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“Wait! What?” I say, stunned at the news. I thought for certain the United States had already established it wasn’t worth the potential retaliation if we bombed the crap out of those responsible for releasing the Youth Virus.

The president stares at me. “Mister Winters, we have undeniable proof that several countries attacked us with biological weapons. We can’t ignore that. After a lot of sleepless nights and numerous meetings, I’ve decided the best option is for us to send in a small team who will hopefully go unnoticed. They can take out the leadership and destroy as much of their long-range missiles as possible to avoid a nuclear war. That’s all I’m going to say on the matter. Agent Ruiz, you and your men will be fully briefed on your assignment.”

“You can count on me,” the agent replies with confidence. “Where will this briefing take place? I need to gather my team so they can hear the information firsthand.”

“Why don’t you get with Clive Bowker, my secretary of defense, while Mister Winters briefs the two sergeants? He can go over the basic plan we’ve come up with. You can modify it however you want as long as you get the results I’m looking for and stay within the guidelines we set for you. That includes no civilian casualties. There are too few living humans left, and they did nothing wrong.”

President Fontain turns toward me. “After Agent Ruiz is finished with that meeting, you’ll get a more in-depth briefing on your assignment.”

She glances at Ruiz. “Then Mister Bowker will accompany you back to your base of operations to go over the details with your men.”

Sergeant Egan clears his throat. “Madam President, I assume you don’t want my men involved in that meeting.”

“You’re correct; I don’t. As I stated earlier, everything we discussed here is confidential and on a need to know basis. You can inform them of your new mission, but not a word about what Agent Ruiz will be doing.”

“I understand that, but my men aren’t far from here and are with Ruiz’s crew. Do you want me to bring them back to the bunker during the meeting, or do you have a secure place we can go?”

“There’s a safe house located a few miles away where you and your team can wait. Mister Bowker will supply you with a vehicle and the coordinates.”

“Wait for what?” asks the confused sergeant.

“Mister Winters will be staying in the bunker. We have a lot to discuss that doesn’t have anything to do with your assignment. He will meet you at the safe house when we’re finished.”

She glances at me to gauge my response to this new turn of events. I have no idea what she wants to discuss other than the video of the mutation, but I’m sure she’ll tell me in due time.

“Sounds good,” I reply with my patented half shrug.

“Now, if you gentlemen will excuse me, I have other matters to attend to. My assistant, Anna, will take you where you need to go.”

“Yes, Madam President,” I say as I stand and offer her my hand—which she shakes. She has a firm grip, which tells me she’s a confident person—just the type of president we need right now.

Anna is a petite young woman—probably in her early twenties—with short blonde hair and a cheerful disposition. That might be due to her never having had to face the infected, but that’s neither here nor there.

She leads the four of us through several hallways before stopping in front of a nondescript door. “This is your stop, Mister Winters, Sergeant Egan, and Sergeant Donigan. Someone will collect you when Agent Ruiz’s meeting is over. Please don’t leave the room and wander around. If you need anything, pick up the phone receiver and inform the person who answers what it is and they will get it for you. Any questions?”

“No, Ma’am,” I reply, giving her a polite smile before entering the room. Egan and Donigan follow me as Anna leads Ruiz further into the bunker.

The room we’re in is well appointed with plush chairs and a hardwood conference table polished to a deep shine. The furnishings must have cost a fortune, although I doubt the designer cared since it was the taxpayers who funded it.

We settle into our seats so I can clue them in on what’s going on. Egan already has an idea since he was with me when the president called and asked for my help, but Donigan is completely clueless.

“I don’t have much information, but it boils down to the president wanting me to convince the traitors to cooperate and confess what they’ve done.”

Donigan scratches his jawline. “Why you?”

This makes Egan chuckle. “I can think of two reasons right off the bat. Winters is a civilian, so anything he promises them doesn’t matter in the eyes of the law. Also, he’s very persuasive when he’s fighting for a cause he believes in.”

The sergeant shakes his head. “The law thing went out the window the second the president asked him to take the job and he agreed.”

I give him a sly grin. “Not unless they can prove she asked me to do it. In case you didn’t notice, we haven’t left a paper trail, so it’s their word against ours. I’m not getting paid, so I’m not technically an employee of the government. Besides, they won’t live long enough to file an appeal.”

This makes his eyebrows shoot up. “How do you figure?”

“You need to forget the old rules, Donigan. The world isn’t set up to allow for long, drawn-out trials with years of appeals. Once you’re found guilty, whatever your sentence is will be immediately carried out. Besides, I think Winters has another idea.” Egan shifts his eyes to meet mine. “Am I wrong?”

I can’t prevent a smirk from forming on my face. “No. I honestly can’t say that you are.”

“Well? What’s your plan?”

I can tell Donigan is getting frustrated. He might be tired or simply impatient. Either way, I decide to bring him in and see how he reacts. I’m pretty sure Egan will be on board, but I don’t know Donigan well enough to get a read on him.

“Initially, I’m going to simply  show them the evidence we have and ask them to confess. When that doesn’t work, I’ll get a bit more creative.”

“And just how creative do you intend to get?” the sergeant asks as Egan folds his arms across his chest and grins, already having sussed out my plan.

“Remember when I told you we couldn’t use the video of Colonel Timbrell to extract confessions?”

Donigan nods as his expression morphs into a scowl.

“Well, I’ve changed my mind.” When the sergeant opens his mouth to object, I hold up a hand. “Hear me out. I’m still hesitant to use the video for those we don’t have any physical evidence on, but we know these guys are guilty. I’m going to force them to watch Timbrell’s trial and his subsequent execution and give them a choice. Either they can take their chances on a jury of their peers finding them innocent, or confess and forgo a trial completely.”

