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    Preface 
 
      
 
    Last time on SPORE… 
 
      
 
    CDC field agent Kim Shields showed up in Washington DC to meet with her assistant and discuss their recent job relocation from Fort Collins, Colorado. She made the meeting, though not before noticing several Durant-Monroe Chemical Company employees in the area. As she and her assistant reviewed the latest developments pertaining to virus outbreaks across the United States, Kim spotted one of the restaurant employees coughing violently while serving a customer. She tried to help the man but backed off when he coughed up pink mucus with black spots. A moment later, their waitress ran from the kitchen area amidst a strange black cloud, coughing and choking before she collapsed onto the floor and died. Kim and her assistant ran from the restaurant. When they looked up at the sky, they saw dark tendrils of black dust twisting through the air and descending on unsuspecting bystanders. Anyone who breathed the dust fell into violent coughing fits before they died.  
 
    Kim and her assistant ran to her car where she kept her emergency equipment. After putting on air filtration masks, an infected person struck her assistant with their car. Alone and terrified, Kim suspected the black dust was an outbreak, and she had to get to the CDC headquarters to assist emergency workers. After fighting desperate people through contaminated city streets, she made it to the headquarters where Dr. Tom Flannery awaited her. Forced into quarantine with a computer system at her disposal, she remotely assisted the doctor in creating antifungal formulas to combat what they understood to be a fungal outbreak.  
 
    With the help of the US military and other CDC field agents, Kim secured a little girl named Fiona whose family had died from the fungal infection, dubbed Asphyxia. Fiona showed no outward symptoms of being infected, even though she had breathed infected air without a filtration mask. She lost contact with the CDC field unit before Fiona could be brought in. As a backup plan, General Miller of the US military forced the CEO of Durant Monroe Chemicals, Burke Birkenhoff, to assist the CDC team to find out why their new product, Harvest Guard, caused such a violent fungal mutation. 
 
    With spore clouds blowing through major cities with a ninety percent fatality rate, power and communication failing by the minute, and a CEO whose armed guards would protect their master at any cost, Kim began to lose hope. Only through sheer determination and quick thinking did she keep Burke from destroying their work and killing off mankind’s last chance to survive. Escaping from the burning wreckage of the Washington DC branch, Kim drove away in a high-tech RV along with its Automated Management Interface (AMI) in hopes of developing a cure. 
 
    Truck driver, Moe Tsosie, got caught in a spore cloud outside of Bakersfield, California. He escaped the toxic mold only to find patches of growth on his skin. He stopped to disinfect himself and wash his truck, discovering the mold’s strength and resiliency. 
 
    As Moe continued to Flagstaff Arizona, people sped past with their lives thrown into their back seats. Their vehicles trailed clusters of fungi and spores, and many appeared stricken with a less aggressive form of the infection. Ten miles outside of Flagstaff, he came upon a minor accident where the drivers were arguing on the side of the road. He pulled over and got out, hoping to help for the sake of the kids involved in the wreck. While the crashed drivers argued, another infected driver plowed into the wrecked cars, and the collision killed the children’s mother. After fighting two people off his truck, Moe took custody of the orphaned children and continued onto Flagstaff.  
 
    In Flagstaff, he joined thousands in a massive traffic jam caused by a roadblock ahead. Moe spoke with another truck driver named Wildcat to learn the local authorities and US military were barring people from traveling east. Along with a sizable ground force, they’d placed two military vehicles with mounted guns on both sides of the expressway. 
 
    Moe turned the children over to the authorities and waited for traffic to clear. After a day of growing unrest, armed citizens confronted the authorities and engaged in a shootout that left hundreds dead. In the chaos, vehicles pushed through the roadblock as the citizens took control of the armored vehicles and fired on nearby authorities. Moe’s truck driver friend, Wildcat, perished in the shootout, but he broke free and continued on to his home in Chinle, Arizona.  
 
    With traffic packed in at Holbrook, Moe turned his rig around and made for an old watering hole called Coyote’s near the Jack Rabbit Trading Post off of I-40. The bartender, his long-time friend, Rocko, welcomed him, and for the next two days they sipped beer, cooked out, and watched the world burn around them. Chaos caught up to them when armed bandits laid siege to Coyote’s. Moe, Rocko, and another truck driver named Lane, held off the bandits, but not without a cost. Rocko was shot and killed. Moe burned Coyote’s to the ground to honor Rocko’s last request and continued on to Chinle. Once home, he pulled into a Denny’s and sipped coffee with the town regulars as they watched news of the spore clouds ravaging western cities like Ft. Worth, Denver, and Albuquerque. Moe wondered if his desert hometown would survive the encroaching infection. 
 
    The red-haired twins, Randy and Jenny Tucker, watched their parents spray their crops with Harvest Guard when the black spore tendrils rose from every field around them and engulfed Center Township, Indiana. After their mother and father died from breathing in the spore tendrils, the twins dove into the cab of a pickup truck and closed all the vents before the spore tendrils reached them. They stayed in there for hours before creating impromptu gas masks from plastic grocery bags, duct tape, and pieces of foam. They noticed the spores seemed heavy and sunk to the ground without the wind to stir them up. Randy and his sister exited the truck carefully to avoid agitating the fungus and found two high-grade air filtration masks in their shed. 
 
    The twins built makeshift decontamination rooms in their house with plastic tarps, duct tape, HEPA air filtration units, and plenty of bleach and disinfectant. Using their home as a base of operations, Randy and Jenny drove around the town of Kentland, Indiana searching for survivors and mourning the dead. The twins took on a big job running supplies to Sheriff Stans and his police officers, who were keeping watch over the surviving prisoners at the Newton County jail. The sheriff and his officers were tired, and Randy wondered how long they could keep it up. His uneasiness was justified after he and Jenny helped feed the prisoners one day and discovered two of the cellblocks had been shut down because of the contagion. The last remaining cellblock held a hostile population led by a prisoner named Krumer. 
 
    Things went downhill for the twins after they discovered someone murdered one of their infected friends, Ally. They returned to the Newton County jail and found that the inmates had taken over and that Krumer had locked everyone inside the jail. After beating Krumer in a violent battle, the twins returned home to find a man vandalizing their decontamination area and home. Randy, pushed beyond his breaking point, shot the man dead. 
 
    After rescuing the miracle child, Fiona, from an infected apartment filled with the corpses of her family, CDC field agent Jessie Talby vowed to deliver her to Kim Shields at the CDC facility in Washington DC. While in route, their helicopter crashed somewhere in Pennsylvania. They pulled the injured pilot from the crash and transported him to a farmhouse using a riding lawn mower and a small trailer. Patching up the injured man as best she could, Jessie settled in with Fiona to see if he would live. A day and a half later, the pilot died, and she cursed herself for not going straight to the CDC facility in Washington. She acquired a newer model SUV that would help them get there. Jessie and Fiona left the dead pilot in the farmhouse and headed for Washington, arriving just after the CDC facility went up in flames. Kim Shields was nowhere to be found. At the end of her rope, Jessie relied on Fiona’s hopeful words to recommit herself to locating Kim Shields and finding a cure for the fatal fungus. 
 
    Bishop Shields, Kim’s husband, wondered if he and their two children, Riley and Trevor, would be okay. It seemed impossible that the spore clouds would travel so far west to their home in the suburbs of Ft. Collins, Colorado. However, his wife provided him with instructions on what to do in the event Fort Collins became contaminated. Bishop, a former college football player turned writer, prepared for the worst. He picked up supplies at the local hardware store and grocer and returned home. He put the children to work sealing all three floors of their home, using duct tape, plastic tarps, caulking, and other sealants.  
 
    It soon became apparent a spore cloud would hit Fort Collins, and Bishop decided it might be worth moving to the FEMA camp at Colorado State University. He wanted to send a message to Kim through the military contacts there. 
 
    After parking a few blocks away, Bishop led the kids wearing their backpacks down to the stadium. He grew uncomfortable with the amount of people gathering. There were tens of thousands of them, and, looking east, he spotted a curtain of dark spores heading their way. He made the children put on their air filtration masks and turned them back toward their SUV. People began choking and dying as hysteria turned the crowd into a mob. Bishop fought several people trying to steal their air filtration masks, using brute strength to knock them aside, calling out the warrior inside him that had been dormant for over a decade. 
 
    The screams and choking ended, and the city grew quiet. They were the last people left alive out of the tens of thousands who’d been walking to the stadium. Driving home, Bishop wondered how long they could survive with such a merciless contamination in the air.  
 
      
 
    And now, SPORE Book 2. 
 
    
Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Kim Shields, Washington, D.C. 
 
      
 
    Kim drove the bus south through Washington DC, hopping on I-395 west and crossing the Potomac River. She spotted the exit signs for the Ronald Reagan National Airport but stopped before taking the loop that would put her on George Washington Memorial Parkway. 
 
    The airport terminal glowed with light, and four helicopters buzzed across the tarmac along with two dozen military vehicles. She leaned over the wheel and sighed. Her heart told her to keep driving to Yellow Springs, though Lieutenant Colonel Bryant’s injuries needed attention. 
 
    “AMI, can you patch me in to General Miller, please?” 
 
    “I’m in contact with the military switchboard now,” AMI said. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    After a pause, a rough voice came on the line. “This is General Miller. You say this is Kim Shields?” 
 
    “That’s right, General.” 
 
    “We lost contact with your facility,” Miller said, “but I’m glad to hear you’re safe. Where’s Dr. Flannery?”  
 
    “Flannery didn’t make it.” Kim turned her eyes forward. She launched into the story of what happened at the CDC facility. After General Miller had given the order to hold Burke, the CEO had declared war, hacking their communication systems and setting his goons loose to murder everyone. Then they’d shot Tom and set fire to the facility after wounding Bryant. 
 
    General Miller sighed. “I’m sorry to hear about Tom. He was an honorable man. I’ll get a chopper in the air to look for Burke with a direct order to put a missile up his backside. I should have gotten some soldiers to you sooner. I’m sorry about that, Mrs. Shields.” 
 
    Kim shook her head as a tear streaked down her face. “The soldiers you sent did their best.”  
 
    “So, come on in. We’ll get Bryant taken care of, and you can settle in with the rest of the doctors and nurses.” 
 
    “I don’t think so, General.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t plan on staying,” Kim said. “I’m going straight to Ohio.” 
 
    “What’s in Ohio?”  
 
    Kim briefed the general about her last conversation with Tom. She told him about the famed mycologist, Paul Henderson, though she didn’t give up his location. “Tom thought Paul could help us find a cure for Asphyxia. He said the man has a lab that rivals anything the CDC ever built, and he knows exotic fungi better than anyone in the world.” 
 
    “That sounds promising,” the general said before he pulled a doubtful face. “But I’ll have to deny your request to go to Ohio. You’ll be more useful here with us.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a request,” Kim said, lips pressed firm. 
 
    “Regardless, bring in Lieutenant Colonel Bryant along with any government property you have. Please acknowledge.”  
 
    Kim stood and turned in one motion to enter the bus’s lounge area. It held two bucket seats with three roll-out cots and a kitchenette. A combination bathroom and shower nestled against the left side. Two strides carried Kim across that section and through a sliding door into the lab. 
 
    The lab had a single computer with three monitors mounted on the far wall. On the left was an advanced microscope, a centrifuge, specimen containers, blood culture instruments, and automated hematology analyzers with closed tube systems. The space was big enough for two people to work side-by-side. 
 
    Kim stepped through a door on her right and walked down a small short hallway. The walls were clear acrylic glass with small monitors mounted on each side. Behind the glass were huge vats of decontamination chemicals stacked up. 
 
    “Mrs. Shields,” the general’s voice came through the overhead speakers. “Please acknowledge the order to proceed to the airport terminal.” 
 
    “Give me a second,” Kim said. “I’m having some communication problems.” 
 
    At the end of the hall, she entered the prep room which held rubber gloves, tape, respirators, and a double-sided cabinet where five high-grade protective suits hung. She put on a simple face respirator and glanced at the status light on the decontamination chamber door. As long as the light glowed green, Kim could move to the next room. Contaminated rooms would remain locked until AMI deemed them safe, though she could use her override code. 
 
    “Hello, Kim,” AMI’s pleasant tone spoke clear and crisp. “The air quality in the prep room and decontamination room are one hundred percent optimal. There is no sign of contamination anywhere on the Mobile Unit XI.” 
 
    Kim found a communication terminal on the wall and hit the mute button.  
 
    “Thanks,” Kim said. The door opened and Kim stepped through.  
 
    Bryant rested against the wall where she’d left him in his bulky protective suit. She stepped over and checked his suit’s oxygen level and breathing. The soldier opened his eyes. 
 
    “All right,” Kim said, putting one arm beneath him to get him to rise. “Time to go.” 
 
    “Are we there?” Bryant asked.  
 
    He got to his feet and leaned heavily on Kim, and she winced as the wound on her side stretched and ached. Pauline had shot her in the side, and the round had torn though some muscle before ricocheting off her ribs. Painful, but manageable. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re there.” Kim guided him down the thin stairwell, using the walls to provide leverage. “Please open the back door.” 
 
    The back door clicked and slid open with a hiss. Once out of the bus, Kim walked Bryant to the shoulder of the road and helped him sit down with his back against the guardrail.  
 
    “Hey, we’re not there,” Bryant said with a glance around. 
 
    “We’re not.” Kim knelt next to him. “General Miller is trying to detain me, so I’m out of here. I’ll leave you here for General Miller’s men to pick up. They’ll get you some medical attention.” 
 
    Kim started to draw away, but Bryant grabbed her arm. “Take me with you. I can help protect you.” 
 
    “You’re not in any condition to protect anyone,” Kim said, shrugging off his grip. “You did your best, and I appreciate that. Be safe. Get better.” 
 
    Bryant’s expression turned troubled. “If General Miller gave you an order, follow it.” 
 
    Kim shook her head and left the soldier sitting on the side of the road with a sour expression. She rushed up the bus stairs and caught the general’s last ounce of patience as it fled. 
 
    “Mrs. Shields. Stay where you are. I have two vehicles coming to your location now to escort you in. Please do not resist.” 
 
    “Start decontamination protocol,” she said to AMI, stripping down and tossing her clothes in the soaking bin. “And unmute me.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not coming in,” Kim spoke as a spray of decontaminate burst from the nozzles. “But I left Lieutenant Colonel Bryant for you to pick up. He’s on I-395 westbound and needs medical attention.” 
 
    The general didn’t respond, and she took that as a sign he was finished speaking with her. 
 
    She scrubbed her hair, skin, and respirator mask in less than two minutes. Then she stood beneath a thirty-second quick rinse before the light on the door turned green. Kim ripped off her mask and stepped into the prep room. With shaking hands, she wrapped a towel around herself and moved toward the front of the bus. 
 
    Kim slipped into the driver’s seat and muted herself again, because she didn’t want the general to know her destination. “AMI, please map a route to Yellow Springs, Ohio.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    Kim looked down at her dashboard GPS to see a blue map highlighting the directions. She put the bus into drive and pulled forward, bypassing the exit ramp and heading west on I-395.  
 
    AMI’s voice chimed politely into the cabin. “Kim, my rear cameras have picked up movement on the expressway behind you.”  
 
    She glanced at the array of screens on the passenger side dashboard and saw two Humvees highlighted in green night vision as they sped down the expressway. Then she glanced at the bus’s speedometer and saw it went to ninety-five. “What’s a Humvee’s maximum speed?” 
 
    “Military Humvees can attain a maximum speed of around seventy miles per hour, depending on the model.” 
 
    “They’re not sports cars,” Kim said with a grin. She pressed the gas and pushed the bus faster, speeding up to sixty. 
 
    Kim gripped the wheel as she wove the bus between wrecks like a slalom course. She slowed to thirty-five to fit between two stalled vehicles, clipping the front quarter panel of one to send it rolling toward the shoulder. Kim pressed the gas and increased her speed again, climbing to seventy on the next straightaway. 
 
    A glance at the rear camera showed the military vehicles falling behind as they drove recklessly to close the distance. They clipped vehicles left and right, slowing them down until they no longer appeared in her rear camera view. 
 
    “You’ve forced my hand, Mrs. Shields.” General Miller’s voice was cold and angry through the cabin speakers. 
 
    Kim gasped as a long helicopter swooped into her field of vision, flying sideways to match her speed. A mounted gun swiveled in her direction, the feed area loaded with a string of bullets. She glanced at the expressway and back to the gun. A shiver ran through her, imagining those rounds cutting the bus in half. 
 
    A woman’s professional tone joined the conversation. “Attention, Kim Shields. This is Sergeant Major Amanda Smith piloting the helicopter above you. If you do not pull over, I’ll have no choice but to fire.” 
 
    Kim slapped the mute button so they heard her again. “Really, General Miller? You’ll shoot an unarmed civilian?” 
 
    “You’ve left me no choice, Mrs. Shields.” 
 
    “You’ve got plenty of choices.” Kim slammed her hand on the wheel. “I’m trying to find a cure for this thing. It might be our only chance. If you ever want to walk around outside without a mask strapped to your face, let me go.” 
 
    “I don’t have a lot of faith in scientists,” Miller growled. “Please stop the vehicle, and the sergeant major will guide you home to us.” 
 
    Kim stared at the smooth-flying helicopter. The gunner held the barrel steady on her no matter how the road curved. She glanced down at the speedometer and saw she’d slowed to forty miles per hour. 
 
    “You could stop me, but you’d be killing the last chance we have for a cure. That means everyone will die, one way or another: everyone in that chopper; everyone back at camp; any innocent person still fighting for survival.” She shook her head. “You know that, so I don’t think you’ll shoot me.” 
 
    She pressed the gas pedal and shot beneath the helicopter.  
 
    Watching the road through narrowed eyes, she expected a hail of lead and shattered glass. But no shots came. The helicopter hovered in her rear camera view, spinning slowly but otherwise non-aggressive. 
 
    “Thank you, General,” Kim said through pursed lips. 
 
    “You’re not worth the bullets, Mrs. Shields,” Miller said, and their communication clicked off.  
 
    She relaxed her grip on the wheel as the helicopter leaned forward and flew back south. She eased her speed down to a manageable forty miles per hour and breathed a deep sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 
Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Jessie Talby, Washington, D.C. 
 
      
 
    Jessie led Fiona by the hand down a long retractable tunnel. The white tarp flapped in the breeze. Their gowns and slippers brushed softly as they shuffled along, and sunlight entered through clear plastic windows. 
 
    They’d arrived at Ronald Reagan National Airport an hour ago, brought in by a pair of checkpoint guards and taken through the terminal to the decontamination area. Jessie had explained she was a CDC field agent looking for Kim Shields, and she wanted to speak with General Miller right away.  
 
    The guards had promised to make their commander aware before handing them over to the decontamination team. She had stated their names to the staff sergeant as Jessie and Fiona Talby, mother and daughter. It was the only way to ensure they’d stay together. 
 
    She’d held Fiona’s hand as they passed naked through all the chambers with chemical-smelling disinfectant sprays raining down on them. Once out of the cold rinse, a female guard had issued them soft cotton clothing. Soldiers with high-grade protective suits guided them to the quarantine tunnel where they were told to walk straight until they reached the quarantine tent. 
 
    Jessie glanced down at the girl where her damp hair puffed out into cute ringlet curls. “Are you okay, Fiona?” 
 
    “I’m cold,” Fiona said, looking up through her hair. 
 
    “I’ll see if they have a blanket for you, okay?” 
 
    Fiona nodded, and Jessie gave her hand a squeeze.  
 
    Their journey to the quarantine tent took five minutes. A nurse greeted them at the end of the tunnel. She wore a full protective suit with a hood attached to a primary air line, and her eyes appeared tired, but kind, behind her clear visor. 
 
    “Hi there. Look at you two.” The nurse smiled. Her voice sounded compressed coming from the hood’s speakers. “Mother and daughter?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “I’m sure we can find a pair of cots close together.” The nurse gestured for them to follow. “We’re trying not to separate families.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” she replied. 
 
    The humongous tent structure was more complex than Jessie would have imagined. The nurse led them down a long corridor dotted with tent flaps to other rooms. Then they stepped through into a large tent where nurses attended more patients. 
 
    Their nurse unhooked her air line at certain points and re-attached it when they entered each new section. Jessie was familiar with viral containment structures, though General Miller’s place operated on an impressive scale.  
 
    They finally entered a medium-sized tent with patients lined up in two long rows. Most of the patients rested quietly, though others displayed mild coughs. 
 
    “As promised.” The nurse gestured to a pair of empty cots in the back corner. On each cot rested a folded blanket, a bottle of water, and packs of snacks. “If you need to use the restroom, just let the section nurse know, and he’ll show you where those are. A doctor will be around to give you an exam.  Good luck, ladies.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Jessie said, looking around. She gave Fiona a wink. “Looks like home sweet home for us.” 
 
    “I want the bed by the window.” Fiona jumped on the cot resting below a ten-by-ten-inch plastic window. 
 
    “Fine,” she laughed and sat on her own cot. 
 
    She opened her water and took several long gulps, noting her throat felt scratchy. An overwhelming sense of weariness pressed down on her shoulders, and her head grew heavy. Jessie placed her snacks and water beneath the cot and stretched out. Pulling the blanket over her shoulders, she relaxed and breathed in the cool sterile air.  
 
    “Stay close, okay Fiona?” 
 
    “Okay. Are you taking a nap?” 
 
    “I’m just going to rest my eyes for a minute.”  
 
    The second Jessie shut her eyes, she fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    Someone gently shook Jessie’s shoulder. 
 
    “Jessie? Jessie Talby?”  
 
    Jessie groaned and snuggled against the warmth pressing into her chest.  
 
    “Are you the Jessie who works with the CDC? Were you working with Kim Shields? Is this Fiona?” 
 
    She opened her eyes to a bush of black curls, and she took a deep breath of dry decontaminate rinse. It was Fiona. She must have sneaked into her cot and fallen asleep. Jessie’s arm lay protectively over the girl, her face buried in Fiona’s hair.  
 
    Jessie lifted her eyes to see a big soldier sitting next to her cot. He wore fresh combat fatigues with a crutch laying across his lap. His ice-blue eyes stared back at her from behind the visor of his full-face air filtration mask. He wore an expression of concern and hope.  
 
    “Are you Jessie Talby?” he repeated. “Is this Fiona?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s me.” She nodded and glanced down at the girl snuggled against her. “Yes, this is Fiona.” 
 
    “Fiona,” the soldier whispered. He reached out to touch the girl with his knuckle-scraped hand but pulled back at the last second as if Fiona was a fine piece of china he didn’t want to break. He lowered his voice. “She’s immune to Asphyxia, right?” 
 
    Jessie raised onto her elbow and pulled Fiona tighter against her. The girl made a sleepy sound and curled up even closer.  
 
    “Who are you? What do you want with Fiona?” 
 
    The soldier eased back in his foldout chair, an apology etched on his face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. My name is Lieutenant Colonel Scott Bryant. Several days ago, General Miller sent me and a few men to the CDC building in Washington to safeguard the cure for Asphyxia. That’s where I met Kim Shields and Tom Flannery.” 
 
    “Okay, that makes more sense,” Jessie said with calming emotion. “You keep saying Asphyxia. I assume you’re talking about the fungal infection. The spores.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Bryant said. “Kim mentioned your name several times. She said she lost contact with your field team, that you might have gone down in a chopper crash. She believed Fiona was the key to curing Asphyxia, but she thought you were both dead.” 
 
    Jessie rose into a sitting position, shifting Fiona around. “We crashed, yes. The pilot died, but we lived. My orders were to bring Fiona to Kim unharmed, but the CDC facility was burning by the time we got there. I didn’t even know if she was alive.”  
 
    Bryant scoffed. “It’s a long story, but I can assure you Kim is alive. She dropped me off here at camp before bucking Miller’s orders for her to stay.” 
 
    Jessie’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”  
 
    “Kim is on a mission,” Bryant said. “She’s on her way to meet a guy who can help cure the disease. But Miller doesn’t believe in a cure. He’s gathering his resources, trying to keep the camp together. He thinks this will be the cradle of mankind.”  
 
    “Then I guess we’re stuck here,” Jessie shook her head as her heart sank. “I’m just going to keep getting sick until…” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be that way,” Bryant grunted. “Look, I know where Kim went, but I didn’t tell Miller.” He lowered his voice and leaned closer. “Miller said I couldn’t go after Kim, but he put me in charge of supply acquisition. It just so happens there’s a great source of supplies in Yellow Springs, Ohio. That’s where she went.” 
 
    “Why?” Her brow furrowed. “I mean, why would you do that.” 
 
    An ominous shadow passed over Bryant’s face, and he cast his eyes down before lifting them to meet Jessie’s. “I screwed up back at the CDC facility, and I’m not proud of it. I need to make up for that. Plus, I disagree with General Miller. I think he’s making a mistake by not helping Kim. I’ve seen her determination. If there’s anyone who can cure Asphyxia, it’s her.” 
 
    “But you’re hurt,” she nodded at his crutch.  
 
    “Some asshole shot me in the hip, but Miller’s doctors got the bullet out.” Bryant shifted in his seat and stretched his right leg straight. “I can walk as long as I can deal with the pain.” 
 
    Jessie nodded. “Okay. I’m listening. How do you plan on getting us out of here?” 
 
    “You let me figure it out,” Bryant grinned. “Don’t worry. Just be ready when I come for you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry?” Jessie scoffed. “Right. When are you coming?” 
 
    “Very soon. Tonight.” 
 
    Bryant placed the crutch tip on the ground and stood, leaning his weight on the crutch pad. “It was good meeting you.” 
 
    “You, too.” 
 
    The soldier nodded. “Tonight. Be ready.” 
 
   


  
 

 
Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Jessie Talby, Washington, D.C. 
 
      
 
    A nurse approached their cots later that evening. Fiona had been folding snack wrappers into interesting designs while Jessie battled occasional chest constrictions and bouts of coughing.  
 
    She slid her feet off the bed and sat up. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hi, ladies,” the nurse said from behind her mask. “How did your examinations go today?” 
 
    “Fine,” Jessie nodded, then raised her hand. “Infected, as charged.” 
 
    “Infected,” Fiona whispered as she crinkled her wrappers. 
 
    “Good. I mean, not good that you’re infected,” the nurse apologized. “Good about meeting the doctor.” 
 
    “I knew what you meant.” Jessie waved off her apology with a light cough. 
 
    The nurse looked around suspiciously before raising an eyebrow. “Are you ready to go? I hear you’re going on a big classified mission. I’m jealous. Not many of us get to leave. I’d take a hard labor detail just to get out from these fabricated tents.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess we’re lucky,” Jessie said, confused. 
 
    “The Lieutenant Colonel mentioned this was high priority,” the nurse explained. She hung back and waited, then gestured pointedly. “You may want to put a little hop in your step.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” She sat up and pulled Fiona away from her wrapper art. As soon as Jessie placed the girl on her feet, she snatched her wrappers off the cot and stood there crunching them in her fists. Jessie smiled with a twitch of nervousness. “Are you ready, Fiona?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I guess we’re ready.” Jessie glanced back at the cots. “It’s not like we have any possessions.” 
 
    The nurse nodded with an apologetic expression. “None of us do. Now, come on.” 
 
    Jessie took Fiona’s hand and followed the nurse out of their section and down a different tunnel than the one they’d come in on. Soft blue and green lights along the ceiling lit their way. After several confusing turns, they entered a long tunnel with reverse circulation sucking out the air. 
 
    At the end of the tunnel, they ascended three steel-grated stairs to a platform that served as a makeshift decontamination floor. A second tunnel branched off at a hard left angle. In the soft light, she spotted a drain beneath the grating, and bundles of hoses stretched up the wall and across the ceiling to end in nozzles pointed down.  
 
    “Okay, here we are,” the nurse said, pleasantly. “Lieutenant Colonel Bryant will be with you in a moment.” 
 
    Jessie nodded as the nurse returned the way they’d come.  
 
    “This is a strange place to meet.” She looked around. The floor lay dry below them, and the air had a clean scent, not the usual chemical smell of decontaminate. “They must rarely use this area.” 
 
    She peered down the tunnel leading away, expecting Bryant to come hobbling down it at any moment.  A zipping sound ripped the darkness, and Jessie turned as the tarp wall split open. She backed away with her arm thrown in front of Fiona but sighed with relief when Bryant’s sturdy form crawled through the gap with an air filtration mask and a high-grade respirator. 
 
    He waved them over. “Come on.” 
 
    They stepped off the platform, and she handed Fiona through the gap. “It’s okay, baby. This is Bryant. He’s just another one of those big teddy bears I was telling you about.” 
 
    “Hi, Bryant,” the girl said as she stooped and passed through. 
 
    Jessie climbed through behind Fiona and stood waiting for the soldier to reseal the gap. Wind gusted around them, and the sounds of distant helicopters and military vehicles filled the night sky. Clouds drifted across the moon’s face, masking its deep amber glow. The huge terminal with three gates loomed in front of them, while modular tents and tunnels spread out in all directions around them. 
 
    The Asphyxia fungus grew in large crimson swaths across the tents like burn marks.  
 
    “This way.” He adjusted his air filtration mask. Then he stood and pointed toward the terminal.  
 
    The soldier skirted between tents and tunnels, hobbling along on his crutch with his head and shoulders ducking low. He crouch-walked beneath the plastic windows, and Jessie followed his lead. She caught sight of shadows walking up and down the tunnels, likely nurses and doctors going about their evening routines. 
 
    “What are we doing?” she asked as a gust of wind whipped her gown around her legs. 
 
    “Bypassing some security checkpoints.” 
 
    “Got you.” 
 
    They crept along with Jessie’s head turning at every odd sound, her eyes cast down to keep from stirring up Asphyxia patches.  
 
    “Try not to step in it, Fiona.” 
 
    “Okay,” the girl said, her snack wrappers crinkling in her hand.  
 
    When they reached the terminal, Bryant led them to a tunnel running along the lower deck wall. He looked around before separating part of the tunnel wall and stepping through. A moment later, his hand emerged and waved them in. 
 
    Jessie stooped and helped Fiona through the flimsy gap. Then she followed, standing and looking both ways in the tunnel. She stared at him as he resealed the gap haphazardly. “Isn’t this dangerous for the people inside? I mean, aren’t we opening them up to infection?” 
 
    “No. This entire section is for quarantined people,” Bryant replied. He stood on one leg and grabbed his crutch where it leaned against the tunnel wall. “We store clothes here for people we quarantined who can work or otherwise need to leave the facility. I’ve got an order to go to Yellow Springs to pick up the supplies, but not to take you two with me. I didn’t want to raise any suspicions.” 
 
    “Hence our bypassing of security?” 
 
    “Exactly. Don’t worry, a quality tech will come around in the morning, notice some Asphyxia growth, and order the area scrubbed clean. The spores will never reach the general population.” 
 
    Jessie nodded. 
 
    “This way,” Bryant said, and he hobbled down the hall. 
 
    At the end was a wide square filled with benches. A dozen racks of clothing stretched around the outside of the room with shoe boxes stacked beneath them. 
 
    “Pick out some shoes and clothes from here,” Bryant gestured. “They don’t have blinds for you to change behind, but I’ll look the other way.” 
 
    Jessie picked through the slim selections, finding Fiona some pants, an over-sized T-shirt, and a pair of kid’s tennis shoes with stars on them. For herself, she found a pair of jeans and a Carhartt long sleeve shirt. They had underwear, too. A basic selection of black and white with the tags still on them.  
 
    She waved at Bryant, and the soldier gazed back down the hall to give them privacy. Jessie dressed herself and then helped Fiona with her shoes.   
 
    “Okay, we’re ready,” Jessie said. 
 
    He gave Jessie a second glance. “Are you okay? You look a little weak.” 
 
    “I feel pretty tired,” she replied. “I’m sure it’s the Asphyxia and going outside seems to make it worse.” 
 
    The soldier nodded. “We’ll try to find you a good respirator before we hit the road. They have a good supply in the motor pool.”  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    They walked back to the gap, and Bryant handed Jessie his crutch while he squatted to unfasten it. He fussed with the zipper, cursing low under his breath.  
 
    A voice called out from the darkness. “What are you doing?”  
 
    Jessie spun as a soldier strolled down the hall toward them with her rifle pointed toward the ground. Her eyes dropped to Bryant where he squatted by the opening. The soldier stopped and raised her rifle with a tense expression on her face. “Identify yourself, soldier! Do it now!” 
 
    Bryant slowly got to his feet, taking his crutch from Jessie. He leaned forward to peer at the soldier’s name tag. “Nice reaction, Private…Williams.”  
 
    “Lieutenant Colonel Bryant!” Williams said, standing at attention. “I didn’t realize it was you.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” He put the crutch under his right arm and leaned his weight on it. Then he nodded at Jessie and Fiona. “I just finished dressing my two wards when I spotted a break in the tunnel. I tried to fix it myself, but I couldn’t get the seal tight. We’ll need Maintenance to do it.” 
 
    “I’ll see to it as soon as I’m done with my patrol,” Williams said, hurriedly. “I mean, I was just about finished with my patrol, so I’ll get on it right away.” 
 
    Bryant gave her a knowing smile. “Good, good. Now, if you don’t mind, we’ve got business.” 
 
    Jessie and Fiona followed him past Williams, though the soldier’s eyes followed them. 
 
    “I saw nothing filed in the order book for you, sir,” Williams said, caught somewhere between suspicion and fear that she’d missed something. “I check it every night before I start my shift.” 
 
    Bryant stopped hobbling and turned with a shake of his head. “I placed the order. It’s Supply Acquisition 853-O.” 
 
    “That’s a request for an off premises supply run,” Williams said with a sharp look. “I would have noticed that.” 
 
    “I’m telling you, it’s there.” 
 
    “What’s the business?” The soldier’s eyes moved back and forth between Bryant, Fiona, and Jessie. 
 
    “We’re picking up supplies at a location about seven and a half hours out, so I wanted to fit them with traveling clothes.” 
 
    Williams stared at him before she turned and moved down the hall at a brusque pace. “Why didn’t you say so, sir? If you follow me back to the security desk, I can check on that order.” 
 
    Bryant shot Jessie and Fiona a glance before falling in behind the private. 
 
    “Easy, soldier.” He hobbled along awkwardly on his crutch. “You’ve got a wounded officer here.” 
 
    “Yes, sorry sir,” Williams said, slowing down for the rest of them to catch up. 
 
    The soldier guided them to the end of the hall and took a hard right into the terminal’s belly. They moved across a carpeted area and down another hall. 
 
    She stared at a trio of soldiers coming in the opposite direction, all of them wearing air filtration masks and regarding Jessie and Fiona with lingering looks. She figured they didn’t get many infected on their way out of the facility, especially with a Lieutenant Colonel. 
 
    At the end of the hallway full of doors, they came to long desk occupied by two privates who stood at attention when they saw Bryant.  
 
    “Just one second, sir,” Williams said, grabbing a computer tablet from the table. She half-turned to him as she pressed her index finger against the screen, punching in the order number. 
 
    “Ah, here it is,” she said. “Supply Acquisition 853-O. I see it’s legit.” 
 
    “As I stated,” Bryant snapped as he moved past the guards. “We’ll head on to the motor pool now where I’ve got transportation waiting.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” Williams said. “I don’t see anything here for your guests.” 
 
    “Look, soldier,” Bryant turned back to her, giving a hard glare at the other two soldiers. “I’ve got all my people on other details, so I have to do this myself, and I’m at a disadvantage.” He held up his crutch. “Since I can’t lug everything on my own, I’m designating Jessie as my official assistant, and the girl won’t leave her mother. They tested positive for the fungus but aren’t showing any outward signs yet, and I promised them some fresh air before…” Bryant’s words trailed off and his look turned dark. “You know what I mean. They don’t have much time before things get tough for them.” 
 
    Williams regarded Jessie and Fiona with a hard stare that melted into an expression of pity. The soldier shook her head and waved them through. “Of course, sir. Go ahead.”  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Bryant turned and hobbled down the hall with Jessie following behind, holding Fiona’s hand. 
 
    “Promised us some fresh air?” she quipped. 
 
    “Sorry, I had to think fast,” he shot over his shoulder. “I didn’t mean to infer you were dying.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” Jessie touched her fingers to her itching throat. “I was just kidding.” 
 
    Bryant guided them down a series of halls until the scent of machine oil and fuel touched Jessie’s nose. Soon, sounds of ratchets and hammering reached her ears, and she knew they must be near the motor pool. The lieutenant colonel stopped next to a door with a small square window where stark white light shined into the hall.  
 
    “Keep going straight to the end of this hall and out the exit. Wait for me outside until I drive away from the garage. When you see a vehicle blink twice, that’s me. Come on out to meet me, but don’t let anyone see you. You’re still not on the order, and I don’t want to have to talk my way through every time.  
 
    Jessie nodded as Bryant threw open the door and went into the motor pool, blaring them with the tool shop noise until the door slammed shut. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she told Fiona. 
 
    Jessie guided the girl to the end of the hall and pushed through the door at the end. They stepped into the cool night air with lights spilling from a pair of garage doors to illuminate two rows of broken vehicles. Bullet holes riddled the sides of jeeps, and Humvees suffered from flat tires or body damage. The sounds of motors revving and metal clanking reminded Jessie of a big mechanic shop she used to take her car to.   
 
    When the door shut behind her, Jessie leaned against it and pulled Fiona closer. She searched the darkness for patrols, though no one walked between the tents or out in the lot. She spotted lights up on the highway and a chopper in the sky. People moved inside the tents and tunnels, sometimes glimpsed as they moved past the plastic windows. But no one looked outside.  
 
    Jessie’s breathing seemed louder than the wind, and her heart pounded loudly in her chest. She squatted down and hugged Fiona. The girl looked around and crunched the snack wrappers in her hand.  
 
    An engine rumbled, and a faded beige Humvee cruised into view. It was a huge vehicle with a gun mounted in the turret. It moved to the edge of the motor pool lights and pulled in next to the last vehicle in the row. The headlamps blinked twice and remained on. 
 
    “That’s our cue,” Jessie whispered to Fiona. “Let’s go.” 
 
    She took the girl’s hand and led her around the edge of the motor pool light, finding a swath of darkness to stick to. Her long strides soon had her dragging Fiona behind her, so she stooped, picked up the girl, and half-jogged the rest of the way.  
 
    By the time she reached the end of the row, her lungs burned, and her head spun with dizziness. Bryant sat in the Humvee’s driver seat, grinning and waving them in. 
 
   


  
 

 
Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Randy and Jenny Tucker, Indianapolis, Indiana 
 
      
 
    Randy drove the lead SUV in a line of three along State Route 52 into Lafayette, Indiana.  
 
    It was himself and Jenny, and the two old men, Jones and Bickens in one vehicle. The library people, led by Mrs. Brody, rode in the last two. The insides of the vehicles were as clean as they would get them, and everyone wore an air filtration mask, even if some were made of 2-liter bottles, duct tape, and furnace air filter material. They’d covered all the vents, but he couldn’t imagine how much of the fungus was getting inside the trucks. 
 
    “It should only take us a couple hours to reach Indianapolis,” Randy said, glancing up into his rearview mirror at the two old men with the plastic “Coke” visors duct taped to their faces. “You won’t have to wear those masks for too much longer.” 
 
    Jones nodded and gave Randy a thumbs up, and he had to admit he was thankful to have the two older men along. After all, they’d helped take down Krumer and saved the twins’ lives. 
 
    After Randy and Jenny had returned home to find it ransacked by the guy in the Dickie’s shirt, he’d put a bullet in the man’s head. It wasn’t something he was proud of, but it was clear Dickie was the one who’d killed Ally, and he’d put their lives in danger twice. 
 
    After that, the twins had tried to salvage what they could of their small stockpile. In truth, Dickie hadn’t done a lot of damage, however, he’d dragged BD all over the house and downstairs to the basement. It would have taken Randy and Jenny hours to restore the area and make it livable again. 
 
    That’s when they’d decided to just pick up the people at the library and head straight to Indianapolis. And even with that early start, it had taken them several hours to get everyone together and get on the road. 
 
    They approached Lafayette, Indiana early Sunday morning just as light was breaking over the small college town, home of the Purdue University Boilermakers. Even from 2 miles out, Randy saw the smoke rising into the sky. 
 
    “Well, it’s worse here,” Jenny said with a shake of her head. “This town is burning. Think it’s from people looting?” 
 
    “Hard to tell,” he replied. “It could be people trying to burn the fungus, too. Either way, I don’t think I want to drive through downtown.” Randy got off State Route 52 at Sagamore Parkway, intending to skirt north around the city and hopping on I-65 south soon after.  
 
    “Would you look at that,” Jenny said, peering out her window. “There’s people.” 
 
    Randy glanced out the window at a sparse Walmart parking lot. He spotted a cluster of six cars with a dozen people gathered close around the vehicles. Some wore backpacks and held rifles. They were gathered so close together because they wore masks like Jones’s and Bicken’s; they’d have to stand on top of one another to communicate. 
 
    Their faces lifted as the three SUVs drove by, and Randy gave the truck a little more gas, kicking their speed up to fifty miles per hour. He had to be careful because trucks and cars were smashed against the median and each other, pieces of metal and fiberglass strewn across the road like a giant’s hand had combed down the entire expressway.  
 
    The drivers of the vehicles sat bloated and dead behind the steering wheels, their faces consumed by the crimson fungus which grew more around the ears, eyes, nose, and mouth. Randy was no doctor, but the fungus seemed to prefer the human respiratory system more than human skin. That meant skin was a barrier against the stuff, and they could possibly do without their heavy Tyvek coveralls or makeshift plastic ones, at least in the short term. 
 
    Still, Randy and Jenny always wiped their exposed skin with disinfectant wipes or bleach when necessary. After two days of that, both of the twins’ eyebrows had turned white. It would have been hilarious if they weren’t trying so hard to survive. When the disinfectant soap ran out, they’d have to use bleach on their hair, and he didn’t want to be the one to tell Jenny that. She was proud of her red locks, so going blonde had never been an option. But they’d cross that bridge when they got there. 
 
    “Should we stop and see if those people need help?” Jones was referring to the people in the Walmart parking lot, the old man yelling in his makeshift mask to be heard. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Randy shook his head. “I don’t think we should stop until we reach the FEMA camp.” 
 
    “I agree with you a hundred percent, brother,” Jenny replied. “We definitely don’t want to run into another Krumer.” 
 
    They continued around the desolate city. The crimson fungus lay in stripes across the road and crawled up the sides of buildings with its slow, deliberate pace. He got off of Sagamore Parkway and turned left on Schuyler Avenue, jumping back onto I-65 two miles later. 
 
    He drove carefully along the expressway, avoiding wrecked vehicles and debris while trying to maintain a speed of at least thirty miles per hour. 
 
    They left Lafayette behind and continued south, never running into conflict or seeing anyone at all. They passed through the small town of Lebanon and entered the outskirts of Indianapolis. Subdivisions and buildings burned in spots, and everything stood in an eerie silence with hundreds of cars scattered along the roadway. 
 
    “There it is,” Jenny said, pointing to a sign for the Indianapolis International Airport. “Take I-465 south.” 
 
    “Got it.” Randy nodded, and he turned their SUV onto the exit ramp and swooped around a wide turn until they headed south.  
 
    “What do you think we’ll find in Indianapolis?” 
 
    “Beats the heck out of me,” he replied. “Hopefully, a clean place to sleep, some food, and a shower. I’d even settle for one of those camp showers that trickles water on your head.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Jenny said.  
 
    They drove through a sprawling suburban area choked with fungus and cars. Randy had to drive slow to squeeze through in some places, and he grew frustrated with their progress. Getting out in a hurry would be tough, too. 
 
    He found a wide-open strip and pushed the SUV to a blazing forty miles per hour. The gray sky dumped its dismal light down on them, and when the sun came out, it gave the fungus a strange, velvet tint. 
 
    Jenny looked out of her window with a gasp. 
 
    “What is it, sis?” 
 
    “Dead people everywhere.” Jenny stared for another moment before straightening in her seat. 
 
    Randy risked a glance and saw what his sister saw: parking lots full of wrecks; bodies lying in streets and sidewalks like trash; dogs laying close to their owners, leashes still attached. 
 
    “Wow, that’s bad.” He shook his head. 
 
    “Watch out!” Jenny stretched her arms out and pointed straight ahead. 
 
    Randy slammed his foot on the brakes before he even looked, and the SUV skidded to a halt. The vehicle behind him, driven by Mrs. Brody, squealed its tires and banked to the left, just clipping the back corner of his truck.  
 
    A military Humvee sat in the middle of the road, turned sideways to block the only way through. A semi-trailer truck had crashed on the right, jackknifed against the guardrail. A few cars were piled up on the left. 
 
    Four soldiers were walking toward their SUV, heads covered in respiratory gear and rifle barrels pointed at the twins. The soldiers were shouting and waving their arms, and even though Randy couldn’t hear what they were saying, he knew they meant for everyone to get out of the truck. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here.” The pitch of Jenny’s voice rose on a wave of panic. 
 
    The men shouted louder and raised their rifles to their shoulders. They weren’t police officers or ROTC weekend warriors. They were full on Army or Marines, and they wore camouflage with military belts wrapped around their waists. 
 
    “We can’t turn around,” Randy said, then he shook his head. “Those guns will tear us up, Jenny.” 
 
    As if in response to his assumption, one soldier pointed his rifle skyward and fired off a burst. 
 
    Everyone in the car jumped, and Randy popped his door open and put his hands up where the soldiers could see. He kicked his door the rest of the way open shouting, “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” 
 
    A soldier gestured with the barrel of his weapon. “All of you. Put your hands up and get out of the trucks!” 
 
    They all got out of their vehicles, and the soldiers ordered them to spread out in a line across the expressway; the four in his vehicle and another eight from the library, including Mrs. Brody. The soldiers gestured more than they shouted due to their air filtration masks. However, they were good at it, so Randy assumed they’d done this a lot. 
 
    He tried to pick out the leader of the soldiers but didn’t immediately see anyone. He exchanged a look with his sister, giving her a nod, then he looked for Mrs. Brody. She stood in the middle of the road, jittery, as she kept her students in line.  
 
    Two soldiers moved behind them and patted people down, while two others came out from behind the Humvee and stood near the front fender, talking as they watched the group. Those two were the leaders, but Randy couldn’t see their faces. 
 
    A hand dove into his coverall pocket from behind and removed his pistol. He thought about protesting but remained still. These people looked like they meant business. 
 
    The four soldiers who’d patted them down gathered in front of them and gestured for them to walk toward the two leaders standing next to the Humvee. “Put your hands down! Go! Walk towards the officers! No talking, just walk!” 
 
    Randy jumped out ahead of the line and was the first to reach the two officers standing beside the Humvee. He kept his eyes forward except to glance hard into the visors of the officers. One was a young woman with T. Ames on her name tag. The other was a young man, both trained soldiers by the way they held their weapons, their eyes impassive as the group walked by.  
 
    The soldiers directed Randy to enter the back of a military transport truck, and he put one foot on the tailgate and paused. A dozen scenes from a dozen war movies flashed through his mind. He imagined them trying to separate him from his sister. They would take Jenny to another part of the camp along with the rest of the women and children while they transported the men to barbed wire cages. 
 
    Panic spiked in his brain, and he turned with his fists up and ready to fight. 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw Jenny standing right behind him. She raised her eyebrow in annoyance as she waited for him to climb in. He flashed her a smile, though he did not feel it in his heart. Something was not right about the situation. The soldiers seemed agitated, and they were the ones with the guns. What did they have to be nervous about? Maybe the soldiers were just being cautious, or maybe it was something else.  
 
    Randy stepped farther into the back of the truck and took a seat. 
 
