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	· Graphic Violence: Brutal acts of survival, hand-to-hand combat, and the visceral reality of a world without order.

	· Strong Language: Extensive use of profanity and coarse dialogue throughout.

	· Death and Grief: Central themes involving loss, mourning, and the psychological weight of survival.

	· Explicit Sexual Content: Depictions of adult relationships and intimate themes.

	· Child Endangerment / Death of Minors: Depicted within the context of a collapsed society. Reader discretion is strongly advised.

	· Animal Violence: Depicted within the context of survival.

	· Graphic Novel Imagery: This work contains illustrated visual content including depictions of violence, death, and mature themes consistent with the written narrative. Images are intended for mature readers only.

	· Psychological Trauma / PTSD: Ongoing depictions of mental and emotional deterioration under extreme circumstances.
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	“Every man we kill or maim has to be replaced by a better man.” 

	— General William T. Sherman

	 


15 WEEKS BEFORE DAY 0

	 

	FILE: [PROLOGUE] | STATUS: NORMAL | Est. Time to Zero: 2,417 Hours

	

	 

	“I want to stay in a bit longer!” he shouted up to her. Nearly an hour already. “This drysuit is something else hey—so much warmer than the seven milli.”

	She rolled her eyes and pulled the blanket tighter around her legs. “It’s your braai, bru.” Their little boat drifted a few meters from him.

	He floated on his back first, watching the winter clouds move over the Drakensberg ridge, South Africa, then rolled and went under.

	The Vaal went quiet the instant his ears submerged. Other boaters had been scarce since the leaves came down—maybe one or two all morning. The dam was deep by the wall but only about fifteen meters where he was working along the bottom, feeling for the ledge he’d found last week.

	He let out air slowly to let himself drop deeper, slowing his heartrate down with it. The water was clear enough—no rain in weeks—and the light came through in long shafts. He hung at the bottom and looked around.

	Then, suddenly he felt it.

	Who’s on the water today and why can’t they see my buoy?

	The sensation started behind his back teeth. Low. Then his chest. Then his gut. A pressure that had no direction—it was just suddenly everywhere inside him.

	He exhaled hard and kicked for the surface faster than he should have. He gasped as he hit the surface. Spinning.

	Another boat was a hundred and fifty meters off. Moving easy toward the far bank. Nobody was looking his way. The wake was already flattening out in long slow rings.

	“You alright?” she called down.

	“Ja.” He dove back under.

	 

	 


 

	MAP: ZONE - LOCAL
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	It didn’t take much effort to pry off the large plywood covering over the window, and even less to break the large pane of glass. Donovan peeked his head in quickly, only to flinch at the smell of decay and mold.

	“Up-up, Archie,” he announced, lifting a shivering, medium-sized grey and brown pointer mix through the broken window and setting him inside. Another larger dog, a Rottweiler, willingly leapt through the same opening and immediately began searching the area.

	“Go get ‘em,” Donovan stated, entering the home, sparking excitement in both dogs as they ran together into another room.

	A small drone slipped in behind them, no louder than a moth, and disappeared into the dark of the hallway. Its feed pulled up in the corner of his AR lens—thermal, overlaid with motion tracking. The dogs were green. Everything else was still.

	Donovan glanced behind him through the now open window before clicking on an LED headlamp and retrieving a machete and large knife from his person. If you happened to catch Donovan off guard during the day, you would always be met with two large machetes, three knives, and a handgun.

	Methodically he searched through the home, tossing aside mostly worthless garbage and pocketing small trinkets that slipped into his right thigh pocket. The drone flagged it half a second before X did. Donovan heard the growl and gripped his machete tightly. As he rounded the corner he noticed a pile of flesh on the floor and mumbled, “Good boy… what is that?”

	He pushed the tip of the blade into the mess. A hand caught his attention out of the corner of his eye. His reaction set in and he used the machete as a guillotine to separate it from the wrist, then thrust another slim knife into what should have been the head of its owner. As quickly as Donovan reacted, so did X, lunging toward the hand, snapping down onto it and shaking his head violently, slinging flesh into the air. Arch waited a moment before joining in, but with much more control and very little aggression.

	His heart was pounding. Donovan composed himself quickly and used the knife to search through the mess, realizing that his severing had been unnecessary. The loose hand already belonged to the pile of flesh on the floor. Grinning to himself, Donovan noticed a small puppy gnawing at the stub of the wrist and yipped at the group. Arch sniffed the puppy curiously and X was unimpressed, snorting in its direction. “Keep it moving!” Donovan shouted, directing the dogs out of the room.

	Donovan scooped up the puppy and sheathed his machete. He searched through the room and found enough rags and clothing to clean the stench off the pup. He noticed the remains of a person in the mush, as well as an adult dog and the other puppies that hadn’t made it. Gathering up the rags and tucking the puppy wrapped in cloth inside his shirt, Donovan pulled an unidentified bone from the pile and exited the room.

	The rest of the house was cleared without any further discoveries and they exited the same way they entered. The drone made one final pass—ceiling to floor, room to room—and came back clean. Donovan lifted the previously removed plywood back over the window and hastily hammered it into place, marking it “clear” with a can of green spray paint before moving on. The word was only half the message. The number beneath it—small, easy to miss—told him everything else he needed to know when he came back.

	“Home,” he commanded, and they picked up a brisk jogging pace as a team. The drone was already ahead of them.

	It only took a few minutes before they arrived at a gate that looked like it contained hell behind it. There were multiple layers of barbed wire and chain-link fence, as well as a number of completely charred vehicles strategically placed into a maze in front of a twenty-five to thirty foot high, hundred and fifty foot wide wall made from what looked like steel plates. Unless you were driving a tank you weren’t getting through this wall, and even a tank probably wouldn’t make it far.

	Four sensor nodes lined the upper perimeter. They had logged his gait and biometrics before he cleared the first wire.

	Donovan and the dogs increased their speed as they approached, hitting nearly a full sprint as they navigated through the labyrinth and quickly disappeared into the wall with ease. If you were watching closely you still wouldn’t understand how it happened—it looked as though they ran into the maze and were simply swallowed up by it.

	“All clear,” he said to the panting crew as he brushed himself off and headed toward home. He removed the new member from his shirt and set her on the ground with the other two dogs.

	They all approached a house completely boarded up with plywood and two-by-fours. Donovan glanced around for a moment, grabbed the large padlock holding the plywood to the frame, and slid his knife behind the board, carefully lifting it until he heard a click. He moved to the opposite side and did the same, and the plywood swung open toward him. The seemingly impenetrable security barrier was nothing more than a ruse hiding a common door.

	Donovan twisted the unlocked handle and they all piled inside without hesitation. The two dogs immediately hit the water bowl on the floor near the door while Donovan pulled the heavy door closed behind him and locked it with a large padlock. The newest member was a little more tentative but followed the group inside. He re-clicked and padlocked the two hidden hinges, locking himself in with the dogs. After closing the inner door and throwing the bolt, he breathed a sigh of relief.

