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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Uncivil War is an episodic six novel series where you’ll follow two brothers into the apocalypse. What makes our story unique is that I, B.T. Wright, will be writing Jake Maddox’s story, and Jonathan Dudycha will be writing Colt Maddox’s story.

      The advantage this gives us as co-authors is that each brother will truly have his own unique voice, because the authors have theirs. We believe the stories of the different brothers are much more authentic because of the way we have split the storytelling duties.

      As the reader, you get to see the apocalypse from two different perspectives along the same timeline. Jake lives in Kentucky and Colt lives in Colorado. They both confront their own obstacles along the way while trying to fight their way back to each other. Each novel in the series is from one brother's perspective, battling through a world that all of a sudden is nothing like it used to be.

      We hope you enjoy the ride. It has certainly been fun for us to write.
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            South Park, Colorado

          

        

      

    

    
      Colt Maddox grasped his axe, twisting his fingers around the hickory handle. He brought down the blade with force, cutting through the thick piece of wood like a fiend. The split wood lay in half. He picked up both chunks and tossed them into a disheveled pile.

      Bringing his hands to his lower back, he arched into a stretch, and the sun gleamed on his rugged face in the afternoon glow. His shoulders were wide and his arms long, and his thick, dark graying beard just added to his manliness. But father time was catching up with him, as it does all.

      Another log rested beneath him on a bed of pine needles. Just as he reached down to lift it, a noise—a reverberating snap—echoed near the edge of his property close to the country road. He shot a look to his right and scanned the area for any sign of intrusion.

      He’d had trouble in the past with poachers coming onto his land illegally to hunt elk. All fifty acres of his property were surrounded by state land, and more than a few trespassers had tried to use the excuse that they didn’t know where they were. That was a line of bullshit. Any hunter in these parts knew exactly where they were.

      He shook off the noise and reached down again, but again came a snap. This time Colt would not allow it to be a coincidence. He took one step to investigate but was distracted by the sound of rolling tires over crushed gravel. Colt spun to see his wife Anna driving up the driveway in her SUV. She noticed him and gave him a smile and a flicked wave before she proceeded up the drive.

      He watched her exit the SUV with an overnight bag in hand. Even after a long day of travel, she was still stunning. Her blonde hair was tied up in a ponytail and she wore a zip-up sweatshirt with a pair of blue jeans that hugged her curves. She had just returned from a trip to visit her sister in New York City. Her plane had landed that morning; only now had she reached their home in the middle of the Rocky Mountains.

      She walked up the decked staircase and toward the front door of their log home. Colt stepped forward and started up the slope. He wished to hear all about her trip, but his path was stopped by his son’s call.

      “Dad, it’s Uncle Jake,” Dylan yelled to his father. “Says he needs to talk to you right away,” Then Anna came near to her son. She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek before proceeding inside.

      Colt shouldered his axe, avoided the scattered trees, and walked up the incline until he reached the patio that led directly to his house. He’d built their house with his own bare hands—sure it took almost five years to complete, but it was perfect, each log set with precision and accuracy, and it would withstand anything mother nature sent to test it.

      When he reached the wrap-around deck, Dylan, his oldest son, held out his cell phone.  He rested his axe against the wood support that ran to the second story. He smiled at Dylan but waited for him to re-enter their home before speaking to his brother.

      “Jacob. Long time, no talk.”

      “Where are you?” He cut to the chase.

      “Hello, to you too, soldier.”

      “Colt, are you with Anna and the boys?”

      There was hysteria in Jake’s voice.

      “Jacob, what the hell is going on? You sound like you’re hiding from a ghost.”

      “Colt! Listen to me. Get Anna and the boys and lock up, don’t let anyone in or out until you hear from me again. There’s some sort of disease or something that has spread. Millions of people are already infected—”

      “What are you talking about?” Colt interrupted. “What disease? You mean like the flu?”