    
Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Randy and Jenny Tucker, Indianapolis, Indiana 
 
      
 
    The soldiers drove Randy’s people off the expressway, around a long service road, and onto what appeared to be an airplane runway. As they passed the airport terminal, he was amazed at the number of airplanes on the tarmac. Some were parked at distant gates and left unattended. One jet sat skewed sideways with a smoking hole in its side. 
 
    Toward the U-shaped terminal, military vehicles zoomed around as one reconnaissance force returned and another left. Each force had three or four Humvees and some smaller troop transports. Two helicopters landed near open gates at one horn of the U-shape where a pair of mobile boarding stairs were turned around and pressed up against the gangways. Soldiers leapt out of the choppers, climbed the stairs, and entered the gangways into their respective gates.  
 
    At least three dozen FEMA tents and mobile buildings were nestled inside the horseshoe shape, and people with protective respiratory gear walked between the tents, some of them pushing equipment on large carts while others went about other tasks. 
 
    It looked like a good, busy place, and Randy’s nerves settled. 
 
    “Think we’re saved?” Randy leaned closer to Jenny, so she heard him over the truck noise. 
 
    Jenny looked out at the U-shaped terminal and all the bustling activity before she turned to him. “I would, but they’re driving us away from the terminal.” 
 
    It was true. They were driving out onto a runway and not parking near the gates at all. They kept going until they were one hundred, two hundred, and then three hundred yards away. The truck ground to a squeaky, jolting halt, and the four soldiers who’d brought them in pulled open the truck’s gate and directed everyone to get out.  
 
    The kids stepped down first, helped by the soldiers in an efficient, if not gentle, way. Mrs. Brody and the two old men jumped down next, followed by the twins. 
 
    He turned in a full circle and saw they sat at a four-way intersection in the middle of a series of runways. A long FedEx shipping center lay to the southeast, and there were maintenance hangars at various spots around the airport. It would take Randy a good five to seven minutes to reach any of them at a dead sprint. 
 
    “So much for getting away,” he mumbled. 
 
    On the north side of the intersection, where the road met the grass, eight or nine people were lined up on their knees with their hands tied behind their backs. They all wore makeshift protection, including air filtration masks and coveralls, though Randy noted a lot of bare skin showed. 
 
    Several soldiers stood guard while another soldier wearing white coveralls walked up and down the line. The walking soldier was short and stocky, and he guessed it must be a woman commander of high rank due to the US flag and symbols stenciled onto the breast of her coveralls. 
 
    The soldier with T. Ames on her name tag motioned for their group to stop some thirty yards away while she jogged over to the commander, waiting to be recognized. The commander was screaming at the people on their knees, although Randy couldn’t make out the words. 
 
    The commander stepped back from the captives and turned to the waiting Ames. Ames said something, pointed at Randy and his group, and made a gesture back toward the expressway. The commander raised her eyes, and he shrank beneath her gaze even though he couldn’t make out a single feature of her face. There was something about the way she held herself with her shoulders thrown back, her chest out, and her feet always shoulder width apart. It didn’t help that she held a pistol in her right hand. 
 
    After a pause, the woman stepped between two captives, nearly knocking them down, and stalked toward Randy’s waiting group. He took a step back until he bumped into Jenny, then he bucked up and raised his eyes. 
 
    The commander wore a name tag of Colonel S. Jergensen. Her eyes were a shar blue color and she strode straight up to Randy and pushed her face close until their visors were an inch apart. 
 
    “I’m Colonel Jergensen,” she said with a loud, droning tone. “I’m in command of this place. Are you or your people with this rabble?” The colonel raised her pistol and waved it in the general direction of the people kneeling in the road. Randy noticed traces of BD in the corners of the colonel’s eyes and across her thin upper lip. 
 
    “No, ma’am,” he replied. “I’ve never seen those people. We drove down from Kentland, Indiana. Our town got overrun with BD, um, I mean, the infection.” 
 
    The colonel’s laser sharp eyes bore into Randy’s like she was trying to read his soul. She peered down the line at the others in their group. “I see you’ve got a lot of kids with you. Were you transporting them somewhere?” 
 
    While the question confused Randy, he stayed focused. “Those are the kids from Mrs. Brody’s library. I mean, the Kentland library. And there’s Mrs. Brody, right there. She can tell you.” He turned and gestured at Mrs. Brody, who stood at the end of the line with wide, terrified eyes. 
 
    “Yes, I’m Mrs. Brody,” the librarian said, taking a hesitant step forward as she wrung her fingers together. She kept looking down at Colonel Jergensen’s gun and smiling in an appeasing way, like a rabbit with her neck in a wolf’s jaws. 
 
    “I see.” Colonel Jergensen stepped up to Mrs. Brody, rolling her shoulders and staring down at the timid woman. “Do you know any of these people?” Again, the colonel gestured at the kneeling people with her gun. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Mrs. Brody stammered. “We came alone. Well, just us—” 
 
    The colonel raised her weapon and put it against the librarian’s head. “I don’t have a lot of patience these days, Mrs. Brody,” the colonel spat. “Out with it.” 
 
    “We came on three trucks,” Mrs. Brody winced and squealed the words. “We heard about it on the news. They told us to come here.” 
 
    Randy turned to Jenny and spoke just loud enough so she heard. “It looks like the colonel is infected. I think she’s got BD.” 
 
    Jenny’s eyes never left the twitchy colonel, and she shot a warning look at him. 
 
    “What’s that?” The colonel lunged in his direction, raising her pistol and pointing it at the sky as if she was unsure who to shoot first, Randy or Mrs. Brody. 
 
    “Nothing, Colonel,” Randy said. “I was just making sure my sister—” 
 
    “I heard what you said, son.” The colonel leaned closer. “But I want you to say it. Go ahead.” 
 
    “I…I was just telling my sister you looked a little tired,” he said, speaking clearly while keeping his voice from rattling. “You might even be a little sick, that’s all.” 
 
    The soldiers standing nearby stiffened, and the one named Ames backed up a step.  
 
    Jergensen’s eyes narrowed at him. She was so close he noticed a blonde-gray shock of hair laying across her temple. She clenched her jaw and stared a hole through his head. 
 
    “Could I do this if I was sick?” The colonel whirled and raised her pistol at one of the people kneeling down. At the end of her turn, she pulled the trigger and sent a bullet through the head of the person in the center of the row. Blood sprayed out into the grass, and the body pitched forward. 
 
    The other prisoners shuddered and clenched their shoulders, anticipating a second round. 
 
    Mrs. Brody screamed and clutched one of her female students. 
 
    “What the…?” A spike of red heat tore up Randy’s spine. “What the hell did you do that for, Colonel? You didn’t have to shoot—” 
 
    The colonel pivoted back to him and jammed the gun against his head. “Those people killed one of my soldiers this morning. Are you saying that should go unpunished?” 
 
    Randy shook his head against the hard barrel. 
 
    “It’s good to know you’re on board,” the colonel nodded. “Is there anything else you wanted to say, son?” 
 
    He winced as the barrel pressed harder against his skull through his thin Tyvek hood, and he felt Jenny grab his hand and give it a warning squeeze. 
 
    “No, ma’am,” Randy said with a shake of his head. “Nothing to say here.” 
 
    “Good!” the colonel shouted. She removed her gun from his head and stepped back to address the entire group. “Listen up! We’ve got three thousand survivors in this camp, and they all need protection. They all need food. Considering there are no more crops, we’re reliant on scavenging from the homes of the dead and rationing that until civilization can pick itself up again. That’s why we’re at war with other scavengers out there.” The colonel turned and gestured at the line of kneeling people with her gun. “Rather than join us here in the Colony, they’ve taken things into their own hands. They steal food out of everyone’s mouth. That will not happen under my watch. Everything you’ll ever need is right here in the Colony. If you work hard, you’ll be fine. If you don’t…” Colonel Jergensen left the implications hanging in the air like the blade of a guillotine. “Any questions?” 
 
    When no one responded but for the shuffling of boots, Jergensen nodded and went on. “Keep everyone alive. Those are my orders, and I’ll see them through come hell or high water. Corporal Ames?” 
 
    The one called Ames stepped up. “Yes, Colonel.” 
 
    “I want you to get these kids cleaned up and put them to work sorting in the terminal.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “And put the two gingers on scavenger patrol, but I want you to watch them close.” 
 
    Ames nodded before she glanced at the two former inmates, Jones and Bickens. “What about the old guys?” 
 
    Jergensen waved her gun at them, and Randy couldn’t help wondering if the woman had ever shot someone accidentally while doing that.  
 
    “The old men can do maintenance around the terminal,” she said, distracted as she started walking toward one of the Humvees. 
 
    “And, sorry about all the questions, Colonel,” Ames said, cringing. “But what about the scavengers?” 
 
    Jergensen turned toward the people kneeling on the runway and sneered. “I think you know what to do with them, Corporal Ames. Get them ready for questioning.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    The colonel got into her Humvee and pulled off as Ames shouted orders to the other soldiers. 
 
    Several soldiers came up and directed Randy and his group back to the transport truck. As he stepped into the back of the truck, he wondered what they’d gotten themselves into. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6  
 
      
 
    Bishop Shields, Ft. Collins, Colorado 
 
      
 
     Bishop got the kids and their backpacks out of the SUV and ushered them around the back of the house. They entered through the lower-level door and passed into the first of three makeshift decontamination spaces made of tarps and plastic bags, just like Kim had instructed him to build.  
 
    They stripped off their packs and began washing up using big, pre-filled buckets of water and antifungal soap made for dogs.  
 
    “Do not take your masks off, yet!” Bishop’s deep voice boomed through the basement, making it impossible to mistake his directions. “And make sure you get everything. Your hair, your clothes, your mask. Everything!” 
 
    They scrubbed up for a good thirty minutes and stepped through a slit in the plastic to the next room. They stripped down to their skin and scrubbed their bodies, pushing their soaking clothes back through the slit and into the first area. 
 
    “We’ll worry about our clothes and backpacks later,” Bishop said. 
 
    They pulled off their masks and washed their faces with the same soap. Bishop held his breath as long as he could, paranoid that there might still be spores in the air. He finally allowed himself a deep breath, and his nose filled with the sweet scent of lavender dog shampoo.  
 
    “I’m so glad we got this ready before we left,” Bishop said. He stood over the basement drain, picked up one bucket of water, and dumped a small amount over his head, peering down as the water splashed and drained down. 
 
    “Dad, my mask is stuck,” Riley said. “I can’t get it off.” 
 
    He turned to see his daughter’s thick, golden-brown hair tangled in her mask straps. “Oh, baby. It must have gotten tangled when we were fighting with those people.” Before he helped his daughter, Bishop gestured at Trevor. “Trevor, plug those air filters in and bring them over here while I help your sister. They’re over next to the furnace. Get dried off and put some clothes on first.” 
 
    “Okay, Dad,” Trevor said, exiting the last decontamination space with his arms held out as water dripped off his fingertips. 
 
    Bishop got to work on getting Riley’s mask off her head. Her ringlet curls were caught in the buckles and wrapped around the strap a hundred ways. He tried to be gentle and coax her hair out of its tangles, though it was no good. “I’m sorry, Riley. Your hair is just way too thick. I have to cut the mask off.” Bishop turned his head and shouted to his son. “Trevor!” 
 
    The boy poked his head through the slit. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Can you go upstairs and find me a pair of scissors?”  
 
    “Sure thing.” His son dashed away and tromped up the stairs.  
 
    While they waited, Bishop looked down at his angry, dejected daughter. He tapped on her visor, and she looked up. “Are you okay? I mean, did any of those people hurt you?” 
 
    “My shoulder feels funny.” Riley shrugged her right shoulder. “Other than that, I don’t know.” 
 
    “As soon as we get this mask off, we’ll check you out.” Bishop tried to smile, but his daughter had already cast her gaze toward the floor. 
 
    A moment later, Trevor reached in with a big pair of kitchen scissors. 
 
    “Thanks, Son,”  he said. “These should do the trick.” 
 
    He was about to cut the straps when Riley stepped back. 
 
    “Just cut it all off,” she said, shivering in the cold with her arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I can’t keep my hair with that stuff out there.” She raised her eyes, and Bishop saw practical defiance staring back at him. It was the same look her mother got whenever she ran into a complex problem at work. “It’ll only get in the way. Besides, we don’t have an infinite supply of masks. We can’t just tear them up.” 
 
    He raised his hand and touched Riley’s shampoo-soaked head. It’d taken the girl two years to grow her hair out, and it was one thing that stood out about her. Riley was proud of it, and she spent hours making sure it was healthy and clean. 
 
    “Oh, Riley. I’m so—”  
 
    “Don’t be so dramatic.” The girl shifted her weight to her other leg. “Just do it.” 
 
    Bishop nodded, gave the scissors an experimental snip, and went to work. He started on the easy parts first, cutting around her head and pulling off the long, untangled pieces to drop them on the floor. When he came to the tangles, he angled the scissors beneath the straps and snipped closer to her skin, being careful not to cut her. Several dozen cuts later, Bishop peeled the mask away and lifted it off her face.  
 
    Riley gasped in the sweet lavender scent of dog shampoo before she bent to pick up a clean bucket of water. 
 
    “Here, I’ve got it.” Bishop took the bucket from her and held it over her head, dumping a little at a time on her head. As tall as she was for a girl of twelve, he still towered a foot and a half above her.  
 
    Riley splashed water on her face and ran her fingers through the wild tufts of hair that remained on her head. Once she’d gotten the soap out, Riley finished rinsing herself off and stepped out of the decontamination chamber to dry off. 
 
    He shook his head as he looked down at the piles of hair piled around the drain. With a sigh, he picked up a bottle of antifungal spray and went to work cleaning up behind them.  
 
      
 
    An hour later, Bishop was back in his office dressed in a pair of jeans and a soft cotton T-shirt with his air filtration mask tucked into his belt. He’d made a house rule that they were to carry them at all times in case the house was compromised.  
 
    Outside, the spore tendrils were still drifting toward the ground like a silent, deadly snow, spreading across all surfaces. Once settled, the fungus gave off an eerie red glow that lit up their front yard like something from hell.  
 
    Laptop tucked under his arm, Bishop walked into their foyer and climbed the stairs like a man in a dream. At the top, they’d hung another plastic tarp in case the contamination found its way into the lower floors. They’d fixed the tarp to the wall with more duct tape, so he peeled the tape back, stepped onto the landing, and resealed the opening. 
 
    He looked back and forth between the master bedroom on one side of the house and the kid’s rooms on the other. Part of him wanted to go into the master bedroom, climb into bed, and turn on the television. He could pretend Kim was having a late night at work and would be home within the hour. He’d watch a show or browse through some YouTube videos until she got there. 
 
    That wouldn’t solve anything. 
 
    With a sigh, Bishop visited the kids’ rooms. Riley had shut her door tight, and he didn’t want to engage her just yet. She was the kind of kid who needed to work things out on her own. Smothering her with questions was the last thing he wanted.  
 
    Trevor’s door was open, so he knocked on the door frame as he stepped inside. “Son, how’s it going?” 
 
    His son was sitting on a chair in front of his window, staring out at the gentle but deadly fall of spores. He glanced over his shoulder at his father. “Oh, hey, Dad. It’s going, I guess.” 
 
    Bishop pushed his glasses up on his nose and joined his son at the window. “Pretty big event.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Anyone talking on social media? Twitter? Snapchat? Anyone texted you, yet?” 
 
    Trevor took a deep breath and let it out softly. “Nope. I think everyone’s…I think…” Trevor’s breath hitched, and he let out a sigh filled with pain and anger. “I think they’re dead. I really do. All my friends—” 
 
    Bishop set his laptop aside and knelt next to the boy, wrapping one arm around his shoulders. “Shh. Hey, now,” he said in a hushed tone. “It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    Trevor shoved his forearm against his father’s chest, and Bishop allowed the boy to push him away. “You don’t know that. Come on. Look at it out there.” 
 
    “I know, son. I see it.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Trevor’s voice rose in panic. “And where the hell is mom?” 
 
    “Hey, knock it off with that tone,” Bishop scolded, “and that vocabulary.” 
 
    Trevor continued, his emotions rising. “You know what? I think we should drive to Mom. You said she’s in Washington, right? How far is that?” 
 
    Bishop grabbed his son by his shoulders and turned him around, so they were facing each other. Then he turned up his voice to a volume that shook the house. “Trevor, I want you to calm down right now or I swear I’ll toss you out with the fungus.”  
 
    The boy’s eyes widened for a moment before he collapsed against his father with a sob. “I’m sorry,” the boy cried. “I just want Mom. I want to know she’s okay.” 
 
    “Me, too.” He held the boy at arm’s length and gripped his shoulders hard. “Look, the chances are your mother will come to us. She’s that good. But if we leave the house without her knowing, we may miss her.” 
 
    “Can we call her?” 
 
    Bishop nodded. “The cell phones and internet are all down out east, and they’ll soon be down in Ft. Collins, too. But we might be able to get a satellite radio that can reach her. You know, like a radio inside a military vehicle or something?” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Trevor sniffled. “I saw a bunch of military trucks down by the stadium. Maybe they’ve got one.” 
 
    “Or, if they have a command center down there,” Bishop added. “There might be some people left alive.” 
 
    “Should we go back into town?” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking.” In reality, he hadn’t been thinking about that at all, though his son had sparked a splendid idea. They couldn’t stay in their house forever and hooking up with some military forces was the best thing they could do. “I don’t want to go today, though. It still might be too dangerous. Plus, we still have lights and food and shelter. How about we wait a day or two, at least until it stops raining fungus? Can you keep yourself busy until then?” 
 
    Trevor smiled for the first time all day. “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Awesome, son.” He let go of Trevor’s shoulders and sat back on his heels, with a calming smile.  
 
    “How’s it look?” 
 
    Father and son turned their heads to see Riley standing in the doorway. Still skinny as a bean, she was looking more and more like a woman every day. It was a scary time for Bishop, so he assumed it was even scarier for her. And now, amidst all life’s changes, fate had thrown them another curve ball. 
 
    Riley had cut her hair down to a half-inch and added styling gel to give it some body. She subconsciously ran one hand over her head while touching the ends with a brush.  
 
    Bishop grinned, but his daughter frowned. “If you say it doesn’t look bad, I’ll scream.” 
 
    “I was going to say it looks beautiful.” Bishop shook his head, meaning every word. 
 
    “No, I look like a Q-Tip.” 
 
    “Q-Tips have a lot of uses,” Trevor quipped. “You can jab them in your ears, clean boogers out of your nose…” 
 
    “Shut up,” Riley threw her brush at him, and the boy laughed as he blocked it with his hands. 
 
    Bishop chuckled loudly. Even though she’d never believe him, he thought Riley was the most precious thing on planet Earth besides Trevor and Kim. He just needed to get them all in one place. 
 
   


  
 

 
Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Moe Tsosie, Chinle, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Moe sat on Rust’s back and looked down from White House Overlook on the ancient canyon routes of his Navajo ancestors. His eyes scanned the trails down through Canyon de Chelly where the ruins of ancient dwellings nestled beneath cliffs of red rock with white bands. 
 
    The beauty of the scene never got old.  
 
    He thought about taking the trail down into the canyon and walking Rust along those old routes and past the ruins. It might be the last time he could. The spore cloud was coming, the news had said; a cloud of toxic fungus that had all but wiped out Denver and Fort Collins, and Albuquerque, too. He knew what it meant, because he’d escaped it in Bakersfield. Yet, when Moe raised his eyes to the mountains in the east, no ominous clouds approached. He saw nothing different at all. 
 
    Perhaps the combination of mountains, canyons, and dry air had been enough to stop the cloud. Perhaps this was one thing that couldn’t reach his people and drive them to the edge of extinction. If so, it would be a bitter victory.  
 
    “Let’s go, Rust,” he told the gelding. “We should get back to town and find out more news.” 
 
    Moe rode Rust along the edge of the canyon around to his mother’s property. He galloped the horse up a shallow rise and to the small barn where Rust’s brother, Copper, enjoyed the shade and some hay. 
 
    He dismounted, opened the gate to the small enclosure, and walked the big gelding inside the barn. Moe removed Rust’s saddle and allowed him to greet his brother. The two horses nuzzled each other and nickered before turning their long heads down to the hay. He brushed Rust down, taking pleasure in the simple task. 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, Moe left the barn and walked up to the house. His semi-trailer truck sat out in front of his mother’s small ranch home, and it seemed the massive vehicle was waiting for him to get in and drive away like he’d done five years ago. 
 
    But there was nowhere to go. 
 
    He climbed into his mother’s old Chevy pickup, started it, and drove toward town. Taking State Route 7, Moe passed the Holiday Inn, the Navajo Police Department, and several small agencies related to the tribal workings of their town. 
 
    He noticed some increased traffic, likely because people were running supplies to the Wildcat Den gymnasium and Chinle High School to prepare for the potential spore storm. He pulled into the Denny’s and parked. The lot was nearly empty, only three or four cars visible. One of them was Casey Harvey’s beat up hatchback parked in her usual spot.   
 
    He took a deep breath and entered. 
 
    “Hey, Moe!” Casey called from the kitchen. “How about one more coffee before the world ends?” 
 
    “I’d like that,” Moe said, sitting down at the counter. “How come you’re not at the gym?”  
 
    “I’m leaving in fifteen minutes,” she said. She poured Moe a cup of black brew and turned off the coffee machine. “This has been sitting awhile, so I’ll put some cream in it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Casey.” He watched as she lightened his coffee and brought the cup over. 
 
    “No worries,” she smiled when Moe tried to pay her. “It’s on the house. No pie, though.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” he chuckled.  
 
    “Yeah, it is. Hey, I need to lock stuff down here. You going to be okay?” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Moe said. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    He stared up at the blank television screen for a few seconds and then let his eyes fall to his cup. He thought about Coyote’s and his old friend, Rocko, and the dozens of times he’d stopped in for a beer enroute to some west coast destination. After a while, Casey came over and touched Moe’s hand, drawing him out of his daydream. He glanced up with a smile. 
 
    “You following me?” 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s go.”  
 
    He got up and followed Casey outside.  
 
    Casey locked the doors and shouldered a heavy book bag. “See you there,” the young woman called out, glancing eastward before dashing to her car.  
 
    Moe followed her gaze but saw nothing on the horizon. No black wall of clouds. Nothing but clear afternoon skies. He sensed something bigger coming, but it wasn’t a spore cloud. No, it was a tide of a different sort, though he couldn’t put his finger on what it was. 
 
    He got into the old truck, started it up, and pulled out behind Casey. He followed her up State Route 7 until they reached Highway 191. The traffic here was as thick as it ever got in Chinle, with cars pushing bumper to bumper as they took a left on 191.  
 
    The high school was a couple hundred yards down the road on the left, and Chinle’s citizens were everywhere. They pushed shopping carts full of supplies, and everyone carried big, weighty backpacks, even the children. They were heading toward the school or gym, and school administrators stood at the entrances telling people where to go. 
 
    As he inched down 191 and neared the parking lot entrance, Moe saw it was full. One of the town’s police officers was directing people to pull across the street into the Navajo Tribe management facility. There was a Dollar Store and a dialysis clinic nearby, and people used those lots for parking, too. 
 
    Casey pulled onto the access road and shot toward the parking lot. Moe followed behind, though the traffic promptly stopped them. As he waited for things to move along, he glanced over at the Dollar Store where something caught his eye.  
 
    Two trucks and a police cruiser had gathered in the lot with a group of a dozen people gathered around. Moe recognized the school’s Athletic Director, Rex Yazie, standing in one of the truck beds as he talked. He also recognized Sheriff Robert Ahiga and some people from their tribal government. 
 
    Moe whipped his wheel to the right, drove along a short access drive to the store, and pulled into an empty spot. As soon as he got out, a young man standing in front of the store with “Manager” on his name tag, rushed over, saying, “You can’t park here, sir.” 
 
    Moe pointed at Sheriff Ahiga. “There’s the sheriff. Tell him to arrest me.” 
 
    The store manager gave him a sour look and walked away. 
 
    Moe got out of his truck and sidled through the crowd of people, squinting up at Rex. Like Casey, the athletic director was younger than him, though the thirty-year-old had never lost his exuberance for Chinle’s athletes. That’s why Chinle had always fielded competitive athletic teams in the state of Arizona. He watched as Rex talked excitedly and gestured south down Highway 191.  
 
    Rex caught sight of Moe and came across the truck bed to stand above him. He pointed down with a grin. “Hey, Moe!”  
 
    “Rex,” he nodded in reply. 
 
    Sheriff Ahiga turned and offered his hand. “I didn’t notice you come up, Moe.” 
 
    “That’s okay, Bob.” He accepted the man’s hand and gave it a firm shake. Then he turned his attention back to Rex. “So, what are you preaching from the back of your truck?”  
 
    “I was just telling these guys,” Rex said. “I just came up from Burnside and saw the military zoom by.” 
 
    “What do you mean zoom by? Are you sure?” 
 
    “I saw three big semi-trailer trucks with five tanks parked on the truck beds,” Rex said carefully. “There was at least a half-dozen helicopters; armored trucks and troop transports, too.” 
 
    “Where were they headed?” Moe asked. 
 
    “East, as far as I could tell,” Rex replied. “It must have something to do with what happened in Denver and Albuquerque.” 
 
    “I’m thinking they’re headed to Window Rock,” Ahiga said. The sheriff was a stocky man with russet-toned skin that sharply contrasted his head of short white hair. Years of sun had etched lines in his face, and his eyes were smoky and expressive. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Moe asked. 
 
    “They could be going there to handle a refugee situation,” Ahiga guessed. “Probably tens of thousands of people moving west to escape the toxic air.” 
 
    “That makes sense to me,” Moe said, remembering Flagstaff. “I wonder if they’ll come here.” 
 
    “You don’t have to wonder!” Rex shouted, pointing west. “They’re here!” 
 
    Moe climbed up into the truck bed and followed Rex’s gaze westward. Ten military vehicles along with several semi-trailer trucks and vans with “FEMA” stenciled on the side pulled into the field next to Chinle Elementary School. 
 
    “I guess that answers our question,” Moe said. 
 
    “I need to get over there.” Ahiga leapt into his police cruiser and pulled toward the road. When people wouldn’t move right away, he turned on his sirens to clear a path. 
 
    “We should go down there ourselves,” he suggested to Rex.  
 
    “All right,” Rex said. “I’ll drive.” 
 
    
Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Moe Tsosie, Chinle, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Rex drove down to the field and parked across the street in the Speedway parking lot. Next to the Speedway sat some mechanic shops and the Navajo Administration Building. Beyond that, it was nothing but open desert. 
 
    On the south side of 191, the big military vehicles and FEMA trucks pulled up to the side of the road and waited for soldiers to dismantle parts of the fence. Once they made the openings, the enormous trucks drove through and parked out on the scrubland at intervals of about thirty yards. Five trucks pulled onto the service road next to the Elementary and Junior High and parked in a neat line.  
 
    Soldiers leapt out of troop transports and sprinted to the semi-trailers, jumping into the back and handing equipment down. 
 
    Moe, Rex, and Cynthia Tso stood on the side of the road and watched. 
 
    “What in the world are they doing?” Cynthia asked as her white hair whipped around her head. She put her hand up to shield her eyes and stared at the military bustle through her sunglasses. 
 
    Moe hadn’t brought a pair of sunglasses, so he winced as the sun beat down on them. He didn’t know Cynthia very well except that she was a well-respected town elder. 
 
    “It looks like they’re setting up a refugee camp of some sort,” Moe said. “Look at all the FEMA trucks.” 
 
    Sheriff Ahiga had pulled into the service road and parked behind the neat line of trucks. He’d gotten out of his police cruiser and was looking around as clouds of dust rolled over him. He appeared to be looking for someone in charge, though he wasn’t having much luck. 
 
    An armored Humvee rolled past them and pulled onto the service road, parking behind the sheriff. A tall man with sunglasses and an officer’s hat got out along with an attaché. The sheriff immediately went up to the man, exchanged a handshake, and began conversing. 
 
    “That’s a colonel,” Moe said, recognizing the man’s swagger and the way the attaché hovered around him. “They sent a colonel out here.” 
 
    “I better get over there,” Cynthia said, and she looked both ways before jogging across the street.  
 
    Rex and Moe exchanged a glance, and Moe shrugged and crossed the street himself, not in a huge hurry to catch up with Cynthia but curious about what was going on.  
 
    The two men came across the road, he noticed that Sheriff Ahiga and Cynthia were in a heated debate with the colonel, who seemed to be trying to shed the Navajo leaders as a clear nuisance. By the time they reached the group, more of the town’s leaders had pulled up in a Ford SUV and were getting in on the conversation. 
 
    The two stood on the outskirts, Moe listening to the conversation and cringing as it turned south. 
 
    “There are no jurisdictions anymore,” the colonel was saying. He was a brash looking, middle-aged man with a round face and clean-shaven head. “We’ve got orders directly from the President of the United States.” 
 
    “I understand this might be an emergency to you, Colonel Humphreys,” Ahiga said. “But you can’t just camp on Navajo territory with these soldiers. There are permits required, and this must pass through a vote.” 
 
    “We don’t need a permit, or a vote,” Colonel Humphreys said, walking to the edge of the road and peering out at the trucks. “It’s a state of emergency.” 
 
    “But—”  
 
    “If you people don’t get away from me,” the colonel said with a flat note, “I’ll have my MPs escort you away.” 
 
    Sheriff Ahiga bristled as did several of the town leaders. Moe knew the colonel’s type. A real hardass who would run over anyone and anything to complete a mission. And while he could understand the tribal concerns over their lands, it would only end badly for the Navajo leaders if they continued to press the colonel.  
 
    Moe slipped through the crowd and put his hand on Ahiga’s shoulder, drawing the man back even as he stepped forward. “If you don’t mind me asking, Colonel Humphreys,” he interjected, “how many are you deploying here? Are we going to get a chopper show?” He already knew the answer as his ears picked up the distant sounds of helicopters. “If so, have them use the school lot to land. Otherwise you’ll be eating dust all day. And believe me, it gets into everything.”  
 
    The colonel turned his head and appraised Moe with cold, dark eyes. “And you are?” 
 
    “Moe Tsosie, sir. I just got into town. I’m a truck driver, but I’m also former military.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. National Guard?” 
 
    “I was active duty, sir,” he said. “I spent five years in Iraq as a Marine staff sergeant.” 
 
    Colonel Humphreys’s eyes turned curious. “Where in Iraq?” 
 
    “All over, but Fallujah was a frequent hangout,” he replied, allowing a slight smile to work onto his lips. 
 
    “First or second battle?” 
 
    “Second.” 
 
    “That was a busy engagement, soldier.” Humphreys’s eyes softened with respect. “Glad to see you made it out unscathed.” 
 
    “Hardly, sir,” Moe said, patting his hip. “I got a nip in the right leg for my troubles. It only put me down for a few months, though. I got back on patrol.” 
 
    “Well done, Staff Sergeant Tsosie.” The colonel gave Moe a respectful nod and his eyes roamed across the entire group as he stood taller. “For all of your information, we’ll be deploying twenty-two hundred men and women here. That includes FEMA personnel, military specialists, and every doctor we can find.” 
 
    “That’s big,” Moe said with a low whistle. “Do we have a refugee situation on our hands?” 
 
    “That’s the essence of it,” Humphreys confirmed. “Our CDC field teams in Denver and Albuquerque indicated the toxic cloud hit both cities hard before emergency services could be deployed. Tens of millions are dead, and hundreds of thousands of refugees are heading this way.” 
 
    Moe shared a look with the tribal elders then turned his attention back to the colonel. “We heard there are troops moving east, too. What are those for?” 
 
    “They’re headed to Window Rock and Gallup as a first line of defense,” Humphreys said. “They’re establishing gateways to stem the refugee flow. They’ll treat as many as they can there and send the rest here.” 
 
    “I understand,” Moe murmured, then he bucked up. “Is there anything we can do to help, sir?” 
 
    “I mean no offense with this,” Humphreys said as he gave them a pointed look. “Just stay out of our way. Take care of your people and stay away from camp unless we ask.” 
 
    “We’d like our doctors to stay abreast of the situation,” Cynthia Tso spoke up, pressing a lock of white hair behind her ear. 
 
    “Is there someone in town I can connect them with?” Humphreys asked. 
 
    “Sage Denentdeel is our head doctor,” Cynthia said. 
 
    The colonel shot a look at one of his staffers who jotted the name down. 
 
    “If that’s all,” Humphreys said, “I’ve got a camp to set up.” With that, the colonel walked out into the scrubby, dusty field. 
 
    The elders pulled Sheriff Ahiga aside and talked amongst themselves while Moe and Rex watched the organized chaos of the military’s arrival. 
 
    “Great job,” Rex said, patting him on the back. “You smoothed things over. You should be a liaison between us and the military folks.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Moe said as he weighed the colonel’s words. He was spiritually on the fence about a lot of things, though he often had gut feelings he couldn’t explain. At face value, the military would offer protection and expertise. But could they really accommodate thousands upon thousands of refugees? 
 
    Moe scratched his head and tried to crunch the staffing numbers required to treat so many. The numbers didn’t add up no matter how he looked at it. 
 
    
Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Kim Shields, Zanesville, Ohio 
 
      
 
    Kim drove Mobile Unit XI along I-70 at a careful twenty-five miles per hour. The bus was large and unwieldy, and there was a pileup of cars every fifty yards. She concluded that a spore cloud must have drifted west along I-70, suffocating and killing drivers as it went.  
 
    Semi-trailer trucks had plowed over sedans. Vehicles trying to avoid further collisions had careened through guardrails or slammed into the stone median, spinning out of control as they tossed their drivers out onto the pavement. Plastic, glass, and metal lay strewn across the roadway, and trails of smoke rose from the wreckage both in front of and behind her. 
 
    She worried about something piercing the bus tires or getting the bus fender caught on something heavy while she tried to fit through a narrow gap in the twisted metal sea. The road was an endless pile of smashed up, fungus-covered coffins. 
 
    After the fourth hour, Kim grew tired of looking at it. She pulled the bus to the side and parked it, allowing the engine to idle as she took a break.  
 
    “Dim the windows, please.”  
 
    The glass grew darker, shielding her from the horrific view outside. She stood and stretched her arms over her head, barely reaching the roof. Some parts of the vehicle seemed crowded, though the cab itself was spacious. From the copilot’s chair, one could access an array of functions or monitor a full panel of instruments and video screens on the dashboard. 
 
    Kim stiff-walked back to the small living area and popped open the mini fridge. To her surprise, there was a six pack of Cokes and a case of bottled water inside. She grabbed a Coke and sat down in the bucket recliner behind the driver’s seat. Kim twisted off the top, took a swig of the sweet carbonation, and placed the beverage in a cup holder on her armrest. 
 
    She didn’t drink soft drinks, but at the moment the Coke was the greatest thing ever. Kim reclined back in the seat and kicked her feet up, resting her head on the soft padding. She’d wanted to reach Yellow Springs before evening, but that wouldn’t happen. It was already getting dark, and her eyelids were heavy and tired.  
 
     She fell asleep in an instant, dreaming wicked dreams of people laying in the road covered in a thin carpet of fungus. Mycelium wormed its way down through eye sockets and skin pores in a speedy time lapse, making pathways as it threaded through muscle and bone. Kim saw the corpses deteriorate into piles of fleshy, crimson fungus where strange, black insects came to feed. 
 
    The corpses mutated until there was nothing left but lumps that grew together, covering the entire surface of the planet. The fungus creature eclipsed humankind, and the sun dawned on Earth’s new inheritor. 
 
    The system alarm jolted her out of her unpleasant dream — REEP, REEP, REEP! 
 
    She shot up bolt straight as her eyes darted around. “Kill that alarm. What’s wrong?” 
 
    The alarm stopped, and AMI’s cool tone came through the cabin. “My apologies,” she said, “but there are intruders outside. I took it upon myself to set the alarm once you’d fallen asleep.” 
 
    Kim skipped questioning how AMI could have known she was asleep and stepped into the cabin, slipping into the passenger seat. She rubbed her eyes and then looked over the dashboard screens that showed her video feeds of the outside of the bus.  
 
    Two people were walking around the bus, poking at the various sensors and trying to wedge their fingers into the edges of the sealed door. One intruder stood at the front of the bus, half climbing up the front as they tried to peer in through the tinted front window. 
 
    “Thanks for setting the alarm.” Kim looked up. “Can you make it so I can see out but they can’t see in?” 
 
    “Certainly. Would you like me to do that?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    The smoky glass in front of her cleared, and she looked into the face of a man wearing a curious expression behind an improvised air filtration mask. The construction impressed her. They’d shaped the visor out of a flexible plastic much thicker than a 2-liter soda bottle. Soft window insulation lined the edges, which allowed the mask to hug the man’s clean-shaven face and head. The filter was made from several pieces of plastic and fit snug into a plastic mold—crude, but effective. 
 
    It was too dark to see more facial features, though Kim checked another monitor to confirm that the second intruder wore a similar mask and also had her head shaved clean. 
 
    “Looks like some freaky cult to me,” Kim said. “How do we get rid of them?” She’d brought weapons from the CDC facility, but she didn’t want to leave the bus if she didn’t have to. “I guess I could always just pull away.” 
 
    “Or I could set off the exterior alarms,” AMI suggested. 
 
    “That sounds like a good first step. Go ahead.” 
 
    There was a brief pause before a series of alarms blared from the exterior of the bus. Bleating noises blasted into the night and recorded voices shouted through megaphones.  
 
    The man who’d raised himself up to see into the front window flew back and landed on the concrete. He scrambled backwards on his elbows like a crab, screaming into his mask with wide-eyed fright. The woman reeled, tripped, and fell. She scrambled to her feet but fell again, skinning her knees on the concrete. They ran into each other near the front of the bus and settled down after a moment.  
 
    The man made a rude gesture at Mobile Unit XI and reached into his rear waistband to remove a pistol. He pointed it at the front window and popped off a shot. 
 
    Kim cried out as she hit the floor, throwing her arms up.  
 
    She raised up and stared out the window as the man fired another round to the same affect. The glass rattled, and the bullet left a faint mark, but it did not shatter. The woman produced a weapon of her own, and together they walked around the Mobile Unit XI and pumped rounds at it. She listened as rounds smacked the siding, though she didn’t know if any penetrated.  
 
    Kim leapt into the driver’s seat and put the vehicle into drive. She smashed the accelerator, and the bus’s powerful diesel peeled out and lurched forward. The man was still shooting rounds at the front windshield, but her sudden charge caused him to leap aside as she flew by.  
 
    She glanced at the rear-view monitor as the pair met in the center of the road and shot obscene gestures at her.  
 
    “Not this time,” Kim mumbled as she wove through the cluster of crashes. 
 
      
 
    Four hours later, she got off I-70 for Yellow Springs and traversed several unlit back roads until she passed through the center of town. She didn’t know much about Yellow Springs except that it was a community of hippies, farmers, and artisans who made unique and amazing goods. While going to school in Kentucky, Kim had heard her friends talk about visiting, although she’d never gone herself.  
 
    In truth, there wasn’t much to see. The city itself was dark and lifeless, and a few of the local businesses had already burned down. She still had to navigate several car crashes, but it was nothing like I-70. Kim reached a stretch of open road and followed her GPS directions until they delivered her to a hidden driveway a couple of miles outside of town.  
 
    Gravel covered the lane and fungus-covered trees and wildflowers as tall as her sprung up on either side. She’d seen signs for the Clifton Gorge State Nature Preserve, but nothing that determined a residence. There wasn’t even a mailbox with the house number Dr. Flannery had put in the directions.  
 
    “The GPS says this is it,” Kim said with a frown. 
 
    She backed the big bus up thirty yards, put it in drive, and used the oncoming lane to take a wider angle on the driveway.  
 
    “Oh, boy. This will be close.” 
 
    As she squeezed through the gap, branches squealed along the sides and top of the bus, and the tires crunched on gravel. The bus tilted and rocked on the uneven lane, and she punched the gas pedal to shoot through the foliage before pressing the brake to slow them back down.  
 
    While there may have been enough room for two cars, the bus took up every inch of gravel. The woods crowded in all around, scratching and banging against the sides, and the rocking grew more frantic as Kim tried to work the brake and gas to keep them from getting stuck. 
 
    She glanced over at the external monitors, but it was pitch black all around.  
 
    “Can you turn on the exterior lights?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    The trees all around the bus erupted in stark white light. Still, Kim couldn’t see a single inch of road due to the press of branches and leaves dripping with clumps of fungus. 
 
    “We’re penned in,” she said through clenched teeth as she gripped the wheel harder. She didn’t want to admit there was no way to turn the bus around. Not even if she found a driveway to turn into. She cursed herself for not leaving the bus back on the main road, getting into some protection, and walking in. 
 
    Around the next curve, Kim thought she saw a break in the dense woods. She edged the bus along, peering forward so hard her eyes hurt. The road leveled out, and the branches stopped scraping and creaking as she broke through onto a blacktop surface. The tree branches retreated on her left, and an open grass field stretched out and down to her right.  
 
    Kim still couldn’t turn around, but at least she had some breathing room. 
 
    Letting out a sigh of relief, she brushed the sweat off her brow and loosened her grip on the wheel. The road curved around to the right to encircle the field. About halfway around, the road ended in a circular dead end where hikers and sightseers parked their cars during normal park hours. 
 
    She pulled the bus around in the circle and got it facing back the other way, then she put it in park and pressed down on the emergency brake before collapsing back into her seat. 
 
    “Wow, that was intense,” she said with a shudder. “If I’d wrecked this thing, we would have been in big trouble.” 
 
    “Would you like me to play some soothing music to calm your nerves?” AMI asked. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Kim chuckled. “I want to sit here for a minute.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She stared out the window while her heart rate settled down. Then she grabbed her Coke and had another drink as she looked out the front window. The way she’d positioned the bus, the external lights illuminated three-quarters of the field. 
 
    Her heart sunk. “I think Dr. Flannery might have given me the wrong directions.”  
 
    Pulling out Tom’s tablet from her things, Kim turned it on and looked at the directions one more time. A quick glance at the GPS told her they matched up. Tom wouldn’t mess up a detail like this, not with so much at stake.  
 
    “Perhaps some exploration is required,” AMI suggested. 
 
    “You might be right,” Kim said with a note of finality before she stood and moved toward the back of the bus. “Kill all external lights. I’m going outside.” 
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    Kim stepped out of Mobile Unit XI in her protective suit and respirator. She carried a specimen collection over her shoulder with a pistol tucked into a side pocket. While she was out, she wanted to take some Asphyxia samples to study if there had been any changes to its genetic structure.  
 
    “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Loud and clear.” 
 
    She walked up to one sign with arrows pointing to three trails. “I’m going to start on the high trail and work my way down. Please let me know if you detect any more intruders.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Kim stepped off the blacktop circle and turned on her flashlight, following a dirt path that wound into the trees. She doubted the bus would draw any attention, since the road was unmarked. There would be no reason for anyone to be at the park unless they’d planned on taking a hike in the middle of Asphyxia season. She shook her head. It only reinforced the idea that Dr. Flannery had given her the wrong address, and she was chasing ghosts.  
 
    On the other hand, if Kim didn’t find Paul Henderson and his lab, she could use it as an excuse to head west in search of her family instead of returning to Washington. General Miller didn’t believe she would find a cure anyway, so he wouldn’t miss her. 
 
    Still, she had to explore all avenues; it had been Doctor Flannery’s last wish.  
 
    Kim hadn’t hiked in a long time, though she recognized a lot of the foliage. Poison ivy vines climbed the thick tree trunks, covered in Asphyxia. The fungus had molded the stems and leaves to the bark and appeared to be killing it like it did everything else.  
 
    The affliction choked the wildflowers and weighed them down heavily. As Kim passed, she noticed the fungus had left some leafy plants and underbrush alone. It could be the fungus had failed to attach itself to the leaves before it fell dormant, or maybe some plants had particular resistances to it. Kim reminded herself to pick some samples on her way back. 
 
    The trail dipped down a steep slope, and she guided her flashlight back and forth across the curving trail, noting the various shades of Asphyxia as her mind wandered. 
 
    Her flashlight beam caught something up in the brush. Some heavy tangle of green and brown…and pink. Kim kept her light pinned to it as she came even to it on the trail. She stood and stared at it with her jaw hanging slightly open. 
 
    The woman was of average height with light brown hair and wide, brown eyes glazed and moist with death. Her arms were thrown wide as sticker bushes pierced her pink sweatshirt and hung her suspended four yards from the trail. The fungus clung to the sticker vines and entwined in the woman’s hair. The crimson fuzz trailed from the woman’s nose, the corners of her eyes, and down from her frowning mouth like she’d been eating fungus soup and allowed it to drip down her chin. 
 
    AMI’s calm voice spoke through the hood. “Kim, I’m detecting a spike in your heart rate. Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kim gulped. “Everything is fine. I found a body.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” AMI soothed. 
 
    Emboldened by AMI’s voice, she stepped closer to the woman, her boots scrunching on twigs. She leaned in closer. “You were probably jogging and got off the trail to relieve yourself. That’s when Asphyxia got you.”  
 
    Something cracked loud behind her, and Kim reeled and stumbled onto the trail. Righting herself in the bulky suit, she aimed her flashlight beam into the woods on the other side. She moved it left and right, following the sounds of crunching undergrowth, though she was unable to see anything through the thick green and crimson tangle. 
 
    “Kim?” AMI asked, her computer voice sounding anxious. 
 
    “It sounds like someone is here,” she said, voice panicking. “I think I’m being followed. I—”  
 
    Her flashlight beam fell on a pair of yellow eyes that gleamed back at her. Her heart leapt up through her chest and the fight-or-flight signals shot through her brain in a synchronized chorus. She dropped her pack to the ground and knelt beside it, unzipping it and reaching inside. 
 
    Gripping her gun, Kim raised up and pointed it, ready to fire. 
 
    She paused and blinked.   
 
    “It’s just a deer,” Kim scoffed as she lowered her weapon. “A simple, beautiful doe.” 
 
    The creature walked from one patch of vegetation to another, its hooves crunching on twigs and dry leaves as it nosed around looking for vegetation untouched by the fungus.  
 
    “You scared me, little lady,” she said as she watched the animal. 
 
    The doe turned its head toward her and stared at her as it chewed. Kim narrowed her eyes at the creature, seeing something wrong but unable to pinpoint it at first. Her mouth dropped open when she realized the obvious; there wasn’t a single patch of fungus on the creature. The doe’s fur was brown and unblemished, looking soft and a little woolly in Kim’s flashlight beam. Her eyes were clear, and there were no tendrils or patches of crimson around her nose or mouth. 
 
    She shook her head and tried to approach the creature. Yet, when she stepped off the trail to get closer, the deer’s head shot up, and it leapt into the darkness.   
 
    “No, don’t run!” Kim’s tone was plaintive as she followed the doe with her flashlight beam until it disappeared out of sight. She stomped her boots. “Ugh, that’s aggravating. That deer didn’t have a single shred of fungus on it. How can the woman have it but not the deer? I’m continuing on.” 
 
    “Understood. Please be careful.”  
 
    Kim continued down the trail, feeling a little more confident and even a bit curious. She came to a split in the trail. The left-hand path was well-worn and continued on around the ridge. The right-hand path led down into the valley. It was less worn, grown over with foliage and drooping wildflowers. A sign reading Private Property was staked into the ground. 
 
    She took the right-hand path as it bent downward into the thickest parts of the forest. The path ended in a shallow depression with several protruding structures rising from the grass. The largest structure was a wide, flat slab of vibrant green moss that was seven feet high in the middle but tapered down to the forest floor on each side. Kim faced a wall of smoky glass with an opaque door nested in the center. 
 
    With a shake of her head, she whispered, “I’m down in the depression and found an entrance, I think.” 
 
    “Yes, I have a fix on your location.” 
 