	Silently he held the puppy out toward X and Arch to smell and investigate, then checked under her belly before setting her on the floor. “Looks like you boys have a girl to play with finally,” he said. “So what’s it going to be—dinner or new member?” X snorted, found a spot on the floor, and dropped his weight down with a long exhale. Arch took another closer look at the pup before sitting patiently in front of Donovan, tail wagging slowly. Donovan retrieved the bone from his waistband and handed it to Arch, who gently took it and trotted over near X, who watched him with disdain.

	“I guess you’ve been voted in, little gal,” Donovan said, rubbing the puppy’s head. He winced. “But we’ve got to clean you up. Wow.”

	Donovan emptied his pockets and sorted the day’s finds, tossing them into different drawers and boxes scattered around the kitchen. He undressed and put his clothing away in an organized fashion, leaving on his undergarments and two knives strapped to his waist and ankle.

	Covered in scars and scrapes, Donovan was lean for his five-foot-ten frame. He was only thirty but looked younger, and was surprisingly well-kept for the world he lived in. His hair was short and he carried a pronounced farmer’s tan.

	Noticing the puppy lapping steadily at the water bowl, Donovan pulled a large container of dog food from under a cabinet. “Hungry?” he asked, pouring a small amount into a bowl. The puppy bounded clumsily toward it and began her feeding frenzy.

	Not long after eating, the pup found a spot directly under X and squeezed herself in tight, much to the Rottweiler’s dismay, forcing him to get up and relocate to a less comfortable spot on the floor.

	Laughing quietly to himself, Donovan said, “I think we’ve got a new member.”
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12 WEEKS BEFORE DAY 0

	 

	FILE: [CHPT]-2 | STATUS: NORMAL | Est. Time to Zero: 2,016 Hours

	

	 

	Donovan sighed and shoved himself back from the desk around 3AM.

	“Seriously? ‘Change this to green… change that back to brown’…” he muttered at the space where a screen used to be, hands moving through the projected interface. “I should have added the flying duck to keep this jackass from piling on the busy work. At least I’m getting paid by the hour. He better like this version.”

	He’d caught it himself first, flagged it to the AI second. It confirmed what he already knew. The client would never know the difference—that was the problem with clients.

	Donovan collapsed the workspace—code, AI terminal, three reference threads all folded away with one gesture—and drafted a quick invoice. His feed populated automatically, sorting by engagement. He scrolled past the top stories without reading them, just skipped to the comment sections the way people do when they’re tired.

	 

	TEENAGE CELEBRITY BOTCHES NATIONAL ANTHEM BEFORE BASEBALL GAME
Top Comment: “Seems like her inability to sing in key would have been their first clue.”—HeatherT97 

CONSTRUCTION WORKER FALLS THROUGH OFFICE CEILING, LANDS ON SECRETARY’S DESK
Top Comment: “It’s raining men, hallelujah!”—TedBrus2

NEW VIRUS? OUTBREAK NEAR SOUTH AFRICAN TOWN SAID TO SPREAD VIA SALIVA OR BLOOD CONTACT
Top Comment: “Ummm, what? Remind me to stay in my hometown this weekend, haha.”—JasonRoudan


	 

	After a few more articles, Donovan threw his hands up, killed the display, and went to bed. His wife Krista barely moved when he finally laid his head down.

	Early the next morning, an uneasy feeling worked its way into his sleep. He woke abruptly, unable to remember the dream but certain it wasn’t anything good, and wandered into the bathroom where Krista was showering. “Hey baby,” he said, announcing himself so he wouldn’t startle her.

	“You’re up early. Everything alright?”

	“Yeah, just having trouble sleeping. You want breakfast?”

	“No thanks, I’m going in early today—starting that book club with Tracie on Monday nights.” She paused. “Thanks though.”

	Donovan grunted and drifted back to his desk. He put on the headset, woke the projection, and went straight to his email.

	Excellent work on this. Send me the invoice and we’ll be in touch soon.

	He read it out loud and threw both fists into the air. “Boom, baby!”

	“Client like the code?” Krista called from the hallway, poking her head into the office doorway.

	“Yeah, finally.”

	“Have a great day!”

	“Bye, honey.”

	She left, and his eyes never left the projection as he pulled up the article he’d left open the night before.

	 

	…scientists have no answers to claims that the virus could be fatal…

…only three cases have been studied so far and no treatment is available…

…”We aren’t jumping to conclusions just yet, but we will have answers soon.”—Trey Pollard, MD, Oxford University, speaking from the scene…

…The patient was uncontrollably violent in one instant, then had to be restrained by multiple men before being sedated…


	 

	Donovan read it through several times, clipped it to his private archive, and removed the headset. He grabbed his jacket and headed out to run errands.
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	As he shook the can of spray paint, Donovan noticed X staring off into the distance. “Everything alright?” he asked hesitantly before finishing up his tag.

	Donovan and the three dogs all stared in the same direction and Donovan began to move slowly backwards. Their breath began to show just before dusk on this mild winter day, each exhale visible in the fading light.

	The newest member of their crew seemed the most eager to move forward, a slight twitch in her tail, but X growled deeply and lowered his shoulders. Arch was steady and calm, facing forward. Slowly he pointed his front leg and Donovan grew uneasy, slipping the spray can back into his pocket.

	The three dogs pointed forward but Donovan kept his eyes on Arch as he moved backwards. Subtly, Arch—still pointing—began to shiver. Donovan softly spoke his name. “Arch.” He only shivered slightly more.

	Donovan turned and sprinted. He looked back to see them still staring.

	“Come!” Donovan ordered, out of breath. He was sprinting when they finally reacted. “Come!”

	It didn’t take long before the three dogs raced past him and ahead toward the safety of his compound.

	“Go go go!” he screamed, short of breath, as they dashed around the corner out of sight.

	Donovan grasped at his waist for his machete as he left the road and peeked over his shoulder. Unsheathing the weapon, he twisted it around, blade facing in, and leapt into the air slamming the spine of the blade onto a wire hanging low between two trees. The back of the machete contained a curved cutout and gripped the wire like a hook, helping Donovan swing high and over the fence running adjacent to his path. He released the machete and landed precariously on his side in a heap, knocking the wind out of him. Gasping, he tried to silence himself as the group of reanimated sprinted by. Donovan held his breath, dropping his head low and out of sight as at least six bodies snarled and rushed past his location. None of them slowed. None of them looked.

	A moment elapsed and Donovan regained his breath and sprinted off again. Home, safety, home, safety repeated in his mind as he hustled through the tall grass and bushes parallel to the pack. He zigged through a backyard, hurdled a chain-link fence, and crashed into the side of his yard.