      “I mean it’s airborne. And if you get it, you’re dead. But still alive. You—”

      “Do you realize what you sound like?”

      But Jake didn’t acknowledge his question. “Colt, would you just listen to me for once and do what I’m saying? Make sure you keep taking Beritrix. And make sure you give it to Anna and keep giving it to the boys too. You hear me? It will keep you alive for now.”

      “Jacob, where are you? What’s going on? It sounds like you’re talking about some sort of apocalypse. Walking dead, stay inside, give everyone Beritrix—”

      “I know what it sounds like, Colt. You don’t think it sounds crazy to me too? But I just watched a man chew the Adam’s apple out of a kid’s throat right in front of me. I had to literally smash his brains in to stop him from doing it to me. Get Anna and the boys to safety and lock everything up. Grab any weapon you can, give them the Beritrix, and when I get more information, I’ll call you. Got it?”

      Colt lifted the phone from his ear and stared down in disbelief. How? How could there be people doing these things? Alive, but not?

      “Colt! Colt!” he heard Jake yell into the phone.

      But he didn’t answer his brother. He didn’t bring the phone back to his ear, because as Colt stood, his youngest son, Wesley ran out the front door to play with his dinosaurs on the cedar deck. Frozen in shock, Colt couldn’t shake his brother’s words or even Wesley’s play-talk ringing in his ears, until . . . another snap resounded again in the trees, this time closer to the home. And it wasn’t caused by the rolling tires of Anna’s SUV.

      His thought went to his son and his well-being, just as he hung up on his brother. Colt turned the corner to see Wesley on his hands and knees. He sprinted toward him and scooped him up without explanation.

      “Daddy, what are you doing?” Wesley looked up from his father’s arms.

      An emotion lingered on his face—one he’d never shown Wesley before.

      Fear.

      Once inside, Colt tossed Wesley onto the couch, spun around and slammed the door shut, then locked the deadbolt.

      The staircase was just to his right. He climbed to the top, bounding two steps at a time. At the top of the stairs were three doors: the boys’ bedrooms, and Colt’s office. Colt pushed into his office and went directly to the closet. Inside was a Browning gun safe. He typed in the combination and spun the handle.

      Three handguns—a Glock 23, a Sig Sauer SP2022, and a .357 Magnum revolver lay across the top of the shelf. Next to the Glock was a belt holster. He lifted the holster and the Glock. Then shoved the magazine inside the Glock, racked the slide to load a round, and pushed the handgun into the holster that sat on his right-side.

      Below the shelf were three rifles and a shotgun. He lifted his favorite hunting rifle—a Browning BLR Lightweight ’81—and slung the strap over his head and across his chest. As he was loading ammunition into his pockets, Dylan walked in.

      Dylan held tight to his own phone but looked up and said, “Uh, Dad, what are you doing?”

      Colt didn’t answer his question, but instead asked one of his own. “Where’s Mom?”

      “She said she was going to take a shower.”

      Next to the gun safe was a mini-refrigerator. It had multiple uses. Cold beer, soda. But the most important use was for Beritrix. (Medicine Colt and his boys had taken daily since birth due to a defect in their DNA.) Beritrix acted as an immune system booster, and it always needed to be kept cold. If the boys ever had an attack in the middle of the night, Colt’s office was the closest room to theirs. Colt threw open the door and grabbed the remaining three vials and syringes and stuffed them on top of the ammunition he loaded into his pocket.

      Without further explanation, Colt breezed by his son. He needed to find Anna.

      He hurtled down the staircase. Wesley lay precisely where he left him. He clung to the armrest of the couch, unwilling to move, scared by his own father’s demeanor, but Colt couldn’t stop to calm him or help. Anna needed to know.

      From the hallway, Colt heard the shower running. When he reached for the bathroom door, steam poured from underneath.

      “Anna?” Colt tapped on the door.

      No answer.

