at this time?” he pressed her despite her attempts to get into her vehicle.
The woman nervously looked around, as if scanning the parking area to see if anyone was listening, and responded, “Listen, everyone knows this disease was brought to America by, you know, these refugee kids or their parents. Our school is full of them.”
“But, ma’am, don’t you consider these statements to be racist? I mean, aren’t you doing the exact opposite of what the President requested?”
The woman stood a little taller and looked Almaguer directly in the face. “No, it’s got nothing to do with racism. It has everything to do with the facts. The President said it himself. This disease was brought into America by people crossing our border illegally. Now they’re in our schools.”
“Ma’am, it’s not just people of color who could be carriers of the disease,” said Almaguer. “The plague bacteria does not discrim—”
The woman cut him off. “It’s my duty as a mother to protect my child, not to worry about hurting someone else’s feelings.” With that final statement, she sat in the driver’s seat and slammed the door shut, almost taking Almaguer’s arm and microphone with her as she sped off.
He concluded his report. “Lester, this appears to be the general mood here in Orange County, as residents are heeding the warnings of the President, in part, but ignoring the admonition on how to treat their fellow Americans at the same time. Back to you.”
Holt pursed his lips and shook his head in disgust. “Thank you, Miguel.” He continued with the next news story.
“Meanwhile, the World Health Organization is reporting that throughout Europe as many as eighty million people may have been exposed to the plague bacteria and nearly sixteen million are reportedly dead. This report prompted calls by several U.S. senators to not only close the borders, but to expel those noncitizens who are here on temporary visas.”
 



Chapter 57
Day Forty-Five
Boulder, Colorado
 
Hunter searched Fort Collins and Loveland to locate the extensive checklist of medical supplies prepared by Mac. Her request went beyond the standard first aid kits and over-the-counter medications he suggested. The items included dental care, alternative medicines, and the oddest request of them all was for fish antibiotics.
Mac printed out several checklists for him at Quandary’s Peak last night, including several pages of suggested preparedness items from the WHO. It was designed for governmental agencies, but it was a perfect resource for infectious disease preparations.
These items weren’t found in Walmart or the local drug stores, whose shelves were depleted. Hunter searched the web on his iPhone, looking for possible locations that the general public wouldn’t consider.
Hunter had quite a bit of luck in Loveland, where a small medical supply store agreed to sell directly to him so long as he purchased case packs of their products. Hunter focused on trauma treatment, including gunshot wounds.
While in Iraq, Hunter had the opportunity to examine the MOLLE vest of a combat medic. In addition to carrying a full combat load of ammunition for his M4, the medics focused on fluid resuscitation, blood-loss control, airway management, and a variety of splints.
Hunter packed the Defender with IV fluids and tubing to deal with fluid loss. He purchased a variety of tourniquets and trauma bandages, together with a number of blood-clotting agents to stop hemorrhaging like Celox and Israeli bandages. They suggested a few different chest seals in addition to the HALO pack that Hunter was familiar with. Coupled with the Combitube designed to keep the airways open, a gunshot victim could avoid respiratory distress.
The owner of the store sold Hunter several medical supplies that were only available to health care providers because he had cash and didn’t require a receipt. The man claimed he’d stocked his home with similar supplies to prepare for the inevitable collapse of Metro Denver’s health care system.
The owner’s wife, who was a nurse at Boulder Community Health, said more and more staff members were refusing to work out of fear of being exposed to the plague. In fact, he suggested to Hunter that he purchase Tyvek suits and sanitizing supplies. Hunter took them all.
Having filled the majority of Mac’s list, Hunter then headed to his final stop, which was Buffalo Industrial Supply in Boulder. They specialized in laboratory equipment and supplies. Hunter had questioned Mac about the need for these things when she had a building full of them, and her curt response was just in case. Hunter didn’t question her, and with the final list in hand, he entered the building.
He was greeted by a man and woman who were both wearing protective masks and gloves. Hunter immediately reminded himself that he needed to do the same. Like his previous stop, it took a little financial prodding to make these purchases. He couldn’t explain to the store clerks what the intended use was because he didn’t know.
An hour later, he’d stuffed a variety of glass bottles, vials, containers, and hazardous disposal gear into the back of the truck. As he was leaving Boulder, Hunter noticed one of the few Radio Shack stores that had remained open after they’d declared bankruptcy years ago. He pulled in to add something that had slipped his mind earlier—communications gear.
Hunter picked up several two-way radios, both handheld and desktop scanners, and a couple of crank weather radios. He was about to check out when he spotted something that quickly solved a number of security concerns—a twelve-inch camera drone. He bought two of them as well as a solar battery kit before he left.
During the drive back to Fort Collins, Hunter began to realize that he couldn’t think of everything. Every day, or even every hour, a seemingly indispensable item would pop into his head. His instincts told him that time was running out and that very soon his shopping expeditions would be over—at least the traditional way of shopping.
 



Chapter 58
Day Forty-Six
CDC Offices
Atlanta
 
Dr. Spielman had placed Janie in charge of the BALO project and she immediately pulled in her best people who’d trained under and were loyal to Mac. Seeking a vaccine using Mac’s work not only helped the sick, but it could also vindicate her in the public eye. Janie had set more than one co-worker straight in the first few days after Mac’s appearance on Capitol Hill. Now, nearly three weeks later, the alarm bells set off by Mac were proven to be warranted. Hopefully, the BALO project would help redeem Mac in the eyes of their peers.
Following Mac’s departure, Janie continued the daily briefing in the war room established by Mac. The teams assigned to each continent provided updates on their region’s death tolls, number of infected and spread rates. The CEFO’s demeanor became increasingly defeated and demoralized.
The spread of the plague disease exploded at such a rate that a million-man army of epidemiologists couldn’t stop it from engulfing the population. This modified strain of the pneumonic plague had proven itself to be stealthy in terms of its discovery in contagious patients, as well as remorseless in its race to kill.
Dr. Spielman had addressed the team this morning after they’d had an opportunity to study Mac’s hypothesis and clinical notes. Many had immediately jumped into the lab to begin their work last night. During the briefing, Janie had observed a lot of tired scientists, weary of fatigue from a long night as well as more bad news on the death toll.
Janie needed a break, so she decided to leave the building and walk across the Emory University campus to Starbucks. It was a brisk fifteen-minute walk, allowing her to clear her head. She called Mac to bring her up to speed.
“The campus is almost empty. Summer school is in session, but it doesn’t appear that many people are showing up for class,” reported Janie.
“I haven’t kept up with the Olympics,” started Mac. “How is attendance?”
“At first, it was off the charts. Record crowds were showing up for the events, but as the news began to be dominated by Pandemic Pandemonium, the foreign visitors traveled home. Heck, two countries, Japan and China, pulled their athletes out of the Games and returned to the Far East.”
“I’ve tried to keep up with the spread, but what do the numbers look like in the East, especially China, India, and Japan?” asked Mac.
“They’re growing exponentially now. They got a late start, obviously, compared to Europe and Latin America, but the disease is catching up with them quickly.”
“Janie, I hate to put it this way, but all we can do now is try to protect our own. Our days of saving the world are over. We have to concentrate on America at this point.”
“Well, funny that you mentioned that,” added Janie. “There’s been another outbreak of Ebola in Western Africa, Sierra Leone again. I heard someone ask Dr. Spielman in the hallway whether they should assemble a team to address it. You wanna know what he said?”
“Yeah,” replied Mac.
“He said, ‘Why bother?’ I’m serious, Mac. Even Dr. Spielman seems to be giving up hope.”
Janie continued walking toward Starbucks in front of the Michael C. Carlos Museum. The beautiful granite structure featuring Greek & Roman art collections had a sign posted on its double doors, which read closed until further notice.
“I hate to hear that,” said Mac. “Do you think he’s giving up altogether? I mean, is he supporting the BALO option?”
“Oh, no. He’s not giving up. He’s throwing everything at BALO. They’ve been working around the—”
DING!
The notification indicated that Janie had received a high-priority text message from the CDC.
“Hold on, Mac. I gotta look at this message.”
Janie stepped onto the grassy lawn to use the shade of an oak tree in hopes it would lessen the glare.
“Holy crap, Mac. I’ve gotta read this to you. I’m puttin’ you on speaker.”
“Okay.”
Janie maneuvered through her phone to place Mac on speaker and read her the message at the same time.
“Ready? Listen to this. It’s from Michelle Watson. Lab compromised. CDC main building on lockdown. Where are you?”
Mac was silent on the other line for a moment as Janie repeated the text.
“Mac, I’ve gotta get back. I better call you later.”
Janie hung up the phone and began to sprint across Emory, drawing the concerned looks of the few students who remained.
 



Chapter 59
Day Forty-Seven
CDC Offices
Atlanta
 
Dr. Spielman spent the night locked within his office suite, isolated from the cascading series of safety failures that occurred in the BSL-4 where the BALO project testing was under way. In the media, the failure read like a screenplay for a medical thriller movie. It was just another black eye delivered to the CDC that was unwarranted. Granted, a failure of this type was devastating. Under the circumstances, when the hope of America rested upon their work, it appeared to be a death blow.
He’d resisted the urge to make a public statement regarding the details of the accident and the impact on their research until all of the facts were made clear. He had personnel who were potentially exposed to the deadly plague bacteria and their families to consider. He wanted to get the facts straight before he addressed the media.
From his office, via Google Hangouts, Dr. Spielman read a prepared statement.
“Yesterday afternoon, while our dedicated scientists raced to find a vaccine and cure for this devastating strain of the plague, an incident occurred in one of our biosafety laboratories. Four of our scientists entered the decontamination chamber of our primary BSL-4.
“In this chamber, a shower of chemicals is released that is designed to kill any germ, virus, or bacteria that might have attached itself to their protective gear. The next step in the process is for the scientists, having been fully cleansed, to enter a changing room, which is not a protected area.
“After they initiated the decontamination chemical spray, the shower malfunctioned. Warning lights indicated that additional safety protocols were begun, but they too failed, causing the gasket seals around the exit door to the changing room to deflate to the point that light was entering the chamber and the scientists were able to see into the changing room.
“Our personnel are trained in this type of failure and they immediately worked together to hold the exit door shut and manually trigger a deluge of emergency chemicals to complete the decontamination process.
“Despite their best efforts, the air pressure within the chamber was compromised and the door back into the BSL-4 forced itself open, potentially allowing microorganisms to escape.
“I can only describe the failures as highly unusual, but after an all-night investigation, we’re pleased to announce that none of our personnel were placed at risk as a result of the lab’s equipment failures. Our emergency maintenance team responded quickly and manually operated the chemical showers from outside the laboratory, allowing our scientists to exit safely into the changing room.
“Yes, there was a malfunction, but we had a clearly established protocol for how to quickly and rapidly respond to the emergency. We are still investigating the cause of the malfunction, and a possible glitch in the system software has not been ruled out.
“Under the circumstances, out of an abundance of precaution, the main building of the CDC campus will remain on twenty-four-seven lockdown. Let me be clear on one more thing. We will not stop the important work of finding a vaccine and cure for the pneumonic plague bacteria that is spreading across the United States and the rest of the planet.”
 



Chapter 60
Day Forty-Seven
Breckenridge
 
Hunter continued his quest to learn more about the quaint ski town of Breckenridge. He and Mac diligently prepared for the inevitable self-imposed isolation that they expected to become necessary in the coming days or weeks. They were outsiders in a relatively close-knit community despite the fact that most of the retail store owners and professionals were transplants.
Like any new couple who’d recently moved to a new community, they found shopping and restaurants first. Today, they hoped to learn more about medical facilities, of particular interest to Mac, and local law enforcement, which was Hunter’s bailiwick.
They started in the north end of town at the Summit County Sheriff’s Office. Despite having resigned from his temporary post with the FBI, Jablonik refused to allow Hunter to leave the DTRA and Project Artemis. The two had a long conversation in which they agreed about the most likely future of America. Jablonik admitted that he planned on joining his family on their farm in the Shenandoah Valley. He also advised Hunter about the status of his partner, Kameel Khan.
As word of the lightning-fast spread of the plague in London began to reach the American news media, Khan requested a leave of absence to return to London and his aging parents. The city was in chaos and Jablonik lost touch with Khan. Under the circumstances, as was the case with several missing operatives in the field, Jablonik didn’t pursue the matter. Throughout the federal government, including the military, people were abandoning their posts to care for loved ones or hide from the spread of the plague bacteria.
Hunter and Mac discussed the news out of Atlanta. They both agreed that the compromise of the BSL-4 must be unnerving to Spielman. The CDC had been under constant attack from the media and its never-ending supply of pundits, who always seem to know a better way. Mac was pleased to hear that the BALO project was continuing, but she feared the public might lose confidence in its effectiveness following this most recent negative press.
The topic of Janie came up in conjunction with their purpose of coming into Breckenridge. The two of them had sat on the deck last night, enjoying the cool air blowing down the face of Quandary Peak. Their conversations wandered for several hours as they tried to envision life after the pandemic engulfed America.
Neither were readers of fiction. Mac was too busy studying scientific journals and Hunter spent his time chasing terrorists. They laughed as they thought about the absurd scenarios portrayed in movies and television—zombies, mutant aliens, and the like. One thing they agreed upon as it related to The Walking Dead series was the writer’s depiction of a dystopian life, without the zombies, of course.
Humans were tribal by nature, and over time, Hunter suspected large groups would band together in an effort to survive. Neighbors would find common ground and seek to defend their homes against outsiders that might do them harm. Small towns would look to their leadership—mayors, law enforcement, and even clergy—for guidance on what to do.
Mac thought it would be logical for communities like Breckenridge to circle the wagons, so to speak, and close their streets to outside travelers. Interstate 70 was a major east-west route and it made sense that those fleeing carnage and societal collapse in Denver would seek refuge in the mountains.
As Hunter pulled into the largely empty Summit County Sheriff’s Office parking lot, he reminded Mac that they, too, were outsiders. His goal was to use his military background and position within the DTRA to offer his assistance to the sheriff in the event things got rough. At the same time, he wasn’t going to tell anyone, much less law enforcement, about the supplies and weapons cache they’d assembled.
Hunter had seen what economic collapse looks like when they’d conducted a two-month-long operation in Venezuela. Politicians would not hesitate to employ whatever assets were within their charge, including the military, to maintain control and power. He was very much aware of the powers held by any President of the United States in that regard. Martial law was every President’s secret weapon.
*****
Mac waited in the Defender while Hunter spent time inside getting to know the local sheriff. She used this as an opportunity to call Janie and see how she was progressing. After their phone call abruptly ended the day before, Mac had only received a few cryptic texts. The majority of the information she’d received regarding the CDC lockdown came from the media.
This morning, she woke up to a new message from Janie and they conducted the following exchange.
Janie: I’ll be locked out for days. No way for me to help here.
Mac: How about Emory? Can you liaise there?
Janie: Nope, skeleton crew only. Yesterday’s event spooked Emory. X-cel classes, sent everyone home.
Mac: What are you going to do?
Janie: IDK. I need to find a cure. Do you agree?
Mac: I’m not stopping until I do.
Janie: Need help?
Mac: A long way from home.
Janie: Don’t care. Parents and sis are safe. ATL is falling apart. Everything inside the perimeter is scary. Rioting & looting in Buckhead near your place. Heck, even OTP is becoming dangerous.
Mac: Why are they rioting?
Janie: ’Cause they can. Who knows? There’s nobody to stop them, I guess. Let me come help. I’ll bring lab rats.
Mac: Ha-ha! Fine by me and I’m sure Hunter won’t care. My parents are on the way too.
Janie: Cool! I love your mom, and your dad is a hoot!
Mac: Janie, you may not be able to go back.
Janie: I know.
During the text conversation, Hunter and Mac discussed whether it was a good idea to encourage Janie. Hunter wasn’t against it, but his analytical mind required a few issues to be addressed.
First, Janie was another mouth to feed and person to take care of. Second, she wasn’t weapons trained and her benefit to the group would be limited in terms of security until she could get comfortable with a weapon. Third, she wasn’t family, or at least less family than Hunter was. If tough decisions had to be made, Janie would be the odd man out.
On the positive side was Janie’s attitude. She’d always been a loyal team player for Mac. The girl was enthusiastic and fearless. In the coming days as Mac continued her testing and trials, Janie would be an invaluable right arm in the lab.
Also, Janie was a veterinarian with advanced surgical skills, albeit with animals. As health care facilities became overwhelmed, including the St. Anthony Medical facility near I-70, someone with the ability to treat trauma injuries was invaluable. Mac and her mother had some training, but it paled in comparison to Janie’s capabilities.
With the addition of Janie, Hunter and Mac agreed their team was complete. The two of them could focus on security. Janie would be their doomsday doctor. Mac’s dad would be in charge of entertainment, and Barbara, a four-star general, would command the troops. The two laughed at the concept of their very own battalion of survivors, each with their own special talents to contribute.
As Hunter walked briskly from the entrance of the sheriff’s department to rejoin her, Mac contemplated their next stop at High Country Healthcare, an urgent care and family medicine practice just a few hundred yards from the sheriff’s office.
At her mom’s suggestion, she wanted to look up Dr. Caleb Cooley, an old-school general practitioner who made house calls, was capable of delivering babies, and was known to be quite the poker player. She described him as a Wild West throwback, straight out of the old Bonanza television series.
Hunter hopped into the truck with a smile.
“How did it go?” asked Mac.
“Not bad, but we need to stop at the Western store. I’m gonna need some boots and a cowboy hat. And we need to consider a horse, too.”
 