	The three dogs surrounded him, all with their heads low, growling. “Home,” he announced sternly, pointing toward the house, ending the growling instantly. They all slipped inside and Donovan disappeared into a bedroom, returning almost immediately with a large rifle and a long pole sharpened to a point. “Stay.” He commanded, exiting quickly. The dogs were already lying on their sides, breathing heavily, paying him no attention.

	Donovan made straight for the main security gate and peered through one of the cracks at eye level. “Six… eight… nine… umm, nine. Just nine.” He counted out loud, still working to catch his breath.

	He climbed swiftly up the precarious-looking steps onto a platform about twenty feet off the street. He settled in and peered down, watching as the pack struggled with the maze of wires and steel traps. Three of them snarled and swung angrily at one of the razor wire balls they had found themselves caught in. Two of the others tilted their noses toward the commotion as the smell of blood reached them. As Donovan watched, they moved in, beginning to feed on the three, slicing themselves open in the process. The four others circled and waited. When the first victim succumbed they dragged it free from the rubble. Donovan lined up his shot carefully, regained his breath, and squeezed the trigger, dropping one of the feeders instantly. The three still feeding screamed in unison and backed off quickly from the fallen. They grabbed the motionless body and dragged it away. It didn’t take long for them to return for the second. Donovan took aim at one of the men still flailing in the razor wire and silenced him as the six others moved out of sight.

	Donovan slipped back down to the ground, landing almost silently, and squeezed through the gate into the mouth of the danger armed only with the long pole. He navigated to the remaining man and put him down with a single strike through the left eye. Donovan stared into the distance where the pack had retreated and saw movement. “HEY!” He jeered and waited.

	A few moments later the six others returned, bounding back around the corner toward Donovan, causing him to sneer and turn slowly back toward safety. His slow turn quickened as he placed the pole into a hole in the ground and stepped deliberately onto a small platform, grabbing a rope against the wall. Almost immediately Donovan was launched up the face of the wall and disappeared over the side as the pack hit the maze of razors again. One of them found the path Donovan had taken and hit it at a breakneck speed, followed immediately by another, sealing their fate. As the first locked up to prevent impalement, the second plowed into him. Donovan was waiting and took both out with a single perfectly timed shot through their heads. Two of the others howled but one seemed unimpressed and turned back from the wall. Donovan was confused. He took another shot before the remaining four exited the area. The shot was poor and all four escaped without further harm.

	He exhaled deeply.

	He sent the drone wide, sweeping a three-block radius. Reaps ran hot for the first few hours after turning—after that they went cold, invisible to thermal, trackable only by movement. The sweep came back still. That didn’t mean much.

	After a few minutes he climbed back down and recovered his pole, backtracked to collect his hanging machete, and reset his slingshot. He worked his way around the large wall, piled the bodies in the street away from the structure, and left them. He then walked about fifty meters around and slipped in through a cleverly hidden opening in an eight-foot chain-link fence. After re-patching the fence to camouflage the entry point, he made his way back to the house.

	The three dogs were waiting. “Sorry guys, no treats this time.” He held his blood-covered hands out for them to lick. “They’ll be back for the others later.”

	He walked into the garage and lit the pilot light on the water heater connected to a propane tank before heading into the bathroom and removing his clothes. He shoved them into a large bucket in the tub, then opened the cabinet under the sink and turned a knob, producing a low moan from under the house. A moment later water came trickling from the spigot, then settled into a steady stream. Donovan filled the bucket with liquid soap and used the shower nozzle to work up a sudsy wash, cleaning his clothes while he showered. The water was barely warm when he shut everything off and hung his clothes to dry. Arch was waiting and licked the water from his calves as he toweled off. He returned to the main room, wrapped himself in blankets, and beckoned the dogs to warm him. They surrounded him on the floor in a pile, Arch no longer shivering, and Donovan drifted quickly to sleep.

	 

	Light hit Donovan’s face the following morning and he woke gently. X was sitting nearby, staring at him.

	“Alright, alright, I’m up. Hold your horses,” Donovan muttered. He rose and opened the back door and let the group outside. Donovan watched through the kitchen window as he scooped different portions of food into three separate bowls and set a single treat on top of each mound. The three were already staring at the base of the door waiting to return when he checked on them.

	They bundled inside and Donovan noticed a chill in the January air. As the dogs devoured their meals Donovan dressed in his damp clothing from the day before, armed himself with the rifle, and headed out the front of the house.

	When he arrived atop the main gate he was stunned to see the same bodies left from the day before. He remained there a while before growing hungry and returned to the house.

	“Something is not right,” he said to the three napping dogs as he cranked open a can of refried beans. Taking a large spoonful he continued, “I mween, mwhere did they gwo? To wmot weeturn fwor”—he swallowed—”the easy meal? That’s not normal, right guys?” He looked at the group, who looked desperate to answer but couldn’t find the words.

	Donovan finished his meal and walked into one of the bedrooms. It was almost entirely filled with boxes of ammunition and weapons—assault rifles, shotguns, handguns, and melee weapons stacked in different areas, ropes and tactical tools hanging from the ceiling and walls. Donovan thought for a moment, grabbed a duffle bag filled to the top, grunted as he flung it over his shoulder, and left the room.

	“Come on, let’s go.” 

	They exited the house and made their way toward the main gate, then out through the hidden opening in the chain-link fence. The dogs led the way toward the same area from the day before.

	Along the way Donovan stopped the group when he spotted a symbol he despised high up on a telephone pole—a flag bearing the logo of a greenish planet Earth molded into the shape of a smartphone. He gritted his teeth and climbed the pole to remove it. The company that once used that logo was long gone, but Donovan wanted no evidence of its existence left standing. Back on the ground he torched the flag with a lighter and moved on.

	Tentatively they entered the neighborhood and worked their way toward the dead-end cul-de-sac and the next house on the list. The drone slipped out ahead, quartering the street in slow passes, its thermal feed steady in the corner of his lens. About a hundred yards in, the dogs were distracted by a pile of fresh bones from one of the pack from the day before. Donovan looked for evidence of the other remains and found nothing. He moved on toward the houses.

	The next untagged house was a single-story ranch with most of the windows broken out and not boarded up. The drone had already swept it. Easy clear. Donovan dropped his bag in the front yard, strapped on his headgear and wrist light, and drew his knife and machete. The dogs needed no direction and entered together. The house was silent and musty and empty. No signs of life or death. Donovan tagged it yellow—unsecured, empty—and moved to the next.

	The following houses were much the same. Empty, unsafe, already picked through. The eighth house was the only one that gave him pause. It hadn’t been newly abandoned—it had been lived in recently, and he wasn’t sure by whom.