“Then what? With a slim possibility of being acquitted, do you genuinely believe they’ll agree to the deal?”

I can’t help but chuckle. “I didn’t tell you the best part. I’m going to give them a double feature movie night and also show them a condensed version of the infected mutating, along with the autopsy photos Doctor Baxter took of the smart ones.”

“What good will that do?” he asks, glaring at me.

“You didn’t let him finish. I’m sure Winters has something up his sleeve,” Egan tells him, seeming to enjoy watching the interaction between me and Donigan.

“I’m going to inform them that if they’re found innocent, they’ll need to leave the bunker for their own safety. They’ll be supplied with a few days of food and water and be dropped off at a random location where no one knows what they were accused of.”

“Implying they will be taken to an area infested with the smart ones,” Donigan says as he catches on to my plan.

“Ding. Ding. Ding. You got it on the first try,” I say, trying to lighten the mood.

“Morally, I don’t agree since it could be considered psychological warfare, but count me in. What about the ones who confess? Will they be executed, or what?”

“Not necessarily. They might be able to earn their freedom,” I reply, glancing between the two sergeants.

“Seriously?” Egan growls, standing so quickly he topples his chair.

I raise my eyebrows at him and grin. “Hell no, but I’m keeping that tidbit of information to myself.”

Egan lets out a breath as he rights his chair and takes a seat. “Then what are you going to tell them?”

When I lay out the final part of the plan, both men are too stunned to reply.
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Nearly an hour passes before there’s a knock on the door. A man we’ve never met before is waiting impatiently on the other side when Sergeant Egan opens it.

The man stands at about five foot nine and appears to be in his late forties. Based on his expression, I get the feeling he hates life.

“My name is Clive Bowker. I’m the United States Secretary of Defense. Follow me,” he says in a clipped voice before turning and striding down the hall without waiting for a response.

I do my normal half shrug before grabbing my backpack and following him with the two sergeants hot on my heels.

“Where’s Agent Ruiz?” I ask when we’re led into a room full of computer screens filled with satellite imagery.

“He’s attending to other matters that don’t concern you,” Clive says as he sits in the chair at the head of a large conference table at one end of the room.

Based on the equipment surrounding me, I assume this is their war room. I choose a seat on one side of the table near him—placing my backpack on the seat between us. I don’t know the man and prefer to be further than an arm’s length from him. Sergeant Donigan sits directly across from me as Egan settles into the chair next to him—closest to Clive.

We wait for the man to start the meeting as he eyeballs each of us. “Just so we’re clear, I’m not a fan of what the president wants you to do. Her putting a civilian in charge of interrogating suspected terrorists doesn’t sit well with me. That said, I have my orders and will follow them.”

I already don’t like the guy, but I hold my tongue. The fact he said suspected terrorists when we have proof they committed treason irritates me.

“I don’t want to know what your plan is to get these men and women to confess, but there are a few rules you’ll need to follow. No physical violence. No threats against their surviving family members, and nothing that violates the Geneva Convention. Other than that, the president is giving you free rein to extract confessions from these men. I’ll let you interpret that however you want. Any questions so far?”

Nothing he said changes my plan since what I want to do doesn’t violate any of the rules. “No. I’m good.”

Egan and Donigan simply shake their heads.

“There is one other thing. Mister Winters is the only one who can interrogate the prisoners. This will give the government plausible deniability if this backfires somehow. You and your men are only to provide security for Mister Winters and act as guards. You’ll be outfitted with the standard guard uniforms and weapons upon your arrival.”

“So I’ll be the scapegoat?” I ask, not surprised at hearing this.

Clive glares at me. “Sometimes you get bit when you play with the big dogs.”

“Whatever,” I tell him as I match his glare—letting him know he can’t get under my skin—especially since I’m not worried about any backlash. “What we need from you is the evidence you collected against these people and unfettered access to the detainees.”

This makes him raise his brows at me. “Are you sure you don’t want my input on how I think you should approach the problem?”

I almost snort, but I manage to cover it with a fake cough. “No thanks. I’m not very impressed with what the government has done so far, so there’s nothing you can suggest that I care about.”

Egan can sense my annoyance and tries to prevent the secretary of defense’s feathers from getting too ruffled by quickly adding, “Like Mister Winters said, we just need the evidence and access to the prisoners. We have a viable plan that we’re certain will work.”

This is one of the rare times Egan has referred to me by anything other than just my last name. It sounds odd coming from him, but I’m not going to complain.

Clive shifts uncomfortably in his chair. Apparently, he doesn’t enjoy being told what to do. “Fine, but come hell or high water, I’ll nail all of you to the wall if this backfires.”

I push myself from the table and get to my feet. “We’re done here. I suggest you get those files for my friends and inform the president that our meeting has concluded. She asked me to meet her afterwards.”

Both Egan and Donigan crack a grin as they get to their feet. At least they have the decency to turn away from Clive when they do it so as not to upset the man any further than we already have.

“One more thing. President Fontain promised me you would give Sergeant Egan a vehicle and the coordinates to a safe house.”

“I’m aware,” Clive growls as he gets to his feet and walks toward the door. “Wait here.”

I could swear he grumbled something under his breath after that, but if he did, it was too low to make out the words.

“That was fun,” Donigan says when the door clicks closed, “but are you sure it was a good idea to piss him off?”

I roll my eyes, not sure why he bothered to ask. “Who cares? I’m tired of bureaucrats trying to pretend their shit don’t stink when all they did was hide in a bunker while the rest of us fought to survive. I’d like to watch them fight a horde of infected or a dozen smart ones and see how great they think they are afterwards.”