Chapter 61
Day Forty-Seven
High Country Healthcare
Breckenridge
 
High Country Healthcare was a modern practice, but Dr. Caleb Cooley was a modern cowboy. He looked somewhat like an older, broken-down version of the legendary Marlboro man. He had a lanky physique and a thick horseshoe mustache complete with vertical extensions grown on the corners of his lips and down the sides of his mouth to his jawline. In its upside-down configuration, his mustache resembled a horseshoe that had its luck run out.
Being unlucky was certainly not the case for the fifty-seven-year-old native of nearby Frisco, Colorado. After graduating from medical school, he interned back home at St. Anthony’s before establishing the family practice in ’93.
In his spare time, he would frequent the casinos of Central City, roughly fifty miles down Interstate 70 in the foothills. He became proficient at playing Texas Hold’em and began to enter tournaments in Las Vegas. After cutting his teeth at Bally’s, he moved on to the high stakes games at the Wynn, Bellagio, and Venetian hotels.
The larger resorts’ players were used to high limits and wide bankroll swings. The minimum spread of 4/8 didn’t scare Dr. Caleb Cooley, who took advantage of those Easterners who drank too much and therefore had cojones
of steel.
The weekends in Las Vegas earned him far more than his family practice, but he was never tempted to quit medicine in order to chase the high-flying life of other poker players in Las Vegas. Eventually, he made enough money to purchase a magnificent ranch at the base of nearby Red Mountain, across McCullough Gulch from Quandary Peak.
He’d met Mac’s mother and father while hiking to Quandary Peak, his favorite 14er. Although her parents were in relatively good physical condition for their age, their first hike up the trails to the peak resulted in a twisted ankle for her mom. Dr. Cooley had an ankle wrap in his backpack and plenty of Naprosyn. With the aid of a walking pole, Barbara made it back to the house and both of the Hagans made a friend.
“Well, say howdy,” greeted Dr. Cooley as he entered the waiting room to meet Mac and Hunter. He had a deep and resonant voice with a very distinctive Western drawl. He immediately hugged Mac and offered his hand to Hunter. At first, Hunter hesitated to shake it after Mac’s constant reminders to avoid unnecessary contact with others, but he took the chance considering Mac accepted a hug. He was afraid he might insult Dr. Cooley.
“Hi, Dr. Cooley,” said Mac after she pulled out of his bear hug. “Mom has told me so much about you.”
“She has, has she? I gotta tell ya, I love your folks. Good, down-to-earth people. Who’s this good-lookin’ feller?”
“Nathan Hunter. But everyone calls me Hunter.”
Dr. Cooley came back with a quick reply. “Do you?”
“Do I what?” asked Hunter in response. “Hunt?”
“Yeah, and ride horses, and treat this pretty gal like a lady?”
Mac started laughing as Hunter blushed somewhat. With a grin, he rifled back, “Yes, no, and if I don’t, I’ll have to deal with her mother.”
Both Mac and Dr. Cooley burst into laughter as the older man put his arms around Hunter’s shoulders and led them both back to his office. “Young fella, you call me Doc Cooley, or just Doc will be fine. If you call me Caleb, I’ll have to whoop ya.”
Doc continued as he led them down the hallway of the quiet medical facility. “Mac, this here’s a good ’un. But then, Barb told me he was. It was your pa who put me up to ribbin’ Hunter. You know, he told me to test his mettle and his sense of humor. Tommy told me that if this young man didn’t have a sense of humor, we’d have to chuck him down the mountain first chance.”
Mac smiled at Hunter, who was enjoying the good-humored teasing being doled out by Doc. “My folks are putting you to the test, Hunter. They’ve employed their local minions.”
“Dang straight,” said Doc. They entered his office, which was adorned with hunt trophies, including elk, moose, and bighorn sheep. “Hunter, shut the door, please, sir.”
Doc ran his fingers through his long salt-and-pepper hair and adopted a serious demeanor. Mac started the conversation.
“Doc, thanks for seeing us on short notice and taking up your lunch hour,” started Mac. “Mom said we can trust you implicitly.”
“Honey, I’m a poker player, which means I’m an expert at lying. But not to my friends. Back in the day, when I played in the high-stakes world for cold, hard cash, it was all business, pure and simple. For me, it was one dollar at a time. One chip at a time. What we’ve got is an honest friendship, which means you can count on me, just as I suspect I can count on you.”
Mac smiled and grabbed Hunter’s hand. This was exactly what she hoped for when her mother suggested they form a closer friendship with Doc. “Thanks, Doc, and yes, you can count on us.”
Hunter added to the conversation, getting to the point, as he was mindful of Doc’s busy patient schedule. “Doc, a storm’s comin’. I don’t know if Breckenridge has experienced any cases of this plague yet, but within days, it will be the ugliest challenge this nation has ever faced.”
“I imagine that’s true, Hunter. I’ve been followin’ the news and talked to some of the other old-timers here in Breckenridge. So far, we’ve been lucky, but the town’s on edge. The shopkeepers don’t know if the next tourist who walks through their door is gonna be infected or not. The hotels are seeing cancellations right and left, not that it matters because all of the housekeepers are afraid to clean the rooms of strangers.”
“It’s a bad situation that’s going to get worse,” said Hunter. “I need to ask you a very direct question. Are the people in charge here—from the mayor to the sheriff and the town elders, if you will—ready for this?”
Doc leaned back in his chair and propped one leg on the corner of his desk, revealing a well-worn Justin roper boot. “We’re like any small town. You got a handful of type A personalities who’re absolutely certain they know what’s best for everybody. Ya got the other side who’s convinced the other type A’s are dead wrong. The way I see it is this. When the manure hits the fan, the local folks are gonna follow the advice of the side that makes ’em feel safe. As for me and my buddies, we’ll take right good care of ourselves.”
“If Denver falls apart and people start to flee the city, looking for a place around here, whadya think the town would do?”
Doc removed his leg from the desk and leaned forward to answer. He looked at Hunter and then back to Mac. With his deep, gravelly voice, he responded, “Just ’cause trouble comes visitin’ doesn’t mean you have to offer it a place to sit down. This town has always welcomed visitors and new residents with open arms. I’ve been guilty of the same right here in this office. Sure, I’ve told folks that if they’re ever back in Breck to stop by. They may enjoy the trip up here, but y’all, that doesn’t mean I’m gonna answer the door.”
 



Chapter 62
Day Forty-Eight
Quandary Peak
 
“Hunter!” shouted Mac as she opened the carved wood front door. When the home was built, a local artisan created a custom door with carved wildlife etched into the oak. Mac flung it open and ran out like a young child excited to greet her grandparents. Tommy Hagan had barely pulled the Jeep Wrangler to a complete stop before Mac stuck her head in through the half doors and planted a kiss on her father’s cheek together with a hug around his neck.
“Your mother will be jealous that I got the first smooch,” said the recently turned sixty-year-old man with premature white hair. Tommy Hagan’s hair was not indicative of his level of fitness. The mild-mannered retired chemistry teacher was a regular at the Coastal Fitness Center in Coos Bay.
He still repped two hundred and twenty-five pounds on the flat bench, a remarkable amount of weight for someone his age. His cardiovascular training included four-mile runs daily. For all of his silliness, Tommy Hagan was capable of competing in a triathlon for his age group. This fall, he was slated to participate in his first sprint competition in the Green Valley Senior Games in Arizona. He was probably one of the few men who looked forward to turning sixty, which allowed him to compete.
Hunter emerged from the basement and joined the family reunion on the gravel driveway, which circled in front of the house. Mac had bounced around the back of the Jeep to give her mother a hug as well.
She and Barb were not as affectionate to one another as Mac was to her father. Tommy was more touchy-feely than Barb. It wasn’t always that way. Over the years, Barb Stinchcomb had morphed into General Barbara Hagan, hardening her exterior in the process. Retirement had softened her somewhat, but not necessarily with respect to her daughter. In many respects, to a casual observer, the relationship between Mac and Barb could be described as businesslike.
“It’s nice to meet you, sir,” said Hunter as he shook Tommy’s hand.
Tommy immediately turned the greeting into a man-hug and a hearty slap on Hunter’s back. “You call me Tommy, or else.”
“Or else what?” asked Hunter, going along with the joke.
“Or I’ll call you Nathan, or Natester, or Nate-O-Rama. Deal?”
“It’s an offer I cannot refuse,” said Hunter with a grin. “Get it?”
Tommy burst out laughing and looked over at Barb and Mac, who were enjoying the two men hitting it off. “Mac, you didn’t tell me he was a funny one. You guys get it, right?”
“Get what, Daddy?”
“You know, The Godfather. Tom Hagen, the consigliere of the Corleone family. An offer you can’t refuse?” Tommy looked at their dumbfounded looks in disappointment. He turned to Hunter and whispered, “I don’t think they get it.”
Suddenly, Mac and Barb began to laugh hysterically. They’d pulled one over on the jokester.
“Of course we get it, you nutty professor,” said Barb as she provided her daughter a second, unexpected hug.
Tommy grinned, surprised that the women got one over on him. “Come on, Hunter. I like you already. Help me unload the Jeep while the two nerds catch up on the fate of the world.”
“Well, okay,” replied Hunter. He waved over the top of the soft-top, four-door Wrangler. “It was nice to meet you, General Hagan.”
“Call me Barb, or else!” she said with a laugh.
“Yeah, yeah. Or else what?”
“I’ll pull rank and make you two sleep in separate quarters!”
“NOOO!” protested Mac.
Hunter ducked behind the Jeep and joined Tommy at the rear. He’d already unloaded several pieces of soft-sided luggage and began to pull out the long-gun protective cases.
“Whadya got there?” asked Hunter.
“Firepower, my friend,” replied Tommy. “I used to hunt for sport. Now, I suspect we’ll hunt to survive. Only the prey may be more than the elk and deer roaming these mountains.”
“I’m afraid so, Tommy.”
*****
The four of them spent the next half hour unloading the Jeep and getting the Hagans settled in their second home. Barb acquiesced and allowed Mac and Hunter to continue sharing a room as long as they kept it down, a statement that caused Mac to blush.
Tommy and Barb opened a bottle of wine and the tops were popped off a couple of Budweisers. The group settled into the four rustic Adirondack chairs carved out of aspen wood, which overlooked the western horizon and Blue Lakes. As always, it was gloriously quiet with only the deep booming call of a blue grouse interrupting the silence.
“What did you see along the way?” asked Hunter.
Tommy swirled his cabernet in the stemmed wineglass and then took a sip. “Salt Lake City was the only populated area we passed through of consequence. When we were in range, we made a point to listen to local radio stations as we traveled to get a feel for what was going on.”
Barb interjected. “It was nonstop breaking news on SiriusXM. On a local level, the reporting was remarkably personal. In small towns like Elko, Nevada, the radio stations named businesses and residents in the reports. They discussed where the people had visited, all in an attempt to prevent the spread within their towns.”
“Once we hit Interstate 80 in Winnemucca, Nevada, the reports of sick people became more frequent,” added Tommy. “In Salt Lake City, the discussion was nonstop about the plague. And, I might add, it was increasingly hostile. Talk radio has a tendency to be toxic anyway, but what we heard was hate speech, in my opinion.”
“I can’t disagree,” said Barb. “People are afraid, and we, I mean, the government, have not provided solutions. The system is overwhelmed and is probably exhibiting a total breakdown of basic services.”
“Mom, they’re still working on my BALO suggestion. I don’t plan on giving up on other alternatives.”
“As well you should, until it’s unsafe to leave here,” said Barb. “Major cities in Oregon and California are experiencing rolling blackouts. Not because the power grid is overtaxed, but because the personnel necessary to run our critical infrastructure are not showing up for work. The so-called blue flu is becoming endemic within our public service sector.”
“The governor of Washington has declared a state of emergency after several nights of rioting in Seattle and Spokane,” added Tommy. “The National Guard has been called in to guard hospitals and clinics. Pharmacies are being looted as people seek antibiotics.”
“That are useless against the plague anyway,” interjected Barb. “Hospitals are now moving regular patients into nursing homes for treatment to make way for plague-stricken victims.”
Tommy continued. “From what we heard on the Denver CBS station before we started up the peak, a curfew is now in effect for the City of Denver. Large public gatherings are prohibited, especially near government buildings and health care facilities.”
Barb finished off her glass of wine and admired a hawk that soared past the deck at eye level. As the sun set over Blue Lakes, she asked, “Where is our President? I don’t see any signs of leadership in this time of crisis, do you?”
 