	There was fresh evidence of bloodshed and sections of the house had been torn from the structure. The dogs rummaged through the debris and only the newest member found anything worth investigating—a long piece of chain still connected to some kind of wrist or ankle joint well beyond decay. “No, don’t eat—” was all he managed before she started slinging her head back and forth. The free end of the chain whipped violently and smashed into the wall, opening a large diagonal gash in the drywall. She ripped it back again, widening the hole, until Donovan reached her and his hand on her back ended the chaos. “Easy.” He laughed. “You’re like a little chainsaw.”

	Little was no longer accurate. Over the past months she had grown into an eighty-plus-pound shepherd mix of some kind. Her face resembled a German shepherd but with floppier ears and tan fur, and a lean, powerful frame.

	“What do you think, guys?” he asked the other two. “Chainsaw?” The two looked at him with their heads cocked. The pup pawed at the bones of her toy. “Chain,” Donovan said to her and she looked at him sideways. “Yeah, that’ll work.”

	Work proved methodical as they scoured the houses one by one, tagging and moving forward. Small traces of recent activity appeared between houses but nothing worthy of pause.

	Donovan noticed Arch pointing. “What is it, Architect?” He quickly landed the drone and stowed it away on his person. 

	The other dogs were on to something and began to growl softly, then stopped and looked to Donovan. “Easy,” he said, eyes on Arch, who remained motionless, still pointing. Donovan waited.

	“Go home,” Donovan whispered. X and Chain looked up at him but Donovan didn’t blink, watching Arch, and caught a slight twitch in his tail. “Go home now.” Slightly louder, much more stern. X and Chain broke into a trot but Arch raised his head and moved forward. “HOME!” Donovan barked, and all but Arch sprinted away. Arch wagged his tail and kept walking. The lens went dark a moment later. Edge of range. He was on his own.

	No. Shit. Donovan thought, reaching for him. Damn dog.

	“Look what we have here,” a raspy voice said calmly, about twenty-five yards ahead, bending down to welcome Arch, who was clearly glad to meet this stranger.

	Goddamn it Arch. Why do you have to be so friendly.

	Donovan stood tall and held his ground.

	“Let me s-see those hands,” said a second voice, from his right.

	Donovan sighed and raised his hands slowly.

	“That’s a good dog. What’s his name?” the raspy voice asked, rubbing Arch’s belly.

	Donovan said nothing. The man stood up tall and removed a long-barreled handgun from his waistband.

	He was extremely tall, lean, and dirty. Middle-aged, not at all attractive, with a thick, tangled beard. He didn’t show his teeth when he spoke and curled his mouth to one side when he didn’t.

	The man to Donovan’s right was much younger but didn’t look much better—a little smaller but stronger-looking, and slightly cleaner.

	The tall man spoke again. “I’m going to make this real easy for you. Give me one reason not to kill you right now and I’ll let you and your friend here live.”

	Donovan slowly lowered his arms behind his back.

	“Easy now,” the man to his right warned, leveling the assault rifle.

	Donovan slowed but continued. A moment later he produced what appeared to be a small thin book wrapped in leather. He opened the cover slowly, revealing a clean white tablet to the two men.

	The tall man laughed. “Big fucking deal. Another piece of broken, useless junk—”

	The laugh died when the screen illuminated and powered up with a soft chime.

	“What the f—” The man went quiet.

	Donovan held his ground, almost smirking.

	“Lower your weapon, Travis. This one’s pragmatic.”
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12 WEEKS BEFORE DAY 0

	 

	FILE: [CHPT]-4 | STATUS: NORMAL | Est. Time to Zero: 2,010 Hours

	

	 

	“Not a chance, man, there is no way Clemson or South Carolina competes for a national title this year. I’m telling you, the fans are sick of this transfer and NIL madness.” Donovan announced, entering the kitchen with a couple of plastic grocery bags on each arm, voice in his earbuds. “By the way, I’m home now. Where is that program you wanted me to look at?”

	Donovan hastily put away the milk and a bag of cold items in the fridge and walked down the hall to his office, waking the projection and taking a seat. He opened a new tab and typed in the URL he’d been given.

	“Okay, I’m there and it’s downloading.” He spoke on the subject. “You said this is a game?”

	“No, not just a game—a true-to-life simulation adventure,” the voice on the line defended. “Real life physics and speed with real life characteristics—like people or animals will only be able to run and jump as well as they do in real life. It’s not exaggerated, it’s true to form. On AR or VR eventually.”

	“No guns? No bad guys? So what’s the point of this amazing adventure then?” Donovan said.

	“I haven’t written the code for the guns yet, but the creatures—I mean, animals—are the bad guys.” He argued. “Like what if a pack of lions or dogs were hunting you—”

	“Pride,” Donovan interrupted. “It’s a pride of lions, not a pack,” he corrected.

	“Whatever, man, it’s going to be realistic.”

	Donovan opened up the program to find a shoddy simulation—a single letter P surrounded by about ten #s. The simulation immediately began running and the P was surrounded and the text GAME OVER flashed on screen. “Wait, that was fast. How do I move? The mouse—”

	“No, use your arrow keys. I haven’t written any intro yet, it just starts and you need to move. Hit the spacebar to try again.”

	Donovan hit the spacebar and held the right arrow key when the simulation reset. The little P began moving slowly to the right then started picking up speed. He hit the up arrow and watched the P change direction, moving up on the screen, then back left, curving around. The simulation was only two-dimensional, a bird’s eye view, but it seemed surprisingly accurate. Donovan moved his P around the screen, changing directions when the #s got closer, mostly staying ahead of the group.

	“What are the symbols emulating?”

	“I’ve programmed them as slightly faster humans right now but I’ve written the code for some animals too—want to try?” Not waiting for an answer, he explained how to make the changes. “Hit escape and open the code.”

	Donovan did as instructed. “Done.”

	“Inside the code there should be blocks—search for the text WOLF or LION.”

	“Okay, I’ve got it. I see how you made the code,” Donovan said. “Let me go but I’ll look at what you’ve done and give you my critiques later.”

	Before a reply came Donovan had hung up and was typing swiftly.

	He tossed in the copied code into his AI models and tweaked it to his liking. He tried a number of simulations and hammered away inside the code before calling back only a few minutes later. “Hey, I added to the code. You can now shoot the animals to eliminate them. I also added obstacles—some that can hurt you or the animals, and some that can be climbed—”

	“Holy shit man,” the other man interrupted. “This is so much more realistic now.”

	“Yeah, have you looked into the code that the stealing car video game uses? The new one came out last year, finally, after years of waiting. Their physics are incredibly accurate.”

	“I’ve thought about it but I’m trying to stay away from copyrighted code.”

	“Got you. So do you want my critiques?”

	“Not yet, I know what needs fixing so your ridicule isn’t necessary. Thanks, Donny.”

	“Don’t call me that, Chris,” he said flatly and changed the subject. “Is Sarah going to be doing that book club at your house?”

	“I think they’re going to a coffee shop. I wasn’t invited.” Chris laughed.