“It was only a question,” replies Donigan as he glances at the door. “How long do you think he’s going to make us wait?”

“I’ll be surprised if it’s less than twenty minutes,” replies Egan as his eyes wander to the wall of computer screens. “I say we use the time wisely.”

“We might as well. After all, he didn’t say we couldn’t, and why else would he leave us in here?” I reply, not really caring if Clive gets pissed or not.

“That’s a good point,” Donigan says as all three of us move closer to the massive wall of monitors.

The main screen shows the continental United States. Scattered across the country are a lot of green, blue, red, and pink dots. Most of the pink and red dots have dotted lines shooting off in one direction or another. Because one of the green dots is located where the Cheyenne Mountain Space Force Station is, I assume they denote government bunkers. I glance at where I remember the bunker where Sid’s wife and children are and notice it has a green dot, solidifying my conclusion. Practically on top of it is a blue dot, which makes me look at Kansas. There’s a corresponding blue dot where the compound is, as well as Homestead and Camp Hope. That means blue equals civilian communities. Scanning the entire map, I’m pleased to see a lot more blue dots than I thought there would be.

“Okay. Green dots are government bunkers, blue are civilian compounds, so what do the red and pink dots mean?” I ask the two sergeants.

“It has to be the known infected hordes,” suggests Egan as he shifts his gaze from the monitors to meet mine.

“That makes sense if the dotted lines indicate their path of travel, but why are they using two different colors?” I glance back at the screen. There are a lot more red dots than I’d like to see, although I’m pleased that none of them are within a hundred miles of my home. That’s when I notice one of the pink dots is on the interstate just south of Wichita. I point it out to the others. “I’m pretty confident that pink means an eliminated horde. This is where we took out the one on our way home from Texas.”

“I wish I had my camera,” Donigan grumbles. “It would be nice to have a photo of where everything is.”

While that’s true, it’s pointless to dwell on it since we don’t have one.

“What do the other monitors show?” I ask to get him refocused on the task at hand.

“Other countries,” replies Egan.

Besides Korea, the rest of the world didn’t fare any better. I’m surprised to see at least one green dot in most of the countries. I wasn’t aware the United States had bunkers overseas. Then again. They could have built them under our embassies and no one would have been the wiser.

“What are the black dots?” asks Donigan as he points at one of the maps displaying the Middle East.

I hear someone clear their throat behind us and turn to find the president standing there with her arms folded across her chest. “Not that any of you possess the proper clearance to be looking at these maps, but black means we’ve lost contact with the people there. We assume they were overrun, but it’s possible they’re experiencing communication issues.”

“I apologize, Madam President. Mister Bowker left us in here, so I assumed it would be fine to look as long as we didn’t touch anything,” I say, throwing her secretary of defense under the bus.

“That’s my fault for not making my instructions clear. Besides, I think maybe it’s a good thing you see exactly what we’re up against. Perhaps you might have a few ideas about how we can bring our people home?”

She’s directing the question at me—which makes me wonder if I have a tattoo on my forehead that says I’m the idea guy. It’s the only explanation I can come up with for why everyone thinks I have all the answers.

“Not yet. I’ll need more information if you honestly want me to take a crack at it.”

This makes her smile. “That can be arranged. Right now, we have other matters to discuss.” She turns to Egan and Donigan. “Mister Bowker will be with you shortly. I suggest you wait for him at the table.”

“Yes, Madam President,” they say in unison.

She eyeballs them until they head in the direction of the conference table before returning her attention to me. “If you’ll join me in my office, we can review those videos you brought.”

It’s not really a question, so I simply nod before picking up my backpack and slinging it over my shoulder. “I’m ready whenever you are.”

We take a different route to her office, but it might be because I was taken to another office before going to what I’m calling the war room. Two Secret Service agents follow us but maintain a respectable distance so the president and I can talk privately.

“I wasn’t expecting you to come and get me personally,” I say on the way.

“We’re short staffed, and it’s not like I’m anyone important,” she replies with a sly grin, making me like her even more.

I laugh politely since it would be rude not to.

I expected her to be more uptight and businesslike—like most politicians. Then again, I’m not sure if being the secretary of labor was really that big of a political position, and she hasn’t been the president long enough to learn how to be an ass. Regardless of the reason, I’m pleased she isn’t a pompous jerk like her secretary of defense.

“Honestly, I’m either in a meeting or stuck in my office ninety-nine percent of the time. Sometimes, I like to stretch my legs. This seemed like a good enough excuse to do that without getting too much backlash.”

This makes me frown. No one should work twenty-four seven. “When’s the last time you went outside?”

She sighs as she slows her walking pace. “Not since I was brought here.”

“That’s a shame. They should figure out a way to let you get some sun a few times a week.”

She stops in front of her office door. “That would be nice, but finding a solution to the current crisis is far more important than working on my tan.”

“Well, let’s figure it out,” I tell her, tilting my head toward the door.

She grins as she slowly shakes her head. “If it were only that easy.”
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Anna offers us a smile and a polite wave from her desk as President Fontain leads me to her office. I’m surprised when she motions for me to sit beside her on one of the sofas.

“I figure we should make ourselves comfortable since we’re going to be here a while.”

I might suspect that she’s hitting on me if she weren’t recently widowed and the President of the United States. I quickly brush the notion aside. Even if that is what she’s doing, I’m in a relationship and would never cheat on Sara.

I place my backpack between us as a subtle hint that I’m not on the market. “Madam President, where would you like to start?”

“Dillon, since it’s just the two of us, we can forgo the formalities. You can call me Carla unless someone else is around. As for what we discuss first, I’ll leave that up to you.”

The whole first name thing is making me lean more toward the idea that she wants to be more than coworkers. I elect to ignore it and pretend she’s not outwardly flirting with me.