Chapter 63
Day Forty-Eight
Oval Office
The White House
Washington, DC
 
The President began to drink more frequently with each passing day, no longer attempting to hide his frequent glasses of brandy from the rest of his inner circle. Morse, his longtime friend and loyal Chief of Staff, was always tolerant of the President’s imbibing an occasional snifter of brandy. Being the leader of the free world was a stressful job beyond the imagination of any human being. If you considered that every decision, every word uttered out of the mouth of the President was dissected by the media and political opponents, it was a wonder that most of the occupants of the Oval Office hadn’t abandoned their post.
“Andrew, how did this happen so quickly? I mean, the disease was spreading in obscure parts of the jungle at one moment, and the next it was everywhere.”
“Mr. President,” started Morse, who also poured himself a glass of brandy. He felt genuine concern for the well-being of his friend, a man whom he helped propel to the highest level of power in the world. It was time for him to have a heartfelt, honest conversation with President Garcia. “I honestly believe that there was nothing we could do. There were too many outbreaks in remote areas. The modified version of the plague was designed as a weapon, sir. It was the perfect tool for terrorists to bring the Western world to its knees. By the time we connected all of the dots between their social media activity, the movements of their operatives, and the outbreaks, it was too late.”
“What do we do, Andrew? I’ll approve this BALO vaccine, but it’s a real Hail Mary, in my opinion. It hasn’t been adequately tested. The side effects can be just as brutal as the plague. The human trials are going to be undertaken on real people, you know? People who are sick or dying. Lying in hospital beds with their eyes begging a doctor in a full hazmat suit to save their lives. Real people, Andrew. Not lab rats or hypotheticals generated in a computer program.”
The President finished off his third glass and headed to the small bar cart for a fourth.
“Sir, this is not your fault,” said Morse.
“I don’t know, Andrew,” said a defeated President Garcia. “We both know that I had an agenda initially—political self-preservation. Can I honestly look myself in the mirror and say the decisions I made were for the benefit of the country? Or were they made for the purposes of remaining President of the United States for four more years?”
“Mr. President, we have to forget the past and determine our next course of action. Do you know what a black swan event is?”
“You mean the financial collapse stuff?”
“Sort of, but there’s more to it than that,” Morse responded as he took a seat on one of the sofas facing each other in the center of the Oval Office. He became philosophical himself after several drinks. “An ancient poet once wrote of a rare bird within the Roman Empire that was deemed to be nonexistent, yet it appeared in moments of chaos—the black swan. Over the next two thousand years, the black swan became symbolic of the defiance of all logic.”
“Okay,” said President Garcia, who removed his coat and tie before sitting on the sofa across from Morse. The scene was reminiscent of two old friends in a living room, discussing the issues of the day.
Morse continued. “Fifteen hundred years later, Dutch explorers became the first Europeans to observe actual black swans in Western Australia. Philosophers seized on the discovery, developing a belief that even a perceived impossibility, the existence of a black swan, might later be disproven.”
“So how does that apply to this global pandemic?” asked the President.
“With the advent of modern medicine and global organizations like the WHO and CDC, we, I mean humans, cloaked ourselves in a false sense of security about what deadly infectious diseases can do to mankind. A black swan event is comprised of three criteria.
“First, the event itself must be a surprise. Granted, outbreaks like influenza and Ebola have occurred from time to time in recent history, but we’ve been able to control the spread through a quick reaction. When the plague outbreak occurred in Guatemala and later in the Mediterranean, we assumed that our regular methods of containment would work.”
“Andrew,” started the President, “I underestimated the threat while accusing others of overestimating it.”
“Sir, in this instance, I don’t think that mattered. While the magnitude of this outbreak, now pandemic, was unforeseen, it probably came as no surprise to many doomsday theorists. Catastrophic events have occurred in the past, some of which have been extinction-level events. All of us were naïve to think that it wouldn’t happen again.”
“Are you saying this might be an extinction-level event? That’s the stuff of science fiction, Andrew.”
“Perhaps, but look at the facts, which is the second criteria for a black swan event. This is a global pandemic now. To say it’s having a major effect on mankind would be an understatement.”
“But we didn’t know—” started the President before Morse finished his thought.
“We didn’t know the magnitude and quantity of the outbreaks because the plague bacteria had been genetically modified to be the perfect killer. After the first outbreak, in hindsight, we would’ve done things much differently. The perception we had of the situation was that it was no different than infectious diseases in faraway places like Ebola in Sierra Leone or H1N1, the swine flu, in Veracruz, Mexico. Until it touches U.S. soil or directly impacts Americans, it isn’t given the credibility as a threat it deserves.”
The President retrieved the bottle of brandy and refilled their glasses. Morse continued. “In other words, it’s impossible to predict the unpredictable. People, myself included, are blind to the catastrophic events that have happened in the past and that can, and will, happen in the future. This pandemic is an example of that.”
“Okay, Andrew, I’m feeling a little less guilty about what’s happening around us. The big question is what do we do next?”
Morse set his glass on the table between them and inched to the edge of the sofa. He looked the President directly in the eye. “If humanity is facing an extinction event, then we have to do something to insure the survival of our species after the plague pandemic has passed or burned itself out.”
“What are you suggesting?”
“I believe we need to immediately evacuate the government to Cheyenne Mountain. Sir, I mean it. Without delay.”
“I’ll be perceived as a captain abandoning his sinking ship,” said the President.
“At least you’ll be alive when it comes time to rebuild society.”
The President finished off the last of the brandy, winced, and then nodded. “Andrew, make the arrangements.”
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Chapter 64
Day Forty-Nine
DTRA/CIA Facility
Fort Collins
 
Before any society collapses, it experiences early warning signals, a slowing down in its economy, the inability to recover from war or political upheaval, or crop failures due to inclement weather or pestilence.
It has been written that all empires collapse eventually. Their reign ended when they were defeated by a larger and more powerful enemy or when their financing ran out.
In the history of mankind, there have been no exceptions. It was true that on a societal level, some empires and societies showed the ability to survive certain shocks. England, for example, suffered mightily in the twentieth century from the upheaval of war and the devastation of the Spanish flu, yet they persevered.
A society’s resilience was the key to surviving these types of radically external shocks to its system. Less resilient societies crumbled under the pressure. Societal resilience was measured by the length of time it took a community, or empire, to rebound from these events.
Many factors came into play, including the expectation and assumption that the government that ruled the society would quickly take charge and respond to the people’s needs. If the government was slow to respond, or even failed in its efforts, then collapse was likely.
America had been knocked to her knees before—Pearl Harbor and 9/11 were examples. But many argued that the fabric of American society, its moral compass, began to unravel in the decade of the sixties. It was a nation on the brink. Some said it was a society in decline. Regardless of one’s point of view, most agreed that America was one catastrophic event away from collapse.
Hunter contemplated these weighty subjects as Mac bounced through the satellite radio stations to learn the latest news from around the world. He was firmly convinced America was descending into collapse.
He and Mac got an early start and the sun was rising over the foothills of the Rockies. Interstate 70 spilled out of the mountains like the Mississippi River joins the Gulf of Mexico. All of a sudden the ridges and ravines disappeared and a valley full of three million people was displayed before them.
The local news was filled with vandalism, riots, and looting. Hospitals were moving patients to nursing homes, hospices, and makeshift triage facilities. Disposal of the dead had reached crisis levels. Scientists were accurately quoted in news reports that the plague bacteria was capable of living in moist, humid soil for up to a month. Therefore, public officials were ordering the cremation of all plague-stricken corpses.
However, morgues and crematoriums couldn’t keep up with the demand. The cremation process was not designed for fast service. In addition to the time it took to prepare the body, it generally took around two hours to completely reduce a body to bone fragments by cremation at two thousand degrees Fahrenheit. Following the cremation, a cool-down period of almost an hour was required before the bone fragments could be removed and placed in a special processor to pulverize the remains.
Under the best of circumstances, a crematorium working round the clock could dispose of eight bodies. As a result of the plague spreading through Denver, there were eight thousand deaths a day—per licensed crematorium, which totaled forty-six in the metro area.
Mac received a text from Janie, who advised she was passing Hays, Kansas, which was in the middle of the state. She’d driven eight hundred miles on the first day and got up before the crack of dawn after spending a restless night in Kansas City. She regretted staying near the city, but she knew the bulk of Kansas was deserted prairie and was concerned she couldn’t find a hotel.
Janie expected to be in Fort Collins by early afternoon, ready for work. Mac didn’t have the heart to tell her that their days in the lab were numbered.
“Have you noticed the traffic flow?” asked Hunter, breaking the silence between them while they were both lost in thought.
“No,” replied Mac. “I guess my mind was wandering. I’m going into the lab because I feel the need to do something. But, Hunter, I’m at a loss. The President approved the BALO vaccine, but it’ll be a week before we know if it works. The side effects will happen and they will cause doubt in the viability of the vaccine.”
“The public, and even government officials, are in denial,” added Hunter. “I don’t believe they’ve grasped the probability that a vaccine or cure doesn’t exist.”
A steady stream of cars traveled westbound into the mountains. “Do you think these people have a place to go, or are they just fleeing the city?”
“I don’t know, but when we return this afternoon, we’ll see if there is more activity in Breckenridge and over in Frisco near the interstate exit,” replied Hunter.
They rode in silence for a few miles and Hunter pointed out the long lines at the gas stations. “I’m gonna address that issue today. We need gas cans and extra fuel. I hope it isn’t too late to find the cans. I should have thought about it earlier.”
Mac reached across the console and squeezed his hand. “Honey, I’m amazed at the things you have included in your shopping runs.”
Hunter nodded, but grimaced at the same time. “Seriously, I wake up in the morning and ask myself, ‘If I couldn’t leave the house ever again, is there anything I wish I had to survive?’ Whatever that item is, that day, I try to get it.”
“Well, you’ve done fantastic. I love you for taking care of us.”
“Mac, I’m not afraid of our ability to survive this plague. I worry about how people are going to react and how their level of desperation will cloud their judgment. Being isolated is a big help, but there will come a time when we have to venture out to resupply our food or to gather information. It will be dangerous.”
On the westbound side of the divided highway, three cars were pulled onto the shoulder after rear-ending one another. Two of the drivers were pushing and shoving while their wives clawed at each other’s hair.
“It’s already dangerous,” said Mac.
 



Chapter 65
Day Forty-Nine
Denver Quarantine Center #1
Coors Field
Denver
 
After attendance at the Olympics began to vanish into thin air during the second week of competition, the Games were cancelled and the competitors returned home. Likewise, major sporting events, including Major League Baseball and NASCAR, were cancelled. Some states passed emergency declarations prohibiting large public gatherings.
Denver was one of the first major cities to utilize their sports venues as quarantine centers. Following the quarantine orders in New Mexico, the governors of Texas and Arizona followed their lead along the southern border with Mexico where the outbreaks of the plague first surfaced.
California refused to establish mandatory quarantines, opting for a less onerous volunteer system. In Los Angeles County, patients who were concerned they might have the disease were admitted into the quarantine center for testing, but could later leave on their own accord if they wanted to. President Garcia, through the White House Press Office, issued a statement condemning the practice, stating California’s revolving-door quarantine policy only served to infect more of its citizens.
The CDC continued to operate its twenty stations around the country at airports, seaports, and near border crossings. On several occasions, their quarantine facilities were so overwhelmed that unless the traveler was highly symptomatic, they were released. In some international airports, like Atlanta, the travelers were quarantined in a tent city surrounding the airport.
Inbound passengers could see the tents on the flight’s final approach, which caused many of them to look for a means to circumvent the customs and immigration process. Eventually, the governor called in the National Guard to secure Hartsfield’s exits to prevent airline passengers from escaping the screening lanes.
The hospital system in America barely functioned. The entire staff at Albuquerque’s Presbyterian Hospital became infected with the plague by a team of nurses on loan from Memorial Medical, Dr. Okoli’s hospital in Las Cruces. Obviously unaware they were stricken with the disease, they’d come to Presbyterian to deliver a liver for a transplant patient. The liver was not infected, but they were.
The first quarantine center established in Colorado by the governor came by way of legislative decree, which seized Coors Field and its seventy-six-acre grounds under an emergency eminent domain theory. The Colorado Rockies ownership group protested and threatened legal action, but they were unable to find a clerk’s office open to accept their pleadings. Both the state and federal court system had closed down until further notice.
From the dugouts to the foul poles, from home plate to the center field wall four hundred and fifteen feet away, white tents were constructed under the watchful eye of the 89th Troop Command, a brigade-level command element of the Colorado National Guard.
The 89th was deployed by order of the governor to maintain a base of operations at Coors Field, now known as Denver Quarantine Center #1, or DQC1. The 89th consisted of infantry, Special Forces, and specialized relief units that had seen tours of duty after Hurricane Katrina in downtown New Orleans and during Operation Jump Start, a military operation announced by President George W. Bush in 2006.
Operation Jump Start deployed National Guardsmen from around the country to secure the border with Mexico and begin construction of a border fence. After two years in the summer of 2008 and a cost of 1.2 billion dollars, Operation Jump Start came to an end. Thirty-eight miles of fencing had been constructed and one hundred seventy-six thousand illegal aliens had been apprehended.
The 193rd Military Police company were actively involved in securing the temporary holding facilities for the apprehended migrants before they were released in 2009 prior to their Immigration Court appearance. Captain Kevin Hoover, a veteran of several relief missions with the 89th, was placed in charge of DQC1.
“Sir, the Denver chief of police and an entourage of local politicians are requesting access through gate D,” announced a private who acted as Captain Hoover’s aide-de-camp.
Captain Hoover and his leadership team maintained an operational headquarters in The Rooftop, an open-air party deck in the upper deck of right field. From that vantage point, Captain Hoover had a complete view of the tents and the patients who inhabited them. Further, he could also see the rooftops of lower downtown Denver.
“Thank you,” started Captain Hoover. “Tell them to walk around to gate A, below us. They will need to be medically cleared and then make them aware they will not be allowed to enter any part of the facility except the elevator that leads them here. Understood?”
“Yes, sir,” replied the private.
“One more thing, Private. They must wear the Tyvek suits we provide all visitors, including gloves, masks, and goggles. Remind them that this is for their protection as well as ours.”
Captain Hoover had been involved in many relief efforts, including Ebola in ’04. He did not want this assignment. He wanted to get back to Colorado Springs and protect his family.
Half an hour later, Mayor Hanson and two members of his legal staff arrived at The Rooftop. They were joined by an attorney with the American Civil Liberties Union of Colorado. The group made their introductions; then Captain Hoover made it clear that he didn’t have time for a dog and pony show.
“Mr. Mayor, gentlemen,” he began addressing the visitors, “how can I help you?”
The attorney for the ACLU took the lead on behalf of the mayor’s contingent. “Captain, at the ACLU, we believe that everyone has the right to receive appropriate health care in a properly maintained health facility. Further, patients should be kept informed regarding their health condition. Finally, it is important that no medical patient should have another’s religious belief forced upon them, especially in a time of need like this one.”
“What’s your point?” asked Captain Hoover.
“We have reason to believe that the Catholic nuns who have volunteered to help the citizens of Colorado are imposing their religious beliefs upon the sick patients within your charge. Specifically, there are reports they are administering last rites following the dogma of the Catholic Church.”
“Dogma?” asked Captain Hoover.
“Yes, it means philosophical—” started the ACLU attorney before he was interrupted.
“I know what it means!” shouted Captain Hoover. He suddenly grabbed the attorney by the arm and forced him over to the rail overlooking right field. “Counselor, are you familiar with baseball?”
The man’s eyes were wide with fear, darting back and forth between Captain Hoover’s face and his escorts from the mayor’s office, who stood behind them in shock.
“Ah, y-y-yes,” the attorney stuttered.
“Look down there in the bull pen. In right field.” Captain Hoover forced the man to lean over the rail. “Private, fetch me some binoculars.”
The captain’s aide quickly returned with binoculars. Captain Hoover shoved them in the attorney’s face.
“I want you to see, up close and personal, what these Catholic nuns are doing while you run your mouth. Look!”
The attorney was shaking and barely capable of holding the binoculars still to focus on the scene below. In the bull pen, several patients were on their knees in agony, throwing up blood and the remains of what was in their stomachs. The nuns were wiping their faces and hands with wet cloths, offering them comfort and prayer.
Captain Hoover jerked the binoculars out of the man’s hands and swung him around to the point the lawyer lost his balance. Captain Hoover grabbed him by the arms and pulled him next to his face.
“Did you see the nuns?” screamed Captain Hoover.
“Yes.”
“Were they hiding behind protective gear?”
“No.”
“They’re down there giving comfort to dying people. People who didn’t ask for this. And you know what else? Those Catholic nuns that you want to criticize for offering prayer to a dying human being are going to die too. They know it, yet they continue to serve God. If you wanna do something to help those people who are going to die, I’ll have my aide deliver you to the bull pen. You can start there!”
 