      He knocked again, this time harder and his voice went up. “Anna, honey, can you hear me?”

      He reached for the handle and pulled down. It was unlocked, and the door clicked open.

      “Are you in here?” His eyes remained on the floor but rose as he stepped inside in search of his wife. He looked to the glass first, maybe she was inside washing herself and didn’t hear his call.

      But she wasn’t there, not in the shower. Instead, she was standing nude with her face against the wall. Her blonde hair was tossed and wiry, different than normal.

      “Honey?” he questioned softly. Then Colt noticed more peculiarity.

      The skin along her spine, vertebrae by vertebrae, went black as it cascaded from her hairline to the base of her lower back. She turned slow—only an inch at a time. When she faced him, the color left his face. What stared back was not Anna, not his beautiful wife of fifteen years, this was something different, some thing.

      Instead of sea green eyes staring back, she peered through eyes void of color, black, with a deep sullen gaze.

      Is this what Jacob meant? No. Can’t be. Not Anna.

      “An-na?” He held onto hope that his wife was somewhere inside, maybe buried deep, but there all the same.

      She made no response. She simply tilted her head, shrieked, and attacked.
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      Only two paces separated Colt and Anna in the bathroom, and even in his moment of shock, he reacted. He bowed up and blocked her exit. She could not pass, the boys couldn’t see her, not like this.

      On any normal day, Colt would have been able to handle his wife. She stood five-foot-four and weighed 125 pounds, but when she contacted him it was like running into a brick wall. She sent him flying through the doorway and dropped him on his ass.

      He skidded to a halt with his hands acting as brakes on the freshly mopped cedar planked-floor. His righthand brushed against his holster and nicked the Glock. His fingers hovered over the grip, but couldn’t lift it free.

      “Anna. I know it’s you, I know you’re in there.” He held up his hand to deflect her approach.

      She lacked response, only continued forward, almost stalking him as he sat helplessly. He gulped the lump of spit that formed, thinking there was no way he could stop her, no way he could kill this . . . this apparition that had taken over his wife. She took one more solitary step, but then a yelp echoed from the hallway.

      It was Wesley.

      Anna whipped her head to the right and saw him.

      “Anna no, don’t,” Colt begged, and in that moment, he rose to his feet.

      Anna didn’t heed his call, nor did she delay, she ran for Wesley.

      Colt chased after her, leaping forward to catch her by the heel just before she reached their son. Colt held on for dear life as she kicked wildly when Dylan came into view.

      “Dylan! Get Wesley out of here. Get to the truck, now!”

      Though distracted by clutching at Anna’s thrashing leg, Colt saw his boys escape through the front door. Anna screeched again, turning her vacant eyes back on him. His stomach dropped. He couldn’t let go, but she was strong—much stronger than any man he’d encountered, including those he’d wrestled in college.

      “Anna. Please, stop!” he pleaded with her.

      But she didn’t. When she finally ripped her leg free, she kicked Colt in the solar plexus, sending him scooting across the floor until his back hit a thick round wooden beam that ran the height of the two-story living room.

      Before he knew what was happening, she charged again. Out of instinct he ducked, and she flew over his shoulder, tumbling down the staircase to the basement below.

      Colt stood and peered into the darkness of the lower level. He was tempted to walk down to see if she was okay, but he remained. Then she rose from her prone state. Her arm was broken, with the bone pushing through the skin. The compound fracture didn’t even faze her.

      Upon her first step on the staircase, Colt ran for the open front door. He slammed it shut and locked it with the keycode combination from the outside. Giant two-story windows looked in on the home, and as he moved by, he caught Anna’s eyes. Staring in disbelief, Colt could not comprehend the sight before him. As she walked toward him, her arm remained stuck at an angle not accustomed to human anatomy. She reached with the opposite arm and ripped her forearm to the left, jarring it from where it was stuck.

      Watching, Colt waited for her to react. She did. She rushed directly at the window that Colt stood behind and threw her fists into the glass. Upon contact, the window cracked across the middle.