“We should prioritize eliminating as many of the infected as we can before they evolve into the smart ones.”

Her brow crinkles at hearing this. “How do you propose we do that?”

Although I’m not happy she’s relying on me to solve the problem, at least I have an answer for her. “How many military personnel can you spare?”

“I don’t have an exact figure, but my best estimate is roughly seventy-five thousand. That will leave twenty-five thousand left to guard the bunkers.”

My eyes widen at the news. That’s a lot more than I was expecting. There were more than a million soldiers stationed in the US before the virus was released. My rough estimation of the survival rate is one or two percent. If that’s the case, there should only be around twenty thousand soldiers left alive, and that’s on the high end. Then again, it makes sense. They have the training to fight and survive in harsh environments. Plus, I imagine many of them were ordered to the bunkers to protect the politicians and government employees. That would mean a greater percentage of them would have survived versus the civilian population.

Carla misreads my expression as she frowns. “I know it’s not a lot, but it’s what we have.”

I shake my head. “That’s not why I’m shocked. I thought it would be a lot less than that.” She starts to reply, but I wave her off. “Forget it. Let’s focus on how best to use them.”

I tell her about how some of my friends and I lured the infected to the high school football fields and set them alight. She winces at hearing this but doesn’t interrupt.

“If the military can do the same thing around the known survivor camps and then work their way outward from there, we should be able to kill most of them without wasting a single bullet. It will also prevent them from becoming something worse. The only issue is that we’re getting short on time.”

“How so?” she asks, looking up from the notes she’s taking.

“They’ve already begun to evolve. If Sergeant Donigan’s estimate is correct, we only have two or three months before they’ll all turn. The sooner we can get this in motion, the fewer smart ones we’ll have to deal with later.”

She jots another note on her pad of paper. “I’ll get with Clive later today. What do we do about these smart ones?”

The only thing I can do is shrug. “I honestly don’t know, but that’s why it’s important we eliminate the infected as fast as possible. What I told you about the smart ones earlier was a watered-down version. They’re cunning and carefully plan their attacks to give themselves the best chance of succeeding. The first group of smart ones that attacked us had an escape plan and left sentries behind. They injured almost everyone, including Sergeant Egan and his men. We called for reinforcements and still lost one soldier. Several others sustained serious injuries.

“The second group that attacked us did it under the cover of darkness and during a storm. They killed two highly trained soldiers without making a sound, stealing one of the bodies before we fought them off. After tracking them to a metal building, Sergeant Egan had one of his men practically shred the structure using fifty-caliber rounds, and half a dozen still survived. We were able to shoot them, but only because they were protecting an infected that was molting. I suggest you talk to the military and find out if they have any ideas because this is more in their wheelhouse. I included this information in the reports I wrote.”

She nods thoughtfully. “So, they’re more like terrorists than zombies?”

“Yes, Ma’am. My brother came up with a few suggestions that might help, but they’re nothing the military probably wouldn’t think of themselves.”

“Such as?”

“Using their strengths against them. According to my brother’s interpretation of the autopsy report, they have heightened hearing and vision. Perhaps the Army can use bright lights or sound against them.”

She jots a few more notes on her paper. “And there’s currently no way to stop them other than killing off the infected so they don’t turn into these smart ones?”

I hesitate before answering—which causes one of her brows to raise questioningly. “Nothing definitive. I’d like to wait until after you view a video before I tell you my theory since I’m most likely wrong about what I saw.”

“Then let’s watch the video.”

I give her a brief explanation of what she’s about to witness as I boot up the computer.

“So, this infected evolved into a smart one in four days?”

“Not exactly. Doctor Blevins believes it’s a much longer process. That’s why they started opening doors and a white film grew over their eyes. The molting is just the final stage where they restart their internal organs and rapidly gain muscle mass.”

She wipes her hand across her face as she takes in the information. “I suppose that makes sense.”

“I brought a copy of the last two autopsy reports on these things, but I’ve only skimmed them and don’t know the details. They might be able to tell you more. You’re more than welcome to get paper copies made, but I’d like to keep the ones I have. This information is also included in the digital file.”

Carla leans over the arm of the sofa and picks up a phone receiver. “Anna, can you come in here, please?” She hangs up without waiting for a response. When she notices my confused expression, she explains, “It’s an intercom.”

The door opens a few seconds later, and her assistant walks in. “Yes, ma’am?”

“I need you to make a copy of this file,” she says, tilting her head toward the file I retrieved from my backpack in anticipation of the request.

“Yes, Ma’am. Anything else?” she asks as she moves confidently across the room to take the file from me.

I hold on to it for a second to get her attention. “There are some pretty graphic photos in here, so keep that in mind.”

She gives me a timid smile and a curt nod when I release the file. “Thank you for the warning, Mister Winters.”

“You’re welcome.”

“That will be all for now, Anna. Please return them when you’re done.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

I expect the president to wait until she leaves the room before resuming our conversation, but she doesn’t. “Now, let’s take a look at this video.”

Without any further fanfare, I plug in the thumb drive and load the video from the first day. “This is the day we found it.”

Carla stares at the screen as Sergeant Donigan and Corporal Washington load the creature into the cage in the back of the van. “Why isn’t it fighting? Did they sedate it?”

I press my face into my hands and rub them up and down a few times. “No, Ma’am. We think they go into some sort of weird coma-like stasis right before they go through the final mutation stage. It stays like that for the next twelve hours or so.”

I skip the video forward until there’s a slight movement on the screen. It’s the skin of the infected detaching and turning into the chrysalis that will protect it during the final stage of its metamorphosis.

“That’s... disconcerting,” says Carla, as she leans forward to verify what she’s seeing.