Chapter 66
Day Forty-Nine
Quandary Peak
 
The day was a busy one for the Hagans and their new extended family, which included Hunter and Janie. Tommy Hagan and Janie were a comedic act made in heaven as the two of them bounced one-liners off each other, much to the dismay of the rest of the group. After a dinner of venison and vegetables purchased by Barb earlier in the day, the group settled on the west deck to introduce Janie to a Colorado sunset, which was part of the inspiration for the official state flag.
Hunter was afraid to broach the subject of remaining within the confines of Quandary Peak and Breckenridge, but he’d seen too many signs of collapse during his efforts to procure gas cans and fuel today to stay silent. He’d also planned on withdrawing more cash, but between the hour-long fuel stop and the lines winding out the door of the Wells Fargo branches he visited, he determined the supply of currency, gold, and silver in his possession would have to do.
“Guys,” Hunter started, “I think it’s time we stick around the house. As Janie can attest, the major cities are descending into chaos. The rioting and looting are out of control and the spread of the plague is no longer predictable. Everyone we come in contact with, even indirectly, could be contagious. It’s too big of a risk.”
Tommy nodded his head in agreement, but Janie and Barb immediately turned their heads to Mac to gauge her reaction. She fidgeted in her chair before weighing in.
“Janie has seen a lot on the road out here,” started Mac. “Even more than Mom and Dad because she had to travel through several major cities. However, Hunter, I can’t quit. As long as the lab is available to me, we’ve got to try to find a solution.”
Hunter responded, “They’re working on the BALO vaccine through the CDC and I heard today that several of the major pharmaceutical companies continue to manufacture the drug. It’s being delivered all over the country today.”
“That’s good, but it’s still untested. I also believe there are other options. I haven’t even begun to explore—” continued Mac until Hunter awkwardly interrupted.
“Mac, it’s too risky and gasoline is at a premium and not necessarily because of the price gouging taking place. Not only are the lines long, stations are running out and they have no word on when they’ll be refilled. If the nation runs out of gas, it’ll come to an economic standstill.”
Mac folded her arms and stared off into the distance. “You always find a way to fill up. Nobody has shot at us or anything.”
“Yet,” Hunter quickly responded. “Mac, come on. You’ve done a tremendous job. It’s become too risky.”
“It’s not your call. I can’t just quit,” Mac fired back.
Hunter tried to pacify her. “You’re not a quitter. You’ve already succeeded. They’re adopting your work as the model to save people.”
Mac continued to be defiant and stubborn. She stared off into the distance and Hunter shut down as well. It was the couple’s first argument.
Barb stepped in to diffuse the disagreement. “Let me tell you both something. I’ve worked under the most horrendous of conditions, and I’m not talking about when I headed up USAMRIID. I’ve been on the frontline of SARS, H1N1, and of course, Ebola. The medical facilities resembled the squalor the patients lived in daily. We had to battle tribal leaders in Sierra Leone to remove Ebola-diseased corpses because their burial practices threatened to infect entire villages. When we traveled through the jungles, we never knew if we’d be ambushed by soldiers of the Revolutionary United Front when their civil war reignited.”
“I know, Mom,” mumbled Mac.
“Here’s my point,” Barb continued. “There are lots of obstacles out there created by these unusual circumstances. However, none are greater than the threat of contracting this disease. Isolation is the only way to remain safe from this pandemic.”
“But—” started Mac before Barb continued.
“I have a solution that should please you both,” said Barb. “Hunter, I trust you and your judgment. Let me ask this. Can you safely take my daughter back to Fort Collins for one last trip to pick up a few things?”
“Yes, I think so,” replied Hunter.
Barb got Mac’s attention and forced her back into the conversation. “Mac, what about your associates? Dr. Matta and the other one, Gene something?”
Mac chuckled and responded, “Dr. Gene, Mom. It’s his nickname. They aren’t coming back. There were only a handful of people there today. Everyone is giving up.”
“We’re not gonna give up, Mac,” said Barb assertively.
“Mom, we need a lab. Equipment. Protective gear.”
“I know, and you’ve already made some purchases, correct?”
“Yes,” replied Mac. “I thought there might be a facility closer to here that I could use, so I sent Hunter to a medical supply store.”
“Do you remember when I described the improvised biosafety lab we constructed in Liberia?”
“Yeah, you laughed about how ridiculously simple the construction was considering the risk it posed.”
Barb’s face brightened as she saw the effect on her daughter’s face. “You and I, with Janie’s help, are going to re-create that lab.”
“Seriously?” asked Janie.
“You bet!” exclaimed Barb. “I know exactly how to build it and make it secure. Of course, we’ll need things and two able-bodied construction guys, but it can be done.”
Hunter and Tommy exchanged smiles and shrugs.
Mac jumped out of her Adirondack chair and hugged her mother and then immediately embraced Hunter.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered to him, with a few tears streaming down her cheeks.
“For what?”
“All of those bad things I was thinking about you when I was mad a minute ago.”
“It was our one and only fight. It happened because I want to protect you, but I disregarded your commitment to finding a cure. I’m sorry.”
“I’m sorry too,” she whispered in his ear. “Does this mean we get to kiss and make up?”
“Absolutely.”
 



Chapter 67
Day Fifty
Aurora
 
Despite the fact that the United States is the largest market in the world for pharmaceuticals, accounting for a third of the global market, most pharmaceutical production occurs in India and China. With respect to U.S. production, eighty percent of the ingredients used to manufacture drugs come from foreign countries.
The development of the plague vaccine using the genetic modifications suggested by Mac was a remarkable accomplishment under any circumstances. Within days, the vaccine was created, bottled, and shipped to health care facilities around the country.
Because of the limited supply, the government marshalled the availability of the drug by population center. The theory of the FDA was to help the areas with the largest number of people. Rural areas would have to wait for further lots to be produced.
While physicians hailed the vaccine as a potential life-saving drug, anti-vaccine activists took to the media to denounce the lack of testing and the severe side effects. The movement arose out of the measles versus autism debate. Pundits came onto the program and argued ad nauseam, using this comparison to advance their positions.
Those who argued in favor of the vaccine said the side effects, which included possible heart failure or a stroke, at least provided the patient a chance to live, where the plague did not.
Opponents of the vaccine made an abstinence type of argument, claiming the best way to avoid the plague was social distancing, a far safer method than being injected with toxins that could cause heart failure or stroke.
Political leaders at all levels of government were faced with a decision. Some groups were pushing for mandatory vaccinations while others, in addition to raising safety concerns, argued against them because they infringed upon constitutionally protected religious freedoms and right to privacy. Most faiths, including Islam, approved of the vaccinations, while Christian Scientists and the Amish did not.
The governor of Colorado weighed all of the arguments and ultimately determined that the children were the most vulnerable. The vaccine, he stated in a press release, while not proven completely safe, was also not as deadly as the plague. Most of the major medical organizations—including the FDA, the AMA, the CDC, and the WHO—gave their stamp of approval.
In an effort to protect the herd, as the governor put it, and save the future of humanity through children, he ordered mandatory vaccinations. Schools were closed and day care centers were no longer operating. The only method of vaccinating children was to begin door-to-door visits based upon the most recent census data obtained from the federal government. It would be a long, arduous process that also had the potential to be volatile.
During the first day of mandatory vaccinations, the local media traveled with some of the medical crews as they entered Denver’s neighborhoods. The procession instilled fear in many families as a SWAT team armored vehicle led by a Denver Fire Department rescue truck rolled onto each street, followed by a media van and another police vehicle.
At each stop, two nurse practitioners would approach the front door, wearing full protective gear. They were flanked by SWAT team members clad in riot gear and armed with automatic weapons.
When the resident reluctantly opened the door, they were greeted with media cameras as well. In the early hours of the process, the vaccinations went smoothly although the adults were perturbed that they weren’t given the vaccines as well.
By the time the midday news aired and the media footage made the rounds on the local and national network, a narrative began to be advanced.
First, the majority of the news focused on the demographics of the initial neighborhoods to receive the vaccine. Predominantly black neighborhoods in the northeastern part of Denver were not included in the first day’s vaccinations. Neither was the Congress Park neighborhood, known to be popular with same-sex couples. Aurora, which was two-thirds white, was canvassed completely, as were Littleton, Centennial, and Highlands Ranch.
By the evening news, the first cases of children being brought to area emergency rooms suffering from heart failure and seizures dominated the news. The next day, the mayor, in response to the prior day’s news coverage, ordered the vaccines to be distributed in primarily minority neighborhoods near Stapleton, Westwood, Athmar Park, and Park Hill.
After seeing the extensive news coverage, the residents in these areas either refused to open their doors or engaged in violent altercations with the SWAT team escorts. Within hours of the first media footage hitting television screens around the country, the mandatory vaccination programs stopped for safety reasons.
The local fire departments became vaccination centers. Residents were notified through the media and flyers being distributed by the fire department. The vaccines were strictly voluntary and the participants were provided a detailed warning statement concerning side effects.
This revised distribution program worked well, until they ran out of vaccine.
 



Chapter 68
Day Fifty
CNN
Atlanta
 
CNN anchorman Wolf Blitzer directed pointed questions to some of the most powerful people in the world every weekday afternoon. Since the advent of Pandemic Pandemonium three weeks ago, he had been a constant presence on television screens around the world. Regardless of one’s political slant, when the world looked for up-to-the-minute reporting on breaking news, CNN and Wolf Blitzer was their choice.
During his forty-plus years in journalism, Blitzer had covered a myriad of crisis events, but none more spectacular and consequential than the plague pandemic. The reporting of the day confirmed that virtually every corner of the planet consisted of hot zones. Hundreds of millions were infected and tens of millions had succumbed to the disease.
A breaking news alert had been issued across the CNN video feeds, and CNN’s national correspondent Gary Tuchman appeared to brief Blitzer and the viewers on the latest. Blitzer began the segment.
“Gary, please tell us what you’ve learned.”
“Of course, Wolf. Moments ago, I received a phone call from a high-ranking official at the Department of Homeland Security. It appears that in the overnight hours, utilizing the 1st Helicopter Squadron, code-named MUSSEL, high-ranking officials of the government have been evacuated to a number of undisclosed locations across the country. It appears that the President has initiated the nation’s continuity-of-government plan.”
“Well, Gary, has there been any formal statement made by the White House as to the whereabouts of the President, the Vice President, or his cabinet?”
“Not a word, Wolf. Options available to him range from the well-known destination of Cheyenne Mountain, to Palm Beach, Florida, to bunkers in West Virginia. Apparently, as the crisis widens to impact all aspects of life in America, the President deemed it necessary to issue this extraordinary directive.”
“Gary, do you have an opinion as to how long this government-in-hiding will be necessary?”
Tuchman shifted his feet and looked skyward as another helicopter zoomed past his location on the White House lawn.
“Nothing specific,” replied Tuchman. “My source points to the CDC’s opinion that the plague bacteria can survive on surfaces for up to seventy-two hours and resides within humans for fourteen days before death. I will tell you this, the bubonic plague, the so-called Black Death, broke out repeatedly in medieval Europe for a period of two hundred years. The outbreaks among the human population would subside, but the large population of rats in Europe continued to maintain the disease among them. Furthermore, there may have been a climactic effect.”
“How so?” asked Blitzer.
“When Europe went through a period of normal to cool summers, the frequency of plague cases diminished. As the temperatures rose in an unusually warm summer, the transfer of the plague from rodents to humans grew considerably.”
“Are you saying in a period of global warming, as we are experiencing now, the disease could continue indefinitely?”
“Yes, Wolf. If history holds true, the plague bacteria will continue to be passed from one host to another.”
“Until when, Gary?
“I guess, Wolf, until the plague runs out of hosts.”
Wolf Blitzer stared in disbelief at the monitor. The United States government had gone underground to protect itself from this deadly disease. After Tuchman’s statement, Blitzer wasn’t sure if there was an appropriate follow-up. He set aside his professional journalistic persona and asked a logical, albeit personal question on behalf of his millions of viewers worldwide.
“Gary, did your source at Homeland Security have any suggestions on what the rest of us should do?”
“No, Wolf. He did not.”
 



Chapter 69
Day Fifty
DTRA/CIA Facility
Fort Collins
 
“Where is everybody?” Mac asked as Hunter slowly eased through the unmanned barricades. “Yesterday, there were only two guards around the perimeter and two at the gate. Now it’s totally unprotected. Do you realize how dangerous that could be if someone came in contact with what we have inside?”
Hunter quickly surveyed the grounds and confirmed what Mac saw. “I’m surprised that Agent Surrey would dismiss the detail completely. But she can’t keep them here indefinitely. I doubt the CIA ever contemplated abandoning the lab with the dangerous diseases locked inside.”
“The building has a secure vault that would take dynamite to open,” added Mac. “I suppose if someone blasts their way into it, they’d be shocked at what came out.”
Hunter backed into a parking space near the front door, where one other vehicle was left empty. The two of them opened up the rear doors to the Defender and adjusted the backseats to lay down flat, allowing for more compartment storage. Mac’s list was short, but the items were bulky and not stackable. The truck would be stuffed with equipment and supplies, not to mention one very dangerous cooler full of plague bacteria to study.
Mac approached the front door and scanned her badge, but it didn’t activate the entry locks. She tried again. Nothing. Hunter slipped past her and tried his badge. He was also unsuccessful.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Mac grumbled. “Any ideas?”
“I guess Agent Surrey has dismissed her detail and revoked our privileges. I’m gonna guess that she received orders to close the station.”
Mac turned and looked toward the other vehicle in the parking area. It was a government-issue Ford Taurus. “I’ll bet that’s her car. Do you have her cell phone number?”
“No, but there’s always the old-fashioned way,” said Hunter as he pounded on the smoked-glass door. After a moment, he tried again and then he saw a shadow move through the entry hallway toward Agent Surrey’s office.
A series of clicks followed by a metallic snapping sound indicated that the doors had been unlocked remotely. Hunter grabbed the handle and escorted Mac inside.
“After you, Madame,” he said.
“Merci, Monsieur,” came the reply.
The two entered Agent Surrey’s office and found her with a clipboard, checking off items on a fairly long list. Agent Surrey explained she’d received the call late yesterday afternoon to close the facility. She’d dismissed the agents, what was left of them, this morning. The research staff was contacted by text and told not to come in. She said most of them hadn’t planned on it anyway.
“I guess you drove down here for nothing,” said Agent Surrey. “I’m sorry that I didn’t text you also. It was my mistake.”
Mac glanced at Hunter, who nodded in response. He wanted her to be straightforward about her intentions.
“Agent Surrey, I’m not stopping my research. I think we all agree it’s too dangerous here, but I have another option.”
“Explain.” Agent Surrey set aside her clipboard and leaned back in her chair. She motioned for Hunter and Mac to take a seat.
Mac went over a brief summary of the plan created last night with her mother and Janie. They all recognized the experimentation could be dangerous, but it was their lives at risk, nobody else’s. As scientists, they couldn’t rest until a solution was found.
After a few minutes of playing devil’s advocate, Agent Surrey shrugged and acquiesced. She was going back to St. Louis after filing her report. Nothing in her directives from Langley required an inventory of equipment, supplies, or anything in the facility, for that matter.
They left Agent Surrey to finish her work and Mac led Hunter to the BSL-4. Although the process of removing the equipment sounded simple, the execution must be undertaken without shortcuts or mistakes. Mac had no intention of carrying one cell of plague bacteria out of the laboratory unless it was in a secure container.
Hunter offered to help, but Mac told him it would get crowded in the decontamination chamber with all of the equipment loaded inside. She provided him a list of supplies to box up while she took care of her end.
With a kiss on the cheek, she was off to change, and within ten minutes, Mac was diligently working in the BSL-4 to sanitize, disconnect, and load the equipment into the decontamination chamber while Hunter set off on his own tasks.
The building was eerily quiet as he went about his business, thinking of how much he and Mac’s lives had changed since they’d met seven weeks ago. His mind wandered to a vision of their future. Sadly, he couldn’t predict what tomorrow would bring.
 