	“Me either. I’m not interested anyway. Do you have plans when they get together?”

	“I’ll probably just stay home and get work done.” Chris changed the subject. “Did you see that article online—hold on let me find it—”

	“The one about the virus in Africa?” Donovan offered and pulled up the article.

	“No, the one with what’s her face butchering the national anthem?”

	“I heard about it. Is there a video?”

	“YES! You have to watch it. The crowd boos at first then just starts laughing, it’s hysterical.” Chris paused, searching. “Aw crap, already deleted. I’ll have to find it. What were you saying about a virus?”

	Donovan messaged him the link and waited.

	“The website is there but the article’s been deleted.” Chris announced.

	Donovan refreshed and saw the same thing. “That’s weird.” He refreshed again and then checked his history. “Woah, it was scrubbed from my feed cache too, not just the site.”

	“The site doesn’t seem very legit.” Chris suggested. “Conspiracytoday.com? Looks like the main contributor is a nut job too. Look at his pictures.”

	Donovan skimmed the site and found a picture of an obese, pasty man with long dirty-looking dreadlocks wearing a colorful top. “He’s from Africa man, don’t be racist.”

	“Nut jobs come in many different forms. Dorks have a specific look too—we should know.” He retorted, barely controlling his laughter.

	“I screenshotted the article, can I read it to you?”

	Donovan read the article over the phone.

	 

	NEW VIRUS? OUTBREAK NEAR SOUTH AFRICAN TOWN IS SAID TO BE SPREAD BY SALIVA OR BLOOD TRANSFER
By Hosea Harold Harper | ConspiracyToday.com—0 hours 9 minutes ago

Six people have been reported missing from the South African town of Mgungu (located about 10km west of Port Edward) earlier today when a man was said to react violently to a new malaria vaccine. One source close to ConspiracyToday told us the man had an allergic reaction to the vaccine but it may have turned into a virus. Scientists have no answers to claims that the virus could be fatal.

The man was reported to react violently to contact and even bit a number of medical workers on scene. The virus seems to be spreading person to person since the initial case. Only three cases have been studied so far and no cure is available at this time.

“We aren’t jumping to any conclusions just yet, but we will have answers soon.”—Trey Pollard, MD, Oxford University, speaking from the scene. “There’s no reason to believe that any of these cases are cause for concern at this time and we’re doing everything in our power to keep this an isolated incident.”

No one else on scene was available for comment but a security guard on duty said the victim was uncontrollably violent in one instant and then had to be subdued by multiple men before being sedated. Noticeable bite marks are being treated on several others on site.

ConspiracyToday was asked to exit the premises by military personnel before any more evidence could be collected. We will bring more information as this story unfolds.
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	“I just noticed—I saw this article only nine minutes after it was posted.” Donovan added.

	“Did you refresh the page?”

	“Yeah, it’s all gone.”

	“The comments are still there though.” Chris said.

	“There’s actually a reply to the original comment now.” Donovan noted and read it aloud. “It’s from the same commenter—’What happened to the article? Is this legit or another false alarm from ConspiracyToday?’ Then there’s another one under that. ‘Was I the only one to see this? Email me, Jason Roudan, if you saw this…’ then he puts his email. That’s it.”

	“You aren’t going to email him are you?”

	“Why not?”

	“Anyway, I’m going to make graphics for this simulation so that you can actually hunt with a person and kill wolves and lions!” Chris said. “I might snip a few graphics from that car stealing game you mentioned too, but don’t tell anyone.”

	“You’d better steal something. With AI making everything now there’s a lot of gray area. I don’t think making a game where you kill dogs will do well on the market.”

	“You are so frustrating. I’ll talk to you later.” Chris hung up.

	Donovan set his phone down and emailed the commenter.

	 

	Hi Jason,
I saw the article too and it has me concerned. Your original comment said you might stay in your hometown—are you nearby this place?
— Donovan R.


	 

	Donovan sent the email just as Krista entered the house.

	“Did you pick up dinner?”

	“Yeah, just need to heat it up. I’ll get it.”

	Donovan got up from his chair and killed the projection to join his wife.

	The following morning Donovan woke to Arch whining in his crate.

	“Can you please take him out today—I snoozed too long and I’m running late,” Krista pleaded from behind the bathroom door.

	“I got it,” Donovan moaned, lifting his heavy legs off the bed and opening the crate on the floor beside it. A small speckled gray puppy darted out the moment the door swung open and Donovan caught him and pulled him up.

	“Easy buddy, I’m not falling for your little trick today,” Donovan said, recalling the last time—little Architect had bolted straight to the back door and emptied his bladder right in front of it before Donovan could get it open.

	Donovan set Arch on the back porch, gestured to the yard, and said, “Go tinkle.” Arch merely stared up at him, ears quizzically perched. “Come on, you big chicken,” Donovan grunted and walked barefoot into the backyard, noticing the early summer humidity. Arch bounced left and right off the inside of Donovan’s ankles with every step.

	“Why can’t you go explore like a normal dog?” Donovan asked as Arch poked his nose out only far enough to stay butt-to-ankle with him. A couple more steps and Arch did his business and they headed back inside.

	“Bye sweetie!” Krista said, exiting through the door with barely a glance.

	“Have a great day!” he said. Then he looked down at the puppy. “I guess it’s just you and me again, Architect.”

	After feeding himself and the dog he returned to his office to check his messages. The only one of note was from Chris with an updated version of the program.

	 

	…This is still a rough draft! No criticisms yet!

	 

	He had done a lot of fixing, but the graphics were still pretty rough. The simulation was now almost completely 3D—your character would even stumble or fall if you tried to change direction too quickly.

	The physics still need work. Impressive anyway, he thought, after a pride of lions ended his game for the sixth straight time.

	A ping notified him of a new message from Jason Roudan.

	 

	Donovan. Thank you for your email. I thought I was going crazy haha. I really don’t know what to think about any of this. How about you?
Jason


	 

	Donovan replied immediately.

	 

	It does seem a little strange. I’m not sure what to think. There’s no mention of what they were trying to do originally either. Was this some kind of vaccine or something?
Donovan


	 

	There wasn’t much of a wait before another ping.

	 

	I really couldn’t figure anything out and I don’t even remember what the article said at this point. I actually live in Port Edward. I haven’t been able to find any more information about this event since this article. Did you happen to save the original article by any chance?
Jason


	 

	Donovan attached the screenshot and replied with no text.

	A few minutes later, another message.

	 

	Thank you mate! I guess that doesn’t really help either of us. I did contact the author of the story and his website as well. I’m sure more information will come up. If you see anything online let me know and I’ll return the favor.
Jason


	 

	Donovan replied simply. 

	 

	Will do.
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	“Your game is terrible!” Donovan slammed his hand on the desk in frustration.

	Chris laughed, leaned over, and took the headset off of Donovan’s head. “My turn.”