      Colt stumbled two steps back, and gripped the handrail of the decking. Upon stepping backward, he kicked his axe over in the process. When he bent down to retrieve it, Anna rushed the window again, and again the window cracked, now along the bottom. It was only a matter of time before it gave way.

      Colt jogged down the staircase that led away from the deck and ran for his truck. He threw the axe into the bed, but never took his eyes off the house. Her violent assault on the glass was ceaseless, and seemed nothing was going to stop her attack.

      Sitting in the driver’s seat, Colt looked to Dylan who held his brother to his chest as they both sobbed. Colt began to speak but swallowed his words. What could he say? Both had witnessed their mother, or what used to be their mother, vicious toward them, as well as their father. Their world would never be the same.

      Keys dangled from the ignition, as they always did; no reason not to leave them there. Colt spun the ignition and started his Ford F-150, still staring back at the house, back at Anna, who would not give up. A single tear welled up in his eye, but he wouldn’t allow it to fall. He had to be strong in front of his boys. But this situation was beyond comprehension, and this might be the last time he’d ever see his wife, even if it was only a shell of her former self.

      He refocused, let off the brake, and rolled away. Feeling his phone on his thigh in his front pocket, he leaned over and lifted it to call his brother. The phone rang four times, then went to voicemail.

      “Jacob. Call me back immediately, it’s—it’s Anna—” Colt stopped and looked to his boys. He couldn’t continue, not with them listening to the conversation. “Just call me back as soon as you get this.”

      The steep decline away from their house brought them to a gap where Colt stopped, and shoved the truck into park. He reached for the handle and opened the door.

      “Dad! What are you doing?” Dylan stammered.

      “I’ll be right back. Just hold on to your brother.”

      Colt walked up the dirt road which ran parallel to their property. He walked nearly 100 feet before stopping. He reached back to unsling his Browning from his back. Putting it tight against his shoulder, Colt pointed the barrel back at the house.

      I don’t know what you are, but you are not my wife. He stared down the sight and gritted his teeth. His aim locked on the oversized propane tank resting five yards from the kitchen wall. It was perfect, an easy shot for a marksman like him, but he lifted his jaw away, and sucked in breath. Come on. You can do this. She’s not Anna anymore. Just pull the trigger. But then, out of his left ear he heard it. More crying as his sons looked on. They would witness his next decision and carry it with them always.

      Colt raised the barrel. He couldn’t do it, he couldn’t murder her, even if there was no semblance of what she used to be. There was too much history, too much love.

      When he walked back to the truck, Wesley peered up from Dylan’s chest and asked, “Dad, where’s Mommy?”

      Dylan locked eyes with his father, waiting for Colt to speak. He couldn’t lie, not with Dylan knowing the truth.

      “Gone, son. She’s gone.”

      Then Colt drove away from the only life the boys had ever known.
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      The sun was getting lower in the sky, only peeking above the line of fourteeners stacked in the western sky. Colt looked over at Dylan, then Wesley, who leaned on his older brother. Dylan held his gaze westward, resting against the window and staying silent. Colt could only imagine what was running through his mind. What thirteen-year-old could comprehend this? None.

      Colt wished to speak, to give his son hope, to express wisdom. But this lacked understanding. And if what Jake said was true, and more had become what Anna had become, then things would turn dire, and hopefulness would fade like the passing breeze.

      Turning his attention back out the windshield, Colt stared up on the hill. His neighbor, if you call someone with his own fifty-acre property a neighbor, was driving up his driveway.

      “Walker,” Colt spoke, if only to himself.

      Walker Gantry was in his early seventies—a Vietnam vet with a prickly demeanor. Colt hadn’t said much to him over the past few months since he’d once yelled at Dylan while he was driving their four-wheeler. Dylan had accidentally careened onto his property as he swerved to miss a fox that scooted across the roadway directly in front of him. Walker had seen the incident and yelled down from his house before coming over and chewing out Anna and the boys while Colt was away in town.