Chapter 70
Day Fifty
DTRA/CIA Facility
Fort Collins
 
Hunter had retrieved the items on his list and set the boxes of supplies outside the thick glass window, where he watched Mac at work, when he heard the sound of glass breaking at the front door. He quickly drew his weapon and glanced at Mac, who was unaware of the noise.
Two gunshots pierced the air and the sound of more glass breaking. Again, Mac was oblivious to the noise. She’d explained to Hunter before that it was hard to hear in the suits when the air was circulating through the helmet.
He had to make a decision. There were no shouts for help from Agent Surrey, and he had to assume she could take care of herself. Hunter hesitated to leave Mac in order to investigate. She was completely unaware of the threat and unprotected. The glass was thick, but it was not bulletproof.
Hunter moved closer toward the front of the building and slipped into a doorway across the hall. This required him to shoot left-handed in order to maintain cover, something he practiced frequently.
The empty building echoed every sound through its hallways of linoleum floors and painted drywall. Crunching glass and muffled voices could be heard. The quiet made him wish he had his suppressor. When he fired, the P320 blast would sound like cannon fire.
He glanced across the hall to check Mac’s progress. She’d removed the autoclave and an incubator and was in the process of wiping them down. She was halfway there.
A dark figure passed through Hunter’s field of vision. He had to be patient so he could determine the strength of their force. Plus, if it was Agent Surrey, he didn’t want to shoot her. The person approached at a low crouch. It was a heavyset man, much larger than Agent Surrey. She must’ve been injured, Hunter surmised.
As the figure slowly inched forward down the hallway, Hunter caught a glimpse of three more figures turn the corner and approach his position. No time like the present, he thought to himself. Using the element of surprise, Hunter revealed himself in the hallway and fired two shots, dropping the first target. The retort of his weapon was deafening, causing his ears to ring.
The close proximity to Mac startled her and she instinctively moved toward the glass to see what was going on. Hunter twirled his hand and index finger, indicating to Mac to speed up the process.
A shotgun blast missed the mark but sent buckshot pelting the floor and down the hallway past Hunter. Heavy footsteps began to walk toward him. They stopped at the dead man slumped against the wall and one of them cursed. The other man whispered loud enough for Hunter to make out the words.
“Hey, let’s get out of here. I just wanted some meds to stay alive. Not to get killed like Jerry.”
“Shut up,” the other man yelled. “We’ve got to make this right. Jerry’s dead and somebody’s gotta pay.”
“No way, man, I’m outta here,” the other intruder whispered.
Hunter remained behind the wall for a moment and gave another glance toward Mac, who’d found a new sense of urgency. She was quickly disconnecting the equipment, including the incubator, the bulkiest piece of equipment, which resembled a small refrigerator. The autoclave was the size of a small microwave and the centrifuge resembled a Crock-Pot.
The time-consuming aspect of Mac’s part of the mission was safely securing and packaging the plague bacteria. Hunter didn’t want her to rush and compromise her safety. He decided to press the fight against the two untrained shooters, who really didn’t want to be there.
The hallway was dark except for the faint light emanating from the lab. This light would cast a shadow, creating his silhouette. At the other end of the hall, the men could hide in the darkness. Hunter stepped out of the protective alcove and aimed his weapon. He fired two rounds to the spot where he would hide if approached by an unknown assailant.
The rounds missed their mark, ripping through the drywall instead. He focused the next two rounds on the other side of the hallway where alcove-type entries were located. One of the rounds found a target, as Hunter was rewarded with a cry and a thud.
He slammed himself against the floor as three rounds from a handgun fired high and wild, well above him. Hunter rolled to the side of the hallway against the wall.
The muzzle flash revealed the shooter’s location. Three blasts from Hunter’s P320 wounded the man. A fourth shot brought the man down in a heap.
Hunter was breathing heavily, but footsteps could be heard pounding down the hallway in retreat, growing fainter as the fourth would-be attacker fled. Or did he?
The man was beating a hasty retreat, not attempting to mask the sound of his sneakers as they squeaked on the polished floors. Hunter listened intently for the sound of glass being crushed as the fourth man exited the building. He never heard it. Hunter was still unsure of how many shooters had entered the building. In the dim light, he had been able to make out four. There could be more.
He looked over to the lab and made eye contact with Mac. She’d finished up and was entering the decontamination chamber. He needed to buy her ten minutes while the process ran its course. If the chamber was compromised, they’d have the same type of disaster that the CDC had on its hands in Atlanta. More importantly, Mac could die.
Hunter weighed his options. He knew the building from wandering around that first day Mac started here. There were two ways to access the lab. One was the hallway, which now held three bleeding out dead hostiles. The other way was through a conference room at the other end of the corridor. The door entering the conference room was directly across from the entrance to the changing room. If the shooter came through it, he’d have an easy shot at Mac, who was being washed down with decontaminant.
Risking exposure from the ambient light, which remained on continuously in the lab, Hunter quickly abandoned his secure position and ran toward the conference room door. Breathing heavily, he pressed his ear to the door and listened for movement. Nothing.
He debated whether he was making the wrong choice. If the shooter charged down the hallway, past his dead buddies, he could be on top of the lab in seconds, potentially firing indiscriminately into the protective glass.
Hunter waited, hoping the assailant had fled the building after all. The shower device stopped, prompting Mac to press buttons and turn dials, marking the completion of the process. Hunter breathed a sigh of relief until he heard the clicking of a door closing—within the conference room.
A chair sliding on the floor confirmed his suspicions. The man was entering through the conference room. Hunter backed away from the door and trained his weapon on the center just to the right of the handle.
After a few seconds that seemed like an eternity, the handle slowly moved. Hunter patiently waited for the door to crack open, allowing the intruder to gain a false belief that no one was on the other side. The man was wrong.
Hunter opened fire, pounding four rounds through the door. The sound of a body crashing backward onto the conference table, scattering chairs in all directions, let Hunter know the bullets did their job.
He opened the door to the dressing area and told Mac to hide in one of the ceramic-tiled shower stalls. She found a Rubbermaid cart holding cleaning supplies in a closet and replaced its contents with her own gear. She quickly maneuvered the cart into the shower and gave Hunter a thumbs-up.
Cautiously, Hunter entered the conference room, where he found the fourth dead body. Out of an abundance of caution, he hustled through the hallways of the facility, opening doors and clearing rooms. After ten minutes, he was satisfied that the threat was over.
First, he retrieved Mac and made sure she was okay. Then, arming her with a handgun taken from one of the dead hostiles, they went looking for Agent Surrey.
 



Chapter 71
Day Fifty
DTRA/CIA Facility
Fort Collins
 
Hunter and Mac exited the front of the building, stepping through shards of glass and into the bright sunshine. Agent Surrey was slumped against a brick half wall in the landscape bed. Her chest was covered in blood.
“Hunter, here! Quickly, she’s been shot!”
Mac looked frantically in all directions for Hunter, who’d stepped off to the right to make sure there weren’t any more gunmen.
“I’m here,” Hunter yelled as he holstered his weapon. “How bad is it?”
Agent Surrey managed to open her eyes and looked at Mac. “I’m dying.”
“We’ll help you,” Mac pleaded, begging Agent Surrey to hang on. “Hunter, find some towels. We need a medical kit. Try the break room!”
“No, don’t bother,” groaned Agent Surrey. She began to cough, but blood didn’t come through her mouth, but rather, it gushed through the hole in her chest. The gaping wound would end her life shortly. She motioned for Hunter to come closer.
“Weapons. Independence Day. Take them.” Her voice became weaker with each word.
“What? The weapons cache?” asked Hunter, trying to understand the woman’s dying words.
“Oh-seven, oh-four, seventeen, and seventy-six. Protect yourselves,” said Agent Surrey as she exhaled her last breath.
Mac, who’d barely had any interaction with Agent Surrey, suddenly became overwhelmed with emotion. She started crying and fell backwards into the mulch bed. Hunter joined her and provided comfort.
“Is this what it’s going to be like?” Mac said, attempting to fight back the tears. “Is this how it is now? People kill for no reason?”
“Honey, under the thin veneer of human civilization lies a bunch of barbarians prepared to do whatever it takes to survive. This is just the beginning.”
“Savages,” said Mac out of anger. She wiped her face and used Hunter’s shoulder to stand up. Mac pulled herself together by stretching her shoulders and rolling her head on her neck to relieve the tension. “Let’s get our stuff and go home. I’ve had enough of civilization.”
The two took one more glance around the outside of the building to make sure there weren’t any more surprises. They entered Agent Surrey’s office and approached the gun vault. Hunter hoped that the cryptic code she provided them as her dying words applied to the weapons cache kept on the premises. He was right.
Inside the vault was a gold mine in terms of security. They found fully automatic M4s, riot gear, ballistic vests, shotguns, and more than enough ammunition for every weapon. While the back storage compartment of the Defender got suddenly smaller, Hunter found a way to pack the weaponry and the supplies needed to create the lab at Quandary Peak.
The last item, which Mac planned to cradle safely in her lap for the trip up the mountain, was the aluminum container carrying the plague samples. She and Hunter returned to the dressing room to retrieve the case and stopped by the large conference room, where the monitors cast a faint blue glow across them.
“Hunter, the spread rate reveals more red than white on the map. The United States is not as bad as the rest of the world, but it’s changed significantly since yesterday.”
Hunter shook his head as he took in all of the screens. “Should we turn them off?”
“Nah,” she replied. “Maybe the next set of looters will stop and look at them. They should have more important things to do than break in here.”
“We’re outta here,” said Hunter.
 



Chapter 72
Day Fifty
DTRA/CIA Facility
Fort Collins
 
They were walking down the quiet desolate hallway and almost reached the main entryway when Mac heard her computer ding.
“Should I check it?” she asked. “It’s the signal I use for an email flagged high importance.”
Hunter stepped forward and looked through the doorway exiting the front of the building. He nodded and gestured for her to lead the way. “Okay, but we shouldn’t wait too much longer. These idiots may have friends.” He kicked the leg of the first dead man.
Mac led the way back into her office. “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.”
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"A cracking great start to an epic new post-apocalyptic fiction series that is going to have many, many loyal followers." ~ Murray McDonald, bestselling author of America's Trust and The God Complex
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Prologue
August 2016
Martha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts
 
He was thankful for clear skies and a lack of turbulence. The short ride in the Sikorsky S-76 from Boston was devoid of the sudden sideways movements and occasional rapid changes in altitude typical of helicopter flights. The swooping motions which created a thrill for some presented difficulty for others. He requested the morning meeting to avoid a return trip at night, when the human eye struggled to find a reference point on the horizon. This could result in serious spatial disorientation and motion sickness—and his day did not need the added stress.
The newly designed Sikorsky was ideal for his trips to the Vineyard. Most people think of the deafening thump – thump – thump sounds of the rotors, but inside the cabin, the redesigned Pratt & Whitney engines and noise-reduced tail rotor barely competed with his thoughts.
Flying over Buzzard’s Bay, he glanced out of the starboard side windows, catching a glimpse of the Blackhawk helicopter that had shadowed them since they passed New Bedford. To his left, he observed the lines of cars, full of tourists and gawkers alike, waiting for the ferry trips departing Woods Hole—taking them to the island. Naturally, security was heightened due to the importance of the vacationers, but the appearance of Coast Guard coastal patrol boats throughout Vineyard Sound was a reminder of the state of world affairs.
As the pilot swooped across Menemsha Pond, he thought about the words used in the past that drew so much criticism from pundits — you didn’t build that. There is some truth to the statement. Nobody gets rich on their own money. They leverage their wealth on the backs of others. Similarly, power is achieved through the adept application of your strengths.
Machiavelli once wrote he who wishes to be obeyed must know how to command. A commander-in-chief may be anointed with power, but it does not necessarily provide him the ability to command. He needs guidance. Today, help arrived in the form of a message — one that must be delivered face to face.
The pilot gently set the Sikorsky down on the helipad built by the Corps of Engineers on his property just three weeks ago. Men and women in dark suits surrounded the landing zone, along with several golf carts. The welcoming committee was a little much—especially for his own home.
He loved the Chilmark House. Situated on the southwest part of Martha’s Vineyard, the open floor plan and the floor to ceiling windows, in each living space, accentuated the panoramic views of the South Shore and the Atlantic Ocean.
After the obligatory security check, he was escorted inside as a guest in his own home. It was an odd feeling. He was not accustomed to meetings outside of the sanctity of his offices in Boston.
“Hello Sir,” greeted David McDill, the White House Chief of Staff. McDill was not part of the inner circle. He filled a role as an intermediary, a conduit for the exchange of information. The President’s real confidant, the person whom he trusted the most, was by his side — Valerie Jarrett.
“Good morning David,” he said. “It is nice to see you again.”
McDill escorted him down the steps into the sunken living room, where the President finished a putt across the carpet to a makeshift cup. The President whispered something into the ear of Jarrett who looked up at him and smiled. There is something between them — something more.
“Mr. President, your guest is here,” announced McDill.
Jarrett hastily broke away from the President and smiled as she exited the room.
“Thank you David, you can go now,” said the President.
Silence filled the room as Jarrett and McDill exited, closing the doors behind them. Once the room was empty, the President smiled and spoke first.
“How are you my friend, it has been too long.”
The men shook hands and shared a brief embrace.
“We’ve come a long way in the twenty five years since we met at Harvard,” he said.
“I will always appreciate your assistance in landing the summer clerk’s position at Hopkins and Sutter,” said the President. “That summer changed my life.” The summer Saul Alinsky changed your life.
“Well Mr. President, do you have something against the nine-hole course I built on the grounds?” he asked. “We built it with you in mind — all doglegs turn left.”
“Very funny!” said The President. “It’s ironic. My swing produces a terrible slice, but it plays into a dogleg left perfectly because I’m left handed. I absolutely love your place. It‘s difficult for me to find solace. Somehow, Chilmark gives me the opportunity to think and reflect.”
He set the putter aside and motioned for the men to sit by the windows overlooking the pool.
“Your children seem to be enjoying themselves.”
“Definitely. They start school soon and this gives them an opportunity to relax. It’s not easy being the children of a President.”
“How is your wife?”
“She hates me, to be blunt,” said the President. “But you probably already know this. When I entered office, she envisioned an opportunity to effectuate a new direction for America in a dramatic way. Change isn’t easy. I tried to explain to her there would be setbacks and false starts. She wanted me to crush my political detractors. She thought I was being weak, indecisive. In hindsight, I should have fast tracked some of my initiatives while I had super-majorities in both houses. Frankly, I received bad advice from political advisors who were more concerned with an upcoming mid-term election than my agenda. The party sustained heavy losses anyway.”
“I suppose,” came the reply. Let’s get down to business. “Mr. President, the election is in ninety days. You know why I am here. A decision needs to be made.”
“Here’s the deal,” started the President. “I still have a lot of work to do. When I came into office, I promised my constituents meaningful change. I told them we are greater together than we can ever be on our own. I am running out of time and I know it. I will not leave office without fulfilling my legacy.”
“I understand Mr. President.”
He decided to allow the President a little more time to speak and reflect. He would encourage the leader of the free world to reach the necessary conclusion on his own. The President rose to his feet and stared out the window. He put his hands in his pockets and stood stoically for a moment.
“You’ve warned me for years of this possibility,” said the President, breaking the silence. “I have watched as you expertly orchestrate events around the world to achieve certain mutual goals. For my part, I have purged the military. I have executed both executive orders and secret directives with a singular purpose in mind. Your associate, Mr. Holmes, has been useful in that regard.”
“He’s a good lawyer, and appreciates the importance of our goals.”
“I have spent the last eight years preparing for this eventuality,” said the President. “In addition to advancing my agenda, I have taken measures to allow for a continuation of my work. In order to win the future, I need more time.”
“What do you propose?” he said.
“There is only one way to circumvent the Constitution without a series of annoying courtroom spectacles,” replied the President. “Martial Law.”
“I believe you are correct Mr. President. I know you understand the ramifications of such a declaration.”
“I do,” said the President. “The groundwork has been laid. Over the last seven years or so, I have conditioned the American people to accept the presence of our military in their cities and towns.”
“The law supports your approach Mr. President. Never in the history of our country have we faced so many potentially destructive threats at the same time. Your leadership can guide the nation through a crisis and if handled properly, a continuation of your presidency will be welcomed.”
“Thank you for that,” said the President. “Difficult times lie ahead and will require shared sacrifice by all. I know there will be pain inflicted upon average Americans. I can focus the government’s vast network of assistance upon those who welcome our help, and who agree with our vision for a new America.”
“You will experience resistance from within the government, and beyond.”
“Let me be clear,” said the President with conviction. “This will be an opportunity for all Americans to choose a side. If they wish to be a part of an America that is open to fairness for all, then they will join me. Those who remain loyal to my vision will relish the opportunity to be placed in positions of power. I have no concerns about the American people who have grown accustomed to the benefits my government provides them. They will thrive with the full protection and care for their families.”
“What about your most vehement opponents?”
“Oh, I have a plan for them,” said the President. “Congress gave me fast track authority for trade agreements last year. Under the TPA, I have the ability to issue domestic executive orders over virtually all goods and services produced in the United States. I can issue executive orders for weapons and ammunition confiscation, prohibitions on hoarding food and necessary supplies, gold confiscation and the required relocation to detention facilities for our citizen’s safety. For those who choose to resist by clinging to their foolish notions of patriotism, guns and hypocritical religious beliefs, they will receive the full weight of my government upon them.”
“Russia and China?” he said, digging a little further.
“We’ll toss them a bone,” said the President. “And stop opposing them at every turn.”
“What about your end? Do you have everything in order?”
“I do Mr. President. With your assistance, I have planned a series of carefully orchestrated false flag attacks this year. Everything is in order for the final collapse event.”
“Perfect. I will be in Hawaii,” said the President.
“And how will the Vice President react?”
“It doesn’t matter,” said the President. “He will be in an unfortunate location when it happens.”
“Where will you be?”
“Initially in Boston with my daughter, then we will evacuate together to Prescott Peninsula.”
“I am glad the acquisition worked out for you,” said the President. “We can offer your daughter a position in the new government when things settle down. What about her patriot friends?”
“They’re lineage dates back to the founding of America. They will see the big picture, as will my daughter. All of them realize this country needs a reset. They just don’t know what that entails.” As for you, Mr. President, your entire career is based upon planned obsolescence.
 