	His luck wasn’t much better, but he didn’t get as frustrated. “It’s not supposed to be easy.”

	Donovan eyeballed Chris, then the screen the headset was casting to, and took the controls out of Chris’ hands. “Let’s tweak something.” He pulled up the code and set his AI model to scan through. “There.” His character leapt high from structure to structure.

	“Of course you can survive now, but it’s not realistic,” Chris griped.

	“Yeah, but I don’t want to play the other version.”

	They took turns with the game, making changes along the way.

	“Want to get some breakfast?”

	“Sure, it’s only 1PM, probably should eat something.”

	Donovan’s phone pinged as they exited the house.

	 

	“The check came today, Krista,” Donovan said into his earpiece, holding a payroll check in his hands while wide-legged walking in the backyard with Arch prancing underneath. “…Yeah, from the freelance job… Yep, that one… it’s over $58,000!” He listened to his wife scream. “Yeah… Okay… I’ll see you soon.”

	He hung up, picked up Arch, kissed him on the mouth, then grimaced. “YUCK!”

	 

	The following morning Donovan returned to his office and noticed numerous unread messages from Jason Roudan.

	Great, this guy is just spamming me now. He opened the first one.

	 

	I finally heard back from Hosea Harper about his article. He was detained overnight then set free today. He told me things are worse than before. Email me back when you can. Thanks. Jason

	 

	He continued reading.

	 

	Email me back asap. Jason.

	 

	Hosea sent me this picture: (attached)

	 

	The picture looked like a bite mark on a human body that looked infected, though it was hard to determine much from the image.

	 

	And here are some others:

	 

	The next picture looked like a man sitting in a chair. The pictures that followed showed he was actually strapped to it and fighting to get free. Why is that guy being restrained? He opened the emails, each spaced two to five minutes apart. With each one the restrained man looked angrier, the restraints digging deeper into his wrists and ankles.

	 

	This is the last picture:

	 

	“Oh my God,” Donovan said out loud. The man had peeled the skin back from one of his wrists and appeared to be foaming at the mouth. His eyes were gray and lifeless and looked almost beyond evil. Maybe that’s just the camera flash. A chill ran up his spine.

	 

	Are you seeing this? That was Hosea’s final picture. Write me back.

	 

	Donovan replied.

	 

	I am confused as to what I’m looking at?

	 

	A moment later another ping.

	 

	Do you have a webcam or are you on Veila or Krypta?

	 

	Donovan had his doubts. Veila was a borderless travel app for sharing high-res media instantly across continents. Krypta was an ultra-secure, encrypted vault for private messaging, voice and video chats and sensitive file transfers. Donovan used both apps. Krypta was Donovan’s preference as it was similar to his wife Krista’s name. 

	Donovan sent Jason his handle on Krypta and was almost instantly requested for a video call. He opened it to find an athletic-looking Black man staring back at him.

	“Hello, Donovan,” Jason said flatly, South African accent, steady. “Thank you for talking with me. I normally wouldn’t do something like this.”

	“It’s all a little confusing,” Donovan replied.

	“I agree. I honestly didn’t expect you to write back after all the messages. I didn’t realize how many I’d sent until later. My apologies mate.” He didn’t pause. “My wife thinks I’m batty about this but I have a bad feeling about this situation.”

	“Where did you get the pictures?”

	“I wrote to Hosea asking about the article and received back a legal disclaimer saying the article was fake and that ConspiracyToday denied its existence. Then almost immediately I got another message from Hosea directly telling me to call him on here—Krypta.”

	Donovan watched him with some skepticism.

	Jason continued. “Like I said, I’m not the type who does this sort of thing, so I didn’t want to call him. But I had this feeling. When I did call him he was in an almost panicky state—talking so fast I could barely catch half of it.”

	“What was he saying?”

	“Mostly telling me what he saw, but I couldn’t follow, so he started sending those pictures. Telling me they were all of the same man. Telling me how he watched it happen right in front of him before the guy broke free and they shot him down and he kept coming.”

	Donovan felt queasy and shifted in his seat. “They shot him?”

	“That’s what Hosea said he saw before they found him.”

	“What happened then? How did he get the pictures out?”

	“Said he was live casting everything from his glasses and sent the pictures to himself in higher quality while they were questioning him, then broke his phone and smart glasses. They arrested him, kept him overnight asking what he saw but denied everything. Lied to them about the live cast. Eventually he convinced them he’d seen nothing, just heard someone screaming, and they let him go. Shut down his website immediately. Hit him hard with military and lawyers.” Jason was out of breath. “Then earlier on the news I heard they closed the road to Mgungu.”

	Donovan didn’t know what to say. 

	Jason paused. “So what do you think is happening?”

	“I have no idea.” He looked around his office. “Why would they shut him down like that if it was nothing? How did that man peel the skin off his own arm like that?”

	“He was probably drugged.” Donovan tried to reason. “And maybe they were doing something illegal.”

	“How would they have the authority to shut down his site then?” Jason thought for a moment. “Or better yet, why let him go at all?”

	Donovan couldn’t put it together. “Didn’t the article say people were missing?”

	“Yeah… wait. Hold on.” Jason leaned back and listened to something from another room. “I’ll be right back.”

	Donovan waited.

	“I just heard on the news that the missing people were found. That’s why they closed the roads.” Jason seemed relieved.

	“That’s great news!” Donovan said.

	“Brilliant.” Jason raised his voice toward the other room. “Babe! They found those missing people.”

	“False alarm then?” Donovan offered.

	“Seems like it.” Jason reached out of frame and produced what looked like a couple decade-old digital video camera. “I’m supposed to make a run to Bizana tomorrow—Mgungu is in between. I could take a look.”

	“Sounds good to me.” Donovan was growing uncomfortable now that the situation had resolved itself. “I should probably get going, I have—”

	“I’ll message you later.” Jason sensed it and cut the call.

	Donovan leaned back in his chair. His cell buzzed in his pocket.

	“Hi honey.” He listened to his wife making plans. “That sounds great. I’ll meet you there and we’ll celebrate.”

	He shut down the projection.

	 

	The next day Donovan checked his messages to find one from Jason.

	 

	The road was still closed this morning. They rescheduled the delivery for next week. All the news stations are reporting the missing people have been found and there has been no mention of any virus or anything abnormal. Seems like it was all a false alarm. Sorry for the panic. Nice talking with you. Cheers, Jason
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	Things were quiet for Donovan and Krista. They spent the weekend together and Donovan had been enjoying his time away from overzealous clients, not yet looking for the next paycheck. Krista was set to start her first book club meeting that evening.

	She was in a hurry when she left and forgot her book on the counter. Donovan called almost immediately.

	“I’m literally watching you ride away in that damn self-driving contraption right now, but I have something you’ll probably need tonight in my hands.” He sighed and hung up.

	Over two hours later she called back, giggling about it, then cut the conversation short to get back to the club.