      Colt’s focus shifted from his neighbor when his phone vibrated. He pulled it out and saw it was his brother.

      “Jacob, you got my message? What the hell is going on?”

      “Is everything okay? Anna and the boys? Are they all right?”

      Colt’s mouth was glued shut. He turned to look at his son’s as emotion struck again. Just hearing her name brought on a paralyzing sentiment.

      “Me and the boys, we . . . we just left the house.”

      “And Anna?”

      Colt lifted the phone away from his ear and brought it down to his chin. He looked to the ceiling of his truck and stuffed the tears back down.

      When he returned the phone to his ear, Jake spoke again. “She was infected?”

      “Yes.”

      “Shit, Colt.”

      Colt ground his teeth, pissed that his wife had been taken over, by this, this pandemic. “What are these things, Jacob?”

      “I’m not sure. It’s spreading like a virus, but . . .”

      “But what?”

      “It’s just strange, is all. How the whole thing started.”

      “You know how it started?”

      “Doesn’t matter. All I can tell you is I know a doctor who is in DC with the president right now. She said our entire military is gone. And not just ours, countries all over the world are reporting the same thing. That their armed forces were infected first.”

      Colt stalled. He couldn’t believe his ears, and he spoke out of speculation. “So, what? This is a terrorist attack? Bio-chemical warfare that turns people into . . . zombies? That doesn’t make sense. What good would that do the terrorists if the entire world was infected?”

      “You’re right, it doesn’t make sense. But maybe something went wrong. Maybe whoever did this didn’t mean for it to have the effect that it had. Or didn’t mean for it to spread this wide.”

      “How widespread is it?”

      “Wide as it gets. Right now I’m holed up in an attic, surrounded by the bastards. Where are you?”

      “We just left the house.” Colt paused, looking up at Walker’s house. “I might stop by the neighbors and make sure everyone is all right. After that . . . who knows.”

      Jake paused on the other end. Then came back. “Colt my contact in DC is calling. I have to take it. We are going to do our best to get to DC and try to figure this thing out. I know it’s a long way for you, but I don’t know what else to tell you.”

      “Listen, little brother. The power could go out at any time, cell service too. I suggest you find an old CB radio somewhere. I’m sure that’s the way the government will have to contact everyone. Might be the only communication soon. We’ll do our best to get to DC, but that’s a lot of road. Not sure what we’ll run into.”

      “Be careful, Colt.”

      “You too, Jacob.”

      Colt hung up the phone and peered back toward Walker’s driveway. That snake. Should I warn him? He doesn’t deserve it. It was true there was no love lost there. Colt continued to drive, nearing Walker’s driveway. As he followed the road around the corner, he was about to pass, but stopped instead. He was reminded of his own words to his brother. It was humane to check on him.

      “What are you doing?” Dylan turned his attention away from the mountains.

      Colt glanced up the long driveway, then spun the wheel to the left and climbed.

      Dylan persisted. “Dad. What are you doing?”

      “Warning Walker. He may not deserve it, but . . . I can’t just leave him.”

      But as Colt drove, they came upon Walker’s old Chevy, which was stopped halfway up the drive, precisely where Colt had seen him driving from far off. Colt’s mouth fell open. “What the—”

      “Why’s he stopped there, Dad?” Wesley said.

      Colt shoved the gearshift into park and let his F-150 idle. He waited a moment and gathered his bearings, glancing up toward the house, searching for any sign of movement because the Chevy appeared empty. Colt reached down and unbuckled his seatbelt. Grabbing the grip of his Glock, he lifted the handgun free to set it on the dashboard. “Only in an emergency.” He looked to Dylan, then nodded to the gun.

      “Dad, no. Don’t go,” Wesley begged.