Chapter 1
December 15, 2015
Shirokino, Ukraine
 
No warning preceded the artillery barrage. A sharp detonation shook the BTR-7 “Defender,” knocking the American halfway off the troop compartment bench, as fragments thunked against the armored personnel carrier’s thin protective plate. Personal equipment and gear attached to the inside of the starboard-side hull popped loose, tumbling into the tight aisle.
He traded knowing looks with the Ukrainian Special Operations team assigned to escort him. There was nothing they could do to improve the situation. Combat was defined by probability and statistics, and they all knew what to expect next. The second round in the barrage would either land closer or farther from the vehicle, deciding their fate—and there was no way to hide from it.
The next explosion straddled the road, violently rocking the vehicle on its eight-wheel chassis. Fragments punctured the port-side hull, hissing and ricocheting through the armored coffin. The soldier seated to his right snapped backward against the vehicle’s hard interior and slid motionlessly off the bench. Screams of pain pierced the compartment, quickly muted by successive high-explosive blasts. He tucked his knees into the metal bench, making room for the team’s medic, who sprang into action from the back of the vehicle.
“This one is gone,” the American said in broken Russian, lifting the dead soldier’s black watch cap.
A jagged, charred hole appeared above his left eyebrow, evidence that a small red-hot fragment had passed through the wool hat and penetrated his skull. The Special Operations medic directed a flashlight beam at the grisly sight and nodded, pushing through the cramped compartment to reach the source of the screaming near the vehicle’s turret. By the sound of the soldier’s cries, the wound had to be severe. Special Operations soldiers had a predilection for suffering in silence, and this one was kicking and screaming.
The barrage lifted as quickly as it arrived, leaving them alone for the rest of the short ride to the Shirokino front. A few minutes later, after they had calmed the wounded soldier, the vehicle commander’s voice echoed through the vehicle, spurring the soldiers into action. A pair of soldiers lifted the hatches above the troop compartment, squeezing their equipment-laden torsos through the openings. Shirokino was a fluid battlefront against pro-Russian separatist forces, and the vehicle commander wanted three hundred and sixty degree situational awareness as they approached their destination. Freezing rain sprayed through the hatches, driven by a brutal wind that had accompanied a rare Crimean weather front.
The vehicle slowed, and his escort team slid toward the starboard-side exit hatch. When the vehicle stopped, the soldiers opened the two-piece door, disappearing through the hull. The mercenary followed them into the driving rain, sprinting toward a series of drab, pockmarked Soviet-era buildings surrounded by barren trees. He stole a glance at the BTR-7 behind them, seeing two shredded tires. He’d always thought four tires on each side was overkill, but maybe the Soviets had been onto something with their original BTR design.
He kept pace with the commandos, stopping at a low-profile, earthen bunker just inside the tree line. Two serious-looking, heavily armed men wearing dark green camouflage uniforms and ballistic helmets greeted them at the sunken, heavy-wooden-beam-framed entrance to a reinforced defensive checkpoint. Splintered tree trunks and mangled branches gave him reason to believe the area was frequently targeted by separatist artillery. The cold rain was bad enough.
The gruff-looking soldiers fired a string of questions at the Ukrainian commandos, who rapidly answered and stepped aside. All he understood from the exchange was the word Amerykans’kyy. The Ukrainian and Russian languages didn’t share enough in common to assure mutual intelligibility.
One of the soldiers asked another round of questions, clearly frustrating the Ukrainian commandos. The second soldier stared at him intensely, almost pathologically, as the rain streamed down his helmet.
“Is there a problem?” he said in Russian, hoping to break this little stalemate.
“Big problem. Our commander doesn’t want to meet with you today,” said the psychotic-looking soldier.
“That’s not what I was told an hour ago,” he replied. “Good men have died bringing me here.”
The man scoffed at the statement, causing a visible scowl from one of the Ukrainian commandos.
“You got a problem?” asked the soldier, nodding at the commando.
The Ukrainian Special Operations officer shook his head and muttered in Russian, loud enough for them to hear, “Militia scum.” Instead of the lethal knife fight or point-blank gun battle he expected, the unstable-looking soldier took a step back and laughed.
“Well, this militia scum has liberated more territory in a month than the Ukrainian military has recaptured in a year,” he said, motioning for him to step forward. “We’ll return this guy after the meeting. Go on—before the separatists drop more shells on your head.”
He nodded at the commando leader, who had been assigned to deliver him, unarmed and unharmed, to the infamous Azov Battalion’s forward headquarters in Shirokino. Andriy Biletsky, the ultranationalist founder and leader of the Azov Battalion, promised to meet with him during an inspection of the battalion’s front-line positions. He would have much preferred to catch up with Biletsky in a quiet bar or swank restaurant in Kyiv, but the enigmatic leader had proven elusive and especially distrustful of foreign interests. His benefactors’ research indicated that Biletsky’s battalion was bankrolled exclusively by Ukrainian oligarchs, a sign of his ultranationalist loyalty.
His mission was to change that. The former Navy SEAL officer turned mercenary had been sent to make an offer his benefactors hoped Biletsky wouldn’t refuse. It wouldn’t be an easy sell. Azov Battalion had fought hard to recapture Mariupol from the pro-Russian rebels, pushing the separatists to the outskirts of Shirokino, where the battle had stalemated for months. His benefactors’ offer of guaranteed, continued arms shipments and financial support came with a high price tag. A price tag he was afraid to mention.
“Follow me,” said the soldier, motioning toward the building directly ahead of them. “He has a bunker beneath the building. You speak Russian, huh? Amerykans’kyy still study Russian?”
“Some enemies never change,” said Nomad.
The man laughed, slapping him on the shoulder before heading toward the abandoned apartment block. As the two men drew closer to the structure, he could tell that the buildings had been subjected to sustained bombardment. The sturdy, four-story concrete testaments to Soviet construction stood unfazed despite extensive superficial damage to an otherwise featureless façade. Sturdy construction was about all these buildings had going for them, and in the end, it was all they needed. He seriously doubted any similarly sized building designed in the United States could have withstood this kind of high-explosive facelift.
He detected a sniper on the third floor, four windows from the corner; the faintest glare from the shooter’s scope contrasted with the darkness of the room beyond the missing window pane. He guessed the sniper was relatively inexperienced, possibly assuming that the rain and overcast skies would be enough to conceal him. Maybe to the untrained eye, but certainly not his. He’d started scanning for possible sniper hides as soon as his feet hit the frozen mud next to the armored vehicle.
“Inside that door,” said the soldier, pointing to the blasted frame of a double-sized doorway in the middle of the ground floor. “Another group will escort you to the colonel. They’re watching us.”
He nodded and jogged toward the opening, detecting movement inside the darkened entryway. He hated gigs like this. Multiple handoffs, different personalities—the perpetual feeling that you’re one twitchy finger away from being shot in the face. Staring into the shadowy entrance, he had no doubt that more than one set of stone-cold killer eyes had already lined him up through the iron sights of an AK-74.
“Hello?” he yelled, cautiously approaching the abyss.
The distinctive whistle of a passing artillery shell replaced the silence, spurring one of the hidden militiamen to lurch out of the darkness and grab him by the jacket.
“Get inside, you idiot,” the man grumbled, tossing him through the opening as he yelled, “Incoming!”
He stumbled over broken glass, striking a cinderblock wall several feet into the building. A pair of hands seized his shoulders from behind, steering him through a maze of dark hallways to a set of stairs lit by a hanging kerosene lantern. A soldier appeared inside the door leading into the hidden bunker, partially illuminated by the soft glow of the lantern.
“Amerykans’kyy,” said his unseen escort.
“Spasybi, Vika, I’ll take him from here,” said the soldier, instantly switching to classroom-taught English. “You’re late. He’s been waiting.”
“We had to take a detour outside of Mariupol. The roads don’t appear to be secure in this sector,” said Nomad, sensing that he was finally talking to someone in charge.
“No kidding. We’re anticipating a Russian-backed assault on Mariupol any day now. Russian Spetsnaz are roaming the countryside, creating havoc. The front line here is more or less a sham at this point. Whatever you have to say to the colonel better be quick. We’re pulling the battalion back within the hour. Anton Teresenko, Colonel Biletsky’s deputy subcommander,” said the soldier, extending a hand.
“Nomad. I’ll keep my proposal short and to the point,” he said, accepting the man’s solid grip.
“Good. He doesn’t like foreigners, just in case you hadn’t heard,” said Teresenko.
“I don’t blame him. They tend to get in the way of a nation’s affairs,” said Nomad.
“Follow me, and don’t speak unless spoken to. The colonel’s not in a good mood,” he said, rapidly descending the stairs.
The corridor extending beyond the bottom of the stairwell was lit by randomly hung kerosene lamps, leaving shadowy gaps in the long, sterile hallway.
“Fallout shelter?” asked Nomad.
“A relic from the Cold War. The central building in every housing block was equipped with one of these. Local Communist Party officials received preferential placement in these coveted buildings. Even the adjacent buildings were considered upgrades. Can you imagine? The Soviets were geniuses in that respect. How the hell else could they fill these cement building corpses?” asked Teresenko.
A soldier in full-body-armor kit stepped out of a doorway several feet away, his rifle held in the low-ready position. He snapped to attention at the sight of Teresenko.
“At ease,” said the deputy commander, releasing the soldier to his hiding spot.
“The colonel is fanatical about security. He’s been attacked more times than any of us care to count,” said Teresenko.
“I was a bit surprised to be X-rayed in Mariupol. Seemed a bit excessive,” said Nomad.
“I would have thought the same thing four weeks ago, but Russian SVR agents in Donetsk forced a plastic surgeon to swap Semtex for silicon in an unsuspecting stripper’s breast implants. The surgeon tipped off local authorities after somehow ducking SVR surveillance. The sick bastards blew her up in her apartment, with the police right outside the door. We’re not taking any chances,” he said, pointing to the next doorway on the left. “That’s our door.”
He led Nomad inside a well-lit room occupied by several men in camouflage uniforms. He immediately recognized Biletsky standing in front of a large, wall-mounted map. Standing average height, he wore a black ball cap pulled tightly over his head. A scruffy, half-grown beard extended from the sides of his cap, ending in a goatee. He looked more like a millennial in a camouflage jacket than the leader of the Ukraine’s fiercest, pro-nationalist militia group. The man’s icy blue eyes portrayed a different story. As Teresenko suggested, he waited to be addressed.
“This better be good. I have more important things to do than play CIA games,” said Biletsky, turning his attention back to the map.
“I’m not with the CIA,” said Nomad.
“Everyone is working for the CIA, or the SVR, in one capacity or another,” said Biletsky.
“I assume you received the money?” asked Nomad.
“You wouldn’t be standing here if I hadn’t. You can thank the CIA for their kind donation to our cause,” said Biletsky.
Kind donation? Two million dollars in an untraceable account was considered “kind” by Biletsky. This might be harder than he originally thought. What if his benefactors had been wrong in their assessment? The oligarchs had made generous donations to the Azov Battalion, but two million was supposed to be in line with current levels of private-sector support. If money didn’t get Biletsky’s attention, he’d have to change tactics.
“Can you hold Mariupol?” Nomad asked, deciding to take a more direct approach.
“Excuse me?” asked Biletsky, turning to face him.
“It’s no secret that the Russians have stepped up activity around Mariupol. Can you hold the city?” he asked.
“I liberated that city from the separatists. I have no intention of losing it again,” said Biletsky. “Is that all you have?”
“No. I have a dozen T-80 main battle tanks to donate to the Azov Battalion,” said Nomad.
Biletsky cocked his head and walked around the map-strewn table, approaching him with a cold stare.
“Tanks?” he said.
“And a comprehensive training package, along with the necessary support vehicles to keep them running,” said Nomad.
“I’m listening,” said Biletsky, stopping a few feet in front of him.
“You’re not going to like what I say next,” said Nomad.
“No?”
“No. In order to get the tanks, you have to abandon Mariupol—”
Biletsky’s eyes bored through him; the man’s previously uncommitted gaze suddenly turned murderous.
“Temporarily,” added Nomad. “And there’s far more to this deal than tanks.”
“Like what?” asked Azov Battalion’s commander.
“The opportunity to destroy a Russian motorized infantry battalion, en masse, on Ukrainian soil, in front of the world,” said Nomad.
“Now I’m really listening,” said Biletsky.
 



Chapter 2
December 15, 2015
Harvard Kennedy School of Government
Cambridge, Massachusetts
 
His students shuffled into their seats and unpacked the tools of their trade—computer tablets, voice recorders, various and sundry electronic gadgets—all designed to let them pay attention to their professor without fear of distraction or falling behind on the lecture.
“So we find ourselves at the end. Last class of the semester,” said the professor to a chorus of uplifting murmurs. “And finals will be on Tuesday.” His patented kill shot transformed the positive mood as students throated their distaste for the reminder.
“Oh, I see how it is. Happy to see the last of me, but the thought of finals is the end of the world as we know it.”
Laughter filled the classroom as the moods lifted. Professor Henry Winthrop Sargent IV, affectionately known as Sarge, once again wondered if the students’ collective response meant they truly enjoyed his lectures—or the pleasure of his academic company paled in comparison to the terror of his final exam. He’d probably never know for sure, he thought, as the title of his final lecture appeared on the screen.
 
CYBER WARFARE
IS IT AN ACT OF WAR?
 