I switch to the next day’s video, which shows a cocoon-like structure similar to the one we found in the barn. There are giant pustule-like protrusions on the chrysalis, but they’re not moving at this point.

“For the next two days, nothing much happens.” I bring up the last video. “Notice how the cocoon is moving up and down like it’s breathing?”

Carla turns toward me as her brow furrows. “Is that what it’s doing?”

I do one of my signature half shrugs. “We don’t know. I don’t think so because it stops later that day.” I skip a large section of the footage so she can see it for herself. Then I move closer to the end of the video. “And here it is hatching, or whatever it is they do.”

The president jerks back when the smart one rips its way out of its chrysalis and wipes the amniotic fluid from its face, revealing the same creepy cat-like eyes that damn near made me piss my pants the first time I saw them.

“Sorry. I guess I should have warned you.”

She waves me off. “It’s fine. I just wasn’t expecting to see... that.”

“The autopsy can probably tell you more, but the current theory is that their senses are heightened tenfold if not more. Those eyes will let them see in the dark as well as the light. Their muscle mass is more than a normal adult male’s is, and they’re smart enough to use rudimentary tools and weapons. Not to mention their ability to plan full-scale attacks. That’s why the military will need to deal with these things. Normal civilians will be no match for them.”

The video continues to play. Carla watches intently as it uses its hands to wipe as much of the amniotic fluid off its body as it can. Instead of flinging it away, it eats it before consuming the chrysalis that contained it. I skipped that part when I was on the plane since it was disturbing to watch.

“I agree. This solidifies my decision to implement your suggestion of burning the infected before they can change. That said, I didn’t see anything on the video to help us eradicate them, like you alluded to.”

I sigh as I lean forward and fast-forward the video to when Sergeant Donigan and I show up the following day. “Watch closely.”

The video is from just inside the back doors of the van, facing inward so it doesn’t show me or Sergeant Donigan. Thankfully, it has audio.

I point to the side of the screen. “I’m standing here, and Sergeant Donigan is here.”

When I hear myself say, “Hey, ugly! Over here!”. I shift my gaze to gauge the president’s reaction to what happens next.

She squints her eyes as she studies the screen. What she sees is the smart one completely ignoring me and looking for Donigan. She shifts in her chair as the smart one takes a step back and starts wheezing.

“I moved closer to it just before that happened.”

Carla nods almost imperceptibly. Her attention is focused solely on the screen in front of her. She can’t tear her eyes away as it slowly chokes to death.

When the video ends, she slowly turns to face me. “What killed it?”

It’s time to tell her what I think caused its death. I’m just worried I won’t be allowed to leave once I do.
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I let out a breath as I steel myself for any possible backlash that might be heading my way. “Remember when I told you I was already a carrier of the Youth Virus when a smart one bit me?” President Carla Fontain raises a brow as she nods. “Well, Doctor Blevins ran some tests on my blood. He discovered that I possess an extra genome in my DNA that I didn’t have prior to getting bitten this last time. He said the virus the smart ones are carrying is different than the original one and, when they combined, it must have altered my DNA. I’m almost certain that whatever virus is inside me is deadly to the smart ones.”

“So, you’re infectious?”

I’m not sure if she’s mad at me for coming to the bunker without informing her first or if she’s just curious. “Only to prepubescent children who haven’t been exposed to the original virus. Technically, adults will be exposed, but it will die off just like the Youth Virus did when it doesn’t find a suitable host. Anyone exposed is unable to transmit it since they’re not really a carrier, so it won’t cause any issues.”

“I see,” she says as she averts her gaze. “Dillon, you should have mentioned this before coming here.”

“You’re probably right, Carla, but I did my due diligence and had both Doctor Baxter and Doctor Leopold run tests to verify I wouldn’t be a danger to you or anyone inside the bunker. Everyone who’s been bitten is a carrier. I possess a slightly altered strain that seems to affect the smart ones in an adverse way. Regardless of that fact, I pose no threat to you or anyone else who has been through puberty.”

I give her time to consider what I said. She’s a smart woman, so I don’t anticipate her being upset by my decision.

“You’re right. Everyone will get exposed sooner or later unless they plan on living in a sealed bunker for the rest of their lives, but that brings up another question,” she says, glancing at me.

“Which is?” I ask, not sure where she’s going with her thought process.

“Since I was exposed to the first virus, will breathing in this new one change my DNA like yours did?”

I raise a shoulder and let it drop. “Not according to what I was told. The only way to become a carrier is to be bitten by an infected. If you’re later bitten by a smart one, then you get the added genome.”

“Which brings us back to why you believe the version you’re carrying can kill the smart ones. For all we know, the creature on the video might have had some kind of birth defect.”

I’m pleased she thought of this. It means she can think for herself and isn’t afraid to call someone out on their bullshit.

I lean back against the sofa as I prepare to bare my soul. “Actually, that was the second one that responded that way in my presence. The first one was the one Sergeant Egan killed after Doctor Blevins popped its amniotic sac. When it saw me, it looked at me like I was... well, I’m not sure how to put it other than saying I was its equal. When it started gasping for air, it brought its hands up toward its neck. At first I assumed it was trying to grab me, but I quickly realized it couldn’t breathe. Sergeant Egan killed it before I could stop him. It wasn’t until the second one did the same thing that I became convinced that whatever virus I carry is lethal to the smart ones. I just haven’t figured out how to use it to our advantage.”

She’s staring at me with her eyes wide open. “How sure of this are you?”

“I’d give it a solid ninety-eight percent, but I’m hoping the autopsy Doctor Blevins is doing on the last one will confirm my suspicions.”

“For now, let’s keep this to ourselves until we find out more information.”