      Colt reached for the door handle and got out. As he held his door open, he lifted his Browning and gave one last fleeting glance to his boys. “I’ll be back,” he said, then gingerly shut the truck door and proceeded to the backend of the Chevy.

      It was quiet. Even for the mountains, where you’re unlikely to encounter another human being unless you mean to. But this was different. Even the sound of nature was absent. No chirping birds. No wind rustling through the leaves of the aspen trees. Nothing.

      He took one step. Then another.

      As Colt crept along the passenger side of the Chevy, he glanced to the house perched on the hill. There was no movement. Why was the truck still there, stalled? Were his eyes playing tricks on him from the road? He swore Walker had been heading up his driveway. Maybe Colt was in a state of shock? But he would’ve staked his life savings that the Chevy was in motion.

      Nearing the passenger door, he reached for the handle to push in the button, but as he got close, as he was about to thumb the switch, Walker made himself known.

      The old man rose from the bench seat and put his hands on the steering wheel at ten and two. Something felt off. Colt lifted his hand away from the button, then rapped on the window as Walker stared forward.

      “Walker.”

      But the old man didn’t acknowledge his call. Colt never knew him to be hard of hearing. Perhaps he was lost in thought.

      Colt knocked again. “Walker. You alright in there?” Colt grasped his Browning tighter now, not knowing what to expect.

      Walker’s mouth fell open, and he turned his head slowly—inch by inch—until his cold black eyes stared back at Colt.

      “Holy shit.” Colt backed away, struck in disbelief. He lifted his rifle, aiming it Walker’s head. “Walker, you just . . . just stay there.” Colt warned, but deep down he knew this thing wouldn’t listen.

      Like a ball being shot from a canon, Walker lurched forward, head butting the glass of the passenger side window.

      Colt kept his aim locked. Soon Walker, or whatever this thing was, would break free and reach for him. Instantly he was reminded of what Jake had said. Jake witnessed one of these things ripping the throat from a young boy. As he stared at Walker, he imagined that young boy being Dylan, or Wesley, and there was no way he would let that happen.

      One more thrust of his head and Walker broke through the window. Shattered glass stuck in Walker’s thinning hair as he looked up. Colt didn’t hesitate, he wouldn’t allow another attempt at his life. He squeezed the trigger and sent the bullet directly through Walker’s skull. From that distance, with the caliber of his bullet, there was little left of him as his body tumbled back onto the bench seat of his truck.

      Colt looked to his own truck. Both sons stared at him through the windshield. They’d witnessed the entire thing. As he looked into their eyes, fear was fixed on their little faces. Wesley dropped down, huddling into Dylan’s chest. Dylan continued to stare at his father, but his eyes were glazed over. Colt knew it then: the innocence of youth was gone.

      Dropping into the driver’s seat, Colt set his rifle on the floor next to his right leg. There was silence until Wesley reached for his father, and wrapped him tight around the mid-section, squeezing with all his might.

      “It’s okay, buddy.” But it wasn’t. And Wesley wouldn’t let go.

      Colt held onto him. We can’t stay here. Colt knew they wouldn’t be safe in the truck overnight, and it would be dark soon. As Colt spun around to look out the back window to the west, he knew they had to find shelter. Since Walker lived alone, Colt figured the best place to hunker down for the night would be his house.

      Colt reached over his son’s head and lowered the gear into drive. The driveway wasn’t wide, and Colt would need to off-road up the side of the sloped driveway to climb beyond Walker’s Chevy. The tires of the F-150 caught the shoulder of the incline, and Colt turned the wheel to the left as the truck tilted on the axis of the rising property and continued.

      When they passed the Chevy, Colt kept his eyes forward as Wesley pushed his face deeper into his father’s side. But curiosity got the better of Dylan. He glanced back to witness the blood spatter engulfing the inside of the cabin.

      The switch-backing driveway rose until they reached the perched house—an A-frame cabin with a tuck-under garage. The garage was topped with a deck that stared westward to showcase the view of the mountains in the distance.