The words had a sobering effect on the muffled conversations in the room. While they absorbed the question of the day, Sarge looked at the faces and placards containing their names. Some of these people would be rich and powerful someday. The Harvard Kennedy School—John F. Kennedy School of Government—deserved the respect that its prestigious name implied. The school’s history dated back to the late 1930s, but its rise to prominence came in 1966 when it was renamed for the late president John F. Kennedy.
The school’s alumni list was a who’s who collection of government leaders, journalism headliners and business aristocracy. Names like Ban Ki-moon, United Nations Secretary General; Paul Volcker, former chairman of the Federal Reserve; and outspoken talk show host Bill O’Reilly of Fox News fame. Even the president of Harvard, Lawrence Summers, a former professor at the Kennedy School, had been an economic advisor to the World Bank and United States presidents.
When Sarge was offered an academic position at the school, he had big shoes to fill—not exactly a problem for a direct descendant of Daniel Sargent, a wealthy merchant during the time of the Revolutionary War and a notable member of the infamous Sons of Liberty. This historical and financial lineage provided Sarge the necessary status to be considered for Harvard, where he received a bachelor of arts, combined with master’s and doctorate degrees in public policy and government. It also didn’t hurt that Sarge had important “friends,” most of whom he had never met. From an early age, Sarge understood that he had been groomed for his position as professor, on top of “other duties.”
“The world has come a long way since the Minutemen fired the first shots at the Battles of Lexington and Concord in 1775. Today, cyber warfare is used by the military to attack less traditional battlefield prizes—command and control technology, critical national infrastructure systems and air defense networks, each of which require computer automation to operate,” said Sarge.
“Prior to the Russian invasion of Ukraine,” said Sarge with a facetious cough, eliciting some quiet laughter from the class. “I mean the separatist uprising, Russia followed a template that worked successfully during its invasion of Georgia in 2008. Ukraine experienced the same cyber chaos that wreaked havoc in Georgia before Russia rolled in with its tanks. The writing on the wall was literally written in the malicious computer code propagated throughout Ukraine.
“Before Crimea seceded to Russian control in early 2014, Kyiv was overwhelmed by a series of sophisticated and coordinated cyberattacks, crippling communications networks and shutting down government websites with denial-of-service attacks,” Sarge continued, with the room’s rapt attention.
“By the way, if you think that couldn’t happen in the U.S., think again. Early this year in northern Arizona, ‘vandals’ cut a critically sensitive fiber-optic cable, disrupting police and state government databases, banks, hospitals and businesses for several hours. No ATMs. No credit card transactions,” he said, pausing. “And no Internet—heaven forbid.”
The class laughed at this lighthearted jab at their generation.
“What I found interesting about all of these reports was that investigators used the terms vandals or vandalism repeatedly, implying a bunch of bored high school kids might be responsible; plausible? I don’t think so. The fiber-optic cable was encased in a two-inch-thick steel pipe. Breaching this pipe would have required more than a simple hacksaw as reported. Even a battery-powered reciprocating saw might not do the trick. And yes, I did some research. These hands don’t see the use of hacksaws very often,” said Sarge, drawing more laughter.
“The question has to be asked: Was the Arizona event a trial run for something bigger? Is there a rogue nation or terrorist group contemplating an attack on the United States using the Russian template so successful in Georgia and Ukraine? Probably not, unless this starts happening more frequently. Time will tell. Fortunately for you, the new face of warfare might be a little clearer.”
Sarge looked out into the classroom. When teaching, Sarge enjoyed having instructive dialogue with his students. He employed the Socratic Method, named for the Greek philosopher Socrates. Universally feared by law students, he employed a more productive version of Socrates’ contribution to academia, asking question after question until the entire class came to a collective conclusion—no small feat when so many cultures and political points of view were represented in one room.
“Mr. Feltzer,” said Sarge, bringing the young man to attention in his seat, “are you familiar with the cyberattack on Sony Pictures in 2014, which cost them nearly a billion dollars?”
“Yes, sir,” replied Feltzer.
“Was this an act of war?” asked Sarge.
“No, sir,” replied Feltzer.
“Well, I agree, although I believe if Sony Pictures had real cannons, they would have found somebody to shoot,” said Sarge, to a room of laughter. “In fact, the President made a point in a CNN interview to call the attack cyber-vandalism.”
“Ahhh,” said Sarge, “there’s that word again—vandalism. An attack upon the private sector that results in economic loss does not give rise to an act of war. Would everyone agree with that statement as our first premise?” Sarge observed heads nodding all around.
“Thank you, Mr. Feltzer. Miss Crepeau, you’re up,” said Sarge.
The young woman who sat in the front row was eager to jump into the discussion, as always, thought Sarge. Sarge recognized from day one he had to be careful with that one.
“Let’s continue with the Russian Template, as we’ll call it. I have a hypothetical for you, Miss Crepeau. We have already discussed the ‘vandals’ who cut the fiber-optic cable in Arizona. What if these vandals simultaneously, via a cyberattack, took down Tucson Electric and the Salt River Project that services Phoenix? Now do we have an act of war?” asked Sarge.
“Not yet,” she replied. “Although these acts are coordinated by these vandals, there has not been sufficient corresponding death and destruction to warrant military action.”
“How many deaths?” asked Sarge.
“Excuse me?” she replied.
“For all of you,” said Sarge, addressing the entire class, “how many deaths from this type of coordinated attack would warrant a military response?” As Sarge looked around the class, he heard responses of hundreds, thousands and just one is enough.
“Thank you, Miss Crepeau. Therein lies the rub,” said Sarge, quoting Hamlet.
“I heard answers ranging from one to several thousand. The challenge for any government is to identify a standard—a breaking point—that requires a nation to go to war,” said Sarge.
“For most governments, the standard is vague and leaves a lot of wiggle room. By the way, that is a global governance term of art—wiggle room,” said Sarge to a few stifled laughs.
“Officially, both the White House and the Pentagon consider a cyberattack emanating from a foreign country an act of war. But they do not spell out when a cyberattack is serious enough to constitute an act of war. As Miss Crepeau suggests, I suspect a cyberattack that produces death, damage and destruction similar to a traditional military attack might merit retaliation through the use of force,” concluded Sarge.
Sarge had set them up, just as Socrates would have in the fifth century B.C. The class now seemed to agree death and destruction was a prerequisite to military retribution. Let’s twist them around a little, starting with the law student.
“Mr. Robbins, let me begin with you,” said Sarge. “Did you agree with the consensus of the class that the cyberattack on Sony Pictures was not an act of war?”
“Yes, sir, I did,” responded Robbins authoritatively.
“Mr. Robbins, do you believe that a coordinated cyberattack could devastate the U.S. economy?” asked Sarge.
“It would depend on the severity and what systems were affected. Professor, would you consider it an act of war if the Sony Pictures attack was made in conjunction with a shutdown of the stock market?” asked Robbins, Socratically.
Well done, lawyer-to-be. You answered a question with it depends and threw it back at me with another question of clarification.
“Let’s look at a real-world example, shall we?” asked Sarge.
“In 2007, once again, our friends the Russians,” said Sarge with his voice trailing off. “After today, I’m sure to have my travel privileges to Russia suspended.
“In 2007, the tiny country of Estonia mistakenly poked the Russian bear by moving a controversial Soviet-era memorial from the town square in Tallin to a remote location. The large Russian minority in Estonia protested, as did the Russian government. For weeks thereafter, Estonia businesses and utilities suffered a barrage of cyber attacks that brought the private sector to a screeching halt.
“While the Estonia attacks were not the largest on record, they were sufficient to bring a country considered to be especially wired to its knees. The resulting recession was considered a direct result of the cyberattacks,” said Sarge.
“The Gross Domestic Product of the United States economy is eighty percent services. In economic terms, a service is an intangible commodity. Any event that disrupts the ability of those services to be rendered will necessarily result in a downturn of the economy. For example, according to a Department of Commerce report, the economic losses caused by Superstorm Sandy, a storm event lasting twenty-four hours, totaled one hundred billion dollars.”
“Mr. Robbins, if a rogue nation, via a cyberattack, caused economic losses in this country totaling one hundred billion dollars, would that be an act of war?” asked Sarge.
“No, sir. If I were president, and one day I will be, only significant loss of life warrants a war response,” said Robbins.
“Mr. President-to-be, I will submit there have been many wars fought over a lesser economic impact than the hypothetical we have described, and I suspect we will see this scenario play out in our lifetimes,” said Sarge.
“I’m going to conclude this semester with a teaser for the companion course that will start in January,” said Sarge, changing the screen.
 
GLOBAL GOVERNANCE
+
ECONOMIC POLICY
 
“For years, U.S. officials have dismissed the need for international negotiations and cooperation on cyberspace, but now appears to be in the process of collaborating with our allies to develop rules for the virtual world. The trend appears to be headed toward the creation of cyber policy, including establishing a threshold where a cyber attack constitutes an act of war. This trend reflects the growing sentiment that our domestic efforts to secure cyberspace are inadequate. We will study whether the impact on the U.S. economy is driving this change in the government’s approach,” said Sarge, bringing up the final slide for the day.
 
FINAL TUESDAY
12/18/15
 
The collective grumbles in the background were lost on Sarge as he gathered his notes from the lectern. Sarge replaced the cap on his Mont Blanc pen and tucked it away in his shirt. An uneasy feeling of dread and foreboding hit him, casting his mind adrift.
 



Chapter 3
December 15, 2015
73 Tremont Street
 
Donald Quinn waited patiently at the traffic light, preparing to turn left onto Tremont Street. Before him, he observed the northeast corner of Boston Common—all but deserted in the winter. Joggers, tourists and leaves had all gone into hibernation, taking the vitality of this historic city space with them. In the summer, the pedestrian circle was filled with passersby swarming the infamous Donut Cart or Giuseppe’s Italian Ice. There weren’t many patrons for Italian Ice in mid-December. Despite his new training regimen, Donald might have splurged on a bag full of arepas, which was a corn pocket stuffed with a variety of savory fillings, a staple in South America. But, alas, even the warm offerings had flown south for the winter.
After parking the jalopy, as Mrs. Quinn teasingly called his 1972 Jeep CJ5 Renegade, Donald began his trek up the hill toward 73 Tremont. Now painted flat black, Donald chose this vehicle as his company car. Sure, he had his pick of the litter. As the director of procurement, any flashy vehicle was an option, but the only flash that concerned him was an electromagnetic pulse bomb detonated over the good ole U.S. of A.
When he showed Susan his choice, she understood the reasoning. However, for appearances, she said, her choice would be something more conventional—a Cadillac Escalade. Donald thought his choice was a wise one, despite her misgivings. The Renegade was obscure and undistinguished, blending into society unnoticed—as did Donald.
Donald was new to the preparedness lifestyle, having only embraced the concept in the last six or seven years. It started with an unsolicited novel by William Forstchen, followed by a series of books by Jim Rawles, sent to him by Susan. The concepts in the books struck a chord, and he began to perceive world events differently. He became a student of prepping, and devoured every book and preparedness guide available on the subject.
He and Susan married in 2005 with a well-attended wedding. Susan had just completed her military career in the Air Force, and Donald was firmly ensconced at the accounting firm of Vitale Caturano—VC. Although they were not Big Four, VC was one of the most prestigious firms in Boston, boasting an international clientele. Donald, the consummate accountant, was of average height, stocky and relatively nondescript. Susan, a devout Christian and the daughter of a wealthy Bostonian with roots dating back to the Lowells, loved him dearly. Soon after marriage, life took an interesting and unexpected turn.
Upon taking their wedding vows, Donald and Susan envisioned a simple life. Good jobs, a two-car garage, two kids and the requisite Labrador retriever. Instead, Donald “took one for the team.” In 2009, with a three-year-old wreaking havoc on the Quinn household and another child on the way, Donald plead guilty to seven counts of a federal indictment, to include charges of money laundering and conspiracy to commit income tax evasion.
VC’s client list consisted of many wealthy, connected Bostonians, all requiring complex tax, estate and retirement planning. Donald was tasked with assisting a friend of his father-in-law with his estate plan, despite his relative inexperience with estate plans of this magnitude. His new client was adamantly opposed to the concept of federal estate taxes, particularly the newly proposed changes to the inheritance tax. Further, he was concerned with protecting his assets from an ex-wife, who had openly voiced that she was entitled to his estate—because she had “paid her dues.”
Unknown to Donald, the client had already made several ill-advised attempts at financial planning, which included large transfers of money to exotic locales like the Turks and Caicos Islands, Tortola, and Nevis. How the client was able to transfer several million dollars to the banks in these countries was never fully disclosed to Donald.
One evening, Donald returned to their home in Waltham to a welcoming committee that would alter the course of his life. Present were his visibly shaken and very pregnant wife, his father-in-law Charles Lowell, the client, and a mystery guest—an older gentleman who was never formally introduced and remained silent during the entire meeting.
Within an hour, Donald agreed to plead guilty to the federal charges, taking full responsibility for the client’s ill-advised scheme. Despite the magnitude of the crime, Donald was assured that he would receive no more than a twenty-four-month sentence. The plea agreement had already been “negotiated.” With “good time,” he would return home within twenty-one months—to a new house in Brae Burn Country Club in West Newton, a guaranteed high six-figure income, and a position dealing in large part with the
“Mystery Man.” Susan kept her composure throughout the meeting, smiling reassuringly with the occasional tear. She was a real soldier.
Donald reported directly to the Federal Medical Center on the grounds of Fort Devens, just forty-five minutes west of Boston, where he was immediately “assigned” a serious medical condition—despite being in perfect health. All part of the complex illusion of his incarceration, he would discover.
What immediately struck Donald was the fact there were no fences or guard towers surrounding FMC. It looked like any other group of buildings. Over time he realized why they called this type of facility a “country club.” It wasn’t the Brae Burn lifestyle that awaited him, but it certainly beat a federal penitentiary. Mystery Man couldn’t buy Donald’s way out of prison, but he could apparently purchase a medical condition—the next best thing in the Federal Bureau of Prisons. His condition came with perks.
Ordinarily, any other inmate would miss many of the life-changing events “on the outside” like the birth of a child. Not Donald. He was whisked away on a “medical emergency,” requiring outside medical treatment, for the birth of their second daughter, and was allowed to stay with Susan for a couple of nights.
Despite being away from Susan and the girls most of the time, Donald changed for the better during his stay at FMC Fort Devens. He started to exercise regularly, replacing thirty pounds of fat with lean muscle in the facility’s weight room. Donald also became a prepper, reading every book sent to him and taking detailed notes.
Donald’s final wake-up inside FMC was little more than a physical formality. His mind had already been awakened and conditioned—with a different view of the world. He walked up Tremont Street, for a meeting with his
“benefactor.”
 