	She arrived home just before 11. All she said about the first meeting was “It was fun.” Donovan knew more had happened but that was just how she was—she would expand into detail gradually. He didn’t push.

	 

	The next afternoon Chris and Donovan met for lunch.

	“She took another one of those self-drivers. Your wife take those?” Donovan asked. 

	Chris nodded. “Same. They do that so they can drink more wine.” He took a bite of his food. “They’re only like four bucks and no tip.”

	Donovan groaned.

	“What did she say they did?” Chris asked.

	“They had ‘fun,’” Donovan said. 

	“Yeah, that’s about all I got too.” Chris shook his head. “You got any work right now?”

	“Not right now. You have anything for me?”

	“I could give you some of my AI driver stuff if you want something easy. You’ll hate it but it’s decent money. Your model is lightyears ahead of the stuff I use.”

	Donovan shrugged. “I don’t need it right now but I’ll take it if you’re offering. I can code us both in so we both will get paid and basically not have to do anything but make sure it stays on task.”

	“Kinda like those self-drivers?” Chris joked then changed the subject. “Did you ever talk to that guy about the article?”

	“Yeah.” Donovan explained what had happened in detail. “I think you were right.”

	“Always nice to be right.” Chris seemed disinterested, poking at his phone. “That conspiracy site is still down.”

	He held up the screen to show an error page for ConspiracyToday.

	Donovan shrugged and they continued with their lunch.

	 

	Arch was chasing rabbits in his sleep, huffing softly, but it was enough to bother Krista.

	“Take the dog out please,” she rocked Donovan awake. “I’ve got work in the morning.”

	Donovan walked a half-asleep Arch into the backyard. The dog waddled off the porch, half squatted, pretended to pee, then galloped brightly back.

	“Close enough, buddy.” Donovan smiled.

	He didn’t feel like sleeping and turned on the TV in the living room, pulling Arch onto his lap.

	“Don’t tell mom,” he whispered.

	It didn’t take long for both of them to fall asleep.

	“Wake up you two,” Krista said softly.

	Donovan squinted.

	The TV was barely audible. “…a video has emerged with some disturbing—” A blurry Krista turned it off and left the room.

	Donovan was too tired to process anything. He let Arch out and they returned to the bedroom and fell fast asleep.

	Krista left for work. He woke a few hours later.

	He was going through his morning routine when a message came from Chris.

	 

	Going to sic your model on this AI driver stuff I got for us?
Sure, why not…
Haha—where was that thing you were talking about last week? Africa?
Yeah, somewhere in South Africa.
There’s some video on the news from there right now. Check online—the news isn’t showing anything.
Okay.


	 

	Donovan pulled up his feed and searched for the story. It took a while but he found a link marked “Exclusive video.”

	 

	Two men were killed outside the South African town of Port Edward this morning as a military test went horribly wrong. Channel 19 was the first to report this tragic event and a video has emerged with some disturbing footage of the blast. Viewer discretion is advised.
The video played over and over. Someone running with a camera, then a cut to a large plume of smoke, a bleeped expletive fading into a loud explosion, then someone running again from a slightly different angle.
Authorities have yet to release the names of the victims at this time but—


	 

	Donovan cut the video and kept searching. He thought of something and typed:

	Jason Roudan Mgungu

	A new link came up from ConspiracyToday.com. He clicked it and a password box appeared. He clicked cancel and was immediately redirected to the edited version of the video. He watched it again and retried the link.

	When the password box returned he pulled the page source—an old trick, something he’d used years back to surface hidden applications buried in site architecture—and found something he wasn’t expecting.

	 

	<!—[I KNOW THE AUTHOR’S NAME]>

	 

	He cross-referenced the screenshot and typed: HOSEA HAROLD HARPER

	A large video file was prompted and he started the download. Aha! Donovan had used variations of this trick for years, knew exactly what to look for and where. 

	He waited for the download to complete, then ran it through one of his AI models he used for spotting AI created and altered photos/video. 

	This video appears to be authentic.

	When the video began Donovan recognized the voice before he saw the face. When Jason turned the camera on himself Donovan felt ill.

	The video was just over an hour. Jason provided running commentary throughout.

	The first few minutes showed Jason driving up to closed road signs just outside Port Edward. He explained the roads had been closed for three days and he was going to find out what he could.

	The next thirty-plus minutes were of him traveling in the direction of the setting sun. The camera caught brief glimpses of what looked like a military installation before cutting out around the forty-minute mark.

	When it came back on it was well after dark. The camera struggled with the light, in and out of focus. Jason filmed himself talking.

	“I’m still not sure what is going on here but there are military people guarding the town,” he stammered slightly. “I waited until after dark to try and get closer but I’m having trouble getting my nerves up.”

	A long silence. The camera cut again.

	When it returned it was in night vision—much better. “Just now these guards rushed away from their posts toward this building.” The camera zoomed shakily at a temporary structure not far away. “I haven’t seen anyone come or go since I got to this point.”

	Jason moved toward the building. About a minute later he was right outside and turned the camera on himself. “I can’t really see in the window so I’m going to film inside and watch the footage myself.”

	He held the camera up to the glass. For a few seconds nothing was visible. Then, in the right corner roughly a hundred meters from the window, shapes became distinguishable. The camera jolted and the video cut.

	The next cut began where the last ended, now zoomed tighter on the area. The only audio was Jason’s panicked breathing.

	A man who looked like a doctor was examining someone on the ground while others watched with caution. The doctor gestured something to the men beside him and one of the soldiers raised his weapon and fired. The camera shook instantly and cut.

	When it came back Jason was running. It cut again.

	The next time, Jason peered into the lens suspiciously, then turned the camera away. Click.

	“Sorry, I heard the shot and ran,” Jason explained. “I watched the tape and then noticed the men leaving the building. I think I’ll try to go back now that it’s empty.” 

	Click.

	The camera returned peering through the window, zoomed in close. About a minute of slow panning, left and right, then cut.

	“I’m inside now.” Jason moved carefully through a large open room. “There’s the man they shot.”

	The camera turned. A man on the floor. Jason walked toward him silently and panned head to toe.

	“I don’t see much blood,” Jason said. Exactly what Donovan was thinking. “I’m not sure if this man is even dead.”

	Jason set the camera on the ground, most of the body in frame, and went to inspect him. He checked the wrist for a pulse. Then the neck. Then pressed his ear to the man’s chest.

	Donovan leaned toward his speakers.

	Jason sat up and shrugged. He retrieved the camera and was moving toward the exit when something clattered behind him. He turned.

	“Where did he go?”

	The camera swung back to where the man had been lying.

	Empty floor.

	“Fuck,” Donovan and Jason whispered at the same time.

	Jason turned and moved quickly out the door. Click.