    “It’s like a technically advanced hobbit home from the Lord of the Rings.” She approached some other moss-covered structures. “There appear to be vents and air processing units here, all covered in a green moss. There’s not a single shred of Asphyxia growing anywhere. This has to be what I’m looking for. I’m going to knock. 
 
    Kim walked up to the large structure and ran her fingers along the smooth seams of the door. “The entire front is smooth glass, and there’s a door, but no handle. I can’t even fit my fingers into the seams.” 
 
    Lifting her flashlight hand, Kim rapped the bottom against the glass three times. When no one answered, she looked up at what appeared to be a small camera lens nestled in the crack between the wall and roof. Kim backed away from the door and waved at the camera, but no one came.  
 
    After a moment, she put her hands on her hips and looked around, “I don’t think anyone’s home.” 
 
    “Would you like me to send a communication?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Kim nodded. “Let them know we’re—” 
 
    The hairs on the back of her neck stood up, and fear gripped her. She turned slowly, guiding her flashlight around the depression. 
 
    “Stop, or I’ll shoot,” a man’s voice called out. “I’ve got a rifle pointed at your back, and I’ll blow you all over the friggin place.” 
 
    She froze. Then she raised her hands and held her flashlight and gun high. 
 
    “Now, toss your gun behind you,” he growled. 
 
    Kim gulped and threw her gun behind her where it landed noiselessly on the soft moss. She heard a shuffling of feet, someone grunting as they stooped down and picked it up. 
 
    “Okay, turn around. Slow.” 
 
    She did as she was told, keeping her flashlight beam angled straight ahead. Her eyes first caught the shadow of a man standing ten yards away, though she couldn’t see him clearly until her flashlight fell directly on him.  
 
    He was a short man with a portly belly beneath his button-up denim shirt. Thick, uncombed hair stood up on his head and fell down the back of his neck to his shoulders. She thought it might have been darker brown at some point, though a peppering of gray had set in. 
 
    The man held a flashlight in one hand and a long, branch-style staff in the other, its gnarled end pointed at her. 
 
    Kim’s jaw dropped. “You don’t even have a gun.” 
 
    “Oh, no. I hate guns.” The man patted one of his denim pockets where Kim could see the bulge of her pistol. He turned the staff around and placed the butt against the ground. “This is my walking staff. I use it when I go on hikes.” 
 
    Stammering, Kim could only shake her head as she stared at the short, portly man. “Then why did you—” 
 
    “Lights, please,” the man said, and the small grove was suddenly awash in a warm glow trickling down from the treetops. “I had to make sure you weren’t one of those goons that’s been lurking around,” he continued, pocketing his flashlight. “I thought you looked a little more like a scientist.” 
 
    “My name is Kim Shields,” she stammered. “I’m a CDC field agent from the Washington office. Doctor Tom Flannery sent me to find Paul Henderson.” 
 
    The man beamed a smile at her, and his bright blue eyes lit up behind a pair of wire-framed glasses. “Ah, Tom. That explains why you’re here. I’m Paul. You’ve found me.” He made a brief wave with his flashlight as he snapped it off. 
 
    Kim flipped off her own flashlight and put it in her pack. “I’m so happy to have found you, Paul. But you must know about Asphyxia. I mean, the fungus.” 
 
    “I’m quite up to date on current events, yes.” 
 
    “But you’re not wearing any protective gear.” She was incredulous. “You’re not infected.” 
 
    “You have a lot of questions,” the man nodded. “We can talk about them inside. I assume you’re not the dangerous type?”  
 
    “No, I’m not. But I—" 
 
    Paul came ahead, putting the butt of his staff into the loamy ground as he walked past her. He placed his hand against the glass on the door, and a green outline appeared around it. The door popped open and slid aside. 
 
    “Come on in. I’ll make tea.” 
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    Inside the hobbit-like structure, the floor was clean, hard-packed earth. Doctor Paul Henderson led her deeper into the hillside, the path illuminated by a strip of incandescent light running down the center of the ceiling. The passage had a cave-like feel, and Kim looked at the control strip along the bottom of her visor to see that the temperature outside her suit was cooling into the high 50s, Fahrenheit.  
 
    After sixty yards, they left the dirt behind and stepped onto concrete painted a heavy gray color she associated with residential basements. The passage walls narrowed, funneling Kim into an entryway just big enough for her to fit in with her suit on. 
 
    Paul stepped to the wall on her left and dropped her weapon into a bin. Then he pushed the drawer in and gestured at the entryway with his staff. “Go ahead. I’ll see you on the other side.”  
 
    Kim walked ahead and followed an automated voice as it guided her through a standard decontamination procedure. The voice didn’t ask her to strip down after she’d hung up her heavy suit, and she was thankful for that. 
 
    She exited the decontamination chamber and stood in a lightly carpeted, cozy room with a small table, two chairs, and a kitchenette. Kim hugged her arms across her chest and turned in a circle. She still wore the jeans, T-shirt, and socks she’d “borrowed” from one of the CDC employees, and she caught a whiff of soot from the lab fire Richtman had set in the CDC facility. 
 
    A few moments later, Paul exited the decontamination chamber. His hair was wet and tousled, and he wore a fresh pair of jeans and a blue, button up work shirt. 
 
    Kim started to ask him a question, but the man shuffled past her to the kitchenette.  
 
    “Do you drink tea?” Paul asked as he grabbed a pot and began filling it with water. “I’ll make you some tea. I grow a few strains of green and black tea plants here, and I think I have something you’ll love.” 
 
    “I’m more of a coffee girl,” Kim replied, “but okay.” 
 
    “Coffee makes me nervous,” Paul said, then he half turned to her with a humble grin. “And it keeps me on the toilet most of the day. My body just can’t tolerate it.” He went back to his brewing, putting the pot of water on the stove and setting it to boil. “So, Kim Shields of the CDC. What brings you to my humble abode? Let me guess. It has something to do with the world ending.” 
 
    “Doctor Tom Flannery sent me,” she said. “He said you might help with finding a cure for the Asphyxia fungus.” 
 
    “Is that what you’re calling it?” Paul asked in a quizzical tone. Then he shrugged. “I suppose if the glove fits.” 
 
    “Tom is the one who named it,” Kim explained. She gulped, remembering the moment in the restaurant when the waiter coughed out part of his lung. Then she got a brief flash of Shelly getting smashed by the car. “I was in Washington when it hit. It wasn’t pretty.” 
 
    “I saw some news reports,” Paul’s shoulders slumped. “I can’t imagine what you must have gone through.” 
 
    The water came to a boil, and Paul moved the pot to a cold burner and dropped a tea ball in before covering it. “We’ll just let that steep for a bit.” 
 
    He turned to Kim with a half-smile, eyes watering with emotion, and leaned back against the counter. “I didn’t expect anyone to come here.”  
 
    “It was Tom’s idea. I knew of you, but…” Kim trailed off, not wanting to say what most of the scientific community thought of Paul Henderson. 
 
    “You thought I was just some goofy old hermit who sold medicinal antifungal creams online.” Paul’s smile widened without contempt. 
 
    “Not my words.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Paul’s tone was soft and accepting. “That’s an accurate description. I’ve been weird my entire life. No reason to shy away now.” 
 
    “It seems that was only half the story,” Kim said, looking around. "I didn’t expect you to have a full decontamination setup here.” 
 
    “We came through the back door,” Paul explained. “I hadn’t used this part of the facility since I built it fifteen years ago, but I guess I expected something like this to happen or I wouldn’t have added it to the floor plan.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” Kim nodded. “What I don’t understand is how you can walk around outside with no protection. You should be sick, but you’re not showing any signs.” 
 
    “Well, I am sick,” Paul confided. “I started showing symptoms two days after the spore cloud blew through.  
 
    Kim resisted the urge to back away from the man. “But you’re not showing any symptoms.” 
 
    Paul shrugged. “I’ve stayed one step ahead of the fungus. Your Asphyxia.” 
 
    “Can you tell me how?” Kim raised her eyebrow. “And should I be worried?” 
 
    “You’ll be fine.” Paul waved a hand and turned toward the tea. He poured two cups, saying, “I’ve beat it down pretty well, and I can’t spread it. However, I need to take daily blood tests and boosters. It’s quite laborious.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Kim said. She crossed over to the kitchenette next to Paul and picked up her cup of tea and the plastic bowl of sugar, bringing them to the table. 
 
    “Brave lady,” Paul said with admiration. 
 
    “If Tom trusted you enough to send me here,” Kim replied, “I can trust you, too.” 
 
    Paul joined her at the table as she slid into her seat. Picking up the plastic spoon, she scooped out some sugar and added it to her cup then took a sip. 
 
    “This is good,” Kim said, noting the light, herb-infused flavor. 
 
    “Thanks.” Paul took the spoon and added sweetener to his own cup before his tone grew more serious. “I told them this was going to happen. I warned them. But they wouldn’t listen to me.” 
 
    “Is that why you don’t work for the government anymore?” She knew Paul had once worked for the CDC where he’d met Tom, though the exact details were a little vague. 
 
    “So, a little about me,” Paul said. “I worked for Durant-Monroe Chemicals for five years. When I saw how those lunatics ran things, I got a job with the government, hoping to change the world for the better. Well, you see how much the government helped. They’re insane in their own, authoritative way.” Paul realized something, and he quickly backtracked. “Most of them, anyway. No offense to you.” 
 
    “None taken,” Kim said with a faint grin. “So, you know Burke Birkenhoff personally?” 
 
    “I know that sadistic bastard,” Paul scoffed, and Kim noted a tone of anger in the wizard-like voice. “But I worked for his mother. That was before Burke inherited the company. Burke and I never got along, as you can imagine. He wanted to push products to market way faster than anyone on the board was comfortable with. And when he inherited the company, it got even worse. Without his mother there to temper his penchant for greed, he ran roughshod over the investors. But they never complained too much because he was lining their pockets. It took me almost fifteen years of that BS to realize I didn’t want to work for someone else.” 
 
    “We think Burke’s product, Harvest Guard, caused the mutations in the fungus.” Kim held the teacup to her nose and breathed deep. “Well, I’m the only one who thinks it, because I’m the only CDC agent alive working on a cure.” 
 
    “What happened to Atlanta?” 
 
    “They went offline a few days after the outbreak.”  
 
    “Nancy Wilkens?” Paul raised his eyes in question. 
 
    Kim only shook her head, causing Paul to make a funny sound as he drew back in his chair. She looked up and saw tears streaming down the mycologist’s face.  
 
    The man broke down in his seat, sobbing with his chin lowered to his chest and his hands folded neatly over his slight pot belly. Kim didn’t know whether to walk away and give the man some privacy or give him a hug. 
 
    After a few moments of awkwardness, Paul made a loud sniffing sound and raised his bloodshot eyes to her. “Nancy and I go back a little way, that’s all. What happened to Washington? What happened to Tom?” 
 
    Not wanting to pursue the sensitive topic of him and Nancy, Kim launched into the story about how the outbreak started. How she and her assistant, Shelly, had been meeting for lunch when the spore tendrils struck. She explained how, in hindsight, she suspected it must have been the Durant-Monroe chemical guys spraying Harvest Guard on infected produce that caused the outbreak.  
 
    Kim led Paul through the next few hours, explaining how she’d fought to reach the CDC facility, getting to the front doors after a run-in with a soldier in the street. She walked him through the technical details about Asphyxia and how they’d tried to combat it using a mix of various chemical solutions to attack the fungus from several angles.  
 
    “I’ve got all the data right here.” Kim held up a USB stick, set it on the table, and pushed it across to Paul. “You’re my last hope.” 
 
    Paul covered the USB stick with his hand and tapped the table with his fingers. “And then?” 
 
    “While we worked on a solution,” she continued, “General Miller suggested we bring in Burke Birkenhoff to turn over any data related to the Harvest Guard deployment; the chemical makeup, the trial data, and supply chain details on how they’d distributed it. Plus, General Miller wanted to keep an eye on him.” 
 
    “And Burke came on his own?” 
 
    “No.” Kim shook her head. “The general had to threaten to blow up Burke’s getaway vehicle.” 
 
    Paul laughed. “I hope this story ends with that resolution. Was Burke any help at all?” 
 
    She launched into the last part of her story. About how Burke had shown up with his goons, providing the CDC folks with all their Harvest Guard data. She explained Burke’s underlying plans to sabotage their efforts if the CDC came close to finding a cure. With rushed words, Kim detailed the arrival of Lieutenant Colonel Bryant and his soldiers. 
 
    The last part was the hardest. She recalled how Burke had hacked the CDC communications network and overheard General Miller’s command to isolate the CEO and keep him locked up. She rushed through the final firefight where she’d shot Pauline and ran to central control to be with Tom Flannery as he drew his last breath. Kim ended with the death of their only patient, Samantha Rogers, and Burke’s setting fire to the CDC building before escaping. 
 
    “Burke is such a little…” Paul squeezed his fist on the table, shaking with anger. His gray eyes lifted. “So, he got away scot free?” 
 
    “Mostly.” She nodded. “But Tom gave us a chance. His last wish was for me to find you, and despite General Miller trying to stop me, here I am.” 
 
    Paul stared straight ahead, though he seemed to be working through something in his mind. 
 
    “There’s one more thing,” Kim said. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “We had a little girl who appeared to be immune to Asphyxia. One of our field agents found her in New York.” 
 
    “Had?” 
 
    “Well, we lost her. The CDC field agent bringing her in went missing along with the little girl. They may have gone down in a helicopter crash somewhere near Philadelphia.” 
 
    “That’s terrible.” Paul offered Kim a pained smile. “So, what do we do now?” 
 
    “I’m hoping you can help me find a cure.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can.” Paul said. “For anyone who’s left. For Nancy.” 
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    Paul led Kim down a set of spiraling stairs to a comfortable-looking living area with 70s and 80s era decorations, posters, and memorabilia. She let her hands slide along the rail as the staircase corkscrewed down. 
 
    On the south wall was a geometrically shaped bookcase that held rat-eared, paperback science fiction novels and a single lava lamp that bubbled and rolled in blue and green colors. A small kitchenette and refrigerator covered in rock band magnets took up most of the north wall. The west wall held shelves of what appeared to be gaming books and boxes of board games whose names Kim had never heard.  
 
    A thick, oaken table dominated the center of the room covered with several candles and half-burned incense sticks. The cushioned, bar-style chairs looked comfortable.  
 
    “This is my commons area,” Paul said as he reached the bottom of the stairs. Then he made a pained face. “But it’s just me here, alone. Sometimes I have one of my scientists stay with me if we’re working on a special project. And I used to run a gaming group down here.” Paul frowned and winced as if realizing that part of his life no longer existed. “But I guess they’re all gone now.” 
 
    Kim turned to the northwest corner of the room and gaped at a huge stereo cabinet. A sleek-looking turntable rested on top, and the shelves below held an equalizer and a power booster. Two tall, boxy-looking speakers with cloth fronts flanked the cabinet, and several boxes of LPs lay on the floor. 
 
    “That’s my baby,” Paul said, leading her over. “A JBL stereo with twin 1200-watt speakers. These speakers will shake the floor.” 
 
    Kim touched the LP jacket of Van Halen’s 1984 resting on one speaker. 
 
    “I’ll bet they would,” she chuckled.  
 
    Paul’s expression lifted. “When I’m not in my garden, I’m in here thinking. It’s a great place for that.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Kim nodded, thinking of her art studio back home in Ft. Collins. “My husband built me a room at my house to paint in. I’m not good, but it relaxes me.” 
 
    “Painting is good for your soul,” Paul said, pointing at her. He turned away from the stereo and gestured for her to follow him down the hallway leading out of the commons room. “Come on. The lab is this way.”  
 
    Kim allowed her eyes to linger on the stereo before she fell in behind the mycologist. She wasn’t a gamer, nor did she read a lot of books. Still, she couldn’t help but sense the room’s powerful nostalgia. It made her miss Bishop and the kids more than ever.  
 
    The hallway opened into a sizeable chamber that seemed to plunge straight into the hill, and the tiles changed back to hard-packed dirt. The path curved and wove through an indoor garden illuminated in a spectacular velvet light from above. Moss-covered trees reached the ceiling and fallen logs rotted on the ground as a mist swirled around in the circulated air. A moist, rich scent filled Kim’s nose, and the air fluttered cool against her cheeks.  
 
    “Paul, this place is beautiful,” Kim said with an awe-inspired tone. Her head turned back and forth to take it all in. “I’m no mycologist, but I can see at least ten varieties of mushrooms and fungi all around the base of the trees.” 
 
    “There’s a hundred or more various molds inhabiting the garden,” he said as he ambled ahead. “At least the last time I checked. I suspect dozens more have found a home here.” 
 
    “It all looks so balanced.” 
 
    “That’s the key,” Paul agreed. “Balance. Not like this monster Burke created. Your Asphyxia.” 
 
    At the end of the path, they came to a steel wall with a magnetically locked door. Paul placed his hand against a hand-reader and waited for a light to turn green before he grabbed the door handle, opened the door, and led Kim into a proper lab space. 
 
    The first room was a server room filled with racks of computer servers. They were older model machines with bundles of cables drawn up to the ceiling and running through ducts above their heads. 
 
    “Here’s where the magic happens,” Paul said, grinning. “The gear is old, but they’re all Linux servers. And the programs I run are clean and quick.” 
 
    A door on the left opened into a control center with several computer desks and walls lined with monitors. It was undecorated except for a small, circular conference table in the center of the room and an Einstein poster on one wall. The caption below the wild-haired scientist read, “Imagination is more important than knowledge.” 
 
    “You can pick any desk you want,” Paul said, scratching his arm. “That is, if you’re staying.”  
 
    “I’m staying until we find a cure for this thing,” Kim said. She selected one of the office chairs that didn’t wobble too much and pulled it in front of an empty desk.  
 
    “Let me show you the rest.”  
 
    Paul led Kim down a long hallway with several doors. There were restrooms, showers, and staff quarters complete with a mini-fridge and three bunks. At the end of the hall, Paul stopped in front of another secure door.  
 
    “This is where I keep the bad stuff,” he said. Paul leaned forward and rested his palm against the surface, twisting his face and making his voice gruff and sinister. “The evil of Mordor is locked behind this door.” 
 
    “I’ll take it to mean you’ve got some Asphyxia and Candida in there,” Kim said with a frown.  
 
    “And some other insidious beasts,” Paul gave her an evil grin. Then he straightened and laughed. “You wouldn’t have believed this place when I first started the business. I had five or ten people down here at any given time, working on new antifungals, researching healthy animal feeds, or just playing games.”  
 
    “Speaking of healthy animals,” Kim said. “I saw a deer on the trail on my way down to your house. A doe. She didn’t seem affected by the fungus at all. She had a healthy coat with no signs of Asphyxia. 
 
    “Ah, you met Winona,” Paul said, and he started moving back down the hallway to the control room. 
 
    “Winona? You named the deer?” 
 
    “I had a crush on Winona Ryder when I was a kid,” Paul said with a sheepish expression. “I had a possum named Ally Sheedy, but I wasn’t able to create an antifungal quick enough to save her. The poor girl passed.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Kim said with a baffled look. “You have animals here, too?” 
 
    “They’re just forest creatures I feed now and again.” Paul guided Kim back into the control room and sat down at his desk. His three flat-screen monitors had hooks where necklaces and chains hung down, giving the entire space a hippie-like feel. “That’s how I discovered the outbreak. Ally had patches of it on her fur when she came for breakfast one morning. I thought it was the most curious thing.” 
 
    “You didn’t notice it in the air?” Kim asked, sitting down. “On the trees or in the grass?” 
 
    “Not down here in the depression,” Paul replied. “Not right away. The thickest of the spore cloud must have passed over my facility. I contracted it later from Ally, or maybe it was when I went on my morning walk in the woods. In any case, I was able to tranquilize Winona and treat her. I don’t know how long it will last.” 
 
    “But you’ve been able to stem the Asphyxia growth. How close does that put us to a cure?” 
 
    Paul leaned back in his chair and interlocked his fingers behind his head. “You understand the two phases of the fungus?” 
 
    Kim nodded. “When the outbreak first hit, the fungus killed within seconds. It invaded the respiratory system and caused a violent immune system reaction. People choked right before my eyes. They…” Kim absently reached up and rubbed her throat. 
 
    “Sorry you had to see that,” Paul cringed. “I didn’t find out the global ramifications until I turned on the news.” 
 
    “I envy you,” Kim said, and her tone sounded more bitter than she’d intended.  
 
    “There are some advantages to being a hermit,” Paul bowed his head. “None of them are conducive to keeping up with current events. Tom, Nancy, and others had been trying to reach me for days. By the time I checked my messages, it was too late.” 
 
    “What did you do after that?” 
 
    “My priority was to stop the advance of the fungus in my blood. Fungi can be far more dangerous than viruses when they enter the bloodstream. It’s important to keep the infection from breaking through the blood-brain barrier. If a fungus has time to work on your head, it can make you lethargic, forgetful, and…” Paul pointed to his temple and made the crazy motion with his index finger. “A little irritable.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen anyone alive long enough to experience those symptoms.” 
 
    “I helped study mold-infected patients as part of an internship when I was fresh out of college,” Paul said with a grin. “That was the first time I realized the power of molds, and that’s when I dedicated my life to them.” Paul sniffed and itched his nose. “So, I whipped up a booster to help my immune system fight the infection. To be more specific, I cut off the fungal cells’ ability to reproduce. At least, for now.” 
 
    “That sounds like a start,” Kim said, leaning forward with interest. “I’d like to look over your data. I think Tom got far with our B-18 solution. Maybe we can combine our data and come up with something more permanent.” 
 
    Paul shook his head. “This is the most lethal fungus I’ve ever seen. I mean, Burke and his company of scientists, and I use that term loosely, created the ultimate fungus. It’s hungry. And it’s patient, too. It knows how to wait. It knows how to mutate given the right conditions.  
 
    “What conditions?” 
 
    “A rain storm. High winds. Any whim of the weather.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound scary,” Kim scoffed with cynical humor. 
 
    “Right?” Paul agreed. He leaned forward and took his computer mouse in hand, kicking his screens to life. “But every grand adventure starts out with conflict, doubt, and fear. Just like in the Fellowship of the Ring when the hobbits, Frodo and Samwise, volunteered to carry the ring to Mordor and toss it into Mount Doom.” 
 
    “It’s funny you mention those movies,” she said. “I’m not into fantasy stuff or gaming, but I remember when Bishop and the kids sat down to watch those movies. They were in front of the television for a day and a half. I was on snack duty,” she laughed. 
 
    Paul bucked up with a warm smile. “I watched those movies many times. They’re my favorites.” 
 
    “I guess I’d feel more comfortable if Bishop and the kids were here with me,” Kim said. "He’s my rock.” 
 
    “Your husband is a warrior, eh?” 
 
    “He’s my big warrior,” she said with an affectionate smile. “He played defensive end for the University of Kentucky, but now he’s a writer.” 
 
    “Sounds like the hero we need.” Paul lowered his voice and settled back into his chair. “But it’s just us, for now. Do you want to be Samwise, or Frodo?” 
 
    
Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Randy and Jenny Tucker, Indianapolis, Indiana 
 
      
 
    Randy walked up the escalator to the terminal’s second floor, searching for Jenny. After the talk by Colonel Jergensen out on the tarmac, soldiers had separated the group into men and woman and sent them to two processing lines. There they passed through decontamination, showered, and turned in their clothes. Workers had given them disposable white coveralls and slippers in return.  
 
    A soldier told Randy to wait upstairs for his sister and Corporal Ames. At the top of the escalator, he marveled at the amount of bustle. At least a thousand people wore the same white disposables. Some stood talking in groups while soldiers led others to complete tasks.  
 
    Stores and shops had become storage areas filled with food and other necessities, and soldiers allowed people to freely enter and exit the public bathrooms. Other retail space was set up as living quarters, and many of the terminal’s citizens lingered around them, talking or watching the others with as much interest as Randy. 
 
    A few heads turned in his direction as he stepped away from the escalator. One of them had long, red hair streaked with blonde, and her eyebrows looked bleached, too. 
 
    “Randy!” Jenny called in an exasperated tone, and she shuffled over in her cheap, flimsy slippers. 
 
    “Hey, Jenny!” he replied, pushing through a small group of people to meet her. 
 
    They exchanged a brief hug and separated. 
 
    “That was a brutal decontamination process, right?” Jenny pulled him over to a kiosk. “I mean, we have to give blood every time we want to come inside?” She rubbed the cotton ball taped to her arm. 
 
    “It wasn’t so bad,” he said with a grin. “At least we know I’m not infected from having my mask knocked sideways by Krumer.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Jenny agreed. Then she looked around. “What do you make of this place?” 
 
    “It’s about as organized as you could imagine,” he said. “It looks like people enter downstairs through decontamination and get checked out. They eat and rest on the second floor of the terminal. And then, down there,” Randy pointed to the far end of the terminal where a group of people in street clothes were moving through one of the airplane gates. “They give us back our street clothes when we go to work, I guess.” He held up a numbered tag for his confiscated clothing.  
 
    “Yeah, I got one, too.” Jenny held up her own tag. “Did you notice there aren’t any older people up here? I don’t see anyone above thirty.” 
 
    “I noticed that.” Randy nodded. “Everyone here must be part of the scavenging teams. They need strong people who can wear protective gear and scavenge for lengthy periods of time.” 
 
    Jenny bit her lip, nervously. “I guess that makes sense.” 
 
    “Hey, you two!”  
 
    Randy turned to see Corporal Ames approaching from the top of the escalator, wearing the same throwaways as the twins. She had light brown hair pulled back into a ponytail and hazel eyes set into a long, pale face.  
 
    Cleaned up with her hair washed and her cheeks scrubbed rosy red, she had a plain beauty about her that made Randy take notice. She was as tall as Jenny but thicker. His father might have called her a tomboy if he were still alive. 
 
    “Hello, Corporal Ames.” Randy held out his hand while Jenny stared at the young soldier skeptically. “I almost didn’t recognize you without your gear.” 
 
    The corporal took his hand and shook it. “Call me Tricia when I’m not on duty. Not Trish or T-dawg or anything like that. Just Tricia.” She gave the two a good-natured smile, though she didn’t offer her hand to Jenny. “And since I was part of the group that brought you in, I get a full day off duty.” 
 
    “Is that the norm?” Randy asked, confused. 
 
    “The colonel pushes a reward-based system,” Tricia explained. “If you bring in scavengers who might be productive to the Colony, you get rewarded. I got a full day for bringing you in.” 
 
    Jenny scoffed. “It’s a colony now?”  
 
    “The Colony,” Tricia explained. “Jergensen started calling it that, and the name sort of stuck.” 
 
    “What about the kids and older people?” Jenny shifted her weight to her other leg as she continued to interrogate Tricia. 
 
    “There’s plenty of easier jobs,” Tricia said, her smile dropping as she put her hands on her hips and turned to face Jenny. “They can wipe down and sterilize incoming product or do basic chores. Is there something wrong, Jenny?” 
 
    “The colonel shot that man out on the tarmac.” Jenny’s angry eyes glinted with fear and a little defiance. 
 
    Tricia nodded. “Let me point out that person shot one of our own earlier today. The colonel explained—” 
 
    “Isn’t there a justice system here?” Jenny asked. “I mean, it’s a government facility. Aren’t they placed in a stockade or something?” 
 
    “My sister has a point,” Randy added. “To shoot someone like that was brutal.” 
 
    Tricia glanced around as if checking to see if anyone was listening. She nodded as if she understood what they meant and felt a little guilty herself. “I can’t disagree with you on that. Understand, we’re on our own out here. We’re an autonomous unit until the president or whoever’s left in charge figures out what to do with us. Colonel Jergensen is just doing her job and making sure we stay on point. We can’t afford to have a tribunal for every crime, no matter how minor. We can’t show any weakness at all. Not now, not ever.” 
 
    Jenny bit her lip and looked in the other direction. “So, Jergensen is the judge, jury, and executioner?” 
 
    “That’s the way it is,” Tricia nodded and crossed her arms. “At least for now.” 
 
    “But she’s sick!” Jenny hissed the words at a low volume, and a few heads turned in their direction. “You can’t expect her to—” 
 
    Tricia snatched Jenny by the top of her arm and pulled her closer. “Keep up with that talk and you’ll end up with a bullet in your head like that poor SOB out on the airfield. The colonel does not like her authority questioned.” 
 
    Jenny jerked out of the soldier’s grasp and rubbed her arm. Her expression slackened, and she nodded that she understood. 
 
    Tricia also settled down. “Look, we all know she’s sick. And she does, too. We’ve got the Colony doctors following her around and keeping her even.” 
 
    “You know that won’t work for long,” Jenny said, though she kept her voice down. 
 
    “We ran into an infected guy up in Kentland,” Randy added, hoping to tone down the intensity between his sister and the soldier. “We saw him a couple times, and he was sicker each time. He was acting crazy by the—” 
 
    “By the time my brother shot him.” Jenny tightened her arms across her chest. 
 
    “That’s tough.” Tricia shook her head, her eyes filled with sympathy. “I’m sorry you had to do that, Randy. It’s never easy.” 
 
    He paused at that last part, wondering how many people Tricia Ames had shot. He liked the young woman. She had a good-natured, trusting vibe about her. Despite that, Jenny didn’t appear ready to give the woman the benefit of the doubt. 
 
    “So, you’re saying it’s tough defending the Colony?” Randy asked. 
 
    Tricia turned back. “Let’s go grab some grub and I’ll tell you what we’re up against.” 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, they were sitting at a table in the food court eating granola, canned creamed spinach, and cold cut sandwiches. It was well into evening, and there weren’t many people eating. Tricia had mentioned that the food court stopped serving after six, though there was a commissary where you could request something as long as you had a ration ticket available. 
 
    The sandwiches were a welcome surprise, and Randy devoured his in record time.  
 
    “Good, right?” Tricia nodded at him stuffing his face. 
 
    Randy grunted and kept on chewing.  
 
    “So, what’s going on out there?” Jenny took up the conversation where they’d left off. “Why would anyone need to shoot at you? There should be tons of supplies now. At least for the time being.” 
 
    “There’s plenty to eat,” Tricia acknowledged, and she took a bite of her sandwich before setting it back down. After she finished chewing, she went on. “It’s a battle for the suburbs around the city. Not just for stockpiles of food but for building materials, solar panels, and generators. There are three dangerous groups out there,” Tricia looked out the enormous glass terminal windows where the stars were shining through. “Some of them are a hundred or two hundred people strong. Right now, they’re not a problem, but if they joined forces against us...” Tricia left the twins to make their assumptions. 
 
    Randy nodded as his eyes moved around the quieting terminal. He spotted someone in blue throwaway coveralls walking through and taking samples of the air. Must be a health official doing an air quality check. 
 
    “And they don’t want to join the Colony?” Jenny looked around. “I mean, I have to admit that it seems like a solid place to weather the storm.” 
 
    Tricia shrugged. “They don’t want to be under military control, and I can’t say I blame them. When all this started, I thought we’d be okay. I thought it was a done deal. But our government wasn’t ready for this. No one was. The survival game has been reset to zero, and only the strong will pull through. Colonel Jergensen is the strongest person we’ve got. That’s why no one challenges her.” 
 
    “Don’t we have any reinforcements coming?” Randy asked. “I mean, this is the United States Military we’re talking about.” 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of,” Tricia shook her head sadly. “Everyone’s got their own problems in their own part of the world. We’re into our second week, and things feel shaky. That’s why we have to stick together if we’re going to survive out here.” 
 
    The three finished their meals in silence as the ventilation units hummed all around them. Randy figured they must have tied in some military-grade air filtration with the standard ventilation to keep the air clean. 
 
    “Well, I think I’ll turn in,” Tricia said. “I’m leading the excursion tomorrow.” 
 
    He nodded, secretly pleased they’d be going out together. “Where are you staying? I’m assuming with your unit?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m bunked in another part of the terminal with my squad.” Tricia stood. “Try to get some sleep. We start early, and it will be a long day.” 
 
    “Roger that, corporal,” Randy replied in a mock military tone. 
 
    Tricia chuckled. “See you two in the morning.” 
 
    As Tricia walked away, he looked across at his sister who was staring daggers at him. 
 
    “What?” He raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Roger that, corporal,” Jenny mocked him with her bottom lip jutting out. “You’re so pretty, corporal. Can I touch your hair, corporal?” 
 
    “Oh, very funny, sis.” Randy shook his head. “Totally funny. Hilarious.” 
 
    
Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Bishop Shields, Ft. Collins, Colorado 
 
      
 
    Bishop stood in the master bedroom and stared out the window as the spore storm died down. The last of the mysterious, dusty tendrils fell across their concrete driveway and pathway lights. Fungus covered their two vehicles, and he’d need a snow scraper if he wanted to get it off.  
 
    Maybe later. 
 
    Where the tendrils had settled hours ago, the glowing red fungus had already faded to crimson. Did that mean it wasn’t deadly anymore?  
 
    No, he couldn’t fool himself. That stuff was instant death, and he had to blink away the images of screaming victims running through the streets to remind him of that. They were in a precarious position, and it was up to Bishop to make the right decisions if he wanted to watch his children grow up. 
 
    His only concern was trying to keep fuel in the generator and the lights on. They had all the food and water they’d need for at least three months. They’d worry about what to do next when the time came. 
 
    “Where the heck are you?” Bishop shook his head, wondering for the hundredth time if they should go to her. Again, his thoughts circled back to “no.” The best bet was to go back into town sometime this week, check for a satellite radio, and try to give Kim a call that way. 
 
    A knock on the front door interrupted his thoughts. At first, he didn’t believe it was real, but it came again. Three brief raps on the front door, so firm that he could feel them through his feet. He leaned forward, trying to peer down and get an idea who was down there. Whoever it was stood inside the front alcove, and he couldn’t see them. 
 
    “Did you hear that, Dad?” 
 
    Riley stood in the doorway, leaning against the door frame with a serious expression. 
 
    “Yeah, I heard it,” Bishop said, then he put his feet into his slippers and moved past his daughter to the stairs. “Stay here.”  
 
    They’d placed a table at the top of the stairs with a box of dust masks, hand sanitizer, and latex gloves ready to use in case someone needed to go downstairs for something. He didn’t know if the dust masks would be helpful, though it couldn’t hurt to put one on.  
 
    Bishop slid the dust mask over his face and pulled on a pair of latex gloves. He parted the plastic sheet and tiptoed down the stairs. 
 
    There were three more knocks on the door, and Bishop shouted, “Coming! Hang on!” 
 
    Reaching the foyer, Bishop crossed to the door and peered through the peep hole. A man stood on the other side of the door wearing an air filtration mask and beanie on his head. He only spied part of the man’s face, though he recognized him as his neighbor, Francis, from three doors down. 
 
    Spore growth streaked the man’s head and visor, and the eerie red glow illuminated his features in a haunting light. 
 
    Bishop checked the lock on the front door, stepped to the entryway glass, and tapped on it. A moment later, Francis’s masked face appeared in the thin pane, and his face lit up with a friendly grin. Bishop had rarely talked to the man, and those had been less than satisfying interactions. Their kids played on the same sports teams, and Francis was known for being an overbearing, hard-to-handle parent.  
 
    Francis waved, and Bishop waved back. The man stared up and down at Bishop before he made a startling motion as if remembering what he’d come for. He pulled a notepad and pen up, wrote a message, and turned it toward the window. 
 
    “How are you, Bish? You folks safe and sound?” 
 
    Bishop held up his finger and ambled down the hallway and into the kitchen. He found a pad of paper and a pen and went back to the window where Francis waited for him. The man held up the question again, and Bishop nodded that he understood. Then he wrote his reply and put it up to the window. 
 
    “We’re good, Francis. Snug and tight here. You folks?” 
 
    Francis gave Bishop a thumb’s up before he wrote something else on the bottom of his page and flipped it around. “Not so good. House compromised. Everyone sleeping in Pilot for now.” 
 
    He nodded at the message and looked around at all the houses in the neighborhood. Then he responded. “Try houses around. Should be open. Get bleach, tarps, tape, caulk. Get it clean, bottom to top. Seal it up. Move in till help comes.” 
 
    Francis’s smile faded when he saw Bishop’s message, and he flipped the page over and started writing a fresh note. 
 
    Bishop understood what the league umpires must have felt like whenever Francis caught them after the game to argue a bad call. He’d corner them and complain until the sun set. With dozens of parents around, Francis hadn’t seemed too threatening. A lot of the parents even thought his behavior was amusing. They joked with the umps about landing on Francis’s naughty list one day and getting an earful after the game. 
 
    Standing in his foyer with a thin pane of glass separating them and the world falling apart, Bishop didn’t find it so amusing. 
 
    Francis put his note against the glass. “Saw you get supplies two days ago. Good for you. We REALLY need to get clean, Bish. Need rest. Clean food. HELP?” 
 
    Part of Bishop wanted to let the man and his family in, because it seemed like the right thing to do. Another part of him understood that bringing Francis and his family inside would put Travis and Riley at severe risk. He knew Francis’s type well. The guy always complained and argued, yet he did nothing to help. He expected the other boosters to plan team functions and trips while he annoyed coaches until they gave his kids a starting position on the team. He was a leach. A taker. And Bishop knew that soon after he let the family move in, Francis would try to bully everyone around. 
 
    He didn’t want a man like Francis in his house, and he was positive Kim would agree. 
 
    Flipping to a fresh page, Bishop wrote something. When he finished, he held the pad to the glass. “Sorry, Francis. Can’t take risk.”  
 
    Francis shook his head and his eyes grew angry as he wrote furiously on the bottom of his pad and flipped it. “You’ve got a generator. Power. Supplies. NEED to get clean or die. HELP.” 
 
    “Plenty of generators and supplies.” Bishop held the pad up to the window and gestured all around with his pen. 
 
    Francis stared at the message and then up at him with a deadpan expression. To Bishop, it was the expression of a child who had been denied an ice cream cone. He saw rage boil in his eyes, and he expected Francis to let the rage explode like he’d done to umpires a dozen times before.  
 
    With a glance down, Bishop realized how exposed he was with just the thin glass between them. All it would take was for Francis to toss a rock through the glass and let the fungus inside. 
 
    But Francis only pursed his lips and gave him a faint nod of acceptance. He turned away and strolled down the path with the hunched shoulders of someone who’d been wronged.  
 
    “Great,” Bishop said. “Now I’ve got this maniac to deal with, too.” 
 
    “Who was that?”  
 
    He turned and looked up. Riley and Trevor stood at the top of the stairs with dust masks on. “Just a neighbor,” he replied. “They were looking for help.” 
 
    Riley’s eyes grew apprehensive. “Are we going to let them in?”  
 
    “No, we’re not.” Bishop stepped to the foot of the stairs. “There are plenty of places for them to go. They might have to do some work to get it prepped, but they can do it if they’re careful. Look at us, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Trevor said with a sigh of relief. “We worked hard to get our house ready. We can’t be letting everyone else in to mess it up.” 
 
    Bishop put one foot on the stairs as guilt warred with his common sense. “Look, kids. Normally, I’d say to help people whenever you can. It’s the right thing to do. But we need to be careful about who we let through our door. That was Francis.” 
 
    “Oh, heck no,” Trevor shook his head. “That guy is nuts. I mean, John and Kristen are cool. But their dad is a loon.”  
 
    Riley was nodding her head in agreement. “He’s right. You made the right decision.” 
 
    “I’m glad you agree,” Bishop chuckled. “Although I think it might be good to put some of that plywood we’ve got downstairs to use. We need to board up as many windows as we can, and we need to put together a plan to defend this place if we have to. We need to hold down the fort until your mom can get home.” 
 
    Both kids agreed enthusiastically with their father. While he didn’t like the situation they were in, Bishop was fortunate to have such a powerful bond with his children. Their survival would depend upon it. 
 
   


  
 

 
Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Jessie Talby, Zanesville, Ohio 
 
      
 
    Jessie drove the Humvee down I-70 at a solid forty miles per hour, weaving around the vehicle wreckage and dashing through narrow passages, sometimes clipping other vehicles.  
 
    Every time she hit something, Bryant winced or gasped. 
 
    “Hey, buddy,” she said with a scoff. “You wanted to come.” 
 
    “I know I did,” Bryant laughed. “I wasn’t going to sit in DC and sulk in a hospital bed while you got sicker. It was a miracle you even showed up.” 
 
    Jessie nodded. Their high-tech protective suits circulated cool, filtered air, and their hoods were equipped with communication devices, so they didn’t have to shout.  
 
    She glanced back at Fiona where the girl was seat belted into the back seat. She wore her plain clothes and an air filtration mask, though she complained about it. The girl knew she was immune to Asphyxia, and she was tired of the adults telling her what to do. 
 
    Still, the girl seemed happiest on the road, and she flashed Jessie a smile and a thumbs-up to let her know she was okay.  
 
    “Fiona is adorable,” Jessie said, coughing a little to clear a tickle from her lungs. She glanced outside to see vast swaths of exploded windshields, plastic parts, and metal strewn along the expressway. After impact, many of the vehicles appeared to have rolled two dozen yards or more before coming to rest on their wheels. Others looked like someone dragged them to the edges of the road and shuffled them around. 
 
    “Yeah, she is,” Bryant said. “You have any kids? Husband?” 
 
    She scoffed good-naturedly. “Man, I’m married to this job, but my mom and dad are in Dayton. I was hoping to swing by after we’re done with whatever we’re doing.” 
 
    “You’re sick, aren’t you?”  
 
    Jessie blinked. “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    Bryant slid down to get more comfortable in his seat. “I just noticed you coughing. And you take off your respirator every time we stop to clean the inside.” 
 
    She didn’t know what to say, so she glanced outside at the passing vehicles. Their way was clear through the middle of the highway, almost as if someone had come through with a giant snowplow. She kicked the speed up to fifty miles per hour. “You have any family of your own?”  
 
    “No kids, yet,” Bryant said. “My wife is a pilot stationed at Edwards Airforce Base.” 
 
    “That’s a long way off.” 
 
    “Way too long,” he agreed. “I heard from her once when the outbreak happened, but I haven’t been able to reach her since. It’s driving me crazy, to be honest with you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Jessie said. “I guess everyone has heavy duty problems these days.” 
 
    “That’s why I wanted to help Kim. Especially after what Burke and his goon squad did to her facility. I feel responsible for that jerk getting loose.” 
 
    Jessie smiled at his sense of duty. She could relate. “Speaking of Kim, do you want to try her again on the phone?” 
 
    “Sure,” Bryant said. He picked up the satellite phone that rested in the seat between them and dialed her up. After a moment, Bryant put the phone down and shook his head. “No good. I keep getting some computer voice named AMI. She wants me to leave another message, and I’ve already left three.” 
 
    “I hope Kim’s okay,” Jessie said. She drew a deep breath and coughed hard, shooting a bit of pink mucus into her mask. Not only did it hurt to cough like that, it was gross, too. She hated that he’d seen her cleaning the mess out of her visor. She’d thought about not wearing the respirator, though it probably went a long way toward keeping any additional spores out of her lungs, and the air was cool and fresh compared to the hot, humid spring. 
 
    “The general wouldn’t have let her go alone if she wasn’t capable,” he assured her. “That bus she’s driving is a tank of a vehicle.” 
 
    “Good,” Jessie said. “More protection for—” 
 
    Jessie put her foot on the brake and slowed the Humvee down. 
 
    Bryant shot up in his seat. “What is it?”  
 
    “Looks like some blockage,” she said. “We’ve seen a lot of pile ups, but not like this.” 
 
    A semi-trailer truck lay jackknifed in the road, and several other vehicles were scattered in front and behind it, cutting them off. At first glance, it looked like the obvious result of an Asphyxia spore cloud on unsuspecting drivers. 
 
    “Just take the exit ramp,” he pointed, “and then re-enter the highway.”  
 
    Jessie turned the wheel and eased down the offramp. They were at a cross-section of an old country road in the middle of a rural town, though the road markers were mysteriously gone. 
 
    “Wait,” she said, stopping the Humvee before she got to the end of the ramp. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Something was wrong with those vehicles blocking the road,” she said, thinking back on the cleared highway they’d just passed through. “The scattered debris…It looked like someone had dragged the cars to the side. And there were no dead bodies anywhere.” 
 
    “Like someone had removed them.” Bryant narrowed his eyes, looking around the flat land to either side of the ramp and out in front of the vehicle where their headlamp shined. The grass was tall with patches of fungus browning the stems.  
 
    The lieutenant colonel lifted himself out of his seat and climbed into the vehicle’s roof turret. A spotlight snapped on above Jessie and began scanning the area around their truck. The light whipped over to the left before it shot across to the entry ramp where they’d planned on returning to the highway. Two pickup trucks were stretched across the road, blocking it. 
 
    With tension gripping her stomach, she tried to follow Bryant’s light, but he moved the spotlight too fast. A sharp gun report cut the night, and Jessie jerked in her seat as a bullet pinged off the Humvee’s armor.  
 
    “It’s a kill box!” Bryant yelled. “Fiona, keep your head down! Jessie get moving. Go, go, go!” Then he opened up with the mounted machine gun, sending tracer fire spitting above her head like something out of a science fiction movie.  
 
    She slammed her foot on the gas pedal, and the big diesel engine shot them forward and down the ramp.  
 
    “Which way?” 
 
    “Straight!” Bryant yelled. “Take the re-entry ramp and get back on the highway! Don’t stop!” 
 
    His machine gun lit up the grass to the right before it swung back to the left again. Someone lifted out of the grass and fired a burst of rounds at them before Bryant cut them down. By the time they reached the bottom of the ramp, the shooting had stopped, though Jessie kept her foot pressed on the pedal and shot them across the road right at the two trucks blocking them. 
 
    The machine gun turret flared to life. Sparks lit up the trucks and sent the half-dozen people scattering to the sides of the road. 
 
    Jessie angled them toward the seam between the two vehicles and then ducked as the Humvee slammed through in a terrific jolt and an incredible crunch of sound. Pieces of truck flew everywhere, and the wheel ripped free of her hands as the Humvee jerked right. She threw her weight forward and gripped the wheel, turning it back in the other direction. 
 
    The Humvee righted itself and flew onto the entry ramp with an engine roar, pinning her back against the seat. A moment later, Bryant lowered himself down into the passenger side with a wince.  
 
    Jessie glanced behind her, shouting, “Fiona, baby. Are you okay!” The little girl’s eyes were wide, and her visor was skewed sideways on her head. “Bryant, can you check her, please?” 
 
    “I think I got two or three of them,” he said, turning in his seat and reaching back to Fiona. 
 
    “Who were they?” Jessie was gasping for breath as she pulled onto the expressway, and she tried to relax her hands and allow her heart to slow down. 
 
    “No clue,” Bryant said. “But they weren’t military. At least not all of them. Probably survivors trying to gather resources. Vehicles. Supplies. People.” 
 
    “I can’t believe they thought it was a good idea to attack a military vehicle,” Jessie said with a chuckle of disbelief. “It’s only been a week since the outbreak. How are they organizing so fast?” 
 
    Bryant settled back into his seat and faced forward again. “Anyone who survived this far won’t have a lot to do but survive. Get someone with some organizational skills, and they’ll form up groups to defend themselves and take advantage of others. They’ll know that the faster they can establish themselves, the better. Any vehicle, especially a military vehicle, would fit right into their plans.” 
 
    “It’s bad enough we have to fight Asphyxia,” Jessie said in a disappointed tone. “We have to fight a bunch of yahoos, too.” 
 
    “And it won’t get any easier,” Bryant said. “It won’t get any easier at all.” 
 
    
Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Jessie Talby, Zanesville, Ohio 
 
      
 
    Five miles from where Jessie had broken through the roadblock, the Humvee began shaking so hard her teeth clacked together. Something was grinding in the frame below her feet, and the military vehicle shuddered like it might come apart. 
 