      Colt stopped and glanced at his sons. “We’re going to stay here tonight.”

      Dylan leaned forward and stared out the windshield but remained quiet.

      Just as Colt reached for the door, Wesley grabbed tighter. “No. No. I don’t want to go, I want to go home, I want to see Mommy.”

      Colt rubbed his son’s back to calm him. “Shh, I know you do, buddy, but . . .” he stalled.

      “Mom’s dead,” Dylan said abruptly, then swung the passenger door open and stormed out.

      “Dyl—” Colt wished to stop him, but Wesley looked up at his father from his lap, his eyes misty. Colt forced a smile through the emotion that struck him. “It’s just for tonight, okay,” Colt whispered, but that smile faded at another sound. Only one word, a shout from his eldest son.

      “Dad!”
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      Three mountain lions crept close to Dylan, tracking him after he stepped outside. Their eyes were piercing yellow. All six focused on Dylan as he trembled. As Colt assessed the situation, he recalled two things: mountain lions are solitary animals. And they never let themselves be seen. This scenario was disconcerting, and their behavior uncharacteristic as they snuck closer, almost circling Dylan, sizing him up before they pounced.

      Grabbing the Glock from the dashboard, Colt leaped out and fired three shots into the air. The mountain lions shuddered but didn’t retreat. Their attention shifted to Colt. He pointed the Glock toward them, but as he adjusted his grip, he realized the .40 caliber rounds wouldn’t likely stop them. Especially if they worked in unison. The likelihood he would get more than one shot off if attacked was dubious.

      With the mountain lions’ attention off Dylan, Colt spoke out of the side of his mouth, “Dylan, walk to me. But come slow.”

      Upon his first step, rocks shifted beneath his feet. The lions’ attention returned to Dylan, and the closest let out a growl. Dylan went rigid, and Colt stepped closer to his son, aiming the Glock. It was decision making time. Should Colt shoot the lion who roared, clearly showing dominance over the other two by his action—or should he run to cover his son as the lions tore through his flesh, devouring him for a meal?

      Before Colt could act, a thunderous cacophony echoed amongst the trees and mountains. Disoriented by the sound, the mountain lions took one step back, then another. But Colt didn’t believe they were withdrawing from the fight; perhaps it was a trap for him to let his guard down.

      Colt stepped forward again. He blew anger through his teeth as the lions fell further back into the property. It wasn’t until they disappeared into the forest that he dropped the raised pistol and ran to his son.

      Colt held Dylan tight, while peering over his shoulder, waiting for the lions to reappear. They didn’t. And when Colt pushed out of the hug, the noise from overhead grew louder, rising from the north and west.

      An AgustaWestland AW139 helicopter was bookended by two Bell UH-1N’s. They flew low in the sky and in-formation. Air Force? Colt thought. He and Dylan looked to the blueish-orange sky above and waved their arms.

      “Here! Down here!” Colt yelled.

      But the helicopters didn’t deviate from their heading. Their path was clear, destined for Colorado Springs. Instantly Colt remembered what Jake had said. This started with the military. Our military is gone. But if they were gone, who was flying over them?

      Colt ran to his truck, and when he opened the door, Wesley jumped into his arms.

      “Hold on, buddy.” He set Wesley down, then reached into the cab to lift his rifle. After he slung it across his chest, he handed the Glock back to Dylan, then lifted Wesley back up.

      “Make sure of your target before you pull that trigger. Like I taught you. And don’t raise that barrel unless absolutely necessary. Understand?”

      Dylan nodded and squeezed close to his father. Colt led, with Dylan close by his side, his head on a swivel. They didn’t need another surprise like the mountain lions.

      A staircase rose from the right side of the house that led to the wrap-around deck. Colt climbed the stairs, carrying Wesley, holding him tight to his chest as Dylan walked backward, staying vigilant for a surprise attack. Once up, Colt walked toward the front door. He reached down and tested the handle. Locked.