	“I checked the footage to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. There was a man in there.” Jason’s voice was unsteady. “He didn’t have a heartbeat. He wasn’t breathing. I don’t know what just happened.”

	Commotion behind him. Jason spun toward it and without another word was sprinting. The camera glitched hard as he ran and eventually cut out. When it returned the screen was mostly dark with green filtering in from one corner, the autofocus searching for something to lock onto. It stayed that way for over a minute.

	Donovan tried skipping forward. Around the one-hour-two-minute mark the screen brightened, there was movement, and it cut. He backed it up a few seconds and pressed play.

	The silence broke with a loud snarl that made Donovan lurch for the volume. The screen stayed dark until the camera was knocked and spun. He watched blind until the footage stopped, then found the timecode and slowed it down frame by frame.

	The camera was upside down. He tilted his head to compensate.

	The next frames were empty and blurry. Then, as he clicked through, he began to feel sick.

	A man was crouched over what appeared to be Jason’s left leg. Still in night vision. A lot of blood visible around the crouching man’s mouth. The camera didn’t move again. The sounds coming from the speakers made Donovan close his eyes.

	The video cut. About twenty seconds of black. Then daylight—the exposure washing everything out. The camera was quickly corrected to reveal a very large white man with dreadlocks holding it.

	“That’s got to be Hosea,” Donovan said to himself.

	Hosea spoke directly into the lens. “I don’t know what is going on here. This place looks like it’s been deserted. The only signs of anything are in this building so far.” He panned the room. A chill ran up Donovan’s spine.

	Blood on the floor. No bodies.

	“I’m getting out of here,” Hosea said. 

	Click.

	“SHIT!” The camera came back on. Hosea zoomed out quickly to reveal a massive dark plume of smoke rising from the ground. “They fucking blew up the whole town!”

	Donovan watched in silence.

	“I just barely made it out before that went off.” Relief in his voice, Hosea brushed himself off and broke into a slow jog. The camera jostled for a few more seconds then cut for the final time.

	Donovan reached a shaking hand to the mouse and closed the video.

	He put his head into his hands.

	This video appears to be authentic. 

	But is it?

	 

	“It’s fake,” Chris said as the video ended. “A total fake.”

	“I don’t know if it’s fake, but I don’t see what the big deal is,” Krista added.

	Donovan stood behind them watching them watch it.

	“Have you tried contacting those guys?” Chris asked.

	“Yeah. A couple of days and no replies from anyone. The link’s down too—not just taken down, scrubbed from indexed results entirely. Like it was never there.” Donovan spoke quietly. “I don’t see how it could be fake. It said it was authentic when I scanned it—W-why hide it like that then? Where did the bodies go? Why blow up the area?”

	“It came from that conspiracy site.” Chris pointed out. “They’re messing with you. Probably a scam.”

	“Scam? What do they want—money? Why haven’t they contacted me?”

	“I feel like maybe you weren’t supposed to see this,” Krista said.

	“Thank you.” Donovan looked at Chris.

	“The camera was off for a while—they probably just moved the bodies,” Chris said. “The conspiracy guy leaked it to you. Does he know you’re a developer? He was probably hoping you’d push it to media and get his site exposure. It’s actually a decent plan. Maybe they’re making a film. I don’t know—it’s probably nothing more than that.”

	Uneasy silence.

	“I don’t really know what to tell you,” Krista said. “Let’s just try and forget about it.”

	Chris stood and left the room.

	Krista stood too.

	“You think it’s fake? Should we do anything?” Donovan asked.

	She shrugged. “Don’t do anything yet. See if the full video turns up somewhere else. It’ll work itself out.” She paused. “Let’s just go to dinner.” 

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	8 WEEKS BEFORE DAY 0

	 

	FILE: [CHPT]-7 | STATUS: NORMAL | Est. Time to Zero: 1,347 Hours

	
	 

	“Yes, sir, glad you like it,” Donovan spoke into his earpiece. “Thanks, you too. Goodbye.”

	Donovan ended the call and dialed Chris. “Hey, I’m finished—your, I mean our, client is happy. You have plans while our wives go book-clubbing?”

	“Nah, I’ll head over now.”

	Chris doomscrolled as his car self-drove him to meet Donovan. A story caught his eye about a man in Britain being treated for some kind of virus who bit the attending nurse. The hosts made light of it but it stuck with him. He wondered if he should mention it to Donovan. He probably wouldn’t, as he was already preparing to be berated by Donovan about the self-driving mode that was getting him there.

	Chris swirled his half-empty beer as Donovan talked through more work projects he could pull from Chris’s contacts.

	“I heard something about another angry biter,” Chris said.

	“In Africa? I’ve been checking every day and finding nothing—”

	“No, this time in Europe.”

	“Was that it?”

	Chris nodded. Then: “Hey, how much money have you got saved up? Cash, liquid assets?”

	Donovan calculated. “Maybe eighty grand or so now, most of that from the last job. I don’t have much invested anywhere. Krista has about ten for a rainy day. Why?”

	“Just wondering. I think we have about fifteen. I was just thinking maybe we should prepare for…” His thought faded.

	“What channel was it on?” Donovan pulled out his phone.

	“The classic rock one we like. 103FM or something archaic. I don’t know any of the names, they’re all favorited.”

	Donovan found a clip on their channel and followed the link to a site from the UK. He read the article to himself, mumbling.

	“Dr. Pollard!” Donovan exclaimed. “That’s the same doctor from Africa.”

	“I’ll call Tracie. Tell her to come here?”

	Donovan nodded.

	Neither Krista nor Tracie answered or returned calls by the time they got to Donovan’s. Chris was already writing a supply list.

	“Food and water are the top priorities. What about weapons?”

	“Weapons are expensive but my parents have some. Hammers and knives will be cheaper and easier to get. Drones? Definitely can’t afford those.” Donovan mumbled through his thoughts. “What if we stock enough food to sustain us for a while—canned goods—but then get water filtration units and storage canisters—”

	“A rainwater harvesting unit!” Chris’s voice echoed. “Wait, that might be expensive.”

	“Hold on.” Donovan searched for estimates. “Here’s a large one for under $25,000.”

	“That might be too big. How big is your yard?”

	“Just under half an acre.” Donovan slouched. “Probably too big, but we can get one that holds over 1,000 gallons for less than five-grand.”

	“Installed?”

	“No, just the unit. Installation about doubles that.”

	“Is your neighbor into that stuff?” Chris mentioned.

	“Yeah, I’ll be right back.” Donovan perked up and left the room. “Keep building

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
images/image-2.png
ﬁaw@m

EL, 3






images/image-4.png





images/image-6.png





images/image-1.png





cover.jpeg





images/image.jpeg
SUPPLIES >
(FOOD/MEDS)

TACTICAL OVERVIEW - REGION





images/image-3.png





images/image-5.png





images/image.png
ISBN 979-8-90504-029-0

ol 798905 || 040290