    “Did the tire blow?” Jessie shouted above the horrible noise. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Bryant said, wincing as his already wounded body jolted around. “I think we busted an axle. Stop.” 
 
    Jessie pressed the brake to bring the Humvee to a stop in the middle of the road. Bryant got out and limped around to her side of the vehicle. She threw open her door and met him there.  
 
    She didn’t know a lot about cars, though she could change a tire if she had to. “Yep, the tire looks fine.” 
 
    Bryant got down on his hands and left knee, keeping his right leg extended behind him as he leaned forward to check the extent of the damage. His eyes scanned the undercarriage before he held out his hand to get Jessie’s help. She helped the soldier to his feet, and he hobbled one step ahead and rested his hands against the Humvee’s hood. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re screwed.” He shook his head. “We need a mechanic to fix it. And considering all the service stations are permanently closed, that’s not going to happen.”  
 
    “I’m sorry.” Jessie frowned and looked back down the road.  
 
    “Don’t apologize,” he scowled. “You got us out of there. We hit some terrible luck. Normally, these vehicles can take a lot more punishment than that.” 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Jessie said, staring down the road. 
 
    “We can rest here for a minute until—” 
 
    “No, we need to get out of here,” she repeated, voice frantic as panic-fueled adrenaline rushed through her bloodstream. She pointed down the crash-strewn expressway at two vehicles weaving their way through the wreckage toward them.  
 
    Bryant followed where she was pointing, and his eyes went wide. 
 
    “Grab Fiona,” he said as he moved around to the back of the vehicle. “I’ll grab our packs.” 
 
    “Are we in trouble?” Fiona asked, hopping down out of the Humvee. 
 
    “Maybe.” Jessie led the little girl to the side of the road and helped her over the guardrail and into the tall grass. She glanced down the road to note the two vehicles were less than a mile away. “Probably a little.” 
 
    She turned to help Bryant over the guardrail. The soldier had shouldered his big backpack and held Jessie’s by its straps. 
 
    “I hate to give up that turret gun,” he growled as he lifted one leg over the rail and then the other, half leaning on Jessie the whole time. “But I don’t have enough rounds to hold anyone off for a sustained period, anyway. We’d be sitting ducks.” 
 
    “No, I agree,” Jessie said. “I’ll take my pack.” 
 
    She accepted her backpack and all her analytical gear and took Fiona by the hand, leading her off into the woods on the side of the expressway. Bryant was still limping, but it was less noticeable as he plunged ahead into the brush. Once they were twenty yards in, he stopped to check his rifle’s magazine and made sure he had spares available. He handed his pistol to Jessie. 
 
    “I’ve still got the pilot’s gun,” she said, and she reached into her backpack. At first, she couldn’t find it because the heavy piece had filtered down to the bottom, but then her hand wrapped around the cold, hard steel. She lifted it out and showed Bryant. 
 
    He gave her a grim nod. “You know how to use that thing?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    He pointed at a tiny switch near the gun’s grip. “That’s the safety. It’s on right now. Before you get ready to shoot, flip it off.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “Point it at someone who means to do you harm and gently squeeze the trigger.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “I mean that,” Bryant said pointedly. “If you panic and jerk the trigger, you’ll miss whatever you’re shooting at. Pretend like you’re giving your enemy a hug. Gently squeeze.” 
 
    “Got it.” Jessie stared at the weapon and gulped. She couldn’t imagine shooting at someone, though she might be forced to. 
 
    The two pursuing vehicles pulled up to the Humvee in a rush of engine noise and a squeal of brakes. Several people got out and shouted at one another as they descended on the military vehicle. 
 
    “We need to go,” Bryant said, “You two, first.” 
 
    Nodding, she shouldered her backpack. With her gun raised, she took Fiona by the hand and led her through the thick underbrush. 
 
    “Don’t stop for anything,” he urged. “Especially if you hear gunfire. Just keep going.” 
 
    “What am I looking for?” 
 
    “A farmhouse. A vehicle. Both.”  
 
    “Got it,” Jessie said. She coughed as the Asphyxia in her lungs itched and tickled deep inside her chest.  
 
      
 
    An hour and a half later, Jessie plowed through the endless woods by sheer determination alone. Sweat poured down her face, and her respirator churned to keep the air in her suit cool. Her arms, legs, and back felt like someone had taken a baseball bat to her. Her lungs burned, and her ragged, wretched coughing had spattered the inside of her visor with bloody mucus.  
 
    It was too dark to see, but she couldn’t stop. Shouts played on the edge of her hearing, and flashlight beams whipped back and forth through the trees. Bryant drove her like a dog, urging her to keep pushing, keep shoving her way through sticker bushes and honeysuckle. While the Asphyxia fungus covered much of the foliage, much of it seemed withered and dying on the forest floor.  
 
    Perhaps they’d waited it out successfully. Maybe they’d won. That was Jessie’s only consolation as she died a little more with every step. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Fiona asked from behind her. 
 
    She nodded but kept herself facing forward. She didn’t want the little girl to see she’d coughed up half her lungs. It seemed the forest would go on forever, just an endless flat, Ohio woods that stretched on to infinity. 
 
    Jessie stepped into an open field and stared up at a half moon shedding its light like a godsend.  
 
    “It’s a—” Jessie started to say, then she bent over as a coughing fit took hold. A moment later, Bryant stood at her side, his hand resting on her back. 
 
    “Jessie?” 
 
    Without raising up, she lifted her gun and pointed it across the field at the old barn standing in the middle of a circular gravel drive. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll hole up there,” the soldier said in a tired tone. “Because I don’t think either of us is walking any more tonight.” 
 
    Jessie nodded and forced herself to straighten despite her back screaming and her legs aching. It was like the worst flu she’d ever had, and there were no signs of it slowing down. 
 
    Trudging on, she focused on staying upright. The field was unplanted, uneven ground that twisted her ankles as she walked. Her lungs screamed to cough, but she held it in. One more fit would put her to the ground, and she wasn’t sure Bryant could carry her. The man limped a little ahead of them, dragging his right leg behind him through the dirt. She didn’t know how he remained on his feet with his full pack on his shoulders. 
 
    They crossed the gravel driveway and approached the rear of the barn. The barn doors hung open, though it was too dark to make out what lay inside. Bryant held up his hand for them to wait as he had a quick look. Jessie lifted her eyes to scan the old dry wood with flaked red paint. Farm implements hung from the walls, and the sky above showed signs of gray, early morning light. 
 
    “Okay, come on—” 
 
    The wall to Jessie’s left exploded in a spray of wood chips as a bullet struck. Another one hit, spraying more wood and causing Fiona to cry out as Jessie jerked away. 
 
    She stared at the chipped wood with a dazed expression, swaying from side to side as her brain tried to register what was happening. Bryant’s hand came out of the darkness, and he grabbed her by the front of her suit and pulled her inside. He answered whoever was firing at them with several bursts of his rifle. 
 
    Someone cried out in pain, and the incoming fire stopped. 
 
    Bryant came back inside the barn, eyes darting around as he searched for a hiding place. Jessie saw an old tractor and a few bales of hay, though none of it registered in her brain. She felt wasted and weak. It was the Asphyxia. It must be growing strong inside her. 
 
    “Up there,” he said, pointing to a ladder that led up to the barn’s loft. The soldier boosted Fiona up and then turned to press his visor close to Jessie’s. “Your turn.” 
 
    When she didn’t respond right away, he screamed into her face. “Don’t make me carry you up there, soldier!” 
 
    Jessie nodded and focused on the ladder. She walked over and reached for a wooden rung before realizing she still had her gun in her hand. She blinked at it several times until Bryant took it away and shoved her. “Go, Jessie. Come on!” 
 
    She grabbed the wooden rung and started up, surprised she had the strength. Her lungs hurt. Her head hurt. A thousand insects crawled on her skin inside her suit. Before she knew it, she reached the top. Fiona’s tiny hands grabbed her and pulled her onto a big, soft pile of hay where she collapsed with a sigh.  
 
    Bryant came up the ladder and sat down hard next to her.  
 
    She heard the soldier panting through her earpiece, and she drifted off as the steady cadence of his breathing along with the quiet hum of her respirator coaxed her into sleep.  
 
    Minutes later, Jessie came awake, and she looked up to see Fiona kneeling in the hay next to her, her eyes looking around in fright. Rolling in the opposite direction, she got to her knees and threw off her backpack. She searched around inside for a rag, clicked the tabs on her hood to remove her visor, and started wiping the bloody mucus out. The stifling spring heat invaded her suit, and she fought off another urge to cough. Once clean, she re-attached her visor to her hood.  
 
    Looking around, Jessie saw the loft was free of Asphyxia. She crawled backwards until her back was against the barn wall, and she motioned for Fiona to come over. The little girl crawled to her and threw her arms around Jessie’s neck.  
 
    Bryant crawled to the edge of the loft and peered over, keeping watch. 
 
    “I’m not sure why they keep after us,” the soldier sighed. “I mean, I’ve killed three or four of them already. How many more want to die?” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why they’re doing it,” Jessie said raggedly. “Revenge.” 
 
    “That’s dumb,” he growled. “But I guess they’ll have to find out the hard way.” 
 
    Jessie nodded but couldn’t find the strength for words. She was happy to close her eyes for a moment. 
 
    Something vibrated in her backpack. At first she thought it was her imagination. Was Asphyxia making her crazy? She’d heard fungal infections caused confusion and hallucinations once it crossed the blood-brain barrier, although that should take more than a few days. 
 
    Then she remembered she’d put their Humvee’s satellite phone inside it. Jessie pushed Fiona off, reached for her backpack, and dragged it closer. She fished around for the satellite phone and pulled it out, excited to feel it vibrating in her hand.  
 
    Holding it up in front of her face, she stared at the name on the screen. Kim Shields. 
 
    She accepted the call and put the phone to her hood. “Hello,” she said. “Is this Kim?” 
 
    The reply was too muffled to make out, and Jessie shook her head when she realized why. “Duh.” She placed the phone in her lap and popped off her hood’s visor. Retrieving the phone, she put it to her ear. A woman’s voice chimed through on the other end.  
 
    “Jessie Talby. Is that you, Jessie? This is Field Agent Kim Shields from the CDC. I spoke to your Lieutenant Richards some time ago. You’ve been calling?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me,” she replied, allowing a light cough to slip out. “Yes, we’ve been calling. We followed you out of Washington. We’re somewhere in…” Jessie’s brow narrowed as she tried to focus. “Ohio, I think.” 
 
    “Do you have Fiona with you?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Jessie replied with a fond glance at the little girl. “Fiona is right here with us.” 
 
    “I assume Lieutenant Colonel Bryant is with you as well?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re all here. All alive. But…” Jessie allowed another light cough to slip out. The itching in her chest wanted more, though she swallowed the urge.  
 
    “I’m so glad you’re okay.” Kim said, her voice filled with relief. “And that you have Fiona. I’d lost hope, honestly. I—” 
 
    “We’re being pursued, Mrs. Shields. We’re trapped in a barn.” 
 
    “Trapped by who?” 
 
    “People with guns. People who want to hurt us.” 
 
    Kim’s voice hardened with determination. “Don’t worry. I’ve got your location now. I will come get you. Hold tight, okay? Just hang in there.” 
 
    “Okay, Mrs. Shields.” Jessie’s throat ground like sandpaper. “Please hurry.” 
 
    “I’m on my way,” Kim said, and the phone went dead. 
 
    She looked toward her feet to see Bryant staring back at her from the edge of the loft. He wore a hopeful yet serious expression. 
 
    “No worries,” Jessie chuckled with a rawness in her throat. “The cavalry is coming.” 
 
    
Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Moe Tsosie, Chinle, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Moe didn’t consider himself a town leader, though his connection to the military forces stationed in Chinle seemed vital to the well-being of their tentative arrangement. The town elders were helpless in the face of such a powerful force, but Moe could be a bridge of trust. 
 
    He stood in front of the Speedway across from the scrubland where the military had constructed a small town overnight. There were medical tents, prefabricated houses, a dozen heavy generators, troop quarters, and a command center comprised of one large prefab unit and several smaller trailers. 
 
    The elders had offered Colonel Humphreys the opportunity to make his headquarters in the elementary school, though the colonel had refused, stating he wanted to be closer to his forces. 
 
    Moe sipped on his fountain Coke and gestured for the Chinle athletic director, Rex Yazzie, to follow him away from the store. They’d set up two lawn chairs and a ten-by-ten canopy on the corner and were watching the proceedings with keen interest. 
 
    “It looks like they’re ready for about anything,” Rex said as they stood next to their lawn chairs. “I can’t say the elders are even mad about it.” 
 
    “They’re not mad at the moment,” Moe said, “but just let one soldier cause trouble in town and you’ll have an uproar. I’m here to make sure that doesn’t happen.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’re speaking from experience,” Rex chuckled, giving Moe a good-natured slap on the shoulder. 
 
    “I’ve been a troublemaker a time or two,” Moe confided with a grin. 
 
    Rex shaded his brow with his hand and peered down Highway 191. Something must’ve caught his attention, so he stood next to the athletic director and followed his gaze. He spotted several vehicles coming toward them in the distance, wavering in the heat waves rising off the hot desert floor. 
 
    “This is it,” Rex said, and he dashed over and leapt onto the open gate of his truck to stand in the back. He craned his neck forward, squinting into the sweltering day. “Yes, that’s them. Trucks, ambulances, and at least three buses.” 
 
    Moe strode over to Rex’s truck and climbed in on his knees. His joints and hips weren’t what they used to be, and he knew better than to leap up like Rex had done. 
 
    “It’s not much,” Moe murmured, looking on. The trail of vehicles kicked up dust into the sky as they raced toward the encampment. 
 
    “That’s not all of them. Look at that.” 
 
    Moe glanced at Rex and saw that he’d turned his attention more eastward, looking out over the military camp into the desert beyond. A tremendous cloud rose up, blotting out the endless blue sky and engulfing the Chinle air strip. But it wasn’t a black cloud of toxic air. It was a dust cloud kicked up by hundreds of wheels flying across the desert and along Navajo Route 8181.  
 
    He spotted trucks, buses, motorcycles, four wheelers, and every mode of transportation imaginable. They were hell-bent for the FEMA encampment, and a dozen or more military vehicles were already racing out to greet them. Moe’s eyes scanned back and forth between the oncoming vehicles and the dozens of tents the FEMA people had prepared. While he couldn’t guess at the numbers approaching, it was in the hundreds. Maybe even thousands. 
 
    “That’s a tall order coming this way, my friend.” Moe said. As an Army Staff Sergeant, he knew a bit about logistics. He knew when two things didn’t add up, especially in military supplies and human resources. 
 
    Rex gaped. “I guess they couldn’t stop them at Window Rock and Gallup.” 
 
     “And if this is the first wave…” Moe let his words trail off as he shook his head. He didn’t want to say how bad it would get, but a rising unease started at the base of his spine and settled in his jaw, causing him to clench his teeth tight. It was the same eerie feeling he’d gotten whenever they were out on patrol in Iraq and were about to get hit. 
 
    “They’ll get run over,” Rex said. 
 
    “Yeah, they will,” Moe agreed. “We need to get reinforcements right away.” 
 
    “They don’t want us involved,” Rex protested. “Colonel Humphreys made that clear more than once.” 
 
    “If we don’t help them now,” Moe gave Rex a pointed look. "What do you think those refugees will do after they overrun the camp?” 
 
    “Overrun Chinle?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    While Rex waited for reinforcements from town, Moe sprinted across the street and looked for the first Staff Sergeant he could find. Everyone had gathered on the eastern most side of the FEMA encampment, waiting for the tide to roll in. The military jeeps in the field circled out to perform simple triage. He knew the triage folks would give the wounded QLOG tags to relay patient information to the support personnel waiting in camp. 
 
    Moe had left the military just after they’d adopted the QLOGS technology in the field. The program covered inventory, supply, medical triage, and even payroll if you wanted it to. He didn’t have a lot of experience with the software, but he’d learn.  
 
    Glancing over the groups of personnel waiting to take the first of the refugees in, Moe recognized a staff sergeant and pushed his way through the crowd. 
 
    “Staff Sergeant Moe Tsosie, reporting for duty, sir.” He saluted the tall, buzzed-cut young man and waited for an order. 
 
    The soldier took his eyes off the approaching vehicles and turned to Moe. His eyes did a quick scan, and Moe could already tell what he was thinking. Here was an older soldier who’d let his hair grow out over the years, and it was streaked with gray. And he’d let his body go, as evidenced by his round belly that didn’t quite hang over his belt. 
 
    “I’ve got five years’ experience in Iraq where my team maintained tanks and troop equipment,” Moe said. “I can help.” 
 
    “I don’t care what kind of experience you’ve got,” the man said. “You’re not in uniform, and you’re not part of my unit. So, get out of here.” 
 
    Moe glanced out at the approaching vehicles. “You’re about to get slammed with wounded, sir. Please, let me help.” 
 
    The sergeant leaned closer. “If you don’t get out of here, I’ll have you escorted out of the area forcibly, sir.” He glanced over at two soldiers armed with pistols, and one of them stepped toward the pair as if waiting for an order from the younger man. 
 
    Moe suppressed the urge to say something smart. This kid didn’t look like he could organize his laundry much less several hundred wounded about to storm the camp. Still, he was military, and he had to respect the order of things. He saluted the young man, turned on his heel, and walked back to the Speedway where Rex was bringing reinforcements from the gym. 
 
    Rex’s truck wasn’t on the corner, so Moe jogged to the nearest car and climbed up on the hood. Looking east across the encampment, he saw the first of the wounded reach camp. FEMA and the military support personnel began working down the lengthy line of wounded, carrying serious injuries to the center of camp. They took lighter injuries to the southwest side of the camp where workers were still setting up tents.  
 
    Moe winced and took a deep breath. It pained him to stand by and watch a potential disaster build up, yet he could do nothing but wait. 
 
      
 
    A half hour later, Rex pulled up with several other vehicles into the Speedway lot. People got out, and Moe met them at the back of Rex’s truck. 
 
    “Okay, introductions,” Rex said. He gestured to a stout woman with angular features and intelligent, hazel eyes. “This is Sage Denentdeel. She’s the Chief of Medicine at the Chinle Hospital. Sage, this is Moe.” 
 
    “You’re not from here are you, Miss Denentdeel?” Moe offered his hand.  
 
    Sage accepted his hand and dipped her head in greeting. “I was born in Many Farms but moved out west with my parents when I was a kid. I came back here three years ago. You?” 
 
    “Born and raised in Chinle,” Moe said with a gruff but friendly tone. “I’m an original, but I spent several years in the military before taking up the auspicious profession of truck driving. I got back into town a few days ago.” 
 
    “It’s good to meet you.” Sage’s eyes were genuine and expressive, and she bore a shock of gray in her shoulder-length black hair. She turned around and indicated a group of people behind her. “This is my hospital staff. We don’t have a lot to do just sitting at the school, so we’ll help in any way we can.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sage.” 
 
    Rex turned and gestured at a group of ten young men who ranged in age from fourteen to eighteen. They stood in a group around Rex’s truck looking sheepish.  
 
    “Who are these kids?” Moe asked 
 
    “This is the Chinle boys’ basketball team,” Rex said, grinning proudly.  
 
    Moe placed his hands on his hips and looked them over. “We’re not here to score bucket’s, Rex. They’re just kids.” 
 
    “Strong kids.” Rex lifted his chin. “Warriors, man. They heard me gathering doctors and hospital staff and their captain insisted I let them come.” 
 
    “Who’s the captain?” 
 
    A young man separated himself from the others and stood in front of him. “That would be me.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be the shortest basketball captain I’ve ever seen,” Moe quipped, but he was serious, too. The boy couldn’t have been taller than five-four. “What position do you play, son?” 
 
    The young man crossed his arms and stood his ground with fire in his eyes. “I’m the point guard. Senior. I averaged seven assists per game last season, and I’ve got good court vision.” 
 
    Moe had to give him credit, the kid didn’t back down. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Josiah Cooper.” 
 
    “Josiah, can you keep these young men in line and make sure they do what I tell them?” 
 
    “I can do that,” Josiah nodded. 
 
    “All right.” Moe turned to Rex. “Looks like we’ve got the start of a great team here.”  
 
    “Do we go over now?” Rex asked, glancing nervously at the FEMA encampment’s swelling numbers. 
 
    “Not yet,” he replied. “The colonel doesn’t want civilians there. He thinks we’ll only get in the way.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’ll need us?” 
 
    “Oh, they’ll need us,” Moe nodded. “They just don’t know it yet.” 
 
    
Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Kim Shields, Yellow Springs, Ohio 
 
      
 
    Kim strode swiftly out of the lab area and down the magnificent garden path to the game room with Paul shuffling quickly behind her. She climbed the spiral staircase, two steps at a time, and stood in the greeting area to Paul’s underground kingdom.  
 
    She entered the decontamination chamber where she’d hung up her suit and pulled it from the rack. “You’re not stopping me?” 
 
    “Why would I?” Paul crinkled his eyebrows up, then he shrugged. “I know what’s at stake. Fiona could be the key to a cure. I have to admit, I’m eager to get a look at her blood.” 
 
    “But I’m not a soldier.” 
 
    “You seem capable enough to me,” Paul countered. “I’m just sad I can’t show you my slime mold collection.” Paul settled his hands on his hips and gave her an amused shake of his head.  
 
    “I’ll take a rain check.” 
 
    “Good enough.” 
 
    “My GPS says they’re in Zanesville.” Kim slipped one boot into her protective suit. Paul was a strange fellow, but she trusted his opinion, and she was happy he backed her. “It’s a two-hour trip taking the back roads, assuming they’re not blocked by wreckage and debris.” 
 
    “With a little luck, you’ll be back before noon.” 
 
    “With Fiona in hand,” Kim added with a determined grin as she slipped her arms into the suit, wincing as bruised ribs stretched. 
 
    Paul laughed boisterously. “And a cure in sight.” 
 
    “Are you going to be okay here?” she asked.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he said. “I’d go with you, but I’m afraid I wouldn’t be much use on an assault team. My knees aren’t what they used to be.” 
 
    “No. I mean, you mentioned earlier there were people snooping around the place. Can they get in?” 
 
    “It’s just two people.” Paul waved his hand. “And the only way they could get through my front door is with a pound of C-4.” Despite his confidence, Paul scratched his head and stared at the floor with a quizzical expression. 
 
    “What is it?” Kim asked, hesitating before she threw her suit’s hood over her head. Once she had that on, they’d communicate via radio. 
 
    “I guess one thing concerns me about the two in question. They wore good protective gear, and one of them carried a rifle.” 
 
    “You mean, they don’t seem like curious citizens with nothing better to do than bother an old scientist?” 
 
    “Right. No, these guys looked professional. They wore the type of protective gear you might see in the military.” Paul touched her suit. “Or like yours.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound promising,” Kim admitted. “Did you call them?” 
 
    Paul nodded. “I sent an open channel message through my external speakers and received no reply. Maybe they were looking for shelter. One of them was injured.” 
 
    Kim froze. “Injured? How?” 
 
    “Well, they were limping around.”  
 
    “Like someone who got shot in the hip?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, yes.” 
 
    “Do you have video of them?” 
 
    “One second.” Paul left the chamber and returned with the computer tablet he’d left in the kitchenette. He tapped an icon on the screen, scrolled through some files, and held up the tablet so Kim could see.  
 
    “This was taken about three hours before you arrived.” 
 
    Kim watched the screen as two people in black protective gear nosed around the mossy grove in Paul’s front yard. One of them limped from one of Paul’s venting units to his front door before running their fingers along the seams of the entrance as if looking for a way to pry it open.                        
 
    Both men looked familiar. 
 
    “That’s Burke and Richtman,” Kim said, slumping. 
 
    “Burke Birkenhoff?” 
 
    “The one and only. King Jerk.” She stared at the screen in utter confusion. “But why on earth would they be here? Burke couldn’t have followed me. He must have gotten here first.”  
 
    “You said Burke tried to burn down the CDC facility,” Paul said. “Maybe he thinks I’m working on a cure, too.” 
 
    And even as ten reasons to doubt Paul’s logic entered Kim’s mind, she knew it was true. “Burke listened in on conversations between us and General Miller. He knows Miller’s strapped for resources.” 
 
    “So, General Miller might actually hunt him down?” 
 
    “He said he would,” Kim replied, though she wasn’t so sure. Her spirit deflated. “But he’s pretty pissed at me now. He might not be so helpful.”  
 
    If she went to Zanesville, Paul would have to defend himself against Burke. Yet, Jessie hadn’t sounded good on the phone earlier. If she didn’t rescue them, they’d never make it to Yellow Springs. 
 
    Paul stepped over to a handle set into the wall and pulled open a bin. He reached inside and retrieved Kim’s gun, placed it in his palm and presented it to her with a slight bow. “Your weapon, Lady Shields.”  
 
    Despite the dire seriousness of the situation, she couldn’t contain a grin. “You’re really into this fantasy stuff, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Since I was a kid.” Paul grinned wistfully. “Life wouldn’t be worth living if we never used our imagination to dream of bigger things. Now, go attend to your mission. I’ll await your return.” 
 
    
Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Randy and Jenny Tucker, Indianapolis, Indiana 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go, scavengers,” Corporal Ames’s voice called out. “Time to move!” 
 
    Randy groaned and rolled over on the mat Tricia had provided for them. It was a good inch of foam padding, though it didn’t compare to their comfortable couch back home. 
 
    Jenny blinked at him from her mat, still waking up as the voice continued to shout, joined by a chorus of other scavenger leaders getting their teams assembled for the day’s work. They’d placed Randy and Jenny in a group who lived inside the old airport bookstore. While the shelves remained intact, the military had cleared out the racks and counters to make more room for sleeping space. 
 
    “Come on, Jenny,” he said, reaching out to ruffle her hair before he rolled over and sat up. Others were still waking up, but many more were standing at attention next to their mats. 
 
    “I said, get up!” Ames shouted again, and he looked up to see Tricia dressed in full military garb with her brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. Gone was her friendly countenance from yesterday, replaced with a soldier’s rude mannerisms. 
 
    The young corporal grabbed a kid no older than Randy by his arm and tried to jerk him to his feet. The kid slipped out of Tricia’s grasp, so she put her boot into his chest, drawing a cry from the kid as he went sprawling.  
 
    That’s when Randy understood why some in the group were already standing at attention beside their mats. They’d been around long enough to know the punishment for slacking. 
 
    The twins were in the back of the store and had a little time.  
 
    “I’m serious,” Randy hissed at his sister as he rose. “Get your butt up. Come on.” 
 
    Jenny had always been a heavy sleeper, and it wasn’t uncommon for her to lie in bed for hours on the weekends; however, the tone of his voice was enough to snap her eyes open and get her moving. She scrambled to her feet and stood beside him with her hair in a curly, red mess. 
 
    Once all the people in the bookstore were on their feet, Tricia backed up and looked at them with a critical eye.  
 
    “Now that I have your attention,” she said, “I’ll tell you what you’ll be doing today. It’s important that everyone plays a part in the Colony’s success. It’s important that you have a job that contributes to the Colony’s survival. Your job will be scavenging the vital supplies we need to survive and thrive in the new world.” The corporal’s head moved back and forth as she spoke in a droning tone. She’d fully bought into Colonel Jergensen’s command structure despite the woman being sick. 
 
    And Randy couldn’t argue with what appeared to be working. Everyone was well-fed and rested. They got along in a structured way, and they had a plan to move forward.  
 
    Tricia continued. “That means you’ll be going out into the suburbs surrounding Indianapolis under my guidance. You may find yourself alone with abundant amounts of supplies. You may be tempted to take some things for yourself or hide them so you can retrieve them later. You may get all kinds of ideas. That’s why it’s important to remind you of the first question you should ask yourself when faced with such a dilemma. That question is, ‘Is this what’s best for the Colony?’ I trust that your decision will be the right one.” 
 
    Randy glanced at his sister to see she was mulling over the corporal’s words. He would have been chilled to hear them if they’d not spent the evening together before having dinner. Tricia had seemed friendly then, yet she’d transformed into an ultra-authoritative figure overnight. He supposed she was just doing her job.  
 
    “Now, follow me to gate thirty-one at the end of the terminal,” Tricia shouted. “Bring your clothing tags with you to pick up your street clothes. If you have any problems with your clothing or are missing anything, let your squad leader know.” Tricia gestured to three other soldiers who stood nearby. “I’ll call out teams. When you hear your name, please join up with your team leader and follow their instructions to the letter.” 
 
    Tricia began calling out names, and people filed in behind their squad leaders. Each squad had around ten people in them, split between men and women. Randy and Jenny were in Tricia’s squad, and he shot Jenny a hopeful smile.  
 
    Jenny gave a fake smile, saying, “This is crazy, brother.” 
 
    “Just go with it, Jenny,” Randy hissed. Had she expected the end of the world to be a pleasant romp in the park? 
 
    Tricia ushered them to the restrooms where they took care of their morning business before moving to the food court where they chose between granola bars, cold cereal and milk, oatmeal, or stale donuts. Randy chose a small box of Frosted Flakes, a half cup of milk, and black coffee.  
 
    He dug his spoon into his cereal and shoveled some into his mouth. As he chewed, he looked around at the bustle in the food court. His eyes stopped when they spotted Tricia, and his breath caught when she turned her attention his way and stared back at him. Her expression was stoic, her hazel eyes cold and unfeeling. But something in her face softened, and a tiny smile lit the corners of her mouth. Randy returned the smile and felt his uncertainty melt away. 
 
    Jenny made a gagging sound. “I guess she’s okay if you enjoy having rocks for friends.” 
 
    “Shut up, Jenny,” he said, glancing at his sister with an annoyed expression. “Can’t you see it’s an act? She’s a good girl.” Seeing her scoff, Randy pressed his point. “We’re all good people, but some of us have to make tough decisions. We know that as well as anyone.” 
 
    Jenny frowned and dug around in her oatmeal. “I’m just looking out for you.”  
 
    “I know you are,” he said. “We need to go along with the program here.” 
 
    “Or we can leave.” 
 
    Randy turned to Jenny with a look of genuine concern. The thought of leaving had never crossed his mind. “Are you kidding me? We reached civilization, and you want to leave?” 
 
    “I’m all for civilization,” Jenny said. “But this isn’t what I had in mind. I was thinking a nice, dry town out west where they don’t get fungi, and people treat each other okay.” 
 
    Randy understood her sentiment. “If a place like that actually exists, we’ll find it. Until then, this is all we’ve got.” 
 
    Jenny nodded, but didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go!” Tricia shouted. “My group to me.” 
 
    “The mistress calls us,” Jenny said with a sneer on her lips. 
 
    He only rolled his eyes as they took their bowls up and stacked them on a collection table like they’d been told. A group of workers stood by to take the dirty dishes and, Randy presumed, clean and put them away. They gathered around the corporal, and when everyone in their group was present, they followed her to the end of the terminal at gate thirty-one. 
 
    “Give your clothing tags to John, and he’ll get you squared away,” Tricia shouted, gesturing at a man standing at the head of some carts. 
 
    The twins handed John their tickets, then he brought their clothes. Randy took his clothes, happy to see someone had washed and folded them. 
 
    “See, this isn’t so bad,” he said, holding up his clothes to Jenny. 
 
    His sister placed her clothes in a seat and checked through them. “They forgot my socks.” 
 
    “Where are the dressing rooms?” someone called out. 
 
    “Good question,” Tricia called back. “To your right you will see a tarp for the ladies, and on your left, a tarp for the gents. If you’re shy, you can change your clothes behind them. The people to your left and right will become your new family. You’ll depend on them to watch your back, and you’ll watch theirs. You’ll be as tight as brothers and sisters within a week.” 
 
    Many took advantage of the tarps to change in private, including Randy and Jenny. Others stripped down and changed right out in the open. He figured they’d been around a while, and it didn’t bother them to be naked in front of strangers. He also noticed a competitiveness between the young men and women. They saw an advantage to being young in the demanding new world. Many took an outright pride in it.  
 
    After Randy dressed and stepped out from behind the tarp, he saw some in the group wore white bands on their arms marked with symbols of black raptor heads. He thought it looked cool, but it seemed arrogant, too. No one was a raptor in this world. They were all clinging to life, trying to keep their heads above water and hoping for the best. 
 
    “All right,” Tricia called out. “Everyone follow me. We’re going down to a tent where we’ll suit up in our protective gear. Then we’ll load you into the back of a troop transport and head into the city.  
 
    They followed the corporal through the gate and across a bridge to a set of steps. From there, they descended down a staircase and through a tunnel that led to a tent filled with racks of protective garments: Tyvek coveralls, hoods, air filtration masks, gloves, and duct tape. Randy picked out a pair of coveralls that fit and put them on. Since he and Jenny had a lot of practice, they slipped into theirs quickly while others struggled.  
 
    After that, he picked out an air filtration mask, hood, and gloves. He and Jenny used duct tape to seal any gaps around their wrists or neck areas. Within fifteen minutes, they’d sealed themselves tight. 
 
    “Nice,” Tricia said with an appreciative look. “Make sure you grab a working flashlight out of the box, too.” 
 
    As Randy got himself and his sister each a flashlight, the others gave the twins dark looks. That was fine by him. People could look at them anyway they wanted, as long as they didn’t get into their space or keep them from doing their jobs. 
 
    “All right,” Tricia called, “down the tunnel and into the trucks.”  
 
    They followed the corporal down a long, canvas tunnel with fans blowing in the direction they were walking. Randy assumed that was to ensure spores didn’t flow back up the tunnel to infiltrate the gate area. 
 
    They stepped into a sunny early morning, and he squinted into the sunlight that reflected off his visor. Asphyxia covered the grassy parts of the airfield, though he noted it seemed dry and brittle, and the crimson color had all but faded. 
 
    Was it dying? 
 
    Tricia ushered them into a troop transport, and they took their seats as the truck pulled out. 
 
    The corporal stood and grasped a leather handle above her head. “When the truck stops, you will all follow your respective squad leader and move to your assigned block. From there, you will go house to house, four to a house, collecting in this priority; bottled water, food, disinfectant, bleach, first aid supplies, and bedding. Other supplies may hold value. Check with me if you’re not sure. 
 
    “The strike teams should have already cleared all the houses of people and weapons. If you find either, you are to notify a leader immediately. You are not to pick up weapons, do you understand? You are not to move or hide anything. Simply carry all collectibles out to the wooden skids already placed in the streets and driveways. The collection team will come behind us to pick those up and drive them back to the Colony.” 
 
    Tricia almost sounded like an airplane stewardess reciting seatbelt instructions prior to takeoff. Everyone nodded, and Randy rolled his shoulders and prepared for the workday ahead.

  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Randy and Jenny Tucker, Indianapolis, Indiana 
 
      
 
    The troop transport rumbled through the outskirts of Indianapolis until Randy got the direction of the Colony turned around in his head. The truck eased around turns and rumbled down straightaways, giving the impression the driver didn’t want to remain in one spot very long. 
 
    He expected more wrecked vehicles in the roads, but when he looked behind them, he saw someone had moved aside the wreckage and dragged the fungus-ridden corpses into neat rows on the sidewalk. Randy had to turn his head to keep from gagging.  
 
    He should be used to dead bodies, though he was grateful they still grossed him out. That made him feel a little more human. Aside from the bodies and wreckage, there were dozens of unblemished vehicles Randy assumed the Colony would confiscate. 
 
    There wasn’t much time to think about it, because the truck turned the corner and came to a hard stop in the middle of the street. Tricia and the other squad leader lowered the truck’s tailgate and jumped out. They gestured for the scavengers to follow, and a moment later they were all gathered in a suburban street, looking around at the houses. He noted that two houses had burnt to the ground, but the rest were undamaged. 
 
    “Randy, Jenny, Kirk, Stephanie.” Tricia pointed at one house. “You’ve got that one. The front door should already be open.” Then she pointed down at a pair of skids near the curb. “Bring scavenged items out and stack them on these skids here.”  
 
    The twins exchanged a glance, and Randy gestured for Jenny to follow him inside. As they climbed the driveway, Kirk and Stephanie jogged up to the front door and hustled inside. He didn’t know the two scavengers; they were regular teens like the twins, but they seemed like busybodies to him. 
 
    “Not too eager, are we?” Randy mumbled to himself as they entered a plain but simple living room with a big screen television, a couch, and a recliner on the far end.  
 
    Judging by the noise coming out of the kitchen, Kirk and Stephanie were already scavenging the food stores. 
 
    Randy walked down the hallway leading to the bedrooms when he stopped to open a door that led down into a dark basement. He held up a flashlight, flipped it on, and aimed it down the stairs. There was carpet on the floor. 
 
    “Score,” he said. “It’s probably a finished basement.” 
 
    Jenny’s voice rose with muted enthusiasm. “They might have a storage room down there, too.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    The twins descended the stairs and looked around. It was a small family room space with a full bathroom and spare bedroom. He found the storage room in a sectioned off area that housed the furnace and air conditioning units. 
 
    “Yes!” he exclaimed as they looked inside. “They’ve got water, paper towels, and some canned goods down here. Oh, and I see some cleaning products, too. I think those were on the list.” 
 
    The twins passed through the bathroom and entered the bedroom on the other side. 
 
    “There’s tons of bedding and towels here,” Jenny said. “We’ll need all this stuff.” 
 
    “I’ll help you.” Randy grabbed the pillows and put them into a pile, and together they folded up the comforter. Soon, they had a pile of blankets, pillows, and towels on the bed. 
 
    “You take this stuff out, and I’ll grab the bottled water and cleaning supplies.” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel right.” Jenny held out her arms. “None of this stuff is ours.” 
 
    “I know what you mean, sis.” Randy grabbed the bedding and began stacking it in Jenny’s arms. “Mom and Dad taught us not to steal. That it’s one of the worst, most disrespectful things you can do to someone. But things are different now. We can’t look at these houses and this stuff as someone’s property anymore. They’re resources, fields ripe for harvest, just like our fields were.” 
 
    “I guess,” Jenny said, looking glum. Even though she felt guilty about doing it, Jenny never slacked. Once the pile was so high, she barely saw over it, she exited the bedroom and jogged the scavenged goods up the stairs to take them outside. 
 
    He returned to the storage area and gathered up a case of bottled water. He turned to exit but found Kirk blocking his way. The young man was almost as tall as Randy, though he didn’t have Randy’s wide shoulders and girth. 
 
    “Hi, Kirk. I didn’t hear you come down. We found—” 
 
    With a sneer, Kirk shoved him back and lifted the bottled water out of his arms. Before Randy could retaliate, Kirk stepped out of the room and was gone. 
 
    “Ass,” Randy murmured, his face going red with embarrassment as he reminded himself to watch out for Kirk in the future. He bent down and grabbed several bottles of bleach and cleaning solution from the bottom shelf and took it outside where Jenny was waiting for him next to the skid. 
 
    Corporal Ames stood by, taking inventory on a clipboard. He put the cleaning items down next to the bedding and turned to Tricia to voice a complaint about Kirk. 
 
    “You guys are way behind Kirk and Stephanie,” Tricia said firm-lipped before he could get a word out. “I hope you guys can bring back enough stuff to get your ration tonight.” The corporal shook her head at the twins’ small pile of things. “Remember, food and water get bonus points.” 
 
    “There are different points for things?” Randy gave the corporal a sour expression, his face growing red with embarrassment as he realized Kirk had not only shoved him, but he’d taken his higher-rated goods. 
 
    “I told you this was a competition.” Tricia smiled and pointed. “The next house is over there. Kirk and Stephanie are already inside.”  
 
    Randy gestured to Jenny, and the two jogged over to the new house. Just as they were about to enter, Kirk came charging through with two cases of bottled juice in his arms, clipping his arm as he passed. 
 
    “Ow!” Randy exclaimed, narrowing his eyes at Kirk’s back as Stephanie followed close behind the young man with a box of canned goods in her arms. 
 
    “That guy rubs me the wrong way,” he scowled. 
 
    Jenny’s eyes bored into Kirk’s back. “Maybe we need to step up our game.” 
 
    “You’ve got that right,” he replied, then the twins entered and looked for things to scavenge.  
 
    One thing that Kirk hadn’t counted on was Randy’s fierce competitiveness. He’d played sports his entire life and knew how to beat an opponent both through strategy and force of will. The twins moved faster, yet Kirk and Stephanie still beat them for the good stuff in the next two houses. 
 
    “We need to try something different,” Jenny said. She stood in a driveway and panted in her mask. “Kirk and Stephanie aren’t going into half the rooms. They’re just racking up the food and water points and then leaving. And they’re already at the next house.” 
 
    “I know,” Randy said. His hopes waned at having a good meal that evening. “I think I have an idea. Let’s go.”  
 
    At the next house, Kirk and Stephanie had already taken the food stuff, so he led his sister straight into the garage. Shining his flashlight around, Randy revealed one car parked inside. Tool chests rested on rollers while children’s toys and metal shelves filled the rest of the space.  
 
    With a grin, Randy turned to his sister. “Go back inside and start grabbing the lower score items. Bedding, food that Kirk and Stephanie left behind. Stack it all out here.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jenny said, and she jogged back inside to do what Randy asked. 
 
    He made his way to the garage door and searched for the door release. He found it hanging down with a small plastic handle on the end. Reaching up, he grabbed the plastic handle and pulled down, releasing the door with a loud popping sound.  
 
    The door raised up a few inches, and Randy grabbed the handle and swung it up to open it the rest of the way. Then he got behind a tool chest and rolled it down the driveway and into the street, pulling it up alongside the skid where Corporal Ames stood. The tools would have been worth several hundred dollars a month ago, though the end of the world made them worthless. Still, it was a start. 
 
    “Can you count this?” Randy asked the corporal. 
 
    “Tools are nice.” Tricia nodded as she took stock of the chest. “But it isn’t food or water.” 
 
    “On it,” he said, and he jogged back into the garage, grabbed the handle of a red wagon, and pulled it over to some of the shelves Kirk and Stephanie hadn’t bothered to check.  
 
    They’d left behind several boxes of paper towels, two cases of bottled water, and some disinfectant wipes. Randy stacked the items in the red wagon. He saw that Jenny had already stacked several piles of bedding and clothing items in bags, and he added those to the top of the pile.  
 
    Randy quickly wheeled the items down into the street and stacked them on the skid. 
 
    “Not bad,” Tricia said, twisting her lips in an impressed manner. “You’re inching closer.” 
 
    With a smile, Randy and Jenny cleared the rest of the houses in the same manner. He would pop the garage doors and wheel his wagon inside. They brought out two or three loads to every one of Stephanie and Kirk’s, and soon there wasn’t enough space left on the skids to put everything. 
 
    “Just leave it on the side,” Tricia said. “They’ll bring more skids.” 
 
    By that time, Kirk and Stephanie had caught on to the twins’ strategy and started checking garages, too. But Randy and Jenny had a system down, and they had the red wagon. And he made sure one of them guarded the wagon at all times, because he knew Kirk would try to steal it if given half a chance.  
 
    Their strategy caused Kirk and Stephanie to do a more thorough check of their houses, which they should have been doing anyway. And it gave Jenny and Randy a chance to catch up. 
 
    After an hour, he saw the opportunity he’d been looking for. While Kirk and Stephanie were on the last house in a row, he guided Jenny around the corner where he was sure the next house would be. Sure enough, the team who’d gone ahead of them had thrown down skids in the street, so the houses would be unlocked and ready to scavenge.  
 
    They left the wagon on the front porch and plunged straight to the kitchen where they found a pantry full of canned goods, a case of fruit juice, several packages of chips and snacks, and an assortment of other items.  
 
    They fit the entire pantry into the wagon, and Jenny had to follow behind Randy with her hands resting on top, so nothing fell out as they wheeled it down to the pallet. After transferring the items from the wagon to the pallet, Jenny pulled the wagon back up to the house to finish scavenging the pantry while he stayed behind to make sure their finds got counted. 
 
    Kirk and Stephanie came around the corner with Tricia in tow. Their competition had kicked it into high gear, huffing and puffing as they leapfrogged Randy and Jenny’s house to go to the next one over.  
 
    Tricia shook her head as she gaped at the amount of goods the twins had already collected. “I need to find a wagon for everyone on my team. We’ll kill the competition.” Then the corporal started counting their goods. 
 
    Randy laughed and backed up the driveway. “And I’ll bet Jergensen gives you a week of leave if you beat everyone.” 
 
    Tricia glanced up with a smile behind her visor. “Something like that.” 
 
    After he and Jenny made one more trip to clear out the pantry, Jenny wheeled the wagon around to the front while he popped the garage. They found two plastic bins full of clothes, two bikes, and two five-gallon jugs of gasoline they’d have to come back for. 
 
    As Randy wheeled the heavy wagon down the driveway, Jenny tapped the top of the pile and gestured to the next house over. “Hey. Look at that.” 
 
    Randy put his boot on the front of the wagon to stop it and looked where his sister indicated.  
 
    Kirk was wheeling a wheelbarrow packed with goods down the driveway. His arms strained as he tried to keep the thing balanced, and Stephanie stood out front with her hands on the front of the wheelbarrow to keep it from moving too fast. 
 
    They’d placed two gas cans inside along with an entire pantry worth of goods. Randy knew from working the farm that an overloaded wheelbarrow meant sure disaster, and he watched with curious wonder as Kirk wrestled with the weight. 
 
    “They’re going tip that thing,” Jenny said. 
 
    “Yes, they are.” 
 
    Sure enough, halfway down the driveway, Stephanie leaned forward as the wheelbarrow’s weight shoved her. Kirk tried to balance it but failed, so he set it down to keep the thing from tipping.  
 
    The wheelbarrow slid sideways in the other direction and tipped over with a tremendous crash that sent food and jugs of gasoline tumbling down the driveway. Stephanie and Kirk scrambled to retrieve their items before they rolled out into the street. 
 
    Randy looked over and saw his sister’s lips drawn tight and her eyes wide as a fit of laughter gripped her. Jenny’s laugh had always been contagious to him, so his own stomach began to quiver and hitch as his chuckling grew into a full belly laugh. His muscles started to cramp, and he bent over to clutch his middle while Kirk and Stephanie chased cans. They picked them up and stacked them in their arms, only to drop them again like a scene from the Three Stooges. By the time they were done, a dozen cans had rolled out into the road, and they chased them, too. 
 
    “Come on,” Randy said, eyes watering with tears. “Let’s drop this stuff off and get to the next house. I want to blow them away.” 
 
    The twins delivered their goods to the skid, and Tricia announced they’d taken the lead. 
 
    
Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Bishop Shields, Ft. Collins, Colorado 
 
      
 
    Bishop stood upstairs in the master bedroom with a cup of coffee in his hand as he looked out over the street. His first run in with Francis remained fresh in his mind, and he patrolled on alert, moving from room to room, looking out all the windows to try and catch the man sneaking around.  
 
    He and the kids had even set guard shifts through the night so one person could monitor things while the others slept. Both children seemed enthusiastic about doing whatever they could to help, and Bishop was proud of them. Their willingness to cooperate would bolster their chances of survival. 
 
    The fungus that had fallen two days ago still spread in streaks and clusters of moldy black and crimson in the yard. It crawled all over everything and spread at an incredible rate. As ominous as that was, all he thought of was Kim and how he could reunite their family.  
 
    His phone buzzed where it lay on the bed, and Bishop picked it up. He knew the notification wouldn’t be a phone call or text, because all communication was dead. However, he was still connected to his wi-fi and, in turn, his generator. And through an application on his phone, he monitored the generator’s output and status. 
 
    As he suspected, the application showed the generator at a low fuel level. Bishop sighed and tossed the phone down on his bed. He went to Trevor’s room where the boy lay on his bed watching DVDs. 
 