We’re interrupted by a quiet knock on the door. It opens to reveal Anna with the file I gave her, plus an extra file I assume is the copy she made. “Here you are, Ma’am,” she says, holding the two files out to her boss.

“Thank you, Anna. Will you let the chef know that I’ll be bringing a guest for lunch and we’ll be ready to eat in half an hour?”

Almost on cue, my stomach growls. This makes the two women smile.

“Yes, Ma’am. Anything else?”

Carla shakes her head as she sets the files on the table beside the laptop. “Not at the moment. I’ll call you if something comes up.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Anna gives me a polite nod as she exits the room, closing the door behind her.

The president slaps her knees with her hands. “I think we need to take a break before we dive into those,” she says, glancing pointedly at the autopsy files before getting to her feet. “Would you like a drink?”

There’s no reason to turn down the offer since it’s almost lunchtime. “Maybe just one.”

While she gets the drinks, I copy the contents of both thumb drives onto my computer. Once that’s done, I transfer my written reports from the laptop to one of the drives before shutting my computer down and packing it into my backpack. Since we’re not reviewing the autopsy file yet, I pack that as well—leaving her copy on the table.

She poured me two fingers of whiskey and set the glass next to the laptop while I was doing all of that.

When I hand her the two USB drives, she says, “After lunch, why don’t you get some rest while I coordinate with the military and get them started on eliminating the infected? It’s too important to allow another day to go by. We can review the autopsies this evening after dinner.”

It sounds like heaven to me. I’ve had very little sleep in the last thirty-six hours and could benefit from an extra-long nap. “Thank you. That works for me.”

Carla downs her drink. “I don’t know how this is going to shake out, but I have faith we’ll prevail. I have to, or everything we’ve done will have been for nothing.”

I finish my drink to give me an excuse not to respond before handing her my empty glass. As far as I’m aware, the government has done little to nothing since the virus was released. At least she’s trying her best to rectify that. Perhaps she always has been, and the traitors kept blocking her decisions. Either way, she’s on board now, and that’s what matters.

Lunch is far nicer than what I’m used to. It starts with a simple spinach salad with vinaigrette, followed by lemon risotto with broccoli, garlic mashed potatoes, and salmon with lemon dill sauce. It ends with a small bowl of freshly sliced fruit. I feel guilty eating it since I know most Americans are scraping by with whatever canned food they can find, but I finish every bite.

During the meal, I let President Fontain do most of the talking. It’s mostly about her trip to the bunker and learning the ins and outs of being the president. We both steer clear of any mention of the loved ones we lost.

Anna shows me to a bedroom as soon as the meal is over. I don’t bother taking my boots off before I collapse on the bed from exhaustion and a full tummy. I’m asleep before my head hits the pillow.

I wake to the sound of a light tapping on the door and groan. I could have used more sleep. I glance at my watch and realize I’ve been out for roughly two hours. The knocking gets more insistent. I climb off the bed and open the door—revealing Anna, the president’s assistant.

“Sorry to bother you, Mister Winters, but the president urgently needs to see you.”

I wipe the sleep from my eyes as I retrieve my backpack. “Then let’s not keep her waiting.”

I expect to be taken to her office, but instead we end up in what I previously referred to as the war room. Surprisingly, she’s alone—although there are two Secret Service agents stationed outside the room in the hall. I assumed Clive would be with her since defense is his area of expertise and he seemed like the type of guy who would commandeer this room as his base of operations.

“Thank you, Anna. That will be all,” Carla tells her assistant when she leads me inside.

“Yes, Ma’am.”

I wait until the young woman leaves before turning to face the president. “You needed to see me?”

“We have a problem,” she announces as she tilts her head toward one of the smaller monitors.

What I see makes my blood run cold.
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I move closer to the monitor to make sure I’m seeing what I think I’m seeing. Unfortunately, I am.

The screen is displaying a farmhouse, and it’s one I recognize. It’s the last location Cade Ruiz took me before coming to the bunker, and the place where Clive is supposed to brief the team. The problem is there are several smart ones casing the place. The only reason I can see them is because the satellite or drone images on the screen are viewing the area from above. While the beasts are hidden from the view of the occupants inside the house, they didn’t account for anyone observing them from above.

“Are you in contact with Clive?” I ask, glancing at the president before movement on the screen catches my eye.

The front door opens and three men walk outside, seemingly unaware of the threat they’re under. I can tell one of them is Clive by the way he’s dressed. The other two are unidentifiable from this angle.

“No,” she replies, wringing her hands in worry.

I don’t have my radio since they made me leave it behind, but then I remember something. I feel along the collar of the shirt Ruiz gave me until I feel a slight bump. I press it. “Black Cobra, this is Lone Eagle. Do you read me?” I try twice more without getting a response. “Damn it! We’re too far underground! I need to get outside!”

Clive opens the door of his black SUV and retrieves something before the three men disappear into the house. At least they’re out of immediate danger.

Based on my experience with the smart ones, I realize they’re unlikely to attack unless they’re confident they have a good chance of winning. That’s not likely to happen as long as Ruiz and his men stay together. The problem is, they aren’t aware of the threat.

Almost as soon as the thought enters my head, the front door swings open and one of Ruiz’s men exits and heads toward the barn where they hid the ATVs when I was with them. Since I can’t see any of the four-wheelers, I assume they did the same thing this time.

All we can do is watch in horror as the man enters the barn. A few seconds later, two of the smart ones follow.

“Shit! I need a radio and a vehicle!” I growl as I turn to face the president—who doesn’t respond. She’s staring wide-eyed at the screen and appears to be in mild shock. “Carla!” I yell to get her attention. It works.

“Huh?”