Chapter 4
December 15, 2015
Boston, Massachusetts
 
Sarge bounded down the front steps of the Belfer Center like a kid released for summer break—only to be greeted with a brisk winter breeze and an MBTA bus roaring down Eliot Street. The temperatures were already far milder than the previous year, spurring hope that they might avoid a repeat of the one hundred plus inches of snowfall that wreaked havoc in the eastern United States. A cold breath of air, supplemented with the exhaust of the MBTA bus, was a welcome relief from hundred-car pileups on the highways and downed power grids in Tennessee.
He resisted the urge to run into Dunkin’ Donuts, opting instead for a quick cash withdrawal at the Bank of America ATM. Long lines inside the branch caught his attention. Odd for closing time on a Tuesday; maybe everybody is going Christmas shopping. Part of Sarge’s “duties,” in addition to his profession, was to keep up with world events, especially related to global economics. As he shoved the twenties into his pocket, he thought about how worthless these paper notes might become someday. Today’s modern banking system manufactured money out of thin air. Like a magician’s sleight of hand, global bankers had the power to create money and control credit markets. With the stroke of a pen or the punch of a keyboard, they could deliver wealth to whomever they chose.
Ironic, Sarge thought to himself as he pressed the key fob on his new Mercedes-Benz G63 AMG. Am I hypocritical to condemn the activities of the global elite, the same powerful people who provided this G-Wagen to me as a company car? As he settled in, the earthy smell of the Nappa leather refocused him on the task at hand—Christmas shopping.
Sitting behind the heated steering wheel of the G63 was like entering the cockpit of an airplane. Having taken delivery just a few days ago, Sarge hadn’t taken the proper time to familiarize himself with the interior. Turning the key was the easy part. Then he adjusted all of the comfort features, which fortunately included lots of heating elements. Finally, of course, the ultimate in driver distraction was the G63’s COMAND system with an 80 GB hard drive navigation system, Bluetooth, HDTV and Sirius radio. No wonder Apple and Google developed self-driving cars. Sarge would never use all of these gadgets. His rare 1968 Toyota OJ40, Bandeirante model, was more his speed. No frills, no thrills. The only thing these two vehicles had in common was a Mercedes-Benz engine. No fancy electronics in the Bandeirante, he thought. That might be a good thing someday.
Pulling out of the garage onto Eliot, he fumbled with the COMAND system and nearly struck the back tire of a bicycle—the backpack and winter coat laden student long gone by the time Sarge took a deep breath and exhaled. See!
This is what I’m talking about. Finally getting it together, Sarge managed to navigate south onto JFK without taking out any of the Kennedy School of Government’s student body. An adjustment of the COMAND volume brought the voice of his friend Neil Cavuto to life.
“Markets closed flat today amid continued uncertainty about whether Greece, Italy and Spain would reach bailout agreements with Eurozone officials. After the markets closed, a rumor swirled that a tentative agreement had been reached, which sent DOW futures higher. However, conflicting reports out of Frankfurt made by Deutsche Bank officials said otherwise, driving futures back to a negative position.
“To discuss all of this, I have as my guest Jon Wellington with Barclays UK in London, how are you, sir?” asked Cavuto.
“I am chipper as usual, Neil, and glad to be on with you this evening,” said Wellington.
“What do you make of this news, and how does it affect the markets?” asked Cavuto.
“All day long it was like watching a classic Wimbledon tennis match of troubles, with investors volleying between radio silence from a closed-door meeting amongst Eurozone leaders on the Mediterranean members and the brightening outlook of a cease-fire agreement in Ukraine. Markets would push higher on the positive reports out of Ukraine and then fall lower on the uncertainty surrounding the Eurozone trio of trouble—Spain, Greece and Italy. Add to that a late-day press conference from the President regarding his use of executive powers and you had one bloody day of jittery stock trading,” said Wellington.
“So what should investors consider as a plan of action?” asked Cavuto.
“Neil, markets like stability. As we have seen over the last five to six years, despite relatively sluggish growth worldwide, markets have risen to tremendous heights. Unfortunately, we are one bad news story away from deflating this incredible run for stocks,” said Wellington.
“I’m a ‘glass half full’ kinda guy, Jon. What would you suggest for those of us who espouse to the ‘glass half empty’ outlook on investing?” asked Cavuto.
“In my experience, a ‘glass half empty’ investor is typically cautious and is likely to sell at the slightest hint of a market downturn. Then there are those few daredevil opportunists who fearlessly attack a potential downturn to turn a healthy profit. They short sell,” said Wellington.
Sarge was travelling south on Soldiers Field Road along the River Charles, enthralled by this conversation. His job duties
did not require managing investments. Those responsibilities fell on the shoulders of others. But it was important for him to understand the mechanisms of the markets and how it affected the geopolitical landscape. He passed Boston University, home of Rhett the Wet Noodle Terrier. Lame-ass mascot. He turned his attention back to the conversation.
“Short selling,” continued Wellington, “is the sale of a stock the seller does not own, but has merely borrowed. It may sound like an odd practice, but it is actually done often by seasoned investors. Short selling is typically prompted by speculation or by a desire to hedge downside risk. It is a risky proposition for the average investor and is only recommended it be used by experienced traders who are familiar with the great financial risks.”
“Is now a good time to short sell?” asked Cavuto.
“Neil, no investor has a crystal ball. For the last several years, financial pundits have warned that the financial markets are overvalued and the central banks of the world, like the Federal Reserve, are out of bullets to deal with a financial crisis. Yet the markets keep rising. This meteoric rise is probably a function of all-time-low interest rates. Investors are willing to gamble their money in stocks rather than receive little or no interest in banking-related investments. But, to answer your question, in the absence of a ‘bad news story’ I referenced earlier, equities are still the way to go!” said Wellington.
Sarge thought to himself—investing like a bunch of drunks. They have no idea.
 



Chapter 5
December 15, 2015
73 Tremont Street
Boston, Massachusetts
 
Donald crossed Tremont Street and walked purposefully up the sidewalk toward the Park Street intersection. Parking was available at 73 Tremont, but Donald made it a habit to park off-site on his rare visits to the “Penthouse.” Donald believed in maintaining some semblance of a gray-man strategy, especially when meeting with his benefactors. Better to blend in with other visitors to the building.
Waiting on the traffic to clear the crosswalk, he admired the historic Park Street Church across the boulevard. Despite his lack of historic bloodline, which flowed through the veins of his “friends,” Donald was an avid Revolutionary-era historian. He and Susan had long ago graduated from the touristy Freedom Trail, which included well-known attractions like the Old North Church, the USS Constitution and the site of the Boston Massacre. They now explored a lesser known, but equally important layer of history that blanketed Boston.
Crossing the street, Donald checked his watch, noting that he was early. I insist on punctuality—the words rang in Donald’s head. He insisted on a lot of things. Beyond the curb, a tour guide dressed in the cold-weather version of traditional eighteenth-century garb began his presentation. Donald took a moment to listen. Despite its distinction as one of the Freedom Trail’s most prominent features, the Park Street Church was a historic gem that never grew old.
“Welcome, everyone, and thank you for daring the brisk weather to continue on the Freedom Trail tour. I see most of you stretching to look skyward at the magnificent steeple, which sits atop the historic Park Street Church here on Tremont Street. By the way, did you know Tremont is always pronounced trem-mont in Boston, not tree-mont?” asked the guide.
Heads nodded affirmatively, although Donald suspected none of them knew this until now.
“Rising toward the heavens, the two-hundred-seventeen-foot steeple, designed by architect Peter Banner, was once the first landmark travelers saw when approaching Boston. Today, the first landmark a traveler sees is a series of illuminated road signs reading ‘forty-five-minute delay on the Mass Turnpike.’ Things have changed, have they not, my friends?” asked the guide, to hearty laughter.
“Built in 1809, the church took a prominent role in the abolishment of slavery. Speakers came from all over New England to advance their mission of human rights. On July 4th, 1831, the patriotic song ‘My Country, ’Tis of Thee,’ written by Samuel Francis Smith, was sung a capella during a children’s Independence Day celebration,” said the guide.
Passing the tourists’ parked carriage—a red Hop-On, Hop-Off Trolley Bus—Donald continued up trem-mont, humming the words of the famous song.
“My country, ’tis of thee, Sweet land of liberty, Of thee I sing; Land where my fathers died, Land of the pilgrims’ pride, From every mountainside, Let freedom ring.”
If only that were still true. He somehow doubted the Founding Fathers would recognize the state of the republic they had left behind for the American people. Donald pushed his way through the impeccably polished, brass revolving door, pausing to wonder what would happen if he did a 360 and drove home. Nothing good.
Entering the lobby, Donald was struck by the magnificence of la grande entrée of 73 Tremont. After a major renovation in 1988 added several stories to the existing neoclassical granite structure, the building took on a character of its own. From the Carrara marble inlay floors to the forty-foot-tall vaulted ceilings, the lobby was gracefully appointed with polished brass, mahogany wood and elegant soft lighting. Despite a level of grace and style that would rival the finest five-star hotel, the lobby was sparsely decorated to minimize the chance of an impromptu street gathering. Everything in 73 Tremont had been designed with a purpose.
Replacing the historical bellhops of the former Tremont House were subtle reminders of the buildings twenty-four-hour armed security team. A careful look revealed numerous security cameras shrewdly incorporated into the architectural finishes—an odd feature for a building owned by a trust set up to benefit Suffolk University. Of course, Donald knew all too well that the building had little to do with the university.
“Good morning, sir, how may we help you?” asked a well-dressed concierge behind the reception desk.
Donald could feel the eyes studying him from above. I am not paranoid, just aware.
“Yes, I have an appointment on the thirteenth floor,” said Donald.
Two members of the building’s security team emerged from a shallow alcove to Donald’s right. Men in Black types. Definitely not your typical campus security arrangement.
“Your name, please?” asked the concierge, picking up a phone receiver.
Donald provided his name and waited several seconds. He wasn’t sure why they put him through this drill. They’d probably identified him a block away. The concierge listened to the phone and nodded, replacing the receiver. Two more men emerged from the alcove, bringing the total to five.
“Before these gentlemen escort you upstairs, sir, we must ask if you are carrying any weapons—including sharp objects. If you have any weapons, please allow us to check them for you,” said the concierge.
Donald had received his concealed-carry weapons permit shortly after his release from prison. He had never owned a gun prior to “going away,” but it soon became clear his new job duties would require personal protection. Within weeks of returning, he received correspondence from the Office of the Pardon Attorney in Washington, D.C., granting him a full Article II pardon and restoration of his civil rights, permitting gun ownership. An application to the Massachusetts Parole Board, marked APPROVED, arrived a few weeks later, completing the process. Everything had been prearranged on his behalf. He’d never seen the applications.
“Yes, I do have a weapon to check,” said Donald.
The concierge motioned for him to follow the men through a door, where he voluntarily surrendered his Springfield XD-S 9mm to the solemn gentlemen who hadn’t smiled—much less spoken. One of the security team members released the magazine and cleared the chamber before locking it away in a wall safe. After a brief search of his Hartmann signature tweed briefcase, they motioned for him to follow. Although Donald had been through this procedure a few times before, it never failed to reinforce the importance of the man he had come to see.
Three members of the security crew entered the elevator; one of them inserting a key into an unnumbered slot on the brass elevator keypad. They rode to the thirteenth floor in awkward silence. When the elevator opened, Donald strode confidently to the reception desk, which was hosted by two attractive, professionally dressed women. On closer inspection, Donald could see how they trained their eyes on him—no doubt performing a threat assessment. He suspected their security training equaled, if not exceeded the men escorting him. Though it had been nearly a year since Donald’s last visit to the thirteenth floor, he felt an increased security presence. One of the women broke eye contact to glance at one of his escorts, who simply nodded. Do they have mental telepathy too?
“Just one moment, Mr. Quinn,” she said, never taking her eyes off him again.
Pushing a button on her desk, she spoke softly into a wireless microphone attached to her jacket collar. “Mr. Quinn is here to see you, sir.”
The male escorts stepped back to flank the elevator while one of the women circled the desk. She pointed to an intricately carved set of mahogany doors at the end of the reception hallway. This is new. He took in the details of the woodwork. Sheep and sheepdog on a hillside. Donald searched for the meaning, knowing these functional works of art had been purposely commissioned. The security guard opened the right door before he could form a theory.
“This way, please,” she instructed, leading him past a wide bank of windows.
Of the many incredible views of Boston from the city’s high-rise buildings, none matched the view west across Boston Common from the top floor of 73 Tremont. From the thirteenth floor’s unique vantage point, one could also observe the Charles River, Commonwealth Avenue and the Massachusetts State House on Beacon Hill. The State House was particularly spectacular in the late afternoon, with the setting sun reflecting off the State House’s twenty-three-karat gilded gold-leaf dome. The dull winter scene blazed to life, drawing the viewer’s attention away from the bare trees and naked sidewalks directly below.
Opening another mahogany door, she motioned for him to enter his host’s office—the inner sanctum. With slight trepidation, Donald stepped into a world out of reach for most. Measuring more than forty feet wide, the office was bigger than most Americans’ homes. Gas fireplaces flanked both ends, rising through the two-story ceiling. The furnishings consisted of oriental carpets, dark chestnut furniture and overstuffed chairs, more resembling a gentlemen’s lounge than an office. On the broad leather inlay desk centered in the middle of the room, two crystal glasses sat beside an opened bottle of Perrier.
Donald stood silently, waiting for the man standing in front of a set of velvet-clad French doors to acknowledge him. Appearing deep in thought, his benefactor finally spoke.
“Hello, Mr. Quinn, thank you for coming,” he said, in the New England accent associated with people of aristocracy.
“Yes, sir, it is a pleasure to see you again,” said Donald. Not that I had a choice.
He didn’t expect the pleasantries to last for too long. The meeting had been hastily arranged. Something was brewing.
“I trust you have everything you need for your various projects,” he said.
“Yes, sir, and I hope my reports are satisfactory,” said Donald.
Donald always remembered to choose his words deliberately and concisely.
“Of course. Mr. Quinn, you will need to take care of something for me—immediately following the close of the markets today,” he said. “There are a number of transactions to be made, and you must use the highest levels of discretion.”
I knew it; this couldn’t be trusted to a phone call. Donald retrieved a small Louis Vuitton notebook from his suit jacket pocket.
“Immediately following this meeting, you are to execute the following transactions,” said Donald’s benefactor.
Listening intently, Donald took meticulous notes. The instructions represented the largest series of transactions he had executed to date. Donald had established a complex network of international brokerage accounts, which enabled him to effect secretive transactions—but never anything of this magnitude. He knows something. Donald jotted down country names in the left margin—Cook Islands, Dominica, St. Kitts, Turks and Caicos Islands.
The intricacy of the trades was significant, but not nearly as noteworthy as the sums of money involved—over one billion dollars. This would take days.
“Mr. Quinn, this must be completed before the opening of the Asian markets,” he said, jarring Donald’s attention from the notebook.
“Sir, I believe it is roughly five in the morning in Tokyo. Their markets open in about four hours. The New Zealand and Australian markets open an hour sooner, in roughly three hours,” said Donald.
“Mr. Quinn,” he said sternly, “you are prepared for this, are you not?”
Donald felt flush, taking a moment to respond carefully.
“Yes, sir, I have the systems and procedures in place. It’s the scale of the transactions that concerns me,” said Donald. “Currency trades of this magnitude will have repercussions throughout the global financial system. Although I have total confidence in the structure I have established for you, there is also the possibility of enhanced scrutiny from the Commodity Futures Trading Commission. Taking a six-hundred-million-dollar short position in the euro, coupled with a six-hundred-million-dollar long position in the dollar, will wreak havocs in the equities markets as well.” And I’d rather not return to jail, regardless of how comfortable you can make my stay.
His concerns rose above the scrutiny of the CFTC. The FOREX market was the largest foreign exchange market in the world, with currency changing hands continuously—but the size of these trades would rival the currency manipulations of George Soros. The potential upside was beyond contemplation—more than a billion dollars.
“Mr. Quinn, I have thought through this request thoroughly, and I am fully aware of the potential for international examination. Nevertheless, you will move forward. In addition, you are to short sell all of my positions in the following equities,” he said, listing nearly a dozen U.S. and European companies. He said all. Donald quickly did the math—another four hundred million.
“Yes, sir,” was all Donald could muster.
“I will have you escorted to an office, where you can execute my directives. A secure line is available, and you will have the complete assistance of a member of my staff if needed. Do you have any questions, Mr. Quinn?”
Yeah, what the hell do you know that nobody else does?
“No, sir,” replied Donald.
Donald rose to leave. He took one more glance at his surroundings. So this is how you pay for this stuff?
As if reading Donald’s thoughts, his benefactor added, “I hope your wife and children are doing well.”
Oh yes, very well, thanks to you, sir.
“They are, sir. I thank you for the very generous gift on the birth of our daughter. She will benefit from a Harvard education,” said Donald.
“You’re welcome, Mr. Quinn. There is no substitute,” he said, turning his attention to the view of Boston Common.
That was it. He was dismissed. Donald let himself out without another word and was escorted by a young man to a conference room on the other side of the thirteenth floor. The room was well appointed, featuring a full bar and six wall-mounted televisions.
“May I offer you anything to drink?” asked the young man.
Donald smiled and nodded. With the delivery of the Evian, the young man closed the door and left him alone. He took a quick inventory of the tools at his disposal. Telephones. Old school, but no doubt filtered by the securest encryption technology available. He pulled a chair in front of the phones and thought about Susan and the girls for a moment. They were extremely happy together as a family. Did their happiness come with a heavy price tag? Currency trading was practiced every day, right? Not $1.2 billion at once, followed by another $400 million in stock manipulations.
What did it matter? Forget the dollar amounts, make the trades and go home to your family.
He pulled off his jacket and flung it into an empty chair. Unbuttoning and rolling up his sleeves, Donald executed the first in a series of steps that would make front-page news tomorrow morning.
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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
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