    Bishop gestured outside. “Hey, son. I’m going out to refill the generator. Can you watch out the windows and call me on the radio if you see anything suspicious?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” Trevor grabbed the 2-way radio lying next to him, hopped out of bed, and slid his feet into his slippers. 
 
    “Thanks, son. It won’t be long.” 
 
    Bishop descended the stairs and walked through the kitchen to check that the windows were still secure. He and the kids had nailed up boards over the insides of the downstairs windows, though they didn’t have enough plywood to cover them all. So, they’d improvised and used some drywall scraps from a project he’d finished last summer to cover the remaining kitchen windows.  
 
    Satisfied he’d secured the first floor, Bishop went down into the basement to find his exploring clothes. He removed an extra-large pair of coveralls and gloves from the dryer and put them on, then he walked into their first decontamination chamber where they’d put the cleaned masks on a shelf. He found his own mask, inspected it, and lowered it over his head, making sure the fit was tight before he walked to the back door and put on his boots. 
 
    A quick inspection showed no mold creeping in below the door or on the inside of the frame. However, when he opened the door, he spotted mold creeping around the outside. 
 
    “I just bleached that area last night." He shook his head. No matter how hard they scrubbed it with straight bleach or disinfectant, the mold always returned. 
 
    Bishop opened the back door and stepped outside. They’d stored several plastic jugs of gas beneath the back deck. If they needed more, he could always get it by taking it out of homes or siphoning it from cars. He figured they could stay months in the house, maybe years if they were careful. 
 
    Bishop grabbed a can and had a quick look around before he left the protection of the deck and skirted around to the side of the house. He’d wired the generator into their power junction after they’d first moved in, and the machine idled away, shaky and loud in his ears. The fungus hadn’t been able to spread across the sleek metal due to the vibrations, so Bishop removed the caps, lifted the gas can, and filled the generator up.  
 
    As he poured, the hairs on the back of Bishop’s neck stood up, and an eerie sensation touched his skin. He turned his upper body, half-expecting Francis to be right behind him. But there was no one, only the mold-covered decorative shrubbery of the house next door. He chuckled and continued pouring, though beads of nervous sweat formed on his brow.  
 
    He filled the generator tank halfway before he had to go back for another can. After topping things off, Bishop placed the empty cans back beneath the porch, then he returned to the back door, hesitating with his hand on the door handle. 
 
    Decontaminating himself would take a solid hour. Wouldn’t it be worthwhile to go do some scavenging while he had all his protective clothes on? It made sense to him, so he pulled the 2-way radio out of his coverall pocket and hit the talk button. 
 
    “Trevor? Are you there?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m here.” 
 
    “I filled the generator with gas, so we’re all good there.” Bishop kept his voice loud and clear so his son heard him through his visor. “I think I’ll do some scavenging while I’m out here.” 
 
    “Okay. That’s the smart thing to do. Do you need me for anything?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine. Keep an eye on things, and I’ll try to be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Roger that.”  
 
    Bishop put the radio back in his coverall pocket and smiled fondly. While they weren’t happy about the situation, his son was doing his best to rise to the occasion and be a genuine leader.  
 
    Walking around to the front of the house, Bishop looked both ways. He wanted to check his neighbors’ houses to his left and right before he explored up the street. They could be holed up in their homes, or maybe they’d gone down to the football stadium and ended up like thousands of others he’d watched die. 
 
    “Be positive,” he told himself, then he walked over to the house on their immediate right. 
 
    While he and Kim had never gotten close with their neighbors, the Smiths were friendly to the Shields family, and it wasn’t uncommon to run into Steve Smith in the yard and strike up a conversation about some upcoming sporting event. Steve loved the fact that Bishop was a former college athlete, and he always had a kind word for Kim and the kids.  
 
    The first thing he noticed when he stepped into their yard was the Smith’s vehicle parked in the driveway with the hatchback still open. A peek inside showed Bishop three backpacks but no signs of the Smiths anywhere.  
 
    A hollow feeling settled in his chest, and he pursed his lips to ready himself for what he might find. He took the walkway to the front door. The door hung wide open to reveal a foyer filled with streaks of crimson and black mold.  
 
    Bishop stepped inside, calling out to Steve and Jill or their adolescent daughter, Olivia. When no one replied, he went in. He found Steve and Jill dead on their kitchen floor covered in mold with canned goods and juice packs littering the floor. They must have been grabbing supplies when the spore cloud hit. 
 
    He leaned against the kitchen wall and closed his eyes to quell the sudden nausea in his stomach. After a few moments of his eyes watering and running down into his mask, Bishop turned and climbed the stairs to look for Olivia. He found her in the hallway, a doll clutched in one arm with her other hand grasping her throat. 
 
    Turning away with a sad expression, he lurched down the stairs to the kitchen and picked up the canned goods and juice packs off the floor. 
 
    “Sorry, Steve and Jill,” he said. “But we could use this stuff. I know you understand.”  
 
    Bishop kept himself talking about random things and tried not to look at his dead neighbors as he worked. He found some boxes in the garage, loaded up the canned goods, and took them back to his house and set them beneath the deck. Then he moved to the neighbors’ house to their left, the Andersons. They were an older couple whose children had moved out years ago, and Bishop considered them friendly neighbors. 
 
    He knocked on their front door, but no one answered. He tried the doorknob, but they’d locked their house up tight. Both vehicles were missing from the driveway, so Bishop left the house alone in case the Andersons returned. If they didn’t come home within a week, he would break in and make use of whatever he found. 
 
    Still disturbed about finding the dead Smiths, Bishop walked up his street like a zombie. Francis’s house stood two down from the Anderson’s, so he gave it a wide berth and walked in the middle of the street. Head on a swivel, he stared at the deadly scene all around. Some families had died trying to get supplies into their vehicles; mothers and fathers and children lay in their yards, covered in mold growths that looked like giant fungal cocoons. It was as if a horde of giant spiders had crawled through the neighborhood and covered everything in reddish silk. 
 
    Part of Bishop remembered seeing all of this on their way back home from the stadium, though he’d been so focused on driving through the spore cloud that he’d barely registered it. The impact built within him as he passed each house, and by the time he reached the end of the lane, he leaned over with his hands on his knees and sobbed into his air filtration mask.  
 
    He’d never drive up his street again, waving to random neighbors as they cut their grass or tossed a ball with their kids in the yard. Bishop would never again experience the suburban comfort he’d taken for granted. The assurance that even though he didn’t know all of his neighbors personally, they were on the same page as far as life goals and aspirations. 
 
    It was all gone, and the sheer loss crushed him. When Bishop checked the next street over, every house was the same. A few people had made it to their vehicles and pulled out of their driveways only to crash into a tree or parked car as the spores choked them. 
 
    After a few minutes of quiet grieving, Bishop started down the street toward home. He almost didn’t realize he walked in front of Francis’s house until he looked up and spotted the familiar gray siding with red shutters. He stopped and stared at the house. He didn’t like Francis, and he didn’t want to check up on him. But something about the front door hanging wide open drew Bishop up the empty driveway and along the stone path to the front porch.  
 
    “Francis!” he called out. The man had said his family was sleeping in their car, but maybe they’d moved inside. If so, he figured he would find Francis and his family like he had the Smiths. Their corpses would be somewhere in the house, twisted as they succumbed to the suffocating effects of the spores. Had Bishop made their situation worse by not letting them into his house? 
 
    “Francis!” He shouted again, repeating himself as he walked through the mold-infested living room and into the kitchen where the pantry door stood wide open. The cabinet drawers lay open, too, but the food remained. In fact, three empty cans of soup rested on the counter, and dirty dishes sat in the sink.  
 
    Even more curious, Bishop checked the garage to find only one vehicle. It wasn’t the usual big Ford F150 Francis drove, but his wife’s sedan. He returned to the foyer and looked upstairs.  
 
    At that point, Bishop had no idea what he might find. The family might be upstairs dead from the spores, or they might be gone. But how would that explain the open cans of food on the counter as if someone had been living in the house? 
 
    “Maybe they went to the park for family day,” he said with dark humor, then he started up the stairs. 
 
    The house was easily thirty years old, and the carpeted steps creaked under Bishop’s considerable weight. At the top, he checked the kids’ rooms to find them all empty, so he went to the master bedroom where the door was cracked open just a hair. He didn’t know why that creeped him out, but it did. He knocked on the door and waited for someone to reply. When they didn’t, he pushed it open and stepped inside. 
 
    Three people lay side-by-side on the bed with their arms folded over their chests. Bishop knew two things immediately. One, all three were dead. Two, they were Francis’s wife, Gene, and their two kids.  
 
    He swallowed down a lump in his throat and edged closer, expecting to see self-strangulation marks and fungus growth around their noses and mouths. Leaning in, Bishop identified no such signs aside from patches of mold on their arms and hands from what had drifted in through the open door. 
 
    Blood bathed their pillows, and a pinky-sized hole penetrated each of their temples. 
 
    “He shot them.” He drew back in sudden horror. “The bastard shot them.” 
 
    Something creaked on the stairs, and Bishop quickly retreated to the wall behind the half open door. Then he balled up his fist in preparation to attack Francis when he entered. The man had a gun, so he had to be quick and decisive—not too difficult for a man who’d broken a single season sack record in the Southeastern Conference prior to getting hurt. Though it had been a long time since he’d gotten physical with another man. 
 
    Bishop waited as the seconds ticked by like years. His breathing came quick and hot inside his mask, and his fist shook from clenching it so tightly. But, despite that he was sure he’d heard a creaking on the stairs, no one ever came in. 
 
    He leaned forward and peeked into the hallway. There was no one. He stepped into the hall and looked down toward the stairwell. That was empty, too. Bishop must have imagined the entire thing. With an audible sigh, he turned, shut the master bedroom door, and left the house and those inside it to their eternal peace. 
 
    
Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Jessie Talby, Zanesville, Ohio 
 
      
 
    Jessie woke to the loft’s gentle shaking, and she opened her eyes to see Bryant sleeping a few feet away.  
 
    “Bryant,” she hissed, not having to speak up loud due to their direct radio connection. “Someone’s in the barn.” 
 
    Her throat felt like someone had given it a coat of lacquer. Her lungs still burned from the Asphyxia, though the respirator kept her suit’s air cool. She’d probably be dead without it.  
 
    Jessie used her foot to nudge the soldier hard in the chest. “Someone’s coming up!” 
 
    Bryant’s eyes shot open and slid to the loft ladder. At the same time, he felt around for his gun, though it was somewhere behind him.  
 
    She had been spooning Fiona, and the girl lay nestled against her chest. Heart racing, Jessie clutched the little girl as the barrel of a rifle and someone’s head and shoulders rose above the edge of the loft. All she could see was wide, surprised eyes behind the visor before Bryant snatched the barrel of the rifle and grabbed the person by the jacket to drag him up into the loft.  
 
    “Ow, Jessie,” Fiona said, half turning. “You’re hurting—” 
 
    Jessie spun away from the grappling men, dropping Fiona on her other side before rising to her knees. The man was in a seated position with Bryant behind him going for a choke hold, but the intruder’s mask kept Bryant from getting his arms beneath the man’s chin. 
 
    The man kept his head down as he twisted to dislodge Bryant. The lieutenant colonel drew back and repositioned himself, pressing his visor to the man’s shoulder to keep it sealed against his skin.  
 
    The intruder squirmed to his left and threw his right elbow back into Bryant’s ribs once, and then again. The lieutenant colonel grunted and absorbed the blows. His one visible eye turned up to Jessie and slid to his backpack as he twisted the man down to the loft floor to hold him stationary. 
 
    The blood drained from her face as she followed Bryant’s eyes to the hilt of a long knife sticking out of his backpack. There was no question what he wanted her to do. A few weeks ago, Jessie would never have considered crawling over to the pack, grabbing the knife from its sheath, and stabbing it into another man’s stomach, but that’s what she did.  
 
    The intruder screamed inside his visor as she plunged the knife in again and again, but Jessie kept going because she wanted it to be over with. It wasn’t until Bryant grabbed her by the wrist and pushed her stabbing hand up high that she realized she’d been screaming right along with the dying man. 
 
    “Give me the knife,” Bryant said. She stopped screaming and dropped the bloody blade into the hay. The soldier snatched up the knife, turned on the squirming man, and slashed his throat, putting a quick end to his life. 
 
    Jessie held out her hands and stared at the blood dripping from her gloves. Red stained the hay, making everything shiny and surreal. She shifted her eyes to Fiona, and the little girl sat cross-legged in the hay, watching Jessie with a worried expression. She wanted to hold the girl and say something to explain away what she’d seen, but the damage was done. 
 
    Fiona’s eyes lifted in a look of childlike compassion. And to Jessie’s surprise, the little girl stood up, took an old rag out of the hay, and started wiping the blood off her rubber gloves.  
 
    “Fiona, you don’t have to—” 
 
    “It’s okay,” the little girl interrupted her. “We have to take care of each other out here. I’ll take care of you.” 
 
    Jessie nodded as tears welled in her eyes, and her throat was so raw and sore it felt like she’d swallowed a cactus. “Kim will be here soon,” she croaked. “Real soon.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Moe Tsosie, Chinle, Arizona 
 
      
 
    It was late into the evening when Moe got his people up and moving. He’d been watching the refugee situation unfold in the FEMA camp all afternoon and into the evening from the Speedway across the street. The military and FEMA personnel were close to being overwhelmed.  
 
    He’d already seen some staff and soldiers setting up reserve tents on the dirt lot they’d commandeered. Several fights had already broken out between the soldiers and some very confused and angry refugees, and the screams of the wounded and dying echoed through the desert sky. 
 
    The camp was hanging on by a thread, and it was only the first day. If things devolved into chaos, the people of Chinle would be overwhelmed next. 
 
    Moe and his people were spurned earlier in the day because Colonel Humphreys didn’t want them interfering. But with the situation taking a downturn, he was sure the army would welcome them. 
 
    “Rex, let’s go,” Moe said, tapping the athletic director where he’d fallen asleep in the back of his truck bed. When the man didn’t respond, he shook him hard. 
 
    “What?” Rex was sleepy as he turned over on his sleeping bag and stared up at Moe in confusion. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “I said let’s go.” He was already standing up and hopping out of the truck bed. He shook his legs to loosen them up. “Get the boys on the basketball team. I’ll grab Sage and her hospital staff. We’re going now.” 
 
    “Are you sure they’ll let us help?” 
 
    “They don’t have a choice,” Moe replied, staring across the street at the camp lit by floodlights. “They need every helping hand they can get.” 
 
    Rex hopped down after him and crossed over to the four tents the town elders had set up for Sage Denentdeel and her hospital staff. Moe stopped at the entrance to her tent, raising his fist to knock, pausing when he realized there was no door.  
 
    “Mrs. Denentdeel.” Moe spoke in an urgent, raised tone. “We’re going over now. Mrs. Denent—” 
 
    The zipper on the tent entrance flew up, and Sage pushed through the tent flaps with her medical bag in her hand. The doctor looked rugged and professional in her jeans, boots, and flannel shirt with her hospital name badge on her left breast pocket. 
 
    Sage flashed him a smile in greeting. “Did they ask for our help?” 
 
    “No, but we’re going anyway.” Moe glanced back over his shoulder. “It looks like they’re starting to become overwhelmed. We need to help them absorb the flow of refugees, and we may want to offer them space in the elementary and junior highs schools while we’re at it.” 
 
    “Understood,” Sage nodded before turning to the other tents, calling out, “Ladies and gentlemen. Let’s go. It’s time to show them what we can do. Let’s go, people.” 
 
    A dozen doctors, nurses, and interns filtered out of the tents. Some of them looked like they’d just woken up, but they were dressed and ready to go. Similarly to Sage, they wore their hospital badges. 
 
    “Be prepared to run into some resistance.” Moe said.  
 
    “I’ve been running into resistance my entire life.” Sage leveled her gaze at him. “It never stopped me before.” 
 
    “Understood.” His smile felt more like a wince.  
 
    Once they had everyone assembled, Moe stepped back and raised his voice.   
 
    “We’ll move down the side street next to the schools,” he called out, looking across the lot of doctors, nurses, and the young men of the Chinle basketball team. “We’ll enter the camp at the far end where the refugees are coming in. Please allow me to head off any resistance. I’m former military, so I think I can get them to stand down and allow us to help. Just focus on finding patients and being helpful.” 
 
    The group nodded in reply. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go.” Moe hopped down from the back of the truck and walked across the street with his small army in tow. 
 
    He guided them down the road between the schools and the FEMA camp. They passed behind Colonel Humphreys hastily-constructed command quarters, but there were no guards and no windows, either. 
 
    Breathing a sigh of relief, Moe continued to the southeast corner of the camp and gathered his people beneath one of the light posts there. He gazed out into the desert and saw the lights of the triage camps a quarter mile away. How many more thousands of refugees were on their way to the camp and when would they overwhelm the FEMA folks? 
 
    Moe’s team stood at a staging area for refugees once they’d passed triage. Wails and groans of pain came from several of the nearby tents, and he spotted groups of FEMA personnel working all along the south edge of the camp, guiding weary refugee stragglers.  
 
    The symphony of groans and wails reached a crescendo, and no military doctors or nurses were coming to help. Sage stared at the nearest tent with blood smeared on the tent flaps. She gave Moe a grim nod. He nodded back, and Sage grabbed one of her nurses and charged across the twenty yards to the tent. Three of the kids from the basketball team followed right behind her, and they almost made it until a soldier stepped from the darkness and stood between the approaching group and the tents. 
 
    Sage held her arm out for the others to stop. The soldier’s eyes roamed across the group, then he pointed his rifle at the captain of the basketball team, Josiah Cooper. The young man held up his hands but didn’t retreat.  
 
    Moe caught up with them and stepped between them with a wave. “Hey, soldier! Don’t shoot!”  
 
    “You shouldn’t be here,” the soldier said, his eyes switching to Moe. “Back up to the edge of the—” 
 
    “I’m Staff Sergeant Moe Tsosie of the United States Marines. We’re just here trying to get in to help.” He gestured at his people. “We’ve got some local doctors and nurses, and these young men can help with the sick and wounded.” 
 
    Hearing Moe’s declaration, the soldier relaxed. Still, he shook his head. “Colonel Humphreys gave a direct order to keep the townsfolk away from the area for their own safety. I just can’t have you in the camp, sir. If they move patients out later—” 
 
    Someone wailed from the tent, and Moe’s shoulders cringed at the terrible sound. When no doctor or nurse came to help, Sage stepped past him and confronted the soldier.  
 
    “Listen, young man,” she said, respectfully but firmly. “We’re going inside to help those people in there. You can shoot us, but you’d be killing them, too.” 
 
    With that, Sage pushed past the soldier who stepped aside. 
 
    “Thanks, soldier,” Moe said, sticking with the young man in case he had any second thoughts.  
 
    “The colonel will have my ass,” the soldier said, gripping his weapon as he watched the Chinle doctors and nurses charge past.  
 
    “But all of those injured people will thank you,” Moe said, trying to provide some encouragement. “And the colonel will, too, once he comes around.” 
 
    Moe and Rex stood with the soldier and a handful of basketball players near the tent’s entrance. He had his head on a swivel, looking around, ready to intercept anyone who challenged them. 
 
    Sage sometimes called out for one of the Chinle basketball players to come in, and when Moe peeked inside, he found the players helping the hospital staff turn some of the fifteen patients.  
 
    It wasn’t long before he met his second challenge of the night. Four people in military fatigues strode toward their tent with two MPs in tow.  
 
    “Aw, man,” the soldier next to him said with a deflated tone. “That’s Dtoctor Reemer. She’ll kill me for letting you hang around.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Moe said, stepping around to head the woman off. “I’ll let her kill me first.” 
 
    Dr. Reemer was a willowy woman with pinned back hair and laser blue eyes that fixed on him like she could cut him in two with a look. The woman had bags under her eyes and blonde hairs falling across her face. She’d rolled up her fatigue sleeves like she’d been in the thick of things all day long. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Dr. Reemer’s eyes darted back and forth between Moe and the soldier. 
 
    He introduced himself and then further explained. “We saw you folks needed some help over here, so we gathered up the staff of the Chinle Hospital and brought them here.” 
 
    “These men and women are from the local hospital?” 
 
    “Yes, some of them are,” Moe replied. “The young men you see assisting are from the boy’s high school basketball team.” 
 
    Dr. Reemer gestured inside the tent. “They sustained their injuries in the chaos of getting out of Albuquerque. There’s been car wrecks, fights, and several trampled people. You think your people can handle that?” 
 
    “Moe, is everything okay?” Sage came out of the tent, and he backed away when he saw her arms stained with smears of blood up to the elbow. 
 
    “Everything is fine, I think,” Moe said, deferring to Dr. Reemer. He made the introductions as the two women sized each other up. 
 
    “Dr. Reemer,” Sage nodded, but she didn’t offer a bloody hand to shake. 
 
    “Dr. Denentdeel.” Reemer nodded. 
 
    “You’ve got two people with abdominal bleeding,” Sage stated. “One of them in the retroperitoneal area around the kidneys. And I’ve got a surgeon who can work on them. So, don’t even think about kicking us out of here.” 
 
    “Kick you out of here?” Reemer leveled her gaze at Sage. “You folks are more than welcome. I wish we would have known about you sooner.” 
 
    “Colonel Humphreys gave an explicit order not to allow civilians inside the camp.” The soldier said in a plaintive tone.  
 
    Reemer turned the young soldier away from the tent. “You tell Humphreys to come see me if he has issues with these people being here.” 
 
    The soldier nodded, relieved to have Reemer’s backing. 
 
    “What kind of diagnostic equipment do you have here?” Sage asked the woman. 
 
    Reemer stood and placed her hands on her hips. “We’ve got three MRI machines, two CAT scanners, various x-ray machines, two mobile labs, and three mobile surgical facilities.” 
 
    “That won’t be enough for thousands of people.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know,” Reemer replied, raising her chin. “What do you need?” 
 
    “We need to get those two I mentioned prepped for surgery.” Sage replied bluntly. “And I’ve got another two I need a consult on.” 
 
    Reemer nodded and motioned to one of her doctors to follow as she and Sage entered the tent, leaving their MPs outside. Moe, Rex, the soldier, and the remaining basketball players stayed outside the tent, too, in the cooling desert air. 
 
    “What now?” Rex asked with a glance around. 
 
    Moe’s eyes drifted out to the desert to a bustle of activity beneath the triage lights. “Soldier, can you get us a ride out there? Maybe we can help with the incoming refugees.”  
 
    “Give me two minutes.” The soldier shouldered his rifle and ran off in search of some transportation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 
Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Moe Tsosie, Chinle, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Moe stared south toward the Chinle airfield as a trail of headlamps rolled toward them. He spotted several pickup trucks, some sedans, and a long bus that looked like something out of a 1970s hippie movie. They reached the edge of the field lighting and approached the parking slots, kicking up dust along the way. 
 
    “Are you boys ready?” Moe asked the Chinle basketball players, and they responded with affirmative nods.  
 
    Rex stood next to Moe with his QLOG tablet tucked under his arm. “I should probably say that I was born ready, but I wasn’t.” 
 
    He scoffed and dug his elbow into Rex’s side. “I’ve done some triage in my day. It’s controlled chaos. Just let it come to you. You must accept that you will make mistakes. Don’t let it frustrate you.” 
 
    “Great pep talk,” Rex said as they rushed out to greet the vehicles. 
 
    The triage camp comprised a swath of land forty yards across with a staging area out front. Moe and Rex waved the vehicles into numbered spots. The medics spread out, assessing each situation and getting vital signs. Moe and Rex logged the patients’ basic information into their QLOG tablets and took pictures of any wounds. The Chinle boys carried wounded to their assigned tents where nurses prepared them for transportation into the greater FEMA camp.  
 
    A man screamed as the medic opened the back of a sedan. Peering over the medic’s shoulder, Moe grimaced at the bone protruding through the man’s pant leg beneath his knee. He logged their information with a queasy stomach as Josiah and a big kid named Tyler, the team’s center, helped him out of the back.  
 
    Moe glanced at Josiah, though the boy didn’t seem fazed by the blood and protruding bone. Once they had the man out, they placed him on a stretcher. Then Josiah and Tyler carried the man away.  
 
    Next, Moe logged information for a family of dazed but healthy individuals. He guided them to a tent where they had bottled water, cots, and basic rations to tide them over until a transport arrived. Josiah met him, and Moe tossed him the car keys to park the family’s vehicle.  
 
    “Where’s Tyler?” Moe asked, glancing over. 
 
    “They need him to help set that leg,” Josiah said. 
 
    Moe shook his head. “I don’t want him doing those things.”  
 
    “He’s the only one strong enough to pull it straight.” Josiah’s lips spread in a wry grin.  
 
    “Okay,” he nodded, but he wasn’t happy about it. Tyler stood six-feet, four-inches tall and was built like a bulldozer. If he could use his size and strength to help, Moe wouldn’t stop him. 
 
    Someone screamed from a truck bed, and he sprinted over with one of the medics. He dropped the tailgate, and the medic climbed up next to an older woman where she knelt beside a teenage girl. The woman held the girl’s hand, a look of anguish on her face.  
 
    They’d rested the girl on a foam mat with her head elevated. Moe took pictures and prepared to log information as the medic examined her. The girl didn’t seem injured at all. There were no broken bones or bleeding. 
 
    “What happened?” The medic took her vital signs and then lifted her shirt to expose her abdomen.  
 
    “Somebody hit her with their car,” the woman sobbed. “We were walking to my brother’s along Hodge’s road, because we wanted to leave town together. People were flying up the road when someone skidded into the yard…” The woman shook her head.  
 
    “Is the person who hit her still in camp?” 
 
    The woman glanced at the men lingering around the pickup and shook her head. “They didn’t make it out of our yard.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Moe raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Colonel Humphreys won’t tolerate vigilante justice,” the medic said as he pressed his fingers against the girl’s abdomen. “Just letting you know.” 
 
    The older woman nodded. 
 
    Moe winced at the tightness of the girl’s skin. As the medic prodded, the girl squeezed her eyes tight and released a low whine of pain.  
 
    His eyes watered as the medic fed him the technical information he didn’t understand. “Got it. Anything else?” 
 
    “After we get her fluids started, we’ll need to assess the internal bleeding,” the medic said. “They’ll do that up at the main camp. Just list her as priority one.” 
 
    “Got that, too,” Moe said, marking down the information and sending it ahead to the camp. 
 
    He helped the medic move the girl to a stretcher, and the Chinle boys delivered her to a medical tent.  
 
    “Thanks for helping,” the medic said as they watched one of the boys pull the truck off to the side lot. “We were all about dead on our feet.” 
 
    “I’m just glad to help. You—” 
 
    Shouts and jostling drew Moe’s attention. He took two paces back and cast his eyes to the right. In parking spot two sat the big hippie bus he’d seen drive in. 
 
    It was an older model school bus with a faded paint job of purples, greens, and blues. The faint black and white writing on the side read Light and Venom, and hippie graffiti adorned every inch of space. 
 
    A group had gathered at the back of the bus where the emergency door lay open. An enormous man wearing threadbare farm clothes gripped big Tyler in a headlock. The rest of the team gathered around, hollering at the man to let the boy go. 
 
    Moe clenched his fist and jogged over. He swept in behind the man and punched him in the lower back more to get his attention than hurt him. The big hippie released Tyler and reeled on Moe with a glare. The man wore a heavy medallion around his neck and smelled like he hadn’t showered in a century.  
 
    He swung at Moe, but Moe deflected his arm upward and threw his shoulder forward into the man’s chest. Then Moe wrapped his arms around him in a diagonal hug, squeezing hard to close the triangle and force the hippie’s arm up at an odd angle. The big man grunted as he tried to throw Moe off, but he squatted and forced the hippie to bend forward. 
 
    “I’ll break it,” Moe growled. He squeezed again, causing the man to collapse to one knee with a pained expression. 
 
    A smooth male voice drifted from the open emergency door at the back of the bus. “Take it easy, Cash. Easy.” A pair of soft moccasins set down on the hard dirt, and a man approached Moe with a soft expression. He stood five-feet, seven-inches and was as thin as a rail, though his eyes held crafty intelligence. He wore the same threadbare clothes as Cash, and his light brown stringy hair hung to his shoulders. 
 
    A woman dropped behind the man with the ease of a gymnast, yet she was no gymnast. She was an Amazon, wearing crimson bell-bottomed pants and a button up flower shirt. Her chestnut hair rested on her shoulders in waves. She kept back, yet her blue eyes focused hard on Moe.  
 
    The smaller man stepped around to face Cash, flashing the big hippie a knowing smile. “Cash, my man. Are you causing trouble? We just got here, man!” 
 
    Cash relaxed with an affirming grunt. 
 
    The leader stepped in close to Moe. “You can let him go, mister. He won’t hurt anyone now.”  
 
    Moe released the man and danced back. “Consider yourself lucky,” Moe growled. “You do that to any of the military guys around here, they won’t put you in an arm triangle. They’ll fill you full of holes.” 
 
    When Cash only rubbed his shoulder with a dark look, Moe turned to the leader. The expression on the man’s face was friendly, though something dark swam behind his eyes. 
 
    “I’m Zane Carver,” the man said, though he didn’t offer his hand. “I’m the leader of the Light and Venom Commune.” 
 
    “I’m Moe Tsosie,” he replied. “Never heard of the Light and Venom Commune. Sounds sketchy. Where are you from?” 
 
    Carver gestured toward the east. “We’re just from the desert, man.” 
 
    One medic approached with his instruments in hand. He stood in front of the open emergency door and peered up at a dozen or more faces looking back at him.  
 
    The medic shook his head. “Uh, you folks have any wounded?” 
 
    Carver and the Amazon-like woman shared a sullen look before the leader stepped to the emergency door and gestured to the people inside. 
 
    “Just the one,” Carver said.  
 
    A half dozen hands pushed forth a dark-haired woman in sweat stained clothing. She couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds, and her right arm had deep yellow and blue bruises, skin stretched to bursting. 
 
    Another medic joined the first, and together they lowered her down from the bus, careful not to touch her injured arm. 
 
    “What happened to her?” the medic asked, staring at her sausage-tight skin. 
 
    “Snake bite,” Carver replied. 
 
    Moe spied two tiny marks on her upper arm. “Strange place to get a snake bite.” 
 
    “She was lying down when it struck,” Carver said, shaking his head pitifully. “Crawled into her tent.” 
 
    “We have anti-venom,” a medic said. “Maybe we can save her arm.” 
 
    One medic got beneath the woman’s good arm and bore her weight, carrying her to the triage tents. Two commune members dropped down and stared after the medics.  
 
    “Let’s go, boys.” Moe gestured for the Chinle kids to follow him before offering Carver a brief nod. “See you around.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Carver said, his expression blank and smiling. 
 
    Moe walked away with a strange feeling in his gut. He had run into his share of hippies in his day, and most were cool. None of them had given him the creeps like Carver and his people. Remembering the man’s eyes sent a shiver down his spine.  
 
    Rex met him back near the tents, and together they prepared for the next wave of refugees.  
 
    “You talk to them?” Rex nodded at the hippies as they moved their bus over to the desert parking lot. 
 
    “Yeah. Interesting people,” Moe replied. 
 
    Rex scoffed. “Interesting? They seem weird to me.” 
 
    He glanced back at the bus. "Just keep the kids away from them.” 
 
    “No problem there.” 
 
    Moe nodded and held up his QLOG, double checking his numbers and adding notes he remembered from each case. He clicked “Update” and took a break, gazing south across the desert as the night wore on. 
 
    
Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Kim Shields, Zanesville, Ohio 
 
      
 
    Kim drove the wide bus at a barreling pace down an isolated back road, one of many she’d had to navigate to get them within a mile of Jessie’s GPS location. 
 
    “Are we close, AMI?” 
 
    “Stay on this road, and your destination will be on the left.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    She’d gotten used to driving the big bus through tight spots. She knew all its little quirks and shakes, how to work the sensitive breaks and anticipate the shifting weight of the vehicle. 
 
    “The mobile unit is amazing,” Kim said, “but I hope I don’t have to take it off-road to pick them up.” 
 
    “Our suspension is highly rated,” AMI replied, “but I agree with you. Take a left here.” 
 
    With a tense smile, Kim turned the bus down a blacktopped road barely wide enough to fit the massive vehicle. They passed homes set back off the road and sometimes nestled in the woods, though they were just black shapes in the darkness.  
 
    “You have arrived at the address,” AMI said, and Kim brought the bus to a stop near the end of a long, gravel driveway. She wasn’t sure if she should pull the bus in and risk getting them stuck.  
 
    “Can you flood the yard with lights?” 
 
    “Of course,” AMI said. A moment later, the running lights on the left side of the bus lit up, revealing a farmstead at the end of the driveway. 
 
    Kim waited for someone to come out, though the home remained dark.  
 
    “Doesn’t seem like they’re in there,” she said. “Can you call them?” 
 
    “I’ll do that now,” AMI said, and there was a moment’s pause as the artificial girl piped the call through the bus’s cabin.  
 
    On the seventh or eighth ring, someone picked up. 
 
    “Hello, this is Bryant,” came a muffled voice. “Is this Kim?” 
 
    “It’s me,” Kim said, nodding. “I’m here. Right at the end of the driveway. Can you come to me?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he replied. “My hip is screaming, and Jessie’s not doing so hot herself. There are still people in the woods, too.” 
 
    “Is Fiona okay?” 
 
    “She’s fine,” he said in a pained tone. “She’s right here beside me.” 
 
    Her heart kicked up a notch, knowing a significant key to solving the mystery of Asphyxia was within reach in the guise of an innocent little girl. 
 
    “I’ll come to you,” she stated. “Where are you?” 
 
    “In the barn.” 
 
    “All right,” she said. “I’ll suit up and have AMI loop me into your suit’s radio signal so I can hear you. Then I’ll pull around the barn and block the barn doors. Sound good?”  
 
    “We’ll be ready.” Bryant sighed through his pain. 
 
    Kim went through the kitchen area and lab and stepped into the prep room. She took down a suit and put it on, working with AMI to check the suit’s functionality.  
 
    Once she had her hood on, Kim said, “They should be wearing military-grade protective suits. Can you patch into their radio signal?” 
 
    “Working on it now.” There was a moment of pause before AMI came back. “Done.” 
 
    “Bryant, can you read me?” 
 
    “Loud and clear now,” Bryant returned. 
 
    “I’m incoming,” Kim said, returning to the cabin and getting behind the wheel. She pulled the bus into the driveway, running over the leaning mailbox with a crunch. She carefully maneuvered the bus to the farmstead and spotted a barn fifty yards behind it.  
 
    “I see you,” she said, and she followed the gravel path around to the barn. 
 
    “Be careful,” Bryant grunted. “We haven’t heard from them for an hour. They could be anywhere.” 
 
    The big vehicle tilted and rocked as it crept over the uneven ground, and Kim’s shoulders clenched tight as she gripped the wheel. She pulled around to the back side of the barn, eyes scanning the edge of the woods for movement. She stopped so that the bus was blocking the barn entrance and killed the headlamps. Then she grabbed her pistol out of the passenger seat and headed back to the decontamination chamber. 
 
    Once there, she said, “Okay. Open the back door. Bryant, I’m coming out.” 
 
    The back door of the bus popped open, and Kim stepped out into the warm country air. She looked left and right, impressed with herself that she’d only left a few feet of space between the bus and the barn walls. If anyone came at them, they’d have to enter one at a time. 
 
    She lifted a flashlight in her left hand and guided the beam all around. The place was filled with old, broken down equipment and loose bales of hay.  
 
    “Where are you?” Kim asked. 
 
    “Up here.” 
 
    Kim angled the light upward at the loft. Bryant stood next to a ladder, half-leaning over with a rifle cradled in his right arm, blood splashed across his fatigues.  
 
    A little girl stood next to him, looking down at her with a wary expression. She wasn’t wearing an air filtration mask, and she showed no signs of Asphyxia around her mouth and nose. There weren’t even any patches on her skin. 
 
    “Fiona?” 
 
    “Go on, Fiona.” Bryant leaned down. “That’s Kim. She’s here to help us. We’re all going to take a ride in her cool bus.” 
 
    The little girl’s eyes slid from Kim over to the bus.  
 
    Kim stepped forward and waved her flashlight for Fiona to climb down the ladder. At first, she thought the little girl would be too scared to come down, and the wooden rungs were rickety and splintered in the middle. However, Fiona turned, put her feet on the top rung, and descended. She took the steps one at a time, slow and careful. 
 
    Turning around, Kim raised her weapon and walked back over to the bus, looking back and forth to make sure no one was trying to slip into the barn with them. By the time she’d turned back to Fiona, the little girl had reached the bottom and stood there staring at her. 
 
    “This way, Fiona,” Kim said with a loud, firm tone as she gestured toward the bus. While she would have liked to make a gentler introduction, they didn’t have the time.  
 
    Fiona hesitated a moment but seemed to understand the urgency because she walked toward the open bus door and stopped with a look back. Kim smiled inside her hood and nodded, and the little girl stepped up and inside the safety of the bus. 
 
    Kim closed her eyes and sighed, but a crunching sound raised alarms in her brain. She spun to her right and saw someone squeezing between the bus and the barn wall. She caught a glint of light off a visor, raised her pistol, and fired. The person ducked and backed out of the gap, and she spun to check the other gap, but no one was there. 
 
    A groaning sound reached her ears, and Kim tilted her head. “Are you okay, Bryant?” 
 
    “That was Jessie,” Bryant said. “She’s not doing very well. The infection has gotten much worse.” 
 
    “Do you need help to get her down?” 
 
    “Negative. Watch the entrances.” 
 
    Kim did as she was told, checking the gaps as the shuffling and grunting continued in the loft. She only glanced back once to see Bryant coming down the ladder with Jessie thrown over his shoulder. The woman wore a military-grade protective suit complete with a respirator unit on her back. He grunted with every step, the pain in his voice barely held in check.  
 
    One slat snapped in two, and Kim gasped as Bryant’s foot dangled in midair. He let his boot settle on the next rung down and continued his descent. Once he reached the bottom, he placed Jessie gently on her feet and collapsed against her. It was Jessie’s turn to grab at the soldier’s suit, although her attempts to hold up the larger man were futile. 
 
    “Come on, Bryant,” Jessie rasped as she tugged and pulled. “We can’t quit now…Almost there.” 
 
    Kim had briefly spoken to her before and understood she was a young woman, though the voice coming through her earpiece sounded like some long-dead mummy they’d dragged out of an ancient tomb. 
 
    “Jessie, get inside the bus,” Kim urged. “I’ll get Bryant.” 
 
    The CDC field agent turned toward Kim, and Kim took a shocked step back. The woman’s eyes were bloodshot, and her umber-toned cheeks had gone ashy and dry. Fungal growth flecked the girl’s lips and nose. She was infected, though Kim couldn’t understand how she could be walking. 
 
    “Go on! Hurry!” 
 
    Jessie nodded and half-stumbled to the bus entrance before she stepped up and disappeared inside.  
 
    “I’m getting tired of rescuing you, Bryant,” Kim said, leaning down and pulling his arm over her shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll try not to make it a habit,” the soldier replied, gruffly. 
 
    Together, they rose and started toward the bus, Kim wincing as the strain stretched her bruised ribs. 
 
    Kim glimpsed movement to the right. Bryant’s rifle bucked against his hip as he fired several bursts into the gap on their right. She checked the left side and spotted someone coming through. Her gun was in her right hand and wrapped around his waist. 
 
    She turned to her left, spinning Bryant in that direction. Sensing what she wanted him to do, Bryant lifted his rifle and fired a burst into the gap. The visor of the person coming through exploded in fragments of flesh, bone, and plastic, and the others who’d been coming through behind them leapt back out of the kill zone.  
 
    Kim got Bryant straightened out and guided him into the bus, following him up into the decontamination chamber where Jessie lay on the floor with Fiona. 
 
    “Shut the back door, AMI.”  
 
    The door snapped shut behind them and she heard the motorized hum of the decontamination sprayers kick up.  
 
    “I need to get us out of here. Can we hurry it up?” 
 
    “There are no emergency procedures for decontamination,” AMI said. “The process will take a full ten minutes to—” 
 
    Kim had already stripped her suit most of the way off and stood there in her jeans and T-shirt. “Open the door to the prep room and clear me a path to the cabin. We need to be driving now!” 
 
    “I cannot open the door. You’ll contaminate the entire bus.” 
 
    Pounding on the door to the prep room, Kim shouted, “Engage override code 3-1-2-7-8 and open the damn doors!” 
 
    “Very well. Override code accepted.” 
 
    The doors to the prep room opened up, and Kim stumbled through and rushed toward the front of the bus. She fell into the driver’s seat and slapped on her seatbelt.  
 
    “Hit all the lights.” 
 
    There was a clicking sound before white runner lights lit the entire field around them. The headlamps snapped on, revealing three groups of people gathered in front of the bus. They had shaved heads and faces and all wore the same style of makeshift air filtration masks.  
 
    They were also all armed. 
 
    “Can they see me behind the wheel?” 
 
    “They cannot.” 
 
    As if to dispute that fact, a woman stepped in front of the bus and fired a pistol round point blank into the glass. Kim jerked back, expecting the entire front windshield to shatter. The round bounced off, leaving a slight mark where it had struck.  
 
    Taking that as a cue, Kim put the bus into drive and stomped on the gas. The bus lurched forward, narrowly missing the person who’d fired on them, although the crowd of five standing further up the gravel driveway took a fraction of a second too long to move. She slammed the bus through them, sending one person flying to the ground while the others dove off to the side. 
 
    She kept going, angling toward the house while small arms fire pounded the bus. Another big vehicle was pulling into the driveway ahead, and Kim recognized it as a moving truck.  
 
    “Trying to box me in?” Kim shed a fierce grin as she jerked the wheel to the left and took them through the yard. The moldy grass was softer than the gravel, and the bus leaned dangerously to the left as she spun the wheel back right to avoid the moving truck. They merged back onto the gravel driveway, and she gave the wheel another sharp jerk to the right, cutting through the yard once again to put them on the blacktop road leading out. 
 
    Kim had the bus on the main highway in a matter of minutes. 
 
    “Give me directions back to Yellow Springs,” Kim said, firm-lipped. “We should be close to the expressway, right?” 
 
    “Continue on this road for the next three miles,” AMI’s pleasant voice chimed, “and then go west on I-70.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Kim sighed and allowed her shoulders to slump. 
 
    “That was some driving.” 
 
    Kim jerked upright and yanked her eyes toward the passenger seat where Fiona sat with her seatbelt strapped across her chest and a serious expression on her face. 
 
    Clutching her chest, Kim laughed. “I didn’t even see you up here.” 
 
    “I’m sneaky,” Fiona responded with the faintest hint of a smile.  
 
    “Yes, you are.” Kim grinned, though her hands shook. She’d been shot at and run off the road, and the most critical part of their journey still lay ahead. Red lights blinked on the dashboard, and a glance back into the living area showed another red light flashing next to the open door. Asphyxia contaminated the entire bus. “And I sure hope you have all the answers we need.”  
 
    If not, the world’s as good as dead. And I’m dead, too. 
 
    
Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Randy and Jenny Tucker, Indianapolis, Indiana 
 
      
 
    “I’m not saying the competitive part isn’t a good idea,” Randy said as he walked with his tray to one of the food court tables and sat down. “I’m just saying we missed a lot of stuff today because Kirk and Stephanie were in a race to bring back food and water.” 
 
    Randy had a tray with a plate full of chicken hash and three pieces of cornbread. He also had a full glass of milk and a big chocolate chip cookie.  
 
    “Says the man with a double portion.” Corporal Ames sat opposite Randy and let her hazel eyes fall upon him. 
 
    A part of him melted away. The strangest part was that his feelings for the corporal had come out of nowhere. He’d had girlfriends before, but there was something about Tricia that made him loopy in the head. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” he said, trying to sound cool. “You watched that idiot try to catch up to us and spill their supplies all over. And I almost punched him in the face.” 
 
    “You don’t want to fight with anyone,” Tricia countered as she dipped her cornbread into the hash juice and took a bite. When she finished chewing, she continued. “If Jergensen found out, she’d make an example of you.” 
 
    “Great,” Randy said as his shoulders slumped.  
 
    While he couldn’t complain about having a roof over his head and food in his belly, he agreed with Jenny that this wasn’t the civilization they’d hoped to find. Jenny sat next to her brother but remained quiet. She’d won a double portion of food, too, their reward for beating Kirk and Stephanie at scavenging. 
 
    “You think the Colonel would allow violence to stand?” Tricia challenged him. 
 
    “No.” Randy stared at her. He didn’t know if she felt the same way about him, though she hung around the twins a lot. Still, he had to be careful with what he said. “My point is that some people are taking the competitive part too seriously. We’re on the same team.” 
 
    “If you have any issues with Kirk,” Tricia said, “tell me, and I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “I can defend myself,” he said, not meaning the words to come out so harsh. “It feels weird that I don’t have that option. If feels like a, um…” 
 
    “Prison camp,” Jenny finished for him. 
 
    “Right, a prison camp.” Randy nodded as he used his fork to shift around some potatoes, carrots, and shredded chicken in his gravy. 
 
    Tricia wore a frown for a moment, but it smoothed out as she considered his words. “I guess that’s one way of looking at it, but you have to admit it’s much better than being out there on your own. I can’t imagine what people do to survive out there.” 
 
    Randy thought about everything they’d been through in Kentland; those poor people at the church who’d suffocated; Jenny’s friend, Ally, murdered in cold blood; the twins’ life and death struggle with Krumer.  
 
    The twins knew exactly what people were doing to survive. 
 
    “I have to admit, this hash is amazing.” He changed the subject, taking another bite followed by a nip from the corner of a piece of cornbread. 
 
    “See, there’s a bright side to being a captive at the Colony.” Tricia gave him a fun smirk, causing a warmth to rise in his chest. 
 
    “What about you, sis?” Randy said. “Do you think— 
 
    Something flew through the air and landed on his plate with a splatter of gravy. Randy reached into the slop and pulled out a Twinkie cake still in its wrapper.  
 
    He held it up to Tricia just as a commotion erupted in the center of the food court. Randy stood and watched as one of the male soldiers pulled a woman out of line by the arm and threw her down. He recognized the woman as a scavenger from another team, and the soldier was one of a half dozen standing around. 
 
    It seemed like a simple disagreement until the soldier took one step and brought his palm down hard across the woman’s face. She fell back with a cry, and the soldier followed with a boot to the woman’s shoulder that knocked her the rest of the way to the floor. 
 
    The crowd fell silent, although a few groaned each time one of the soldier’s blows hit home. Randy was already stepping over their bench with his jaw clenched in anger. 
 
    “No,” Jenny said, throwing up her arm to block him. 
 
    Randy pushed Jenny’s arm aside and approached the soldier. He wasn’t sure what he’d do when he got there, but his gut told him he was about to do something stupid. Never mind that the soldiers were armed with pistols. 
 
    One of the soldier’s friends nodded a warning to his buddy, and the soldier spun to face Randy as he stopped two yards away. He noted the name tag on the soldier’s fatigues read C. Odom.  
 
    “Can I help you?” Odom smirked. 
 
    “I think you dropped something,” Randy said, and he tossed the gravy-soaked Twinkie at the soldier. The cake hit the soldier in the chest and bounced off, leaving a spot on the front of his uniform. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Odom said with narrowed eyes.  
 
    “Just someone who might be a bigger challenge for you,” he replied, his tone defiant. 
 
    Odom gave an authoritative nod. “The rules are that no one steals under threat of public punishment.” 
 
    “What did she do?” Randy asked. 
 
    Odom glanced down at the Twinkie lying on the floor. “She stole food.” 
 
    “A Twinkie?” he scoffed. “It’s not like she committed grand theft auto. Do you need to kick and punch her?” 
 