“You need to focus. Now is not the time to fall apart. If I’m going to save them, I need a radio and a vehicle,” I repeat in a calmer voice, “and someone needs to stay in here so they can tell me what those things are doing.”

“One second.” She grabs the handset off an old-style tabletop phone. “I need a car prepped for Mister Winters. He will leave in a few minutes.” She doesn’t wait for a response and quickly hangs up the phone. “Carlos!” she calls out in a loud voice.

The door swings open. “Yes, Ma’am?”

“Please escort Mister Winters to the garage. Make sure the GPS is preprogrammed to get him to the coordinates shown on this screen,” she says, pointing at the monitor behind her. I glance at it and notice the location information is shown in the lower-left corner of the display.

“He’ll also need a radio he can talk to us on,” replies Carlos as he pulls a notebook out of his pocket and moves closer to the screen to copy the coordinates.

Carla turns toward me. “I hate to throw you into this, but if your theory is right, you’re the only one who can stop these things without a lot of bloodshed.”

“And they’ll rip me to shreds if I’m wrong,” I remind her as I grab my backpack and sling it over my shoulder. “I’m going to call Sergeant Egan and have him back me up.”

“If I didn’t think you were right, I wouldn’t ask you to do this.”

“You’re not asking,” I remind her before waving her off. “I’d go regardless. Just make sure someone is monitoring the situation and keeping me informed of what the smart ones are doing.”

She places her hand on my bicep. “Be careful. See you soon.”

I ignore the touch. “I will, but I’m not coming back. I’ve told you everything I know and given you all the information I have. It’s up to you to take it from here. You gave me a mission to do, so I’m going to do it and then go home to my family. I’ll call you after my baby is born to see if there’s anything I can help with since I can’t be near my child and will want to stay busy.”

Carla removes her hand from my arm and snatches a large manila envelope and a smaller white business-sized envelope off the desk before handing them to me. “Go. You don’t have a lot of time before it will be too late to save them.”

I don’t know what’s in the envelopes—nor do I care. I stuff them into my backpack before taking one last look at the screen. Nothing has changed. I need to contact Ruiz before he sends someone to find out where his guy went.

I glance at Carlos. “Let’s go.”

We slow jog down several hallways, eventually ending up inside a large underground garage. There’s over a dozen vehicles parked neatly in their spaces.

“Wait here,” Carlos tells me before entering a small office. He returns a couple of minutes later and hands me a radio. “Channel two is preset to the command center.”

Another agent pulls up in an SUV before stopping and getting out. “Mister Winters, it’s fully fueled and ready to go. Keys are inside.”

“Hang tight,” Carlos says as he climbs into the driver’s seat to enter the coordinates to the farmhouse into the GPS.

The other agent stares blankly at me. “Will you be back soon?”

I shake my head. “No. I won’t be returning to the bunker, but I’ll let someone know where they can pick the vehicle up before I leave the area.”

“Very good, sir,” he says before sauntering off as if he doesn’t have a care in the world. He probably doesn’t since he lives in a bunker.

“You’re good to go, Mister Winters,” Carlos announces as he slides out of the SUV. “Follow the yellow line on the ground and it will lead you to the exit. I’ll open the door for you. Stay safe.”

“Thanks, Carlos,” I tell him as I toss my backpack into the passenger seat and climb inside. “Keep the president safe. She has a good head on her shoulders, and I think she’s making the right decisions for the country.”

He gives me a nod. Without another word, I close my door and start the vehicle. It’s time to save Ruiz and the other agents.

True to his word, Carlos has the garage door open when I get there. What he didn’t tell me is that there is more than one door and the second one won’t open until the first one is closed. I wait impatiently as the second door finally starts to swing open. It’s a massive vault-style door—like what you see on bank safes—and is slow to open. I use the time to switch the radio to the channel Egan uses.

When I estimate the door is open far enough for me to squeeze the SUV through, I punch the gas. I misjudge the distance, and the edge of the door scrapes the side of the truck. I ignore the damage as I emerge from the tunnel.

My main priority is getting ahold of Ruiz to warn him of the danger. I press on the collar of my shirt. “Black Cobra? You there? It’s Lone Eagle.”

All I get in return is silence. I don’t imagine the built-in communications device can reach more than a mile. I switch over to the handheld radio. “Lone Eagle calling Wayward Soul. Do you copy?”

An overwhelming sense of relief washes through me as the radio crackles to life. “I copy. What’s the word?”

I think Egan is going a bit overboard with his attempt at not sounding like the military on the radio, but I don’t call him out on it.

“There’s an issue at Black Cobra’s location. I need you to meet me there. ASAP!”

There’s a brief pause before he replies. “What sort of issue?”

“Hungry ones,” I say as I press harder on the accelerator.
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“Oh, shit! You mean to tell me that some smart ones found Ruiz and his team?” Sergeant Egan asks, sounding shocked.

“Yeah. You need to meet me there and cover my back,” I say hurriedly as I stomp on the brakes to make the next turn.

“What does that mean?”

“No time to talk! Bring my weapons! Gotta go!” I switch the channel to the presidential bunker’s command center without waiting for a reply. “This is Dillon Winters. I need an update!”

The radio crackles. “Nothing’s changed, Mister Winters.” I don’t recognize the man’s voice—nor do I care who it is as long as they feed me the information I need.

“Understood. Let me know if it does. I should be there soon.”

It’s taking far longer than I’d like, but I have to follow the roads. Unfortunately, they meander and aren’t in a direct line to the farmhouse.

I press the button to activate the radio built into my shirt. “Lone Eagle calling Black Cobra. You there?”

I wait five seconds but get no response.