    “It’s Jergensen’s rule. Are you saying Jergensen’s rules are bullshit?” Odom countered with a raised eyebrow. “I’d be curious to see what she thinks of your opinion.” 
 
    Fear crept up Randy’s spine. He’d expected the soldier to challenge him, not threaten him with Jergensen. He had to think quick. “No, I’m saying Jergensen might find it annoying that you’re beating on one of her scavengers.” 
 
    Odom puffed up and was about to respond when Tricia stepped in front of Randy and gave him a quick buck with her backside that knocked him a step back. 
 
    “Hey, Odom,” the corporal said. “I’m right there with you, man. But it’s just a Twinkie. Take it upstairs and let her have a ration pulled or something. No need to beat her.” 
 
    “You’re aware of the policy, Ames.” Odom shifted his position and faced Tricia. “We’re supposed to call out people who screw up.” 
 
    “You’re outranked, soldier,” Tricia said, and the warm look she’d had for Randy a few minutes ago hardened into stern authority. “I said, take it upstairs.” 
 
    “Oh, I will, Ames,” Odom sneered. “You’ll be hearing from Taggert on this one.” 
 
    Tricia pushed forward, staring the soldier down. “Fine, Odom. And I’ll shove that complaint right back down the chain on top of your head, so bring it on.” 
 
    Odom scoffed, shook his head, and turned away, taking his buddies with him. 
 
    Randy turned to help the beaten woman up, but she’d vanished.  
 
    Tricia bent down and picked up the crushed Twinkie pack, tossing it to one of the kitchen helpers. “Clean this up and put it back in the dessert tray.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, but Tricia wordlessly returned to their table. 
 
    It was only when they were all sitting down again that Tricia shook her head in disappointment. “Dumb move, brother.” 
 
    “What was I supposed to do, let him beat the crap out of her?” 
 
    “She decided to steal that food.” Tricia poked her finger at the table with every word. “She brought that on herself.” 
 
    Randy shook his head with his own disappointment. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this.” He glanced at his sister, looking for support. “You’re saying soldiers can beat on anyone they want here?” 
 
    “In a roundabout way, yes.” When Tricia saw his crestfallen expression, she looked away. “Look, it’s not something that would’ve flown a month ago, but the situation has changed. Like I said before, there’s got to be discipline, and that’s what Jergensen gives us. You can fight it all day long, but you’ll only get hurt, or worse. The scavenging teams are the most well-respected lot outside of the soldiers. If you guys continue to perform like you did today, there’s plenty of room for growth in the Colony.” 
 
    While Randy heard what Tricia was saying, he just couldn’t bring himself to like it. At first, the Colony hadn’t seemed so bad, but it was getting worse every day. And with guys like Odom encouraged to assume authority over everyone, there was no telling where the next hit would come from. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you’ve adjusted.” Randy sneered the words. “Must be nice.” 
 
    Jenny placed her hand on her brother’s arm. “Quit while you’re ahead, brother.” 
 
    Tricia ignored Jenny, her hazel eyes staring holes into him. Water formed around the rims of her eyes before her jaw tightened in defiance. “That’s what soldiers do. We adjust, and we take orders. We do what needs to be done, and we can’t always plant our feet on some moral high ground.” 
 
    Randy wanted to come up with something smart to say, but his gut churned at the way Tricia looked at him. Her eyes weren’t warm, like before. When he didn’t reply, the corporal rose with her tray in hand and left the table. 
 
    Cursing under his breath, Randy shook his head and picked around at the food on his plate. 
 
    “Nice moves there, brother,” Jenny said with a dry tone. 
 
    “You’re getting some kicks out of this, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” Jenny paused. “And, no. You’re flirting with disaster, just like that song dad used to play. I can’t remember the band, though.” 
 
    “Molly’s Hatchet, or something.” Randy nodded as he recalled the basic melody of the tune. 
 
    They sat in silence for a few long moments, and Randy imagined the repercussions of protecting the woman who’d stolen a Twinkie. He didn’t know Taggert or what the punishment was for challenging a soldier. He just hoped he wasn’t in too much trouble, and he hoped Tricia and his sister weren’t in trouble, too. 
 
    “You like her, don’t you?” Jenny asked, softly. 
 
    “Of course, I do,” Randy said, no longer ashamed to admit it. “She’s beautiful. She’s…incredible.” 
 
    For once, Jenny had nothing witty to say. Instead, she gave his left arm a firm squeeze and dug back into her hash. 
 
    
Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Bishop Shields, Ft. Collins, Colorado 
 
      
 
    Bishop hadn’t been able to rest since he’d found the dead bodies three houses down, and he couldn’t get their blood-soaked pillows out of his head. 
 
    He stood in his usual spot in the master bedroom, staring outside as the sun came up over their quiet, dead neighborhood. His hands had stopped quivering a few hours ago, though his insides shook like an earthquake giving off low tremors. 
 
    Bishop didn’t know if Francis was crazy, though no other explanation for his murderous actions came to mind. There was the possibility Francis thought his family was sicker than they really were, and he wanted to spare them some suffering. But the look in Francis’s eyes told him the man leaned toward being unhinged. 
 
    The sun was a welcome sight, but their house felt less like a home and more like a tomb every minute. What could Bishop do about it? They weren’t ready for a lengthy trip anywhere, and they had no place to go, anyway. What if they left home and Kim showed up or sent a rescue team after them? Like getting lost in the woods, it was best to stay put. 
 
    Bishop backed away from the window and sat on the bed. Over the past few days, he’d resisted pulling back the covers and climbing beneath the sheets, opting to sleep on top of the bedspread with a small throw cover over his upper body. He suspected it was because Kim’s shampoo scent would be all over the sheets, and he missed her too much. Or it was because he wanted to be ready to leap out of bed at a moment’s notice without getting tangled in the sheets. 
 
    The sterile existence kept his heart hard and his nerves frosty. 
 
    Falling onto the mattress, Bishop grabbed the throw cover and pulled it over him, allowing his eyes to shut for a few minutes. If he forgot how awful things were, maybe he’d actually fall asleep. Kim once told him that the trick to falling asleep was to imagine a comfortable memory and live within it. 
 
    For the first time, he took her advice. His thoughts returned to their wedding reception when his wife had been on the dance floor with her sisters, doing some college move that had him chuckling and laughing. Though Kim was joking and carrying on like a fool, she was still beautiful. He watched every move she made as she dipped and turned and smiled. Bishop watched her until he drifted off into the dreamy moment. 
 
    Boom, boom, boom! 
 
    A knocking sound shook the recital hall. At first, no one noticed. But as the sound grew louder, and the walls shook, people on the dance floor stopped dancing and looked around in mild confusion.   
 
    Boom, boom, boom! 
 
    The walls shook harder, and parents began searching the crowd for their children. Kim’s father pulled her mother close, and Bishop saw his own parents on the other side of the hall. His mother watched him with a questioning look. Bishop strode out onto the dance floor where he’d last seen Kim with her sisters and cousins. He gently pushed people aside, aware he could knock a normal-sized person down without trying. 
 
    Boom, boom, boom! 
 
    Pieces of tile fell from the ceiling, and someone screamed. Eight-legged panic crawled up his spine, causing his blood to turn cold. By the time he’d reached the center of the dance floor, Kim was gone, and people in the hall were jostling and shouting to get out. Terrified fingers tickled his brain as the walls and floor continued to shake.  
 
    “Kim!” He roared with raw emotion “Kim!” 
 
    People staggered against him, though Bishop was like a boulder in the middle of a fast-flowing stream, anchored and unmovable. He swept people aside like they were gnats, head swiveling to find his wife. A woman rushed toward the exit in a wedding dress, and he worked his way in that direction.  
 
    “Kim!” Bishop shouted after the woman, but the only reply he received was the hammering sounds in his head. 
 
    Boom, boom, BOOM! 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    His eyes flew open, and he bolted upright. While it was still light outside, the brightness had turned to a dismal gray, making it feel like it was much later in the day.  
 
    He glanced at Riley standing in the doorway of his room, and the knocking came again. 
 
    Bishop associated it with something heavy rapping against the downstairs brick. But it could also be someone banging against the wood they’d hammered up over the windows.  The vestiges of the dream scattered as Bishop rose and crossed to the window. His heart was still beating like a jackhammer from the dream, though a new, more pressing fear replaced that one.  
 
    “Riley, can you bring me your softball bat?” 
 
    “Yeah. Hang on.” 
 
    His daughter padded into her room and threw her sliding closet door open while Bishop looked for someone below. A moment later, Riley returned to the room and held out her aluminum softball bat.  
 
    “Here you go,” she said. “Are you going outside?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Bishop eased away from the window and took the bat from his daughter. He wasn’t sure what good it would do against a gun, but whoever it was would break their windows if someone didn’t stop him.  
 
    Trevor showed up in the doorway, rubbing his eyes. “Hey guys, what the heck is going on? What’s all that pounding?”  
 
    “Someone’s trying to cause us harm, kids,” Bishop replied, pushing through the doorway and into the hall. “And I need to stop them.” 
 
    “Why would anyone cause us harm?” Trevor asked. “Is it Francis?” 
 
    He stopped in the hallway and turned around. “I don’t know, son, but whoever it is might have a gun.” 
 
    Riley’s face grew worried. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I just do.” When Bishop saw Riley didn’t understand, he tried to explain. “I walked around the neighborhood earlier and saw some things.” 
 
    Riley remained firm. “Well, you’re not going out there, then.” 
 
    “I have to, or they might break the windows and let in spores.” 
 
    “No,” Riley said, grabbing his arm and holding him to the spot. 
 
    Bishop placed his larger hand over his daughter’s and gently removed it. He looked back and forth between his kids. “We knew we might have to defend ourselves at some point. This is just one of those times.” 
 
    Trevor nodded. “What do you want us to do?” 
 
    “Take the radio and move from room to room,” Bishop said. “Look outside and notify me if you spot someone. I might be able to surprise them.” 
 
    “Awesome idea, Dad. I’ve got the other radio right in my room.” 
 
    “Great. Mine’s downstairs with my coveralls and mask. I’ll take it with me when I go outside, and we can stay in close contact, okay?” 
 
    “No problem,” Trevor said with a confident nod. 
 
    “Riley?” 
 
    The girl had folded her arms across her chest, and she held her right foot forward, pressing the ball of her foot into the carpet. She didn’t like the idea. 
 
    “There’s no other way around it, Riley,” Bishop said. He ended the conversation and hurried to the stairs, looking up as he descended them. “Help your brother look for them.” 
 
    Down in the basement, Bishop donned his coveralls and stepped through their makeshift decontamination area to where his boots rested next to the basement door. 
 
    The booming noises continued sporadically, and Bishop cocked his head to pinpoint the sound. He didn’t think they were banging on the basement windows or brick, but they might be up on the deck.  
 
    He raised his radio and hit the talk button. “Son, can you get an angle on the deck?” 
 
    “I’m trying,” Trevor returned. “But I’d have to stick my head out the window to see them.” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Bishop ordered. “Still, keep an eye out. I’m about to leave through the basement door and stand beneath the deck stairs. If we go at it, it will be sooner than later.” 
 
    “Gotcha. Be careful.” 
 
    Bishop put his boots on and laced them up. With the radio in one hand and the softball bat in the other, he unlocked the basement door and pulled it open quietly. He stepped outside and pulled the door shut behind him. The sounds of banging came from right above his head. 
 
    They were definitely on the deck.  
 
    Placing the radio back into his pocket, Bishop wrapped both hands around the softball bat handle and crept along the stone path that led to the deck stairs. As he approached the stairs, his radio crackled to life and Trevor said something. 
 
    It wasn’t loud, though the person on the deck stopped hammering.  
 
    Cursing himself for forgetting to turn the radio down, Bishop stepped to the edge of the deck and squatted with his weight shifted forward. When they came down the deck stairs, he was going to swing for the fences.  
 
    There was silence for several long, painful moments followed by the sudden pounding of footsteps across the deck. Bishop cocked the bat back in preparation to strike when he realized the footsteps were moving in the opposite direction. Someone grunted as they flew over the rail and landed in the grass behind him. Bishop reeled in time to catch them running around the corner of the house.  
 
      He took off after them but pulled up at the corner of the house in case they were waiting in ambush. The space between his house and the Smith’s was empty except for mold-covered bushes. He leaned his shoulder against the brick and willed his breathing to slow as he listened.  
 
    Bishop dug his radio out of his pocket. “Son, did you see anyone?” 
 
    “I saw them on the deck.” Trevor said. “When they heard you, they took off running around to the front, but I couldn’t get to your bedroom fast enough. They may have gone over to the Smiths.” 
 
    Bishop nodded and looked around. Then he pushed himself off the wall and moved along the side of the house where he spotted some moldy grass trampled down like footprints in snow. He followed the trail over to the Smith’s driveway before he turned around and came back. 
 
    “Well, I guess you’re good for something,” he said to the mold, thankful to confirm what his son said.  
 
    As he did a lap around the house, Bishop lifted his radio to his visor. “You were right, Son. There are some tracks that lead over to the Smith’s but I’m not going to follow them.” He found another set of prints on the other side of the house, coming from the direction of Francis’s house. No surprise there.  
 
    “He’s gone,” Bishop said with a deflated tone. “I’m coming inside to get cleaned up.” 
 
    “Do you need help?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “No, I’ve got it,” he replied.  
 
    “Okay. See you upstairs.” 
 
    He entered the basement and shut and locked the door behind him. He passed through their decontamination chambers, ensuring he scrubbed himself down from head to toe and threw his coveralls into the stationary tub to soak them in bleach. In the last chamber, Bishop took off his air filtration mask and scrubbed his face down good in case any spores had gotten beneath the plastic seal of his mask. 
 
    Leaving the radio and the softball bat downstairs, he trudged upstairs and had himself a quick bowl of microwaved barley soup. Then he went upstairs to talk to the kids about the day’s shift. They agreed to keep watch while their father slept, but no one expected Francis to be back anytime soon.  
 
    Bishop entered the master bedroom and dropped on the bed, pulling the coverlet over him once more. He tried to rekindle the dream about his wedding reception but ended up drifting off to a time when he and Kim had gone to Gatlinburg, Tennessee for a quick vacation.  
 
    They’d found a stream on the motor trail and got out to take some pictures. Before he knew it, Kim had stripped off her shoes and socks and waded into the stream. Drifting closer to sleep, Bishop did his best to linger in the moment, recalling everything about the trip, the log cabin where they’d stayed and all the things they’d done. It was one of the best times of his life, straight out of college with no kids but with plans for marriage and a long life together. 
 
    He held onto that moment, content and happy to remain within the memory as long as the world would allow. He grinned and allowed himself to feel blessed for a moment. Blessed despite the hardships. Blessed despite the threats to their lives.  
 
    Bishop’s eyes flew open when the banging started up again. 
 
    
Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Moe Tsosie, Chinle, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Moe groaned as he sat on the tailgate of Rex’s truck. His forty-seven-year-old body wasn’t what it used to be, and his back and legs screamed at him for a comfortable bed to rest in. He ignored his body’s complaints. As a soldier, he’d survived worse conditions, and as a truck driver, he was used to sleeping in the back of a truck cab after a sixteen-hour driving stint. 
 
    While most people caught their second wind, he had five or six winds to go through before he’d be out of steam. 
 
    He stared out across the desert as the morning sun teased the edge of the horizon. He, along with Rex and a small mixture of Chinle players and FEMA workers, camped beneath a tall pole strung up with a powerful light. They meant the beam to be a beacon for anyone coming across the desert to escape the plague in the east. 
 
    Moe didn’t know how much longer they would have to stay at triage, but he’d go as long as they needed him to.  
 
    Rex was dead on his feet, arms folded across his chest as he leaned back against the truck with his eyes closed. His QLOG tablet sat dusty next to him, along with a box of tags used to mark refugees after the camp EMTs saw to them. Moe logged the information into the tablet and sent it ahead along with the injured.  
 
    A few of the Chinle kids lay passed out in the truck bed with a tarp stretched above them, and the other triage nurses and soldiers were making use of any available car hood or back seat to catch a few minutes of shuteye before the next refugees trickled in. 
 
    A dozen 4-wheel drive vehicles sat parked off to the side, brought in by earlier refugees.  
 
    Moe had caught their stories as they recounted escaping Albuquerque, Santa Fe, or Denver. They talked about a vast spore cloud that had descended upon the cities, killing tens of millions in the space of a few minutes while the panicked mobs fled and fought for survival. 
 
    There were a lot of small towns between Albuquerque and Chinle, and Rex heard those stories, too. Even though the spore clouds had finally dwindled somewhere in the desert, refugees overran the smaller towns to the west. And while many principled people tried to establish some order amidst the chaos, others committed terrible crimes. 
 
    Moe had focused on keeping people alive and helping get them into camp. Most were just tired and hungry, though others had gunshot wounds, broken bones, or other mysterious injuries that needed more serious attention. 
 
    Hearing a truck engine, Moe caught sight of a military transport leaving camp and heading their way. They were a quarter mile off, the truck following a pair of ruts carved in the dirt.  
 
    He waited for them to arrive and then dropped from the tailgate, waving at the driver as they pulled up. 
 
    “No new customers,” Moe shouted. 
 
    “I’ve got some customers for you,” the driver replied, hooking his thumb toward the rear of the truck. Dr. Sage Denentdeel and Josiah Cooper appeared from the back of the truck with an urn of coffee between them.  
 
    As the tired pair walked past Moe, Sage nodded back the way they’d come. “There’s donuts back there, too. Courtesy of the Speedway. Probably the last ones in town.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Moe said, and he hoofed it to the back of the truck and retrieved two pink boxes of donuts. 
 
    Back at Rex’s truck, Sage and Josiah placed the urn on the tailgate and started handing out cups of coffee with creamer and sugar packets to the entire team. Moe and Rex opened the boxes of donuts and used napkins to pick out a treat for everyone. His stomach rumbled at the sweet smells of maple sugar icing, chocolate, and glaze. 
 
    Once they’d handed out everything, Moe returned to the truck and poured himself a cup of coffee, opting for one creamer just to take the edge off the bitter taste. 
 
    Sage joined him, and together they leaned against the tailgate as Rex took donuts and coffee to the other workers. 
 
    “You look tired,” Moe told her. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Sage replied with a smile as she chewed on the last glazed donut. She winked at him. “You look fresh, like you could do this all over again.” 
 
    “Trust me, my body aches,” he complained. Then he happily took another bite of his bear claw and washed it down with a sip of coffee. “But I’m used to working long shifts driving my truck. I’m sure that’s nothing to what you folks have to deal with at the hospital.” 
 
    “Sometimes we work twenty-four or forty-eight-hour shifts,” Sage agreed. “But mostly we’re on call. I can often find a few minutes to shut my eyes. Not last night, though.” 
 
    Moe studied the woman as the first rays of light stretched over the foothills and valleys to the east. Her skin was a beautiful tawny tone that absorbed the sunlight. She’d pushed her shock of gray hair behind her ear to keep it out of her face. Her eyes simmered with youthful maturity that made it impossible to tell her age, though she must be somewhere near Moe’s. 
 
    Sage stared out at the desert before looking at him. He glanced away and raised his coffee for another sip.  
 
    “Will the refugees stop coming in?” Sage asked. 
 
    Moe shrugged. “Hard to tell. But our elders need to prepare for the long haul. We’ll have strangers living right next door to us for the foreseeable future. Maybe even years, if you ask me.” 
 
    “That’s hard to get my mind around,” Sage shook her head, “but you’re probably right.” 
 
    “I mean, where else will they go?” Moe asked with an open-handed gesture. “Unless there are more camps in California or near Phoenix. I suspect Colonel Humphreys will inform us of what the government response will be.” 
 
    “What if there is no more government?” Sage asked in a flat, hard tone. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that,” Moe admitted. Actually, it had lingered in the back of his mind, but he didn’t want to admit it. He shook his head. “If that’s the case, it changes everything. We’ll be an island out here. Just Chinle, the US military, and around five thousand refugees.” 
 
    Sage raised her eyes to the sunlight. “Can we all get along?” 
 
    “We can get along with them,” he nodded, “but I can’t say the reverse is true.” 
 
    “There’s a meeting later with the town elders,” Rex added. 
 
    Moe nodded his agreement. “Good. Maybe we can set the tone for a good working relationship between our people and the military.” 
 
    “I’m going home to pick up some things,” Sage announced. “Since I’ll be living down here for the foreseeable future. Unless the spore clouds hit here, too. I mean, should we go back to the Wildcat Den?” 
 
    Moe gazed out across the horizon, and all he saw were clear skies and bright, powerful sunlight. “If those clouds were anything like regular mold, they’d find it tough to live out here in the desert. If it weren’t for an unusually wet spring, they might not have made it to Albuquerque and Santa Fe.” He shook his head. “The spore clouds are the least of our problems now.” 
 
    “Good,” Sage said. “I’ll be back in an hour. Josiah, you coming with me or staying here?” 
 
    The captain of the Chinle basketball team gave her a slight wave. “I’ll stay here with my brothers.” 
 
    “Okay. See you soon, guys.”  
 
    He watched Sage exchange a few words with the driver of the military truck before she climbed into the back. The truck rumbled to life and returned the way it came. 
 
    “What now?” Rex asked. 
 
    “We stay here until someone comes to relieve us,” Moe said. He ran his hand through his long hair, which had gotten greasy over the last two days. Something caught his eye out on the horizon. It was a pair of four-wheel drives moving toward them from the Chinle airstrip. He pointed. “Look.” 
 
    “Our work never ends,” Rex said with a shake of his head, and he crushed his foam coffee cup and tossed it at the boys in the back of the truck. “Let’s go, Stephen and Tracey. We’ve got company.” 
 
    
Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Kim Shields, Yellow Springs, Ohio 
 
      
 
    Kim pulled the bus down the tree-lined driveway back to the trail that led to Paul Henderson’s lab. She’d already radioed the mycologist to make him aware she’d successfully rescued Bryant, Jessie, and Fiona and was bringing them in. Although, with one caveat. She’d exposed herself to the Asphyxia fungus and compromised her mobile lab. 
 
    Paul hadn’t seemed worried about it, and that didn’t surprise Kim. The man managed his infection by means of a super concoction of antifungal drugs he’d put together, and the proof lay in his results. He lived. 
 
    After parking at the end of the gravel lane, she returned to the decontamination chamber where her guests had remained for the entire two-hour journey.  
 
    “Sorry, I couldn’t make you more comfortable,” Kim told Bryant as she slipped back into her protective suit. It might be a moot point, but she didn’t want to make her infection worse by breathing the stuff outside. She suspected Jessie had the same idea, and it had probably saved her life. 
 
    The CDC field agent was curled up in a ball in the back of the chamber, her arms folded across her chest, and Kim heard her wheezing through her hood’s communication system. Fiona slept with her head resting on Jessie’s hip. 
 
    “It’s no problem,” Bryant groaned as he stood. His wounded hip had been bothering him to the point of agony. His leg was pretty much useless.  
 
    Kim gently woke Jessie and Fiona up. “Before we leave the bus, you need to understand something. Burke Birkenhoff was here snooping around.” 
 
    Bryant’s face reddened behind his visor. “That CEO and his goons?” 
 
    “Just one goon,” Kim said. “A guy named Richtman, and he’s wounded in the hip like you. I’m not sure why they’re here except that Paul Henderson was on their list of people to eliminate who might find a cure for Asphyxia.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s them?” Bryant’s expression was level and sober. “Did you talk to them?” 
 
    “No, but Paul showed me some security video of two guys poking around outside his lab. I recognized the suits, and Richtman’s limp. It’s them.” 
 
    “No problem.” Bryant unslung his rifle and checked his magazine. 
 
    “Jessie, can you walk?” Kim asked the CDC field agent. 
 
    The woman rolled to her knees, stood, and held her hands out to steady herself. Once stable, she gave Kim a sharp nod. 
 
    “I’ll help her,” Fiona said, hugging Jessie around the waist. 
 
    Kim smiled down at the little girl. She represented a nugget of hope, and they had to protect her with their lives.  
 
    “AMI, pop the back door.” 
 
    The back door clicked and sprung open then slid to the side. Kim guided Bryant down the narrow stairs until they were standing on the fungus-covered grass. The once green turf had changed to a dead brown color, the fungus sucking the life out of everything.  
 
    Jessie and Fiona came out next, and the CDC field agent looked even weaker than before she’d boarded the bus two hours earlier. Kim understood time was of the essence if they had any chance of saving her. Any more strain on her body and she could go septic. 
 
    “Close and lock up,” Kim ordered, and the AI complied. “Okay, this way.” She guided Bryant up the slight incline to the trail leading to Paul’s lab. The going was rough with the soldier dragging his wounded leg behind him, and Jessie wasn’t winning any races. 
 
    Inside the suit, everything was quiet except for the sounds of their breathing. Kim’s head was on an aggressive swivel as she searched the woods for any sign of Burke or Richtman. She held her pistol in her left hand, for all the good that would do. She wasn’t accurate with her normal shooting hand much less her off one. But if she saw either of those goons, she’d send a round in their general direction to scare them away.  
 
    They passed the fungus-covered jogger caught in the trees, and Kim noticed her pink jogging suit was now barely discernible through the thick growth that had cocooned her body.  
 
    After what seemed like forever, they entered Paul’s glade, navigated past the air conditioning unit and filtration systems, and reached the front door. Kim waved up at the camera, and a moment later the door popped open and slid aside on a silent track. Paul was there, waving them inside. 
 
    Kim didn’t allow herself to relax until the door shut behind her and locked tight. Paul led them through quarantine, taking Fiona to the end where she only had to scrub up with some mild antifungal soap and water. The rest of them adhered to the standard process, if just by force of habit and to clean up their equipment, before they stood in the guest room.  
 
    They’d all stripped off their masks except for Bryant, whose slouched form worried her, but not as much as Jessie. The young woman was wheezing like a tea kettle on the verge of boiling. Her eyes, nose, and lips showed spots of fungus growth.  
 
    “It’s great having you all here.” Paul grinned wide from his round face. “Let’s get you downstairs and situated.” 
 
    “I think we need to get Bryant to a cot,” Kim said, “and Jessie needs whatever that concoction is you have that arrests the fungus.” 
 
    “Of course.” Paul moved faster. “Follow me.” 
 
    Paul assisted getting Jessie down the hall and to the spiral staircase. It was a downright struggle carrying them down the tight, twisting confines, though they managed it without hurting anyone. 
 
    Fiona’s face lit up when she saw the commons area with its wall of board games and enormous stereo system in the corner. “Wow, this place is cool!” she declared, running over to check out the games. 
 
    The mycologist gestured to two rolling tables he’d brought from the lab. “I’m not setup like a hospital, but we can use these as gurneys.” 
 
    “No, these are perfect,” Kim said, and she braced her foot against one wheel as Bryant lay back.  
 
    Jessie leaned forward and rolled onto the other table without too much trouble, and soon they were cruising through Paul’s garden at a good clip. 
 
    “Are you worried about the spores infecting the garden?” 
 
    “If they do, I’ll let nature balance it out,” Paul said, and he whistled softly as they approached the general lab area. “I’m thinking we can put them both in the staff quarters. Mr. Bryant can decide if he wants to continue wearing his mask or not, though there will come a time when he’ll need to eat or drink.” 
 
    Kim nodded. Paul was right, but she’d let Bryant make that decision when he was ready.  
 
    They reached the staff quarters and placed Bryant and Jessie on two of the three bunks. Paul stood back, winded from pushing the table, and placed his hands on his hips. 
 
    “I’ll go prepare an antifungal injection for Jessie,” he said before offering an uncomfortable smile. “A bit of fair warning. It hasn’t exactly been tested for the market, so there may be some side effects. I was on the toilet all day the first time I took it. I got a little feverish, too. And it can cause some bloating—” 
 
    “She’ll take it,” Kim said with an appreciative smile. “And fix me up a dose while you’re at it.” She never would have remotely considered such a decision two weeks ago, but times had changed, and she didn’t want to allow the infection to progress in her like it had Jessie.  
 
    After the mycologist left, Kim walked to the mini fridge and brought back a bottled water for Jessie. The young woman nodded from where she sat propped up on some pillows. She started to accept the water but paused, gesturing for Kim to open it for her. 
 
    Kim twisted the top off and handed it over.  
 
    She put the edge to her lips and drank gingerly. 
 
    “That’s better.” Her face brightened. “My throat feels like I ate sand.” 
 
    “The fungus is likely working its way down from your throat and nasal passages into your windpipe,” Kim said as she inspected her nose and mouth area. 
 
    “Thanks for that visual,” Jessie groaned.  
 
    “Sorry,” she gave a sideways grin, then she lifted her hand and paused. “May I?” 
 
    “Sure thing,” she said with a shrug. 
 
    “Thanks.” Kim leaned in and ran her thumb over Jessie’s upper lip. She found that some mold wiped off, though there were smaller circles that appeared rooted in her skin where the mycelium must have penetrated.  
 
    “Is it bad, Doc?” Jessie asked. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not a doctor,” she admitted. “I used to be a microbiologist and food specialist, but I’ve dedicated the past few years to field work.” 
 
    “You were there with me when I found Fiona,” she said, remembering being logged into the CDC network Kim had been monitoring. 
 
    “That’s right. Do you find yourself feeling confused?” 
 
     “I feel super tired and totally out of it,” she nodded. 
 
    “That’s the fungus, too,” Kim said. “It might have already passed through the blood-brain barrier. 
 
    “Even I know that’s not good.” Jessie looked glum. 
 
    She put her hand on Jessie’s shoulder and gave it a firm squeeze. “Hey, don’t worry. I think we have something that will help you.” 
 
    “I’ll take a water, too.” 
 
    Kim looked over and saw that Bryant had peeled off his air filtration mask and left it resting on his chest. 
 
    “You know we’re all infected now?” Kim said with an arch of her eyebrow. 
 
    “I know,” Bryant said. “Hey, about that water…” 
 
    “Sure.” She wove between the cots on her way to the mini fridge and retrieved a bottle for him, tossing it over before she stepped out into the hall to look for Paul. She didn’t see Paul, although Fiona was wandering around, looking lost. 
 
    “Fiona, over here,” Kim said, waving her over.  
 
    The little girl grinned, ran down the hall, and took her hand. 
 
    “Fiona!” Jessie exclaimed in a quiet but excited tone. “Bring it in, girl.” 
 
    Fiona rushed over and threw her arms around the field agent’s neck. “Hey.” 
 
    “This is the best water I’ve ever tasted,” Bryant said with a pleasant sigh. “We’ve been sucking on warm canteen water since we left the base back in Washington.” 
 
    “Speaking of which.” Kim shifted her attention back to Jessie. “What happened to you guys?” 
 
    “Helicopter crash.” She sounded like the Cookie Monster. “We ended up at a farmhouse with the wounded pilot, but he didn’t make it. From there, I found an SUV and drove to the CDC base in Washington. Turns out we missed you by just a few hours. Then we ended up at the airport where Bryant helped us escape. 
 
    “You escaped?” Kim’s right eyebrow shot up. “Sounds dangerous.” 
 
    Bryant shrugged. “I pulled a few strings.” 
 
    “We got a little lucky,” Jessie added.  
 
    Because her throat was so raw, Bryant took over and recounted how they’d talked their way past Miller’s guards, grabbed a Humvee, and got on the road. He went on about how they’d run into trouble close to Zanesville, plowing through a roadblock only to ditch the Humvee a few miles later. Bryant then described their trek through the Ohio farmlands to the barn. Kim gaped in shock as he gave her a blow-by-blow account of the fight in the loft when an intruder tried to sneak up on them unawares.  
 
    “That’s an incredible story,” Kim said. She caught up on her side of things, which there wasn’t much to tell. She mentioned that the same people who assaulted their Humvee might have been the same group she’d scared off her bus earlier. Then she briefly talked about arriving at Paul’s and her first impressions of the mycologist.  
 
    “Do you think he’ll be able to help us?” Jessie asked, her sick eyes filled with hesitant hope. 
 
    “He better help us,” Kim scoffed before she sobered. “In all seriousness, it’s not a cure, but he’s kept the fungus at bay in his own system, so there’s a good chance it will work on us. I just wish Dr. Flannery were here. He could explain things so much better.” 
 
    “Where is Dr. Flannery?” 
 
    “Burke, or his goon Richtman, shot him.” Kim frowned. 
 
    “That stinks,” Jessie croaked. 
 
    “It stinks bad,” she agreed, recalling their last few moments together when he’d given her Paul’s name as a resource for a potential cure.  
 
    Paul came in carrying three covered syringes. “I didn’t know if Bryant wanted one, so I brought an extra.” 
 
    “He’s on board,” Kim said with a glance at the soldier. Bryant gave a slow nod as Paul uncovered one syringe and held it up. 
 
    “Who’s first?” Paul grinned. 
 
    “Me, definitely,” Jessie volunteered. She sat up straighter and pushed up the sleeve of her sweat stained T-shirt. “What’s in it?” 
 
    “Just a little concoction I’ve been working on for years.” Paul pulled up a chair next to Jessie, broke open an alcohol rub, and began swabbing the woman’s arm to clean it. “Working with some protein disruptor's that keep the fungus from reproducing.” 
 
    “Kim said it’s not a cure.” 
 
    “Not a cure,” Paul confirmed as he took the cover off the pointy end of the syringe and squirted a bit out. “But almost. Without reproduction, most of the fungal cells will die off in our bodies, though they’re always trying to get in from outside. So, without a decisive immune system response, there’s always a risk of reinfection.” He nodded at Fiona. “I hope this little lady can help us fill in those gaps. Would you like that, Fiona?” 
 
    The little girl grinned. 
 
    “Okay,” Paul said, leaning over Jessie. “Ready?” 
 
    “Stick me,” Jessie said, then she took a deep breath and raised her eyes to the ceiling. 
 
    
Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Randy and Jenny Tucker, Indianapolis, Indiana 
 
      
 
    Three days after the incident with the Twinkie, Randy and Jenny were back out on scavenger duty and getting good at it. They’d learned a few more tricks and had gotten wise to the methods of their other, more opportunistic, teammates like Kirk and Stephanie. 
 
    The twins had taken home the highest scores every day that week, and Randy attributed it all to their upbringing on the farm. If a piece of equipment needed to be repaired, or the rains weren’t falling right, their father had to improvise to make sure they got a proper yield. The twins had picked up on that early on, and it had become second nature to them. 
 
    They hadn’t been able to retain their wagon from their first scavenging job, although a cart with wheels was the first thing they looked for whenever they entered a home. Randy had even suggested to Tricia that she provide her teams with wagons or carts, and that it would bring in more goods. 
 
    Tricia appreciated his suggestions, though she mentioned following Jergensen’s rules. That meant she couldn’t provide scavengers with any advantages prior to hitting the streets. Randy figured it must be part of the competitive system of rewards, and it ensured the teams were hustling for every scrap. They’d be too tired for infighting or causing trouble. 
 
    Tricia’s attitude toward him had cooled considerably since the Twinkie incident. The corporal wasn’t being mean, but she wasn’t being friendly, either. Gone was her willingness to joke or let her guard down. The past couple of days had been business as usual with barely a word spoken between them. 
 
    “So, are you starting to get me?” Jenny took down some canned goods she’d found on a garage shelf and placed them in a four-wheeled garden cart they’d found out in the shed. It was their first house of the day, and they were already getting lucky. “Things aren’t right here.” 
 
    “Keep it down a little, sis,” Randy hissed, glancing out the wide-open garage door where Corporal Ames stood down in the street by their skids, waiting to count their score. “Never know when Kirk or one of those other jerks will overhear us.” 
 
    “Right, sorry.” Jenny returned for more canned goods as she lowered her voice. “I mean, aside from Tricia, we haven’t got a single friend here.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Randy agreed. “We’ve got a lot more to worry about than Odom. Do you notice how the other soldiers and their buddies look at us at dinner time?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Jenny bit her lip. “Have you considered what we talked about?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve thought about it.” Jenny had opened the subject of leaving the Colony days ago. At first, Randy had laughed because she’d made it sound like they were planning an escape, and he’d reminded her they weren’t trapped. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” she’d said to him. “Leave if you can. There’s the door.” 
 
    The idea of dying at the hands of United States soldiers had seemed silly at first, but he realized the idea wasn’t so far-fetched. Besides Colonel Jergensen shooting someone within thirty minutes of their arrival, there was a strange, cult-like mentality going around the place. Randy realized his sister was right, and the Colony wouldn’t let someone go without repercussions. 
 
    “I get what you’re saying,” he said, grabbing some paper towels and loading them onto the bottom of the garden cart. “But if I agreed to leave, how would we do it?” 
 
    “It would have to be while we’re out scavenging,” Jenny whispered. “We could just walk into an unused house and walk right out the back door.” 
 
    “And how long will it be before they’re right on top of us?” Randy pointed out. “Thanks to us being so awesome, it only takes us about ten minutes to put together a load. So, we’ve only got ten minutes to slip out the back door with no one seeing us. That’s what we get for being fast.” 
 
    “We could slow down a bit, you know?” Jenny said with hope straining her voice. “We could buy ourselves more time.” 
 
    “That won’t fly,” Randy replied. “And what about Kirk and Stephanie? You don’t think they’ll be lingering around somewhere? We’d have to plan something like that so perfectly. We’d probably need to find a house with woods in the back yard, too.” 
 
    With a shake of his head, he took their first load down to the street and offloaded it onto the skid while Jenny dove deeper into the house to check what they had in the kitchen. He tried to catch Tricia’s eye, but the young woman wouldn’t even spare him a glance. Randy pulled the cart back up the driveway and into the garage and met Jenny where she was just bringing out an arm full of disinfectant wipes.  
 
    Jenny straightened. “Did you hear that sound?” 
 
    Randy lifted the lid of a freezer and let it fall down again as the rotted meat smell hit him. He always checked freezers, no matter what. Not only were they for storing meat, but his father had always kept seeds in them, too. Randy figured they’d run across someone with the same idea, even if they were in the middle of suburbia. 
 
    He dusted his hands off. “What sound?” 
 
    A rattling sounded in the distance and then came again from a few houses over. Someone screamed. 
 
    “That sound.” 
 
    “That’s a machine gun!” Randy rushed to the garage door entrance and watched Tricia drop her pad and swing her rifle into a firing position. She turned toward a house across the street and sprinted toward it along with three other team leaders. 
 
    As they drew closer, the soldiers crouched and began making hand signals.  
 
    “This would be a good time.” Jenny rested her hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “What?” Randy asked, his eyes focused on the scene unfolding across the street. Other scavengers stood in driveways, looking on with captivated fear. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Jenny hissed right behind his ear. 
 
    He whipped his head around and caught his sister’s secretive facial expression. 
 
    “The team leaders are over there,” Jenny said, “and no one is paying attention to us. There’s woods right behind this house. We could be gone—” 
 
    “No.” Randy glanced back at the house across the street before he took Jenny by the hand and pulled her farther into the garage. “We need to plan this a little better.” 
 
    “You said it yourself,” Jenny insisted. “This isn’t something we can plan. And if we screw around, Tricia will figure it out.” 
 
    “She will not,” he said. “What, you think I can’t keep a lid on something?” 
 
    Jenny slowly backed away, letting her hand slide across the lid of the freezer. “You can stay here, but I’m going.” 
 
    “Don’t.” Randy knew the trick. They’d often used it to get each other to do stupid things. Like the time he’d followed her to the top of the high dive at the community pool after she’d threatened to jump without him. They’d both gone out to the edge and leapt off, much to the lifeguard’s annoyance. 
 
    He couldn’t stand to let her do something dangerous without him, and she’d always tested him. He suspected it was part of their bond as twins. Randy often used it as a joke, but Jenny came closest to completing her dares more often than not. He didn’t doubt she’d walk right out the back door and disappear into the woods. 
 
    “I’m not kidding, Jenny.” 
 
    “I’m not either,” she said, still backing up to the garage door. 
 
    “Look, this is serious,” Randy pointed out. “If we get caught, we’ll end up on the wrong side of a firing squad.” 
 
    “The more reason to get out of here, brother.” 
 
    “Listen, Jenny—” 
 
    She skipped up the stairs and disappeared into the house.  
 
    Randy cursed and looked back over his shoulder at the street. Escalated sounds of gunfire echoed from the other side, and there were no signs of the team leaders anywhere. Realizing it was a do or die moment, his heart slamming inside his chest, he leapt up the stairs and into the house. He flew down a short hall and bounded into the kitchen. 
 
    “Jenny, where…” His words drifted off as he found Jenny standing in front of a sliding glass door with her hand held over her mouth as she stared outside.  
 
    Randy followed her gaze and spied two people standing on the back deck. They were dressed in camouflage and wore air filtration masks on their heads, though they weren’t soldiers from the Colony. They carried rifles, hands covered with blood.  
 
    He leaned in close and grabbed his sister’s arm, hissing, “Jenny, let’s go. Let’s get out of here, now.” 
 
    The rifles raised, and Randy froze. 
 
    One of them lowered their weapon and stepped into the house. The man’s green eyes looked back and forth between the twins before he raised his hand and stuck out his thumb, angling it to the side. 
 
    “When we come back, flash the sign,” he said in hushed tone. “Always flash the sign.” 
 
    “But we want to go now,” Jenny insisted. 
 
    “It’s not safe,” the man insisted. “Wait. Watch.” 
 
    Jenny nodded as the man’s eyes shifted to check if Randy agreed. While Randy wasn’t sure he agreed at all, he still nodded because he didn’t want to get his head blown off. 
 
    The man backed up and shut the door behind him. Then the intruders flew down the deck steps and sprinted for the woods behind the house. The twins watched with looks of awe as they merged with the green woods and disappeared. 
 
    “Oh, they left blood,” Jenny said, and she grabbed a paper towel off the counter, got it wet from the sink, and wiped down the door handle and glass. 
 
    “How did you know they wanted to help us escape?”  
 
    “They caught me sneaking out the back door,” Jenny said, shrugging. “And they didn’t shoot me. What else would they think?” 
 
    “Jenny! Randy! Are you two, okay?” Tricia called out, coming down the hallway. 
 
    He shot Jenny a harsh look, and she turned and threw the bloody paper towel over behind the sofa in the living room. Tricia’s rifle barrel came into view just before her cold, hazel eyes followed, and Randy stooped and yanked open the cabinet doors to peer under the sink. 
 
    “Oh, there you are!” Tricia said, lowering her rifle. 
 
    “What was all that noise?” He stood up with a container of bleach in his hand. He placed it on the counter and turned back to Tricia with a quizzical expression. 
 
    “The enemy,” Tricia growled. “They lured one of the team leads into the house and killed them. Now two of our scavengers are missing.” 
 
    “Were they kidnapped?”  
 
    “Unsure,” Tricia said, and she made a lowering motion with her hand. “You two stay out of sight here until I get back, okay? I mean, don’t even take any supplies down to the skids, got it?” 
 
    Randy nodded. “Yeah, Tricia. No problem. We’ll hang tight.” 
 
    Tricia’s eyes moved around the room one more time before she turned and tromped back down the hallway into the garage. 
 
    “That was a little too close for comfort,” he said, collapsing into one of the kitchen chairs. 
 
    Jenny agreed, slumping into a chair across from him. She raised her hand to her chest, and Randy noticed it shaking, though her face harbored no fear. “I thought those guys were going to shoot us.” 
 
    “That’s what you get for trying to leave me,” he joked to soothe his sister’s angst. 
 
    “I knew you’d be right behind me, brother,” Jenny grinned. “You’ve always been there for me, no matter what.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll do whatever stupid thing you put me up to, apparently.” 
 
    Jenny laughed, and it was a good sound. So good, it made Randy laugh, too. 
 
    
Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Bishop Shields, Ft. Collins, Colorado 
 
      
 
    Bishop rested in his recliner in the foyer of their home with his coveralls and boots on. His head rested back and eyes lay half closed behind the visor of his air filtration mask, he stared at their front door with his eyes half shut and his jaw working back and forth. They’d done a quick plastic “tape up” job to quarantine the foyer from the rest of the house. Any fungus spores that got inside wouldn’t escape into the house.  
 
    He tapped the fingers of his hand on his leg in mild annoyance, though his feet rested squarely on the floor. He breathed low and deep, saving his energy for what he was about to do.  
 
    His daughter’s softball bat lay against the arm of the recliner on his right, and he ached to swing it.  
 
    The 2-way radio in his lap crackled to life. “You need anything down there?” Riley asked. 
 
    Bishop picked up his radio and hit the talk button. “Negative, Riley. I’m just waiting. See anything outside?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Just keep looking.” 
 
    “Okay,” Riley replied. “How about you, Trevor? You need anything?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Trevor replied on their third radio. 
 
    When Bishop shopped at the Home Depot before the spore cloud hit, he’d been reluctant to buy two pairs of radios, thinking it a selfish move. Sitting in his recliner, ready to unleash hell on his enemy, he was glad he’d spent the money.  
 
    Two days ago, after chasing Francis’s ghost around for an hour, Bishop returned to find two of his gas cans turned upside down and all the fuel emptied into the yard. On the surface, it wasn’t such a loss. He had two more full gas cans in the basement, and he could always siphon more. 
 
    But he wouldn’t leave the house and his children undefended for too long. Francis probably knew this, and that was why he felt free to terrorize Bishop and the kids at will. What followed the gas can incident was more banging at all hours of the night, along with rattling sounds and pebbles thrown up at their bedroom windows. 
 
    A part of Bishop wished they’d bugged out two days ago, though he couldn’t be sure Francis wouldn’t try to follow them. The father in him understood this was the safest place for his kids. If he wanted to beat Francis, he’d have to do it at his own game.  
 
    In his entire career as one of the Southeastern Conference’s leading tacklers and sack leaders, he’d put some hits on people. But that was nothing compared to what he was going to do to Francis. Of course, he wouldn’t tell his kids that, nor would he let them see Francis’s body when he finished with the man. 
 
    “Dad, we’ve got something,” Riley whispered. “Side of the house.” 
 
    “Ten four.” Bishop’s voice was calm, though his heart hammered against his ribcage. “Give me fifteen seconds, Trevor.” 
 
    He stood, lifted the softball bat in his right hand, and prepared to open his front door. Francis had been working up to taking out their generator, and the moment had arrived. Sure enough, banging sounded from the left side of the house, and the lights flickered.  
 
    Bishop pulled open the front door and stepped onto the porch.  
 
    Francis had only known him to use one exit and entry from the house, and he also knew they’d boarded up all the windows on the first floor and basement. Would he assume they’d boarded up the front door as well? Bishop hoped so. 
 
    He stalked to the corner of the house as someone hammered on his generator’s casing and the engine inside. It sputtered, puttered, and belched until it died. 
 
    Bishop would have raged about losing the only source of electricity they had left, yet a grin spread across his lips as he cocked the softball bat back with both hands.  
 
    Trevor shoved open the back door and then slammed it shut like Bishop had instructed him to do. A hammer fell on the generator one more time, followed by boots running toward him along the side of the house. 
 
    With gritting teeth, Bishop swung the bat just as Francis rounded the corner. The bat struck the little jerk in the ribs with a heavy, meaty sound, and Francis’s feet flew out from under him as he landed hard on his back.  
 
    Bishop stood over him, glaring down in a moment of satisfaction, watching the man writhe in pain. Francis’s face twisted in terror when he saw it was him. He raised a six-pound hammer and swung it at Bishop, but Bishop knocked it away with a swing of his bat. 
 
    Francis crawled on his elbows, kicking with his feet to get away. 
 
    Anger seething in his blood, he struck Francis in the knee, causing the man to howl. Horrified, Francis flipped over, sprung to his feet, and scrambled to get away. He’d chased faster men than Francis, so it only took him two steps to catch up and drop his hand on the man’s shoulder like a rock, driving him to his knees. Then Bishop brought the bat around to smack Francis’s upper arm with a crack of bone.  
 
    Francis howled louder and curled up on the ground. Bishop threw the aluminum bat down and fell to his knees. He ripped off Francis’s mask and shoved his face into the fungus-covered grass, rubbing it back and forth until he was sure the man was inhaling it. 
 
    A gunshot rang out, and something zipped past Bishop’s head.  
 
    He threw himself to the ground, half turning to see a woman standing in the side yard holding a pistol. She wore an air filtration mask similar to Francis’s. Was it Francis’s wife? If so, then who was the woman in bed with the kids? 
 
    Francis groaned as he tried to stand, and the woman approached Bishop with a sneer, holding the gun straight out with both hands as if trying to get a bead on him. He snatched Francis off the ground and held him against his chest as the woman fired. 
 
    The bullet struck Francis, and he bucked in Bishop’s grip, releasing an animal yowl that sent a chill up his spine. Seeing what she’d done, the woman took another few steps closer, her knees buckling as her face contorted in disbelief. 
 
    “Drop the weapon, lady!” Bishop shouted, holding up Francis higher. Despite using the man as a shield, Bishop dwarfed him. If the woman fired now, she’d hit Bishop no matter how well he shielded himself. 
 
    “No!” The woman howled and shook her gun. “Put Francis down!” 
 
    Trevor came around the side of the house and retrieved the discarded bat. The woman noticed Bishop looking behind her, and she started to turn.  
 
    “Drop the gun or I’ll break his neck,” he boomed loud, stopping the woman from discovering Trevor.  
 
    “You put him down,” the woman turned her attention back to Bishop and pointed her gun in the general direction of his head. “Put him down now, or I’ll—” 
 
    Trevor swung the aluminum bat like her head was a big fat hanging curve ball. The aluminum made a high smacking sound, and the woman pitched forward onto her face. Francis mewled and tensed up in Bishop’s arms before falling limp. 
 
    Bishop rested Francis on the ground and rolled him over to see if he was still alive. The woman’s gunshot had struck him on the right side of the chest, and a patch of blood blossomed on his shirt. Francis wasn’t breathing. 
 
    Trevor stared wide-eyed at the dead man. 
 
    “Thank you, Son.” He crawled over to the woman and retrieved her weapon. “You did great, really, really great.” 
 
    Trevor nodded, though Bishop could tell by his expression the violence had rattled him. He felt for the woman’s pulse and found it strong.  
 
    “She’s fine.” He tried to give his son a comforting smile. “She’ll have a headache, but she’ll live. Come on, let’s get her inside.” 
 
    Bishop left Francis where he lay, put the gun in his pocket, and lifted the woman by the arms. Trevor got her feet, and together they walked her down beneath the deck. 
 
    
Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Moe Tsosie, Chinle, Arizona 
 
      
 
    They’d been at the triage location for three days, and Moe’s limitless patience screamed for mercy. They took turns sleeping in confiscated cars or in the back of Rex’s pickup with several tarps thrown up for protection from the sun, and someone brought them meals at long intervals. 
 
    He and Rex stood leaning against their tall light post beacon and stared southeast across the desert. They’d not received any newcomers in the past eight hours, but that meant nothing. Moe realized that the refugees came in waves, and they were due for another one soon.  
 
    Rex slapped a hand against his leg in frustration. “How long should we stay here? I’m tired and hungry, and I want to go home and sleep in my bed.” 
 
    They’d gotten word yesterday that the townsfolk staying at the basketball gym had been told to go home. With no obvious threat from the spore clouds, there was no reason to keep everyone penned up like cattle. 
 
    “We stay out here as long as we have to,” Moe replied, feeling his sense of duty and pride rise. Then he shook his head and patted his friend on the shoulder. “I’m sure we could go if we wanted, but we’re here representing our people and our tribe. We stay until someone comes to relieve us. That’s just our way.” 
 
    The Chinle athletic director nodded though his expression remained glum. 
 
    Moe gestured toward Josiah Cooper where he hung out with some military people around their Humvee. “And the military people have shared the responsibility.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining,” Rex started to defend himself before he gave Moe a sideways smile. “Or maybe I am. It feels good to complain a little.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Moe said.  
 
    A troop truck pulled up to the triage camp, and Moe and Rex turned around, half expecting it to be someone bringing them breakfast. 
 
    Dr. Sage Denentdeel dropped from the back of the truck and walked over to them, dusting her hands off with a smile. The woman had changed into a fresh pair of jeans and a yellow and black flannel shirt, and her hair looked clean and pinned up. Her trademark white streak gave her a dignified look. A dozen people followed behind her, jumping down out of the truck and looking fresh. 
 
    “What’s all this?” Moe asked with a gesture. 
 
    “We’ve all just come off an eight-hour break,” Sage said. “We’re here to relieve you.” 
 
    “Oh, music to my ears,” Rex said with a single hand clap. “Come on, guys, get up,” Rex shouted, slapping the legs of the Chinle basketball players sleeping in the back of his truck. “We’re off duty. I’ll drive you guys home.” 
 
    “That’s great news,” Moe said, unable to hide his excitement. He was already thinking about a hot shower and a hot meal, even if it was a can of Spaghetti-O’s from his mother’s pantry. 
 
    “Enjoy,” Sage said, her eyes lingering on Moe for a moment. “Oh, and I forgot to tell you, Colonel Humphreys wants to see you.”  
 
    “What about?” 
 
    Sage shrugged. “No idea. Why don’t you go find out?” 
 
    “I think I will,” Moe said with a smile, though the last person he wanted to see was the colonel. “Catch you later.” 
 
    “Later.” 
 
    Moe climbed into the back of the truck along with Josiah and the rest of the Chinle kids. Rex pulled the truck onto the road between the elementary school and the FEMA camp, and he slapped the roof of the truck when they approached Colonel Humphreys’s mobile command center. 
 
    Hopping out of the back of the truck, Moe said, “I’ll catch you back here in a few hours, Rex.” Then he made his way over to the building and went around front to speak with one soldier on guard. “I’m here to see Colonel Humphreys.” 
 
    “Name, sir?” 
 
    “Moe Tsosie.” 
 
    “One second, sir.” 
 
    The soldier climbed the steps to a short deck and then entered the command center. A moment later, he poked his head out of the door and waved Moe up. He climbed the stairs and followed the soldier inside, standing in a short entryway with three other doors.  
 
    “Right this way, sir.” The soldier gestured for Moe to enter the door on his left, so he stepped through into a small office with a plain metal desk and chairs. A single set of shelves full of procedure manuals covered in thick, plastic binders rested against the far wall. 
 
    Colonel Humphreys sat at the desk, absorbed in some work on a big laptop computer. The laptop had a full-sized screen and keyboard, likely because the colonel’s hands were too big to peck around on anything smaller. 
 
    “Talking to anyone important, sir?” Moe asked, half joking. 
 
    The colonel looked up. “Hello, Mr. Tsosie, please have a seat.” He gestured to a chair facing his desk.  
 
    Moe did as he was told, settling in and folding his hand across his stomach. 
 
    “Actually,” the colonel said as he typed. “I am talking to someone very important.”  
 
    “Do tell, colonel.” 
 
    “I’m having a chat with the President of the United States.” 
 
    Moe stiffened in his chair even though he wasn’t the one on the computer. He kept his voice calm and professional. “What’s the situation?” 
 
    “You want the sugar-coated version, or the truth?” 
 
    “Sugar free, please,” Moe stated. 
 
    “That’s what I figured.” The colonel folded down his laptop lid and eased back in his chair, folding his hands over his stomach in a mirror image to Moe. “The east is devastated. Ninety percent of the population is gone or going.” 
 
    Moe swallowed down a dry lump in his throat. “Sick from the spores?” 
 
    “That’s right,” the colonel nodded. “We’ve got a dozen military bastions set up, supporting the remaining CDC and FEMA folks. They’re trying to put some order to the citizenry that remains.” 
 
    “Any sign of a cure?” 
 
    “I only know of one attempt being made at a lab in Florida, and still another at a military base in California.” 
 
    “I see,” Moe drawled, unable to get his head around the casualty rates in the east. “Where does that leave us?” 
 
    “It’s a highly precarious wait-and-see situation,” the colonel said with a faint smile. “And I intend to keep us from teetering in the wrong direction. We couldn’t have done it without you and the folks from Chinle. Dr. Reemer was complimentary of Dr. Denentdeel and her staff, and those boys from the high school who gave us a little extra muscle.” 
 
    “The basketball team, yes.” Moe sat up straighter, surprised by the accolade. “And, thank you, sir. We’ll continue to do whatever we can to help.” 
 
    “You can go get yourself some rest. It’s well deserved.” 
 
    “Yes sir. Thank you, sir.” 
 
    The colonel leaned forward. “And, if you don’t mind, I’d like to keep tabs on the pulse of the town. I’d like to know what they’re thinking and if they have any long-term plans. We might be out here a long time.” 
 
    “I’ll check in with the Elders,” Moe responded with an affirmative nod. “I think we’re having a town meeting tonight.” 
 
    “That’s great news. We need to look ahead and try to stay on the same page.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more, Colonel Humphreys.” 
 
    “Great, keep me posted.” The colonel gave him a conversation-ending smile and nod, then turned his attention back to his laptop. 
 
    Moe stood and exited the office. The soldier held the front door open for him, and he stepped outside with a mixture of relief and worry. The world had changed forever, and the desert had become a place of refuge for the gasping population. 
 
    
Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Kim Shields, Yellow Springs, Ohio 
 
      
 
    “Her blood is miraculous,” Paul said as he looked at the magnified image of Fiona’s blood on the computer screen. “A genetic anomaly has enabled her immune system to exploit a weakness in the cell wall of Asphyxia.” 
 
    It had taken them three days to run their tests and collate gigabytes of information to pinpoint Fiona’s specific strength, pouring over the little girl’s blood like monks studying Biblical text. Neither Kim nor Paul were geneticists, but they could tell what was happening at a cellular level. Fiona’s white blood cells destroyed Asphyxia almost as quickly as the fungus could enter her bloodstream.  
 
    “It’s like brushing off a fly to her,” Kim said, marveling at Paul’s discovery.  
 
    “If we’d realized this immunity existed a year ago, it would have put everyone out of business.” 
 
    “Now, it’s as priceless as gold,” she nodded. 
 
    “Try platinum, or diamonds,” Paul said, and he kicked back from his desk and let out a whooping noise. He held his hand up high for her to slap, and she high-fived him with a grin. 
 
    “How long will it take to synthesize a solution?” Kim asked. “It’ll take me a few days to do the lab work.” 
 
    “That, my dear, is where I excel.” Paul held out his hands in a good-natured but boastful way. “It’s what I do. And it’s why I get paid the big bucks.” 
 
    “Funny.” She patted the table and tipped her head to the side. “I thought it was because you were a wizard.” 
 
    “That, too!” Paul pointed at Kim and gave her a gaping, drop-jawed smile. “In all seriousness, it will take me one or two days to work up the formula and synthesize it. The good news is that Fiona is a universal donor, blood type O. We can all benefit from the therapy.” 
 
    Kim sobered. “I’ll be the first one to try it.” 
 
    “Right behind me.” 
 
    “I’m not sure you should do that, Paul. You’re too valuable.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Paul scoffed. “You’re every bit as valuable as me. And you have a family.” 
 
    Kim winced at that, but Paul was right. If Bishop and the kids were still alive, she shouldn’t be taking unnecessary risks. “I was trying to be practical,” she said. “If we lose you, no one has a chance.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Paul said, clutching his stomach. “We can’t keep using my serum forever with its funky side effects. The gas and bloating is killing me.” 
 
    “Just what I wanted to hear.” Kim rolled her eyes. She hadn’t experienced any side effects of taking Paul’s serum, but that meant nothing. The serum hadn’t built up in her system enough to present issues. She stood and walked to the door. “I’ll go check on Jessie and tell her the wonderful news.”  
 
    Paul stood as well and stretched his arms over his head. “I’ll get things kicked off in the lab and throw in some frozen pizzas when I’m done.” 
 
    “Okay.” Kim took the long hallway to the staff quarters, feeling upbeat about their chances. She paused at the door and gave a light knock. 
 
    “Come in,” Jessie called out. 
 
    She entered with a hopeful expression on her face. “Wow, your voice sounds even better today.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jessie said as she raised herself up on the pile of pillows behind her. “I feel pretty good. I might even get up and walk around. 
 
    Kim sat down on the edge of the bed and studied her. The young woman’s cheeks had gone from an ashy-color back to their natural, deep brown tone, and her eyes only held a spot or two of the fungal growth.  
 
    “How’s your throat?” 
 
    “It’s been a little gross.” Jessie’s eyes fell to the tissues piled up in the garbage can next to her.  
 
    She reached inside and lifted one out. Big spots of dark moldy mucous covered the tissue. “I don’t see any healthy, pink tissue in there,” she said. “I’d say your body is clearing out the gunk.” 
 
    “That’s what it feels like,” Jessie nodded. “But it’s still gross.” 
 
    Kim laughed. “Hey, I wanted to thank you for hanging in there with Fiona. After we lost contact with you, I sent Lieutenant Richards out to check. He figured you crashed in the helicopter.” 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t even tell you about that.” 
 
    “Lay it on me,” Kim said, smiling down at the young woman’s enthusiasm. 
 
    She told her about the crash, at least what she remembered of it, and how they’d gotten the pilot from the crash to the farmhouse using a riding lawnmower. Then she told Kim how she’d tried to save the pilot, but he’d died, anyway. 
 
    “I’m kicking myself for that.” Jessie shook her head. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I should have risked it and moved the pilot. We could have made it to Washington way sooner. The poor guy might have had a chance, and we would have caught you.” 
 
    “Yeah, but who knows what Burke might have done to Fiona?” Kim replied, sincerely. “No, you were right to do what you did anyway, and lucky you didn’t make it to Washington sooner.” 
 
    “He’s that bad of a guy?” 
 
    “Worse,” Kim confirmed. “He’s roaming around here probably looking for a way to finish us all off at once…” She let her words trail off, because they hadn’t been focusing on Burke at all over the past three days. “At least, I can’t imagine he plans on leaving us alone.” 
 
    “He’d be looking for a weakness,” Jessie stated. 
 
    Kim nodded, because the field agent was right. “I’d bet he’s looking for an opportunity to strike, and he’ll be desperate once he finds out we broke Asphyxia’s code.” 
 
    Jessie cocked an eyebrow. “Are you saying you have a cure?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kim said. “It will be a combination of Paul’s treatment followed by a booster for your immune system using Fiona’s blood. It’s a process called blood therapy. We can’t make a lot of it. Just enough to keep us alive until we can find a better solution.” 
 
    At first, Jessie appeared relieved, then her chin fell to her chest. 
 
    Bending lower, Kim saw tears streaking down the young woman’s face. “Why are you crying? Hey…” She reached out and cupped Jessie’s jaw with her hand. She didn’t know the woman well, but Kim was still a mother. “I can tell you’re struggling. Not just with the infection. There’s something else.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Jessie sniffed and waved her off. 
 
    “It’s not nothing,” she countered, scooting closer. “Go ahead. I’m listening.” 
 
    “My family is down in Dayton,” Jessie said. “I haven’t talked to them since all this started.”  
 
    “Dayton is close, right?” 
 
    “An hour or two from here,” she nodded. “My plan was to drop Fiona off here and go check on them. I’ve been tempering my expectations of what I might find. I mean, they’re probably dead.” 
 
    “You can’t be sure.” 
 
    “No, but they probably are,” Jessie stated, her eyes lifting to meet Kim’s. “And now that there’s a potential cure, my hopes are rising when they shouldn’t be.” 
 
    “I’m all about knowing the truth,” Kim nodded in understanding. “But I think you should take those high hopes and ride them for a bit. Especially if you want to get better.” 
 
    “Positivity goes a long way,” Jessie agreed, and the girl wiped the tears off her cheeks with a tissue.  
 
    “Hey, want to go for a walk?”   
 
    “That sounds great.”  
 
    Kim stood and held out her hands to help her up. However, the young woman waved her off and stood on her own. She wobbled but remained upright. 
 
    “I still get a little dizzy,” Jessie grinned. 
 
    “Take your time.” Kim backed up and waited at the door as the woman shuffled over. 
 
    “When will we be sure about the cure part?” 
 
    “Paul’s synthesizing a batch now,” Kim said. “Should be ready in a few days.” 
 
    Jessie shuffled over with growing confidence, her tongue popping out of her mouth in concentration. “Who’ll be the guinea pig?” 
 
    “That’s up for debate,” Kim said, bending her elbow so she could hook her arm into it. “Paul. Me. You.”  
 
    “I volunteer to be the first.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Kim said, and together they shuffled down the hall. 
 
    “Then I’ll go check in on my family,” the young woman continued. “I’d love to have the cure in my hand when I go.” 
 
    She only smiled in response. They thought they’d made some progress with Samantha Rogers until Burke had blown things up, so Kim didn’t want to give Jessie any false hope. She liked the field agent a lot, and she wasn’t sure anyone else could have done a better job at keeping Fiona protected while transporting her across dangerous territory. 
 
    “Thanks for bringing Fiona back here safely,” Kim said in a serious tone. “If we still have a president, I hope he’ll give you some kind of medal.” 
 
    “I’d accept it in front of a crowd of exactly zero people,” Jessie scoffed. 
 
    “Well, I’d be there. Fiona, Bryant, and Paul, too.” 
 
    “And what a ceremony that would be,” Jessie said in a grand voice as they passed through the lab and server room and entered the garden.  
 
    At first, Kim didn’t think the field agent would be up for a walk, but Jessie seemed to gain strength as they explored, and the sheer beauty of the mushroom garden invigorated her. 
 
    “I don’t remember any of this on the way in,” Jessie said, marveling at the trees, stones, and giant mushroom caps buried in the rich earth all around them. Soft, vibrant green mosses covered rotted logs and filled the air with a pungent, natural scent. They even stopped for a moment and leaned against one of the stone walls that encircled a portion of the garden. 
 
    “You were pretty out of it,” Kim said. “I doubt you remembered your name.” 
 
    “This is incredible,” Jessie said, looking around at the lush green before she gestured to Kim that she was ready to move on. 
 
    Upon entering the gaming room, they found Bryant and Fiona sitting at the big table, locked eye to eye in an intense game of Connect Four. Both little girl and soldier had cleaned up and dressed in fresh garments, and Paul had even provided him a crutch.  
 
    “Hey, you two,” Kim called out, but Bryant raised his hand to shush her. 
 
    “This girl is a stone cold killer,” he said. He shook his head faintly as he leaned over the table, dwarfing the little girl. 
 
    Fiona grinned, but kept her eyes pinned on the board.  
 
    “Looks like David versus Goliath to me,” Kim said, expecting the soldier was letting her win. 
 
    They played several more moves, dropping pieces into the rack with soft clicks, before Bryant tossed up his hands in defeat. “She beat me again. I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “You’re easy to trap,” Fiona giggled. 
 
    Kim had been watching, and she believed Bryant’s surprise and exasperation. He’d not let her win at all. The little girl had built out a series of plays from the center of the board until she had three unique ways to win, forcing Bryant into a losing situation.  
 
    “I didn’t realize it was such a complex game,” Kim said, impressed with the little girl’s moxie.  
 
    “Neither did I.” Bryant flashed Fiona a somber look before he turned to the ladies. “Looking good, Jessie.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she replied. “I’m just happy to be alive.” 
 
    “You and me both.”  
 
    Kim lingered at the corner of the table. “Any word on Burke?” 
 
    “While you and Paul have been science-ing.” Bryant made a vague gesture with his hand. “I’ve been monitoring the situation.” 
 
    “And how are you doing that?” 
 
    Bryant lifted their GPS radio phone and shook it. 
 
    “You’ve got AMI piped in?” 
 
    Bryant put the phone on the table and held the Send button. “AMI, are you there?” 
 
    “I’m here, Lieutenant Colonel Bryant.” AMI’s familiar, soothing voice came through loud and clear. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Have you noticed any activity around the Mobile Unit XI? Any annoying CEOs interested in sabotaging it?” 
 
    “None so far,” AMI responded. “I have body scan comparisons of both Burke Birkenhoff and Josh Richtman, but I’ve made no matches.” 
 
    “Have you seen anyone at all?” 
 
    “Negative, Lieutenant Colonel Bryant.” 
 
    Bryant shrugged at Kim and gestured for Fiona to start a fresh game. The little girl hit the rack release at the bottom of the game board, and all the pieces fell out with a clatter. The two separated out their own colors. 
 
    “And we’ve also got a movement detection warning on Paul’s security system,” Bryant went on. “We’ve only had one hit so far, and that was Winona.” 
 
    “His deer friend.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Kim deflated, though a bit of worry still prickled at the base of her spine. What was Burke doing out there? What was he waiting for? Still, she didn’t let her worry show. “Well, I guess I’ll try to relax then.” 
 
    Jessie had already gone over to Paul’s album collection and was flipping through the titles, so Kim walked to the mini fridge, got out some bottled water, and passed them around. She joined the soldier and little girl at the table and watched Fiona obliterate Bryant yet again. 
 
    Forty-five minutes later, Paul came trundling in from the gardens with an assured expression on his face. “I’ve got a batch of the cure cooking, so to speak. It’ll be ready in a couple of days. Now, time for some pizza.” 
 
    “I thought you were kidding about that,” Kim shot him a questioning look. 
 
    “I’d never kid about pizza.” Paul doddered to the kitchenette and opened a small freezer stuck in the back corner. It surprised her although she’d spent very little time in the commons since they’d arrived. All of her time had been spent, as usual, with her eyes pinned to the computer screen as she ran countless antifungal simulations. 
 
    Paul reached inside the freezer and pulled out two frozen pizzas and placed them in a toaster oven on the counter. “It’ll take a while to cook them in this, but they taste great.” Paul set the oven to four hundred degrees and joined the party at the table. 
 
    “I can’t believe this!” Bryant threw his hands up in exasperation, the big tough soldier looking like an amateur against the Connect Four skills of the little girl. 
 
    Fiona hit the rack release with a giggle, and Kim joined her in laughing as the pieces hit the table. 
 
    
Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Randy and Jenny, Indianapolis, Indiana 
 
      
 
    Randy and Jenny ate dinner alone in the food court later that day. Randy picked at his baked beans and slices of canned ham with his fork. He should have a better appreciation for the food on his plate, though it was hard to feel hungry with so much going on. 
 
    The events of their day’s scavenging had left him confused and anxious. The planned attack on one of their team leaders and subsequent escape of two scavengers was being talked about throughout the terminal. And Randy couldn’t stop thinking about the two intruders who’d told them about the hand signal and to “flash the sign.” 
 
    “If we do go with those people.” Randy leaned across the table, keeping his voice low. “We can’t be sure it will be any better there. I mean, we don’t want to leap out of the frying pan and into the fire.” 
 
    “I won’t disagree with you,” Jenny said. “But this place is poison, and it starts at the top and works it’s—” 
 
    Odom and two of his cronies strolled by like they owned the place, peering down at the twins with smirks on their faces. 
 
    “It starts at the top and trickles down to those jerks,” Jenny finished. 
 
    “I’d feel better if we ran on our own.” Randy watched Odom over his shoulder. “And not be part of some group or gang.” 
 
    “That’s why we need to escape with those people,” Jenny said. “Their place might not be any better than the Colony, but maybe they won’t be so insane.” Jenny shook her head and looked around. “I wish we could help the people here, but I think I learned my lesson back in Kentland.” 
 
    Early on in the crisis, Randy hadn’t wanted to go into Kentland to search for survivors, but he’d done it for Jenny and her friend. And through the hard lessons of the Dickie’s guy and Krumer, Jenny had learned how dangerous people could be. 
 
    “Don’t give up on finding a home, sis. I think we have to go west.” Randy imagined mountains, canyons, and desert land. “Some place dry where the mold can’t reach.” 
 
    “That makes total sense to me,” Jenny took a bite of her fruit cocktail. 
 
    “I know this will sound stupid—” 
 
    “You were on such a smart roll,” Jenny interrupted him with a wicked grin. “Are you sure you want to ruin it by saying something stupid?” 
 
    Randy smirked. “I want Tricia to come with us.” 
 
    Jenny leaned back and dropped her fork on her plate. “That is insanely stupid. She might as well be one of them. She’s totally dedicated to this cause, whatever it is.” 
 
    “She acts that way sometimes,” he countered. “But I don’t get that feeling from her, and you don’t either.” 
 
    “I totally get that feeling from her,” Jenny retrieved her fork and ate a piece of pineapple from her plate. “She’d shoot us at a word from Jergensen.” 
 
    “She acts like us when she’s off duty,” Randy defended her. “And she put her own safety on the line to protect me from Odom the other day.” 
 
    “I have to give her a little credit for that.” Jenny’s words cooled. “I hate to admit it, but I actually like the girl.” 
 
    “I think she’s trapped, like us,” he kept on. “We could use her firepower. She’s a soldier.” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with you being all wide-eyed over her?” 
 
    “A little,” Randy admitted. “But she’s the only person I can think of I’d take with us. I don’t know how to bring up the subject.” 
 
    “Be very careful.” Jenny leveled her brown eyes on him. Her bleached eyebrows were growing out a bit, a few red hairs in all that white. “You say one thing wrong here, and we’ll end up—” 
 
    “Everyone to the west side windows!” Odom shouted as he turned in a circle and gestured for everyone to follow him over. 
 
    His buddies mimicked his motions, pointing to the long strip of glass that looked out onto the tarmac. They grabbed people out of their chairs and shoved them in that direction. 
 
    “What in the heck is going on?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “No idea,” Randy shrugged. 
 
    He looked up as Odom approached their table. At first, the guy started to grab him by the shirt, but he backed off with a gesture. “Come on, everyone to the window.”  
 
    Whatever Tricia had done in the background to protect them, he was thankful for it. 
 
    “Okay, fine,” Randy said, getting up with a gesture for his sister to follow. “Is our food still going to be here when we get back?” 
 
    “You know what happens to people who steal,” Odom smirked and then moved on to the next table. Those people saw him coming and scrambled out of their seats and shuffled over to the west-facing window. 
 
    The twins found a spot somewhere near the center. He looked around at the two hundred people in throwaway pajamas and paper slippers standing at the window while the soldiers walked around in fatigues and guns. It wasn’t lost on Randy how vulnerable they all were. 
 
    Two military vehicles drove onto the tarmac; one jeep and one transport. They pulled to a spot where everyone could see and parked. A half-dozen soldiers climbed out of the transport while two others climbed out of the jeep. Randy identified one of them as Jergensen with her squat form and authoritative gestures. She staggered, though her soldiers kept her from falling over. It was a subtle but clear sign of how sick the woman was. 
 
    Two soldiers stepped off the back of the transport truck and turned to receive two prisoners. Randy recognized them as two scavengers from another team; he thought their names were Polly and Stan. The prisoners had their hands tied behind their backs, and the soldiers had removed their filtration masks. They gazed up at the people in the window with uncertainty and fear in their eyes. Even though they were fifty yards away, their bloody noses and split lips stood out. 
 
    The soldiers shoved them out onto the tarmac and forced them to their knees, facing the window. 
 
    Colonel Jergensen stood next to the captives, her attention focused on the people watching in the terminal. Her voice came through the terminal intercom system, sounding raspy and thick with phlegm. “People of the Colony, look to me.” 
 
    “Where else are we going to look?” Jenny scoffed under her breath, but he heard the defiance in her voice. 
 
    “She’s turning into that guy that attacked us at the library,” Randy said, already hardening himself to what was about to happen. “The infection makes you muddled and crazy.” 
 
    “As you all know,” Jergensen continued. “A group of insurgents attacked one of our scavenger teams today. We lost one brave soldier. These two scavengers kneeling before you took advantage of the situation and tried to escape. They failed.” Jergensen looked down at the two like she was staring at a puddle of mud. “You all know the punishment for abandoning the Colony. Repeat it for me, please.” 
 
    The crowd all around him murmured something he couldn’t quite hear, and Odom shouted for them to repeat it louder. 
 
    “We are one, you and I,” they chanted. “To leave the Colony, you must die.”  
 
    Odom shouted for them to do it again and again, and the chant grew louder until it reached a fervent crescendo. Odom called for them to stop, and the chant ended, leaving stillness in its wake. Jergensen stood waiting for something, and Odom went to the window and put his hand against the glass as a signal. 
 
    The colonel nodded and shifted her position as she drew her gun from its holder. “It’s good everyone remembers the words. Let those words be seared into your brains. The only way out of here is to die.” 
 
    The female prisoner, Polly, struggled at the sight of the gun. She screamed and slumped over, pulling out of the soldier’s grip. The soldier snatched her upright by the back of her fatigues and slapped her hard across the top of the head. While her head was rolling around on her shoulders, Jergensen lifted her pistol and fired.  
 
    Stan broke free from his captor, staggered to his feet, and took off running across the tarmac. Colonel Jergensen turned sideways and raised her pistol. A quick squeeze of the trigger sent blood spraying across the concrete, and Stan fell dead. 
 
    “Still got it,” Jergensen chuckled, sounding like an evil villain from a superhero movie. She looked upward at the scavengers staring down in gape-mouthed disbelief. Randy suspected many of them were new to the Colony. “Let that be a lesson to anyone who wants to leave us. No one leaves the Colony. There’s too much at stake here to serve your own selfish interests.” Jergensen caught her breath, and her raspy breathing sounded monstrous over the intercom.  
 
    “Why not let people leave, you might ask? I’ll tell you why. Because anyone who leaves the Colony is against the Colony, and I won’t stand for that.” The woman’s voice had gotten so rough that it was difficult to understand her, and she was losing strength, too. “I’ll let you all get back to dinner now. Long live the Colony.” 
 
    The people standing at the window repeated the mantra, almost as one. “Long live the Colony.” 
 
    “All right,” Odom shouted. “Show’s over. Back to dinner.” 
 
    Randy exchanged a glance with Jenny. Tears rimmed her eyes, so he put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed, turning her away from the grisly scene down on the tarmac.  
 
    Tricia was standing right behind them in a clean pair of fatigues with her hands clasped behind her back. Her eyes moved back and forth between Randy and Jenny.  
 
    “Hi, Tricia.” Randy couldn’t hide his surprise. 
 
    “Colonel Jergensen wants to see you,” the corporal said, coldly. “She’s going to take a minute to settle in her office, so you’ve got some time to finish your dinner.” 
 
    “What’s all this about?” he asked as fear settled into his stomach like sour milk. 
 
    “Better just eat.” Tricia stepped aside to allow the twins to go back to their table. 
 
    
Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Randy and Jenny Tucker, Indianapolis, Indiana 
 
      
 
    “What did we do wrong?” Randy walked beside the long-striding corporal. The woman kept her mouth clamped shut, her eyes pinned straight ahead. 
 
    She led them through one of the terminal stores, out the employee entrance, and along a hallway to a set of stairs. They took the stairs down and entered a luggage bay that stretched for a hundred yards beneath the terminal, sealed off from the outside world. Tents and tarps stretched across the massive space, and hundreds of soldiers milled around. 
 
    A few of them looked up and pointed as the trio moved around the outside of the barracks. Snickers, comments, and dark looks followed. Randy’s paper-thin pajamas and paper slippers made him feel even more vulnerable. He might as well be naked. 
 
    What made him most angry was that these men and women were supposed to be protecting the citizens of the Colony and making them feel safe. So, why should he feel vulnerable in their midst? 
 
    “Keep your eyes to yourself and just keep walking,” Tricia hissed out of one side of her mouth, and she kept her expression stoic and hard.  
 
    “If we did something wrong, just tell us—” 
 
    “Shut up,” Tricia said with an icy glance. 
 
    Randy noticed Jenny stared straight ahead and payed no attention to the soldiers. He followed her lead, ignoring the looks and whispers. Across the chamber, they came to a door that led into a section of office desks and meeting rooms. It was where the Colony’s administration functions took place. More soldiers lingered, though they oversaw books and ledgers and piles of notes.  
 
    Randy figured they were in charge of inventory, shift scheduling, and other logistical tasks. The looks from these soldiers were far less hostile. Some of them even seemed sympathetic to the twins’ plight as Tricia led them between the rows of desks and chairs to the very back. 
 
    Two soldiers armed with rifles stood guard at the main office door. Tricia nodded to them, and one opened the door for them to enter.  
 
    Randy and Jenny followed the corporal inside, coming to stand in a large office divided down the middle with a piece of fiberglass sheeting. On the other side, Colonel Jergensen sat slumped in a chair with a small end table on either side of her. There was a bottle of water, a box of tissues, bottles of over-the-counter medication, and her pistol. The colonel had stripped off her protective gear and wore a pair of soft white cotton pants and a white T-shirt.  
 
    Her hair was still wet from being decontaminated and washed, slicked back on her head in a dark yellow swath.  
 
    “Pardon me for being so informal.” Her voice came through a tiny speaker resting on a table in front of the glass on the twins’ side. Colonel Jergensen gestured to a pair of chairs positioned in front of the speaker. 
 
    Randy glanced at his sister and then stepped over to the chair on the left. Jenny joined him, and he took a moment to study the colonel. Her cheeks looked sunken and extraordinarily pale. Dark flecks peppered her nose and lips, and he detected more flecks in the whites of her eyes. Her lungs struggled to breathe, sounding shallow and raspy. 
 
    “You were right when Corporal Ames brought you in,” Jergensen said with a faint wave. “I’m sick. And I had this glass erected as soon as I realized it, because I wanted to make sure I didn’t infect anyone else in the colony. My detractors would call me a crazed lunatic, but does protecting the people of the Colony sound crazy?” 
 
    Randy cleared his throat and spoke up. “I’ve heard no one detracting.” 
 
    “There have been a few,” Jergensen smiled, “but they aren’t around anymore.” 
 
    He feared taking his eyes off the woman or causing a slight. He swallowed and nodded that he understood what that meant, especially after witnessing what happened to Polly and Stan. 
 
    “Can you believe I’ve made it ten days?” Jergensen went on. “Most people only make it three or four, you know? Hell, I might even beat it if I hang in there.”  
 
    “I hope you do, ma’am,” Jenny said with complete innocence. 
 
    The colonel chuckled and shook her head weakly. “You two are cute. You remind me of my kids. I had twins myself.” 
 
    “That’s awesome,” Randy said, then he threw in the joke he always used. “We’ve been twins our whole lives.” 
 
    The colonel stared at him for a moment before a wide smile broke out on her lips. She chuckled and laughed harder, clutching her chest with a pained face. “Sorry, it hurts to laugh.” 
 
    “My bad,” Randy said, horrified he’d caused her pain. He changed the subject. “Where are your kids now?” 
 
    “They didn’t make it,” she said as her pained expression faded. “But it’s good to be reminded of them. Yes, very good.” 
 
    The woman seemed to get lost in some memory, and her eyes drifted up to stare above the twins and Corporal Ames. 
 
    As the seconds ticked on, Randy grew impatient, and the anxiety started to eat away at him. He shifted in his chair, saying, “Ma’am, are we in some kind of trouble?” 
 
    Jenny gave him a swift kick in the leg as Jergensen’s eyes fell to him. 
 
    “Not at all,” the colonel focused her attention. “I just wanted to commend you on leading your scavenging teams. If I don’t beat this thing,” she gestured at her face, “the Colony will need strong leadership. It’s young people like yourselves who will lead the way.” 
 
    “Thank you so much, ma’am,” Jenny said. “We appreciate that.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” the colonel replied. “And I’ll give you two days off and an extra ration for all your help. There are some vouchers sitting there on the table.” 
 
    Two red tickets sat beneath the speaker, and Randy reached out and took them. He’d seen other people in the Colony use them, receiving a double ration of dinner, even dessert. Randy was taken aback by Jergensen’s kindness and relieved she’d not shot them for some transgression.  
 
    The colonel read the surprise and confusion on his face. “I know things can sometimes appear harsh and unforgiving here. But it is for the better.” 
 
    Tricia cleared her throat, and the twins took that as a signal to leave. They stood up and thanked the colonel before they followed Tricia out of the room and between the rows of office desks.  
 
    “That was insane, right?” Randy asked his sister in a hushed tone, and he handed her a voucher as they left the office section and stepped into the soldiers’ barracks. 
 
    Tricia turned, blocking them from the soldiers’ view. “Put those away,” she said, and the twins stuck the tags into their pockets. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, his face blushing red as they fell in behind Tricia and walked back to the stairwell. It could have been his imagination, but he felt more eyes on them and heard harsher whispers. 
 
    Once they hit the stairwell, Randy expected to receive a talking to from the corporal. However, Tricia took two steps at a time and reached the first landing in a snap. She peered through the square window in the door at the hallway on that side.  
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked, confused. 
 
    “Looking for a clear path back,” she said, then she pulled open the door and waved them through. 
 
    “Clear from what—?” 
 
    Odom and two of his cronies stepped from rooms on either side of the hall and blocked their path. Tricia pushed between the twins and took up a protective position in front of them. 
 
    “What do you want, Odom?” Tricia said, working her jaw back and forth. 
 
    Randy was bigger than all three of the young men, though they were all armed with pistols. Thankfully, Tricia was, too.  
 
    “We just want your ticket vouchers,” Odom said, putting his hand out. “We know you’ve got some.” 
 
    “They got the vouchers from Jergensen.” Tricia challenged them with her tone, and her right hand grazed the pistol at her side.  
 
    “I don’t care,” Odom said. “All ticket vouchers get turned in to me. That’s the new rule.” 
 
    “That’s your rule, Odom,” Tricia kept her tone hard. “I don’t live by your rules. I live by Jergensen’s.” 
 
    Heart racing, Randy stepped to Tricia’s side. “Unless you plan to shoot us in cold blood here in the hallway, you should try to take them from us. I volunteer to go first.” 
 
    Odom’s tough expression dwindled slightly. He looked left and right for support, and his friends squeezed closer, hands falling to their weapons. Odom sneered. “I can turn this into a bloodbath, hick. I’ve done it before.” 
 
    Randy stiffened at the remark, and he wanted to grab Odom around the throat and pummel him, soldier or not.  
 
    “He’s serious.” Tricia put her hand on Randy’s chest and pushed him back a step, though her eyes never left Odom. “What he really needs to do is worry about Jergensen finding out about his little scam.” 
 
    “Her days are numbered,” Odom said, lowering his hand. “You know that, right? And we’ll own this place soon. It might be a good idea to bat for the winning side.” 
 
    “Taggert won’t allow—” 
 
    “Taggert paid you back his favor, and now you’ve got no more cards to play.” Odom grinned and raised his hand with a shake. “Now, hand over the vouchers.” 
 
    Tricia stared at Odom for a moment before she spoke over her shoulder. “Do it.” 
 
    “But—”  
 
    “They will shoot you, Randy,” Tricia said with an indifferent shrug. “And I won’t be able to stop them.” 
 
    Jenny dug her voucher out of her pocket and placed it in Odom’s hand. 
 
    “See, your sister knows how to bat for the right team,” Odom said. He pushed his palm toward Randy. “That’s going to take her places in the new organization. But what about you? Are you going to play along?” 
 
    His blood raced with blind rage and fear at the mention of his sister. The two emotions fed on one another until his jaw locked tight.  
 
    “What do we care who runs this place?” Jenny said, half turning to Randy. “As long as we’re at the top of the chain, right?” 
 
    Randy glared at the soldiers, each in turn. They were all Odom clones with their close-cropped haircuts and fatigues. They even wore the same holier-than-though expressions on their faces. And as much as he wanted to go off on them, he’d learned a lot in the past couple of weeks. Sometimes, to win a war you had to lose a few battles. If he kept pressing things, he’d get nowhere. And he might even get them killed. 
 
    “Right,” Randy said, making a show of deflating and giving up. He frowned as he dug into his pocket, pulled out his voucher, and placed it in Odom’s hand. 
 
    “There, isn’t that better?” The soldier closed his hand around the vouchers and stuffed them into his pocket. With a smile, he started backing away. “And you get to live. So, it works out for everyone.” 
 
    Tricia and the twins watched as the trio of soldiers turned and broke into boisterous laughter, strolling to the end of the hallway and disappearing into the terminal through one of the back doors. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” He turned and kicked the wall. “We thought Jergensen was in charge.” 
 
    “She’s still in charge,” Tricia said, her jaw still working back. “But everyone knows she’s on borrowed time. She should have been dead days ago.” 
 
    “Who will be in charge after her?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “There are two groups forming,” Tricia replied, turning and leaning against the wall. “Taggert is one guy people like. The other is Odom.”  
 
    “Who do you think it will be?” Randy asked. 
 
    “Taggert is the better man, but Odom is ahead of the game with his fingers in everyone’s business. As you’re painfully aware, he steals vouchers from Jergensen’s people and redistributes them to his own favorites. Mostly the young men in the outfit. That’s how he buys their loyalty. If he takes over, it will be tougher on everyone, especially us girls.” 
 
    Randy shook his head. “Odom said Taggert paid back the favor he owed you. Was that for us?” 
 
    “Yeah, he told Odom to back off you two for a couple of days.”  
 
    “You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “I kinda did,” Tricia grinned as the hard countenance she’d been carrying around all week fell away. “Otherwise you two would have started off on the wrong foot.” She shrugged and gave Randy an affectionate glance. “I thought you were too cool for that. I’d do it again, too.” 
 
    Knowing Tricia might do dubious things to get her way in the camp turned his stomach, but he couldn’t keep the question from bursting out. “Yeah, but what favor did you do for Taggert?” 
 
    Tricia rolled her eyes and scoffed. “Don’t worry. It’s not what you think. I’d put a bullet in his head and mine before I let something like that happen.”  
 
    Randy looked away, embarrassed that he’d even thought it.  
 
    “So, what are you going to do when Jergensen dies?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “No clue,” Tricia sighed. “Jergensen values our scavengers, and so does Taggert. But Odom and his soldiers hate the scavengers for getting rewards. They don’t think it’s fair. If they get their way, the scavengers will be slaves to the soldiers. I can’t see anything good coming from that. I guess I’d side with Taggert, but he’s only in charge of a small command.” 
 
    “That’s it,” Randy told Jenny with sudden finality. “We’re getting out of here.” 
 
    “Randy!” Jenny hissed, turning to him with a shocked look. 
 
    “What did you say?” Tricia’s eyes grew wary and cold once more. 
 
    “We’re getting the hell out of here.” His tone was flat and final as he stared the corporal down. 
 
    “We are one, you and I,” Tricia whispered, raising off the wall. “To leave the Colony, you must die.” 
 
    “Stop, Randy,” Jenny insisted, putting her arm between her brother and the corporal.  
 
    When her brother kept staring, Jenny shoved her leg between the two, and then her entire body, separating them like she was peeling the backing off two-sided tape. Jenny gripped Randy’s jaw to get his attention. They stared into each other’s eyes and engaged in a battle of sibling wills. Seeing he wouldn’t back down, Jenny turned to face Tricia with her arms folded across her chest.  
 
    “Like you said, it’ll get insane around here when Jergensen dies,” Jenny addressed the corporal. “Where do you suppose that’s going to leave us? 
 
    “And we’d make a great team,” Randy added with a reinforcing nod. 
 
    Tricia narrowed her eyes. “A great team for what?”  
 
    “Let’s just say an opportunity has presented itself to us,” Jenny said. “And we can get out of here, for good. But we’ve no clue what’s on the other side.” 
 
    Tricia held Jenny’s gaze before her eyes shifted to Randy, her jaw working back and forth as she digested what they were hinting at. 
 
    Without waiting for her to respond, he added, “We just need to know one thing. Will you be ready when the time comes?” 
 
    A tense moment passed before Tricia backed away from the twins, her hazel eyes giving no clue to what lay within her heart and mind. Would she turn them in to Jergensen and have them shot out on the tarmac? Would she join them? 
 
    Tricia abruptly turned away, strolling slowly down the hall. “Even though Odom got your vouchers, you can still take two days off,” she said in a dull tone.  
 
    “No thanks,” Randy said, his heart torn with what might be an uncertain victory. “You think we want to be stuck in the terminal with them for two days? We’d rather be out scavenging.” 
 
    
Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Bishop Shields, Ft. Collins, Colorado 
 
      
 
    The woman woke up, groaning as her head rolled back and forth in dazed confusion. Bishop had positioned her on a kitchen chair with her hands tied behind her back. He stepped back and picked up a bottle of water from the basement floor. He twisted off the cap and held it out to the woman, though she only stared. 
 
    “Where am I?” she mumbled, and her eyes rolled up to him. 
 
    “In the decontamination area of my basement.” Bishop glanced around at the plastic chamber, then he put the water bottle to her lips and tilted it back, allowing a bit of moisture to slide down her chin. “You’re my prisoner.” 
 
    “Are you going to do weird stuff to me?” 
 
    Bishop chuckled. “I don’t think so. Now, drink.” 
 
    The woman nodded faintly, and he tried again with the bottle. She took a long sip and swallowed with a smack of her lips. “Thank you. How long was I out?” 
 
    “Around four hours,” he continued. “We used a homemade solution to clean you up so we could see to your head wound. That’s why you’re clothes are wet. Your skin might burn a bit, but you’ll be fine. Honestly, I wasn’t sure you would ever wake up. That wouldn’t have set well with my daughter, but I don’t care. You tried to shoot me.” 
 
    The woman was in her forties, the corners of her mouth pulled downward into a frown. Inky hair streaked with gray framed her face, and her angry eyes gave Bishop a second look. “You’re the guy who killed Francis,” she accused. 
 
    “I didn’t kill Francis. You did.” 
 
    “But you brought it about.” 
 
    “Wrong again,” he replied in his deep baritone. “You two have been terrorizing us for the past three days. You’re lucky to be sitting here right now.” 
 
    The woman grunted and gave him a piteous expression, and her eyes watered with grief. She shook her head, and her face morphed into a wince. “Ow, my head.” 
 
    “My son gave you a good whack.” Bishop gave her a sideways glance. “You’re not Francis’s wife.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Francis’s sister, Berthy.” She peered around the basement, sniffling. “Not like it matters now, anyway.” 
 
    “What happened to Francis’s wife and kids, Berthy?” 
 
    “They got sick and died,” she spat. 
 
    “Wrong again,” he said. “I went over to their house. I saw them shot dead up in the master bedroom. They had no signs of being attacked by the spores.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    Bishop’s eyes widened. “You didn’t know? Weren’t you staying there?” 
 
    “He said their house was ruined with that mold stuff, so we cleaned up one of the other houses down the street. We stayed there when we weren’t aggravating you folks. He said you were the ones who caused his family to get sick.” 
 
    “Why would he say that?” he asked. “I told him they couldn’t stay here with us, but they had every opportunity to build a safe place somewhere else.” 
 
    “Maybe you should’ve let them stay with you.” 
 
    Squatting down, Bishop leaned closer. “I wouldn’t put my kids at risk. And, in case you haven’t noticed, your brother has got a bit of a temper. He wouldn’t have been a good fit here.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” the woman mumbled. 
 
    He backed up and stared at Berthy. “Where are you from? 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
    “I’m just making conversation,” Bishop responded. He was trying to figure out what to do with her. If she showed any signs of being as nuts as Francis, he’d consider taking some drastic action to keep her from following them after they left town. 
 
    “I’m from Wilmington, Ohio,” she said. 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    The woman shrugged like it was the dumbest question in the world. “Why does anyone ever jump in their car and tear west out of town?” 
 
    “You were fleeing the spore cloud.” 
 
    “You’re a genius,” Berthy made an awe-inspired face before she got serious. “I’m originally from North Carolina, but I moved up to Wilmington for a man. That didn’t work out, so I was living in an apartment by myself when the spore cloud hit.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” Bishop nodded. Then he crouched down in front of her and clasped his hands together. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry your brother is dead.” 
 