“Damn it, Ruiz! Answer the fucking radio!” I yell as I take a curve too fast and fishtail slightly before gunning the engine and pulling out of the slide.

“Calm down, Winters. I had to go outside so we could speak in private. What’s up?”

“You’re outside?” I exclaim as fear rushes through me. “Get the fuck back in the house and lock the door! Smart ones have the place surrounded!”

“Mister Winters, someone exited the house, and one of those creatures is sneaking up behind him.”

“Behind you, Ruiz!” I scream as I hit the brakes so I don’t barrel through a T-intersection. I glance at the GPS. I only have another mile to go. “I’m almost there! Keep everyone inside until I give you the all clear!”

“Holy shit! It almost got me! Where’d they come from and how’d you know they were here?” Ruiz sounds frazzled—something that’s extremely unusual for the man.

“No time to explain! I’ll take care of the smart ones. You just focus on killing any that find a way inside. Egan will be there shortly to help.”

“What about Felix? He went to refuel the ATVs.”

“It’s too late for him! He’s most likely dead, and you will be too if you don’t get off the damn radio and take this shit seriously!”

I slow down as I approach the driveway to the farmhouse. Once I’ve made the turn, I grab the radio out of the cup holder so I can speak to whoever is manning the command center at the bunker. “Stay on the radio and talk to me as things happen. I need the locations of the smart ones, how many there are, and what they’re doing. I won’t have time to respond.”

“There are six that I can see that are still alive. That guy who was outside practically ripped one of their heads off before retreating into the house.”

At least Ruiz is sort of listening to me. I just hope he doesn’t decide he’s the main character and try to kill them himself.

“Two of them came out of the barn and are hiding behind a bush near that corner of the house. Holy crap! Two of them grabbed the dead one, and they’re dragging the body away. The other two are in the backyard but are moving to the opposite side of the house from the first two.”

They’re recovering their dead just like the ones in Kansas did. I slam on the brakes and slide to a stop. I’m still a hundred yards from the meadow where the farmhouse is. My brain is running a thousand miles an hour as I process the information being thrown at me. As long as Ruiz keeps everyone in the house, there’s no real hurry. That gives me some time to come up with a plan instead of running into the situation all willy-nilly.

“Forget about the ones around the house. Stay on the two who took the body and get me the coordinates of where they go to ground.”

“Are you sure? Don’t you want me to be your eyes so you don’t get blindsided?”

“They’re taking the body to their den. We can kill the entire clan if we can get that location,” I tell the man before switching the radio’s frequency to the one Egan is on. “Hey, Egan. You can slow down. I’ll wait for you about a quarter mile down the driveway so we can go over our options.”

“Understood, Winters. We should be there in five.”

“That’ll work.”

I hit the number two preset and get the last of a sentence. “...are moving into the trees.”

“Can you track them using their heat signatures?”

“Uh, I think so. Give me a second. Yeah, I got them on thermal imaging, but it’s intermittent because of the trees.”

“It’s imperative you don’t lose them,” I tell him as calmly as I can.

“I’ll do my best.”

“That’s all I ask. You don’t need to give me a play-by-play. Just tell me where they stop and then stake the place out until I say otherwise.”

If the man is offended by my ordering him around, he keeps it to himself. By focusing his attention away from the farmhouse, it gives me free rein to test my theory without him seeing what I do and asking questions I don’t want to answer.

I let my foot off the brake and let the truck idle forward as I steer it to the side of the road, leaving enough room for Egan to get past my SUV in case he needs to rescue me. Two minutes later, he parks behind me.

I get out of the SUV and meet him halfway.

“Sitrep?” he says as we come to a stop and hands me my weapons. I understand he’s used to being in charge, but this is my mission and I’ll run it how I see fit.

I put on my weapons belt and attach my spare knife to my ankle before meeting his gaze. “There’s at least four smart ones outside the house. There might be more, but if there are, it isn’t many. Ruiz is supposed to be keeping everyone inside. You’re here as my backup.”

Egan jerks his head back. “Backup? What the hell does that mean?”

“It means I’ll keep my radio on broadcast so you can hear what’s going on. If I call for help, you come running with guns-a-blazing.”

He scowls at me. It’s easy to discern that he’s not a fan of my plan. If I’m being honest with myself, I’m not either, but I have to put my theory to the test, and this is the perfect opportunity to do that.

“I’m coming with you,” says Egan as he draws his pistol and verifies it’s loaded.

“No you’re not. This is my mission, and I’ve already made my decision. Besides, Ruiz and his men will be watching my back.”

It’s a small white lie, and I’m sure Egan will be pissed once he finds out the truth, but I’ll deal with the backlash later.

“I think you’re being stupid,” he says as he holsters his gun.

“Maybe, but I think my plan will work,” I reply as Sergeant Donigan and Jake exit Egan’s SUV and join us.

“What’s taking so long?” asks Jake, sounding like he’s bored. For all I know, he is.

Egan glares at me. “Winters has lost his fucking mind. He’s going in by himself.”

“The hell he is,” replies Jake as he steps toward me, stopping when Donigan holds his arm out in front of the veteran.

“Hold on. I want to hear Dillon’s plan.”

Both Jake and Egan give Donigan a dirty look, but he’s focused on me and doesn’t notice. That, or he simply doesn’t care.

“We don’t have time for this,” I reply as I turn to leave, but Donigan grabs my arm and pulls me to a stop.

“Make the time.” He waits a few heartbeats before adding, “I think I know what you’re going to do if this has anything to do with what happened when I drove you to the compound. Am I right?”

All I can do is nod. He lets go of my arm and motions me forward. I’m sure he’ll explain it to the others once I’m gone. By then, it will be too late to stop me.

I set the radio to broadcast on the channel Egan is using
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