    The woman stared hard into his eyes, then she seemed to accept his apology. “And I’m sorry for shooting at you. I guess Francis lied to me.” 
 
    “He did. I can show you.” 
 
    “No, I believe you,” Berthy said, rolling her head around as if she had a neck ache. “Jeesh, mister. What did your boy hit me with?” 
 
    “An aluminum softball bat.” 
 
    “That sounds about right.” Berthy raised her eyebrows and sighed. “So, how long do I have to stay tied up?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” he said. In all honesty, he liked the woman, at least as much as someone can in the first ten minutes they’ve met. She was straightforward, and she didn’t seem surprised that Francis might lie to manipulate a situation. Still, her brother was dead, and Bishop had played a part in it.  
 
    “Look, mister—” 
 
    “Bishop.” 
 
    “Mister Bishop,” Berthy said, sincerely, “I didn’t mean you no harm. It was my brother who had me all worked up over nothing. To be honest, it looked like he’d lost a few marbles over the past week. I thought I was helping him get some payback for his family, but I should have known better than to trust him.”  
 
    He blinked at the woman, allowing his instincts to make the decision for him. “If I let you go, I want you to move away from here. I mean, find some place on the other side of town or go back to Wilmington. But this street is ours, okay?” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Berthy agreed. “I know where I’m not wanted, and I’d rather be alone, anyway.” 
 
    Bishop gave her one final, long stare, then he pulled out a utility knife and flipped the blade out. “I’m keeping the gun, too.” He crouched behind her and started cutting the duct tape from around her wrists.  
 
    “That’s fine,” Berthy said. “I’ve got a half-dozen more where that came from.” 
 
    He paused and gave her a sullen look. 
 
    Berthy made a scoffing sound. “I wasn’t going to use them on you, Mr. Bishop.” 
 
    He resumed cutting the duct tape, peeled it off of her, and stood back. Berthy pulled her hands around and stretched her arms out in front. She rotated her wrists and slapped her hands on her knees.  
 
    “All right,” she stood up in a quick, jackrabbit sort of way, causing him to take another step back. Berthy shook her head and laughed good-naturedly. “You sure are skittish for such a big boy.” 
 
    “It’s been a long week,” he said, not taking offense. “Go through those plastic tarps to the back door. I cleaned your mask up and put it on a table there.” 
 
    Berthy paused at the entrance to the first decontamination chamber, looking back at Bishop with gray eyes. “Hey, man. Thanks for letting me go. You didn’t have to.” 
 
    “Sorry about the lump on your head.” 
 
    “My first husband gave me more lumps than that,” Berthy waved it off with a wince. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Okay, then. Good luck.” 
 
    Berthy stepped through the plastic decontamination areas to the back door, put on her mask, and exited the house. He didn’t know if he’d made the right decision in letting the woman go, but he also couldn’t kill her. 
 
    “Dear Lord, let me keep that last shred of humanity.” Bishop put on his mask and locked the back door. 
 
    
Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Moe Tsosie, Chinle, Arizona  
 
      
 
    Moe took a long nap and then cleaned himself up at his mother’s house. He felt infinitely better after the hot shower and fresh change of clothes, though he didn’t know how long such luxuries would last. Chinle was lucky to even have power, and there were still residents on the outskirts of town and on many parts of the Navajo reservation who still used generators to cook or watch movies.  
 
    Many Navajos remained traditional and didn’t accept electricity. 
 
    It hadn’t dawned on Moe until he finished washing up that Chinle would soon face what the rest of the world had been through last week. They would probably lose power and would need to ration food, maybe water, too. 
 
    Chinle drew their water from springs over twenty miles away and stored some in a water tower in town. Many in the Nation still drove one to two hours twice a week to draw water from the springs in massive containers. Nothing would change for those folks, but Moe wondered when he would need to make some trips himself. 
 
     Those problems nagged at his mind as he stood in front of the mirror and ran a comb through his longish hair. He looked tired, and the scars from his past lined his face; a small furrow ran across his forehead and a deeper cut marked his left cheek. Old battle wounds from a fight halfway around the world. 
 
    As his hair dried, Moe wandered through his mother’s home. He’d grown up in the small, two-bedroom homestead near the edge of town, and he remembered every nook and cranny of the place. His mother’s laughter and brother and sister’s razzing followed him through every room. 
 
    Janice Tsosie’s bedroom was orderly, and the kids’ bedroom held mostly Tobe’s things, also put away into cardboard boxes since his death several years ago. There was barely a trace of Waki to be found. 
 
    Moe wandered into the living room and looked at the pictures on the coffee table. There were all of his and his siblings when they were younger with a spattering of his mother thrown in. He picked up one image where he and Tobe and Waki were horsing around on the couch, and he ran his thumb over their faces as he remembered the sounds of their voices. 
 
    His eyes lifted from that picture and cut across the rest of the frames again. With a bow of his head, Moe realized the old pictures expressed his mother’s wish that the family had stayed together. Waki had moved to Many Farms just after he’d started driving his truck, leaving Tobe to stay home with their mother. 
 
    And when Tobe had passed away after years of fighting a drug addiction, his mother carried on alone. 
 
    Moe and Waki had argued for another year about which one of them would return to the reservation and take up their responsibilities. In the wake of their arguing, they’d forgotten about their mother. Finally, with no one at her side, an aggressive emphysema had taken her life. Moe wondered how much her broken heart figured into that sentence. 
 
    “Sorry, Ma.” He shook his head as a tear streaked down his cheek. “I should’ve come back sooner.” 
 
    His cell phone rang on the kitchen table, giving Moe a start. He got up and retrieved the device, putting it to his ear as he answered it. 
 
    “Hello, this is Moe.” 
 
    “It’s Rex. Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m at home. I just woke up. What’s going on?” 
 
    “The town elders are about to start their town meeting,” Rex said. “They want you there since you’re buddies with the military guy.” 
 
    “I’m not his buddy,” Moe countered. 
 
    “But you speak his language. Come on, it starts in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he said with a sigh. “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    Moe hung up and stared at the pictures one last time before he retrieved his truck keys and headed into town. 
 
      
 
    They held the meeting at the Chinle Chapter House on Route 7, a long, single-story building in the older part of town opposite the Navajo Housing Authority and other town agencies. Normally, the dirt lot had a dozen cars at any given time. As Moe pulled in, he found the place packed, and people walked in twos and threes to the front entrance. 
 
    He pulled to the end of the lot and parked his truck in a rock field. Moe got out and walked to the small deck entrance, waiting in line behind some others as they filtered in. Inside, it was standing room only, and the windows gaped open with fans placed nearby to circulate the air. 
 
    Moe and Rex spotted each other, and the athletic director waved Moe over where he stood near a narrow stage. Moe joined him, noting several of the town’s elders were there, including Cynthia Tso. Standing behind them were several others he didn’t recognize, but he thought they might be leaders from some surrounding Navajo towns. 
 
    Facing them were a sea of concerned faces. 
 
    “Are you sure we want to be on this side of things?” Moe asked with a grin. “You can always stand on the other side.” 
 
    Rex crossed his arms and took a firm stance. “I’ll stay at your side. I won’t let you face them alone.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he scoffed. “I’m not facing anyone. I’m just here to answer any questions they might have.” 
 
    “You worked it out with the military,” Rex corrected him. “You helped smooth things over between everyone. That means you’re responsible.” 
 
    “I know what you’re saying,” Moe said, understanding the fierce pride his people had. “But we’re all the same people. If they fail, we fail.” 
 
    “You get it,” Rex agreed, “and that’s why you’re a perfect liaison.” 
 
    Moe started to protest when someone jabbed him in his left ribs. He looked to see Casey Harvey grinning up at him with her bright smile. 
 
    “Hey.” The young woman waved before nestling in next to him due to the packed crowd. “I heard you were busy the past few days.” 
 
    “On triage duty,” Moe said with a light-hearted snicker. “Taking in desert wanderers.” 
 
    “You should take me on the next shift.” 
 
    Moe blinked at the young woman. 
 
    Casey saw his blank look, and her expression turned sour. “I’m bored with the diner shut down, and I need something to do.” 
 
    “If you like sitting out in the desert all day, dealing with dust and heat and blood.” 
 
    “It’s better than sitting at home.” 
 
    “What about your daughter?” Moe raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “She’s in good hands with Mom and Dad.” Casey flashed him a smile before her expression hardened again. “I’m serious. I want to be out there helping.” 
 
    Moe nodded. “To be honest, we could use your help. Stay close.” 
 
    “Consider me glued to your hip.” Casey grinned and turned back to the stage. 
 
    Several of the town’s elders gathered around, and some took their seats at a long table on the stage. Moe didn’t recognize any except for Councilwoman Cynthia Tso and Sheriff Robert Ahiga, both who’d had an initial clash with Colonel Humphreys upon the military arrival. The other half dozen council people were a mix of folks dressed in traditional Navajo clothing or business casual attire.  
 
    A group entered the building and worked their way to the side of the stage where Moe, Rex, and Casey stood. His expression lifted when he caught sight of Sage with Dr. Reemer from the FEMA camp. He got her attention with a wave, and she smiled when she saw him. 
 
    “Moe, so good to see you,” Sage said, “and you know Dr. Reemer.” 
 
    “Hi, Sage. Dr. Reemer.” He shook Sage’s hand and then reached across to the doctor. 
 
    “You can call me Brandi,” Dr. Reemer said, reaching to return the shake. 
 
    “Glad you could make it, Brandi,” he said.  
 
    “This should be interesting.” Sage peered up at the gathering of elders as the last ones took their seats, and Cynthia Tso tapped on her microphone with her index finger. 
 
    “Attention, everyone, I think we’re ready to get started.” Cynthia gestured to her right and left. “As you can see, we’ve got all the members of the Chinle council, representatives from Rough Rock, Rock Point, Round Rock, and Many Farms and as many townsfolk as we could fit in.” Cynthia’s eyes roamed the room until they settled on Moe, Sage, and Brandi. “And some of our people who have been working on the front lines.” The councilwoman gestured to the three, causing Moe’s face to grow hot. 
 
    He had no problems taking action during a conflict, but he was bashful when called out in a civilian setting. He nodded to the councilwoman in response. 
 
    Cynthia coughed to the side, and everyone quieted down as she spoke in a quiet but sure tone. “As you all know, we have some new friends in town. Twenty-two hundred military personnel, and I’ve heard the refugee numbers topped five thousand and are climbing.” Cynthia deferred to Brandi, and the doctor nodded that was true. “Can you give us some projections?” 
 
    “We estimate another two hundred to a thousand over the next week,” Brandi shook her head with uncertainty. “But it’s a number we just can’t predict.” 
 
    Cynthia turned back to the crowd. “The population of Chinle is four thousand, three hundred and fifty-two, correct, Sheriff?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Sheriff Ahiga nodded. The older man had placed his sheriff’s hat on the table to display a head of bright gray hair. 
 
    “So, in just three days, the population of Chinle more than doubled," Cynthia said, looking from Brandi to Moe. “The refugees are strangers to us and our ways, and there are no signs of it slowing down.” 
 
    He nodded, because she told the truth. The influx had slowed, but he couldn’t imagine it stopping soon. 
 
    “I have two questions for our guests before we move on to food, water, and utilities during this trying time.” Cynthia continued. “First, does the military have any plans on commandeering the town’s resources?” 
 
    Moe glanced at Brandi, then he stepped forward to answer the question. 
 
    “I don’t think…” Moe’s voice sounded small in the densely packed room, so he stepped up on stage and gestured for the microphone. Cynthia handed it to him, and he started over. “Folks, I wouldn’t be too worried about the soldiers commandeering the town’s resources. They’ve got all the weight of the United States Military behind them. During my service, I was a staff sergeant who oversaw several logistics projects. They’ve got the equipment to run a city twice as large as ours. And I want to remind everyone they didn’t want us involved in the beginning. So, if you want to blame me for bringing our folks into the mix, you can blame me. I’m the one who got Dr. Denentdeel involved.  
 
    “But you didn’t bring them,” Cynthia followed up.  
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Moe nodded. “I just wanted to create a dialog between us and them, because this thing will get a lot worse before it gets better.  
 
    Cynthia took a second microphone and spoke into it. “Thank you, Moe. Without your intervention, things might have gone differently. That you’re here and able to answer questions is a tremendous help. And that leads me to my next question.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” He nodded. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll be sending any refugees over to Flagstaff or Phoenix?” 
 
    A few people clapped, and someone murmured something about moving them all out of Chinle. 
 
    “That’s an excellent question, Cynthia,” Moe responded. “Unfortunately, I don’t have the answer. I haven’t gotten word—” 
 
    “I can answer that.” Brandi Reemer stepped in. 
 
    Moe turned and handed the microphone to the doctor, and Brandi took front and center. She turned to the crowd with an uncertain expression on her face. Then she took a deep breath and answered. 
 
    “Flagstaff and Phoenix are taking refugees from coastal cities where fungal clouds originating in upper Washington blew down the coast.” Brandy spoke slowly and with concern. “As far as I know, those locations are also at maximum capacity with Phoenix taking in over twenty thousand people.” 
 
    The crowd gasped and exchanged worried looks. 
 
    Someone raised their voice from the other side of the stage. “We don’t want a repeat of the past.” A man stepped forward, wearing jeans and a leather vest with white braids of hair resting on his shoulders. Moe didn’t recognize him, though he guessed he might be from one of the other Navajo towns. 
 
    “I promise you,” Brandi continued. “General Humphreys has no intentions of infringing upon your rights.”  
 
    “We’ve heard that before,” the man countered with a snicker. 
 
    Brandi stepped up. “You must understand that the United States is in a severe state of emergency.” 
 
    “Why is that any of our problem?” The man held his hands open. “We’ve been lied to by the government for decades and centuries. Why would we get involved in their problems now?” 
 
    “Who are you?” Moe asked the man, stepping around Brandi. 
 
    “I’m John Wolf, representing Many Farms.” 
 
    Where Waki lives. 
 
    “There’ll be no repeating the past.” Moe spoke firmly into the microphone. “Because everything has changed. Our futures are no longer separate. They are intertwined now.” 
 
    “Then it is exactly like the past,” the man finished with a hard glare around at the crowd. “They will drag us into their problems and destroy what little we’ve built here.” 
 
    Moe stared at John Wolf, then he turned to address the crowd. A mysterious emotion swelled in his chest and took control of his words.   
 
    “Having been in the military and served overseas,” Moe said, “I’ve seen a lot of places and been in some hard fights. I can tell you we need to join with the military people and continue to look for positive solutions.”  
 
    John gestured as if his point was plain. “The only reason you say that is because you speak their language. You are one of them.” 
 
    Moe shook his head as anger simmered in his blood. “I say that because it must be stopped here, in Chinle. What else would you propose we do? Ride into camp and force the soldiers and refugees out at gunpoint? They’re not armed with tanks or heavy guns, but they have more than enough firepower to turn us away.” 
 
    “I don’t propose we fight,” John said. “I propose we stockpile supplies in the canyon caves all around the Navajo territory. And we ask our Hopi brothers and sisters in the west to do the same.” 
 
    “I see the sense in what John Wolf says,” Cynthia’s eyes slid from John to Moe. “We will organize that effort from here in Chinle.” 
 
    With that victory under his belt, John stepped across the front of the stage and confronted Moe directly. “Tell me, brother. What happened at Window Rock?” 
 
    “I don’t know what happened at Window Rock,” Moe responded with an honest shrug. Window Rock was the seat of the Navajo on the border of Arizona and New Mexico. The refugees would have passed through there on their way to Chinle. “I processed none of our brothers and sisters from Window Rock, so I assumed they remained in their town.” 
 
    “We could contact no one,” Cynthia said, flatly. “Cell phone service is out, and land lines have been silent for three days.” 
 
    “Then I will ask the colonel.” 
 
    “I would take it a step farther,” John Wolf said. “We should send a delegation to Window Rock and check on our brothers and sisters there.” 
 
    “I can’t say I disagree with that,” Sheriff Ahiga patted the table next to Cynthia. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Moe volunteered. They were right to be worried about their brothers and sisters, and he sensed he needed to be there for them more than ever.  
 
    “Then it is settled,” Cynthia said. She steered the conversation toward organizing the supply efforts with other leaders in town. 
 
    Moe placed the microphone back on the table and stepped back to his small group. “Tough crowd.” 
 
    “They have genuine concerns,” Brandi said as her eyes roamed across the crowd. 
 
    “Please do not relay any of what occurred here to the colonel,” Moe asked with a plaintive expression. “I don’t want him to get the impression the townsfolk are actively working against him.” 
 
    “Are they?” 
 
    Moe watched John Wolf where he’d climbed up on the stage and spoke with Cynthia and the sheriff. “They’re just afraid. And I can’t say I blame them for hoarding some resources. If the FEMA camp overgrows the military, the tribe would be defenseless. They need a place to retreat.” 
 
    Brandi nodded. “I can keep a lid on it.” 
 
    “I’d like to go with you to Window Rock,” Rex shot John Wolf a grim look.  
 
    “No, I need you to be my proxy here,” Moe countered. “Keep an eye on the kids and take the lead on our next triage shift.” 
 
    Sage gave her watch a brief glance. “That starts in four hours.” 
 
    Rex nodded. “All right. I can own the triage shift.” 
 
    “That means I’m attached to your hip now,” Casey slid over and stood next to Rex.  
 
    Moe placed his hands on his hips. “And I guess I’m heading to Window Rock.” 
 
    
Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Kim Shields, Yellow Springs, Ohio 
 
      
 
    Kim awakened to whispering inside the room. She opened her eyes and stared at the wall. With a yawn, she rolled over and saw Paul sitting at Jessie’s bedside. Across from her, Fiona slept on her own cot. The little girl used it whenever she wasn’t snuggling with Jessie. The two had become inseparable, like two orphaned sisters.  
 
    It made her miss Bishop and the kids even more, and she wished there was a way to call them. Without her husband having a satellite phone, there would be no way. Thinking about it would only make it worse, so she pushed the longing out of her mind as much as it broke her heart. 
 
    “What day is it?” she asked with a sleepy voice. Between fighting her Asphyxia infection and taking Paul’s serum once per day, Kim felt drained to her core. More than once, she’d run to the restroom with nauseous symptoms. But the serum had halted the spread of the infection through her system, so it was a small price to pay. 
 
    “It’s Saturday morning,” Paul looked over with a grin, “and I’ve just given Jessie her first booster. It was a small dose, but I’ll increase it in two days if we don’t see any major side effects.” 
 
    “We’re squeezing a lot into a short amount of time.” Kim presented a tired smile. Then she crawled into a sitting position with her back against the wall, knees drawn up to her chest. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “A lot better,” the young woman said, and Kim noted the clarity of her voice and the ease of her breathing. “I can’t wait to kick this thing for good.” 
 
    “You’ll go down in history as the first person cured of Asphyxia. Cool, right?” 
 
    “I’m just happy to breathe again.” Jessie released a breathy sigh. 
 
    “What side effects can we expect?” Kim asked Paul. “I’ve never worked with blood antifungals.” 
 
    “The injection will stimulate her immune system,” the mycologist replied. “There’s always a chance it could overstimulate it and send her into sepsis and shock. Or, she might only get a headache and be ready to run a marathon tomorrow. I’ll be recording all the data.” 
 
    “We need more volunteers,” Kim pressed her lips together. 
 
    “And where do you propose we get them?” 
 
    “I think that’s easy enough,” she said. She stood and put her feet into a pair of slippers. “Where’s Bryant?” 
 
    “He’s down in the analysis lab,” Paul said. “He’s been playing solitaire in between obsessing over Burke and Richtman.” 
 
    “I don’t blame him.” Kim exited the staff quarters and strode down the long hallway to the analysis room. The sound of humming computers greeted her, and the faint scent of electronics tickled her nose. 
 
    Bryant’s ice-blue eyes looked up from his computer desk in the room’s corner, and the lieutenant colonel gave her a wave. “Hello.” The man sat mostly upright in the office chair, though he leaned back and held his right leg straight at all times.  
 
    “Bryant,” Kim nodded, noting the soldier’s chipper demeanor. “How’s the hip?” 
 
    “The hip is better.” Bryant said with a positive note. “I won’t be jogging any time soon, but I get around.” 
 
    Kim stepped over and gave him a playful tap on the shoulder. “What’s got you grinning from ear to ear?” 
 
    “I’ve been working with some people on the military line all morning,” he said.  
 
    “Not General Miller’s people?” 
 
    “No way,” Bryant scoffed. “These are just people on the various military switchboards who can verify my rank. Being a lieutenant colonel gets you pretty far these days. I had them try to find my wife.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “They found her,” Bryant sighed. “They found Missy.” 
 
    “That’s amazing!” Kim said, her voice tittering. She pulled up another office chair and sat down. “Where is she?” 
 
    “She’s in Flagstaff, running chopper missions there,” Bryant said, “ferrying soldiers and supplies. They’ll let her know I’m safe in Yellow Springs. They might even patch me through to her at some point.” 
 
    The lieutenant colonel’s energy was infectious, and she envied it. “I wish I could talk to Bishop and the kids. But it won’t happen unless I can get through to command there. Hey, do you have any connections with Ft. Collins? Can you help? I lost contact with my facility days ago.” 
 
    The lieutenant colonel’s expression sunk.  
 
    “What?” Kim asked, alarmed at the instant change in his expression. 
 
    The soldier shifted in his seat with discomfort. “I got word last night, but you were sleeping.” 
 
    “What is it? C’mon.”  
 
    Bryant took a deep breath and turned his chair around to face Kim. “Ft. Collins, Denver, and Albuquerque were all hit with spore clouds a few days ago.” 
 
    Kim rested back in her chair like he’d punched her in the stomach. “So, it made it that far?” Her voice sounded distant and lifeless, but she forced herself to say the word even though she wanted to throw up. “Casualties?” 
 
    “I have to be honest.” 
 
    “Please.” Her head grew dizzy, and her stomach gave a sick twist. 
 
    “There were a lot of casualties,” Bryant continued. “FEMA were trying to gather folks down at the football stadium when the cloud hit. It was a disaster.”  
 
    The world spun faster, and Kim was having trouble focusing on the soldier’s face. “What about people staying in their homes? Bishop would have prepared the house like I told him.” 
 
    “They’ll know more in a few days,” Bryant quickly added. “There aren’t enough soldiers to reopen the FEMA facility at the university. So, they have two small teams patrolling the neighborhoods. Does he have a radio? You know, AM/FM?” 
 
    “I don’t think we had one.” Kim snatched coherent thoughts out of the air. “But Bishop may have picked up one at the store, or they might check their car radios.” 
 
    Bryant nodded, and he reached out to pat her hand. “If they do re-establish the FEMA camp, I’m sure they’ll broadcast it.” 
 
    Kim leaned forward, eyes staring down at the floor as a hundred thoughts ran through her head.  
 
    “They will be fine. The way you talk about Bishop, he’s a smart guy. He’ll make the right decisions. You said you had a generator connected to your home. I’ll bet they’re buttoned up tight watching movies.”  
 
    “Maybe.” Kim’s eyes went wide for a moment before her expression relaxed into helplessness. “What can I do?”  
 
    Bryant stood, leaning hard to his left to favor his hip. He hobbled closer with his arms wide. “Missy tells me I’m not an incredibly affectionate man, but it seems like you need a hug.” 
 
    She blinked away tears, reluctant at first. The last man she’d hugged was Dr. Flannery, and he’d been brutally murdered. But Kim couldn’t deny the human contact, and she leapt up and threw her arms around the soldier, burying her face into his T-shirt.  
 
    “I don’t know what I’ll do if I lose them.” She squeezed her eyes tight and leaked tears on Bryant’s shirt. “I mean, I would just…” Her words trailed off as a wild thought entered her mind. 
 
    Bryant broke the embrace and held her at arm’s length, staring at her, narrowing his eyes. “I can see the gears spinning in your head. What are you thinking?” 
 
    The idea circled around in her brain, making more sense with every revolution. “I’ve done all I can here.” Kim shrugged. “We’ve got a week or more before we understand the effects of the booster on Jessie. The only thing keeping me here was my infection, and that’s in check. Burke might try something, but we haven’t heard from him in days. I think he’s moved on.” 
 
    “We can’t be sure,” he countered. “He could be waiting for you to come out into the open.” 
 
    “He had his chance.” Kim shook her head unwaveringly. She ticked things off on her fingers. “Fiona is here. We have a potential cure. Paul’s serum stopped the spread of the infection in my body.” The corner of her mouth lifted with a determined grin. “And you taught me a thing or two about using an AR-15.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” He leveled his gaze at her. 
 
    “I’m driving to Ft. Collins to get Bishop and the kids,” she said with dawning realization, “and I’m bringing them back here.” 
 
    Bryant scoffed at the joke, then he saw she wasn’t kidding and sobered up. “I’m not sure I can allow that.” 
 
    It was Kim’s turn to fix the soldier with a skeptical eye. “I don’t remember asking you.” 
 
    “You’re one of the few scientists we have left,” Bryant’s face hardened with a sense of duty. “One of the brightest. If the booster doesn’t work on Jessie, we’ll need you here.” 
 
    “I’ll be back by then.” Kim started moving toward the door. “I’ll be way back by then.” 
 
    Bryant shook his head as he tried to follow her, limping along. When he realized he couldn’t catch her, he stopped and gestured. “Look at you. Look at us. We’re exhausted from fighting the infection and the side effects of Paul’s serum.” The soldier pointed at her. “Not to mention the other dangers out there.” 
 
    “I know what I’m getting myself into, and I’ll be fine.”  
 
    “We contaminated the bus,” Bryant pressed. “Is your family going to ride with you in there? Would you put them at risk like that?” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” Kim said from the doorway. 
 
    Defeated, he gave her one last plea. “At least let me go with you.” 
 
    “Sorry, soldier.” She shook her head. “This is another trip I’ve got to make on my own. Stay here and keep an eye out for Burke. Oh, and try to make up with General Miller. See if he can spare a few volunteers to try the booster.” 
 
    Bryant’s jaw worked back and forth for a moment, though he’d run out of talking points. 
 
    “AMI,” Kim called out over the control center’s room connection. 
 
    “Yes.” AMIs cool tone replied. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Get Mobile Unit XI ready,” she said. “We’re taking a trip.” 
 
    
Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Randy and Jenny Tucker, Indianapolis, Indiana 
 
      
 
    Randy pulled on his air filtration mask and adjusted his coveralls. They were preparing for their third scavenging trip since meeting the mysterious outsiders who’d showed the twins the secret hand sign.  
 
    The past two day’s scavenging trips had been uneventful, with no sign of the outsiders. Though with every new house they entered, Randy’s eyes roamed the wooded areas for any signs of the pair.  
 
    His relationship with Tricia had fallen back to the same business-like mode, speaking to each other only when they had to. And even though the corporal knew about the twins’ plans to escape, she didn’t hover over them. 
 
    Was she waiting for the twins to make their move? 
 
    That Randy and Jenny weren’t dead told him that Tricia hadn’t gone to Jergensen about their plans, either. He figured the corporal was caught between a rock and a hard place. On one hand, she remained loyal to Jergensen and believed in the Colony. On the other, Odom and Taggert were vying for position as the next leader. Which side would she chose? 
 
    For Odom’s part, he left the twins alone, although Randy cringed at the sideways looks he gave Jenny in the food court. He couldn’t imagine what evil thoughts circled in the man’s head. He just hoped he and Jenny were long gone before Odom took control. 
 
    “Okay, people,” Tricia shouted behind her visor. “We’re moving out in ten minutes.” 
 
    The corporal wore her usual fatigues and sidepiece. She carried a rifle with the barrel pointed down and her finger off the trigger as she inspected everyone’s coveralls and masks.  
 
    Randy grabbed Jenny, and they did a quick inspection on each other before they got in line with the others. They’d gotten extra-long showers and meals, and Jenny’s hair shined red from her washing and brushing it out. Still, worry lingered in her eyes, and anxiety pulled her mouth into a frown. She’d caught Odom’s dark looks, too. 
 
    Tricia inspected the row of scavengers with Kirk and Stephanie next in line. The pair had accepted their second-place status behind Randy and Jenny, though they weren’t happy about it. And Randy was always on guard for Kirk’s shenanigans.  
 
    When the corporal came to Jenny, she inspected the young woman with cold efficiency. Tricia made sure Jenny’s coveralls checked out and that her mask fit tight. When she came to Randy, he stared at her with brash openness.  
 
    With their plans out in the open, Randy didn’t have to fake loyalty to the Colony. He could be open with her. He’d already chosen a side, and he wanted Tricia to know it. 
 
    The corporal’s beautiful eyes glowed gold in the light, and her jaw held a soft angle with just a hint of an edge. Tricia looked up and caught him staring at her. At first, he thought she’d say something to discipline him, but she flashed him the hint of a smile. 
 
    Encouraged, Randy pushed his luck. “Is my uniform tight?” 
 
    “It’s tight as always, scavenger,” the corporal replied, and she gave his coveralls a hard tug to ensure there were no gaps between the jumper and his hood. “You’ve got it down. You and your sister, I mean.” 
 
    “Of course, Corporal.” He gave a brief, efficient nod. “But I may need some additional, private training, though. I’m struggling with my boots.” 
 
    “Your boots?” Tricia stepped back and looked down. 
 
    “Yes, um. Getting the seal right. I’m having problems with it.” 
 
    Jenny scoffed next to him, and Randy almost laughed. He imagined his sister’s eyes rolling out of her head.  
 
    Tricia used the toe of her boot to scrape at the duct tape wrapped around Randy’s shin. “I see. Yes, you’re using way too much tape to do a simple seal. I’ll be by later to help you get the strips right—” Tricia’s smile faded, and her brow furrowed.  
 
    The sounds of gunfire touched the edges of Randy’s hearing, and he glanced over his shoulder toward the tarmac. But the gunshots weren’t outside. They came from inside the terminal. 
 
    “Wait right here,” Tricia said. She wore a calm expression, though Randy could tell by her tense movements that something was wrong. She backed up and addressed the entire group. “All of you. Stay right here. Do not move!” With that, Tricia jogged back through the tunnel and bounded up the stairs to the gate. 
 
    Randy shifted as more gunshots rang out. Someone screamed inside the terminal, and he looked down at his sister in fear. Jenny’s eyes were wide as she stared down the tunnel after the corporal.  
 
    He looked askance at the other scavengers, and Randy saw a thousand thoughts rushing through their heads. Stephanie gripped Kirk’s arm, and the young man turned toward her in a protective posture. 
 
    Something exploded inside the building. The scavengers jerked in fright, and two of them turned and escaped down the tunnel leading to the tarmac. Randy’s instincts told him to grab Jenny and flee, though he couldn’t bring himself to leave Tricia behind. 
 
    Shouts followed more gunfire, and then a mass of screams carried through the gate and down to the waiting scavengers. He exchanged a look with Kirk, and for once they were on the same page. No longer competing scavengers, but two young men uncertain who to fight. 
 
    With a nod to him, Kirk grabbed Stephanie and turned her toward the tarmac tunnel, and they fled after the other two scavengers. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jenny grabbed his arm, the tension in her voice edging upward. 
 
    “I’ve got a few ideas,” he replied. “And they all amount to a whole lot of danger.” 
 
    Jenny tugged him toward the tarmac tunnel. “Let’s go. 
 
    “Not yet.” He broke out of her grip and jogged to the gate tunnel. “Just stay here. I’ll find Tricia.” 
 
    “Randy, no!” 
 
    With a clenched jaw, he ignored his sister and entered the tunnel, following it all the way to the other end. He planned on climbing the stairs and poking his head up in the gate area. If Tricia wasn’t inside, he’d come back and get Jenny out of there. 
 
    Tricia landed at the bottom of the stairs. Her expression was wide-eyed and feral, and she held a second rifle in her other hand. To Randy’s complete and utter shock, she held out the weapon.  
 
    “Take it!” she shouted. 
 
    Randy took the weapon but held it at arm’s length and shook his head. “I’m not fighting for Odom or Taggert.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to fight for them,” Tricia said. “I’m asking you to fight for us.” 
 
    She ran past Randy to the prep tent where the remaining scavengers waited. 
 
    One of them stepped in front of Tricia, his eyes darting toward the gate. “What’s going on up there? What should we do?” 
 
    “Question number one is that hell is breaking loose up there.” Tricia removed her pistol and handed it to Jenny. “For question number two, you can stay or go. I don’t care either way.” 
 
    The corporal dug into her fatigue pockets and drew out a set of keys. She gave the twins a hard look before she tossed the keys to him. “Let’s go. Randy drives.” 
 
    Tricia jogged down the tunnel that led to the tarmac. Holding the gun in one hand, and the keys in the other, he followed the corporal with his sister in tow. 
 
    They busted through the Velcro tunnel flaps and broke out onto the tarmac. The transport vehicle was right there, and Randy gestured at it with a question on his face. 
 
    “Yep, that’s what we’re taking,” Tricia said. “Can you drive a stick?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “All right.” Tricia and Jenny circled to the passenger side while the scavengers jumped in the back.  
 
    Randy climbed into the drivers’ side and glanced at the simple dashboard. The truck was at least ten years old, and the cab smelled like oil and dust. He handed his rifle to his sister, slammed his foot on the clutch, and started the truck.  
 
    The diesel engine roared to life, and Randy moved the stick shifter back and forth to get a feel for it. Then he put the shifter into first gear, let the clutch out slowly, and eased the vehicle forward. 
 
    “You’ll need to go faster than that,” Tricia said. 
 
    “I’m trying not to stall it.” 
 
    “Just go!” 
 
    Randy let the clutch fully out, pressed the gas, and listened as the engine wound out. Then he shifted into second, then third. The steering wheel jumped in his hands as the truck shook and rumbled. 
 
    “Turn north,” Tricia shouted. “We need to take the access road to the expressway.” 
 
    “All right,” Randy called as he turned the vehicle in that direction. He kept his eyes pinned to a small guard station where two soldiers stood. The pair were staring back toward the terminal, and one lifted a 2-way radio and spoke into it before listening for a response. 
 
    An open top jeep with two soldiers arrived at the gate from the service road and stopped behind the two guards. The guards got in the jeep, and the vehicle tore off in their direction. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Randy said. “We’ve got company.”  
 
    “Those are Odom’s soldiers. He must have called them back from patrol.” Tricia checked her rifle and placed the barrel so it pointed outside the window. “If they’re smart, they won’t try to stop us.” 
 
    The passenger soldier in the jeep stood up and raised his rifle at them. 
 
    “They’re waving us down,” Randy said.  
 
    “I see that,” Tricia said. “Keep going.” The corporal leaned farther out the window to display her own rifle. “If they try to stop, slam into them.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    The driver of the jeep said something to the passenger and pulled him down by his belt. The four soldiers stared at them as they passed, and he sighed with relief when no one opened fire. Tricia and Jenny both eased down in the seat, with a clear way ahead. 
 
    Then Randy glanced into his side mirror and saw the jeep turn halfway around and stop as one of the guard soldiers in back conversed with someone on his 2-way radio. After a moment, he lowered the device and slapped the driver on the shoulder, gesturing toward the fleeing troop transport. 
 
    “They’re turning around!” Randy called out. He shifted the truck into fourth and pressed the gas pedal to the floor. 
 
    Tricia turned in her seat and used the barrel of her rifle to separate a pair of curtains leading to the back of the truck. “Keep driving! Head north. Come on, Jenny!” 
 
    Tricia climbed over the seat and through the curtains. Jenny picked up the second rifle and left her pistol in the seat next to him before she followed Tricia to the back. 
 
    “Great,” Randy grumbled. “We’re about to get lit up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 
Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    Randy and Jenny Tucker, Indianapolis, Indiana  
 
      
 
    Randy drove the troop transport past the guard booth and onto the service road. He had no clue where it led, though he trusted Tricia. The area around the airport was flat with a thin covering of fungus. Where the fungus had crept onto the road, his tires struck it in a cloud of dust spores that sprung high in the air.  
 
    “I hope your masks are strapped on tight,” Randy said to the soldiers, glancing in his side mirror as the jeep ran through the black haze.  
 
    He had the truck chugging along close to 50 miles per hour, but the jeep was much faster and far more agile. Still, the service road was narrow, and he kept the jeep from passing them.  
 
    The men in the jeep waved for him to stop. Randy pushed the gas pedal to the floor, bringing the speed up to fifty-five miles per hour. Going any faster was impossible; the engine wasn’t geared for speed. 
 
    He alternated between watching the curving road ahead and his side mirror. Two soldiers stood in their seats and fired on the truck. A bullet buzzed past Randy’s head and passed through the windshield, and he jerked the wheel to the side in response.  
 
    “Take it easy!” Tricia yelled from the back of the truck, then the women opened fire on the jeep.  
 
    The jeep’s front windshield blew out, and a line of bullets zipped up one soldier’s chest, spraying blood all over the soldier sitting behind him. 
 
    Looking ahead, Randy saw the end of the service road. A quick glance out the passenger window showed the buildings of downtown Indianapolis swinging into view. 
 
    “Hold on to something!” Randy shouted back. He hit the brake and whipped the steering wheel to the right, turning the truck onto the wider highway. 
 
    He shifted down to third to regain his speed, and the truck lurched so hard it threw him six inches out of his seat. Settling back, Randy ground the engine to a high whine and then shifted into fourth. 
 
    The jeep swung onto the road behind them, minus the dead soldier from the passenger seat. One soldier had picked up the dead man’s rifle and resumed firing, with Tricia and Jenny returning in kind. 
 
    The jeep tried to pass them on the right, so he moved the truck over to block them. The jeep whipped back to the left and tried to flank him. Randy pulled the wheel back in the other direction, and the truck tipped hard to the right. 
 
    It was enough to back the jeep off. The ladies unleashed a burst of rounds on the soldiers that blew metal and glass everywhere. The jeep’s radiator exploded in a hiss of steaming fluid before the jeep spun out on the shoulder.  
 
    Randy was about to celebrate, but two more jeeps whipped onto the road behind him and began to gain. Tricia’s head poked between the curtains, and the heavy scent of gunpowder rolled off her. 
 
    “Are you two okay?” 
 
    “We’re fine,” Tricia confirmed. “The tailgate is pretty chewed up, and it won’t take much more.” 
 
    Randy shifted into fifth gear and pushed the truck to its fastest speed. “I guess you saw the company?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Still think this is a good idea?” 
 
    “Too late to turn back now.” Tricia’s eyes searched the road ahead. 
 
    His brow furrowed. “What happened back there to make Odom go nuts?” 
 
    “Jergensen died.”  
 
    “That explains it,” Randy said with a grim tone. “Where to, now?” 
 
    “This highway should take us to some suburbs we scavenge,” the corporal said. 
 
    “Jump out and scatter?” he asked. “We’re not going to outmaneuver them in this.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking. Unless you had a better plan.” 
 
    Randy shook his head and pulled the truck into the right lane as they approached the first exit. He took the ramp, noting that the two jeeps behind them were catching up. “I’ll find a nice subdivision,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll let everyone in back know.” 
 
    Tricia disappeared as Randy slowed the truck at the bottom of the exit ramp and took a right. He shifted fast, getting the truck back up to speed. By the time he had it in fourth gear, the pursuing jeeps swung onto the road behind him.  
 
    He passed some gas stations, liquor stores, and food marts before he swung the truck left in a wide arc across the opposite two lanes. They entered a subdivision previously looted by the Colony. Randy could tell because the garage doors remained open with their insides gutted.  
 
    It wasn’t a subdivision he was familiar with, though he chose it due to the sizable amount of brush cover and copses of trees separating back yards. It was an older community, and it gave them the best chance to escape.  
 
    Randy’s heart pounded as he wove the truck left and right down the streets, moving deeper into the subdivision. He picked a cul-de-sac and parked the truck halfway down it. Then he grabbed his pistol out of the seat and got out. 
 
    The truck’s tailgate slammed down, and the other four scavengers hopped out. They split up into two pairs. Two ran toward the houses on one side of the road while the other pair ran in the opposite direction. Tricia and Jenny leapt down and met him. 
 
    He gestured behind him. “I was thinking we should run to the circle. There are woods behind those houses.” 
 
    Tricia was already nodding. The three of them sprinted toward the circle of homes as the two jeeps roared around the bend in a squeal of tires. Tricia angled through the yards, so the old trees provided some cover.  
 
    The jeeps squealed to a stop. A brief delay preceded more gunfire, and lead flew in their direction. Several rounds hit a tree just ahead of them, spraying bark and wood everywhere. The trio cringed but kept running. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder to see the soldiers had split into two pairs. Two had run off in another direction, while three chased Randy, Tricia, and Jenny.  
 
    They reached the corner of the last home on the street and sprinted between the houses to reach the back yard. Brick splintered around Randy’s head, and he cursed as he ducked beneath the barrage. 
 
    Upon reaching the back corner of the house, Randy turned and poked his head around the edge. The three soldiers were coming at a dead sprint with their guards down. They were forty yards off, but he reached around the corner and fired off three rounds from his pistol. The two male soldiers dove to the ground while the woman ducked and crashed to her knees.  
 
    Randy turned and ran. Tricia and Jenny stood on the other side of the yard, waiting for him. When he caught up, they plunged into the woods and sprinted through the sparse undergrowth, weaving between the trees. A clear patch of daylight beckoned them from the other side. 
 
    Bullets zipped through the green, snapping off tree bark and sending leaves spinning through the air. Jenny had already outdistanced them and approached the other side of the woods.  
 
    Tricia wasn’t so fast. Still, he wouldn’t allow himself to overtake her. She’d likely call him a fool, but he’d take the bullet before she would.  
 
    The soldiers must have spread out to get a wider angle, because a shot zipped by Randy and hit Tricia with a sick thwack sound. 
 
    “Ah!” Tricia grabbed the back of her leg. She remained on her feet and kept going, dragging her wounded leg behind her. 
 
    Randy caught up with her and turned her toward one of the larger trees where they both took cover. Once safe, Tricia fell to her knees and grasped her hamstring, screaming behind her visor. 
 
    Jenny stopped at the edge of the woods and turned at the wounded woman’s cry. She saw Tricia and Randy taking cover, so she leapt behind the next tree over. 
 
    “We need to make a stand here,” Randy shouted, leaning around the tree and picking out one soldier approaching through the brush. He straightened his arm and took a shot, causing the soldier to duck down. 
 
    Wordlessly, Tricia crawled to the tree and peered through the low foliage, picking out a target and popping off two rounds. Jenny hefted her rifle and edged around her tree trunk, squeezing off two rounds in the general direction of the soldiers. The soldiers dropped into cover.  
 
    His sister had never fired a military-style rifle before, and Randy had only once or twice. Tricia must have given Jenny a thirty second training session to make her functional. Still, he couldn’t imagine she’d be too accurate. The odds were stacked against them with their only soldier down. 
 
    “Conserve ammo!” Tricia yelled at Jenny. “I’ve only got two more magazines.” 
 
    Jenny nodded and pulled herself back behind the trees, while Randy knelt down next to Tricia. 
 
    “How’s your leg?” 
 
    Her face was a grimace, her voice hoarse with pain. “Direct hit. I’m not moving.” 
 
    Randy cursed under his breath and glanced up through the sticker bushes and fallen tree branches to pick out a target. He couldn’t see anyone through the brush. 
 
    “I’m not a soldier, Tricia,” he said, leaning his shoulder against the tree. “What are they going to do?” 
 
    “They’ll try to flank us.” Tricia’s voice strained to the breaking point. She gestured to the right and left. “You know, get around to the sides.” 
 
    “Right,” Randy said, though he didn’t know what they could do to stop them. “Stay here.” He jumped over to the next tree where Jenny was leaning with her back against the rough bark. Randy put his visor against hers. “They’ll try to flank us. Keep an eye out.” 
 
    Jenny nodded as he turned to the left, peering down the middle of the firing zone.  
 
    Bullets flew in their direction and ricocheted off the tree trunks. They responded sparingly just to keep their attackers at bay.  
 
    Randy glanced over where Tricia had gotten up on her left knee and was firing ahead of them but a little toward the outside. After another few rounds, it became clear to him that Odom’s soldiers were trying to do what Tricia said they would—outflank them and pick them apart. 
 
    Clenching his teeth, Randy wondered if the soldiers had kept one behind to guard the middle? What if he surprised them by charging ahead and taking them out? 
 
    “Cover me,” Randy hissed. 
 
    “What?” Tricia turned on her shoulder and glanced back. “Wait! Randy. Stop!” 
 
    He put his head down and started forward through the brush, crouch-walking to stay low. Tricia and Jenny let loose with a brief volley, followed by several spaced-out shots to keep the soldiers busy. 
 
    There was a wide tree ahead, and he suspected a soldier hid behind it. Eyes straining to spot them, he angled to his right, aiming his rifle barrel from one side of the tree to the next, expecting the soldier to show themselves at any moment.  
 
    Someone shouted, and a bullet zipped by his head, and another smacked a tree two feet away, sending bark and mold flying. Randy kept moving, intent on surprising his target. Just when he thought he might have been wrong, a woman leaned around the tree and raised her pistol. 
 
    Her eyes went wide when she saw Randy right on top of her, and he fired three shots in rapid order before she could get her weapon up. His rounds hit her arm, shoulder, and visor. Blood sprayed across the brush as the woman staggered backward and hit the ground. 
 
    Withering gunfire flew his way, and Randy dropped to the ground. He covered his head with his arms as foliage exploded all around him. A second layer of gunfire entered the fray, new guns dwarfing the others. 
 
    Someone cried out with a muffled sound to his left. Someone else screamed, and they must have taken off their mask because the sound was loud and clear in the dense forest.  
 
    Randy grunted and winced with every snap of a shot, every burst of rounds, until the gunfire reached a crescendo and promptly died. 
 
    Panting in the sudden silence, Randy listened and waited. He felt no pain, and he hadn’t been shot. He rolled over, looking up at the black dust spores and forest detritus floating through the air. 
 
    Behind him came footsteps, the crunching of boots on dry twigs and leaves. He turned his body and started to rise when a figure stepped into view. 
 
    Dressed in mixed military fatigues, a man with pale green eyes stared back at him. They were the eyes of the intruder from the other day, and he was pointing his rifle at Randy’s chest.  
 
    Randy lowered his pistol and held out an open hand. The man switched his grip on his rifle and gave him a thumbs up sign, tilting it to the side. Randy mimicked the gesture, raising his thumb up before tilting it to the side. 
 
    The man lowered his weapon, and he released the breath he’d been holding. Jenny emerged from the brush with a slight limp in her step. She held her rifle and wore a wide grin on her face.  
 
    “Sis,” Randy said. He climbed to his feet and rushed to his sister, giving her a strong hug. “I thought we were goners for a minute there.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Jenny replied, returning the hug with one arm. 
 
    “Tricia?” 
 
    Jenny turned and nodded back in the direction she’d come. Tricia limped through the brush with a pained expression, her arm thrown over the shoulder of another one of the militia folks. They’d wrapped a thick white bandage around her leg. His heart skipped a beat at the sight of her alive, but she needed more serious medical attention. 
 
    Randy glanced around to see a hodgepodge of military-type people surrounding them, none of whom looked the same. They carried a variety of weaponry, and they wore unique styles of air filtration masks, some of them homemade. 
 
    He faced the leader with a new sense of anxiety. The twins and Tricia were safe from Odom and his soldiers, though they faced a new threat. Who were these people, and what would they do with them? 
 
    “I’m Randy,” he ventured in good faith. “This is my sister, Jenny, and Corporal Tricia Ames. We just escaped from the Colony.” 
 
    The blue-eyed man studied his face, then he glanced back toward the street. His words came in a forceful yet easy tone from behind his visor. “C’mon. Let’s bolt before more of Jergensen’s people show up.” 
 
    “Yeah, about that,” Randy said, scratching his head and shifting to his other leg. “Jergensen’s dead.” 
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