      “Damn,” he said, then moved around the corner. He looked up to see the river-rock chimney climb high above the pointed A-frame. Right-angled windows paralleled the chimney, and below them were sliding glass doors. He pulled the first slider; again it was locked.

      “Walker!” Colt shook his head. “Who’s he trying to keep out, anyway?”

      Then Colt stepped around the protruding chimney and tried the other slider. This one slid open.

      “Thank God.” He set Wesley down and let him proceed inside. Dylan was next. Colt remained outside, staring back at his own house set amongst a group of aspen trees. Thoughts of Anna crept into his psyche—sweet memories as he stared at their bedroom windows. She was kind. Passionate for her husband and her children. Strong-willed, not stubborn, but held her ground and didn’t take shit from anybody. He paid homage to her, a tribute before ducking into Walker’s cabin. He remembered her for what she used to be, not what she was now.

      Colt stepped in behind his sons. They hadn’t moved another inch. Their eyes danced around the living room. At least twenty animal heads stuck out from the walls. Deer, elk, pronghorn, moose, jackrabbit, even a wild boar hung there.

      “What is this place?” Dylan said.

      “A trophy room,” Colt answered.

      Colt walked beyond his sons, heading directly for the refrigerator. The Beritrix needed to remain cold. He opened the door, feeling for cold air. The refrigerator was old and did not display a digital reading of the temperature anywhere. Colt felt cold air rush out, but fell back at the presence of a foul odor. Argh, something’s rotten. Colt pulled his shirt away from his chest and lifted it over his nose. He searched the contents and saw a brown paper bag in the rear, against the back. Fluid stains made circles and ovals all over the bag. He pinched the bag in-between his thumb and index finger and lifted it out. A pungent aroma followed. When Colt turned, Dylan saw him holding the bag away from his body and asked.

      “What is that?”

      “Don’t know, but I’m not keeping it in the same fridge as our medicine.” He walked through the sliding glass door and to the opposite side of the home and tossed the bag into the woods.

      When returned, Colt went to the open fridge and searched the contents. “Are you guys hungry?” Only ketchup, mustard, a jug of mayo, and three packets of relish sat on the high shelf. A jar of dill pickles sat in the middle, along with a half-gallon of milk with today’s date on it.

      “I don’t think I could eat anything after smelling that,” Dylan said.

      “I don’t blame you,” Colt grinned. “But we gotta eat something, and soon.” Above the fridge was the stacked freezer. He pulled the door open and searched inside. There was a bag of frozen hamburgers and hotdogs, but nothing else. Deep in his gut, Colt knew the power would fail soon. He closed the freezer and moved to the pantry. It was nearly barren, aside from a half-opened box of spaghetti. He lifted the box and turned it over looking for the best-by date. The noodles had expired months ago. Ridiculous.

      Once back in the kitchen, Colt stopped and leaned on the island. They couldn’t afford to spend too much time in Walter’s house, and they needed supplies for the long road ahead. Just as Colt found a pad of paper and pen to make a list, he glanced up. His mind was scattered. Are we really going to DC? How the hell are we going to make that trip? That’s almost 2,000 miles. We’ll be dead before we leave Denver. Perhaps that was speculation, but Colt had seen enough ‘end of the world’ movies to know population meant death. The better scenario was to find something closer, some vacant property in the mountains, and wait. But if Jake was right and Beritrix was the only thing keeping them human, waiting was not an option.

      At that, Colt abandoned the pad and paper and searched the cabinets for a pot to boil water. The noodles would provide energy for the following day, and the hamburgers would give them protein. Once he found a pot, he filled it with water and stuck it over the lit burner.

      When he returned to his blank list, he peered up to think, and in doing so saw his sons standing on the opposite end of the home and staring out the window.

      “Dylan? What is it?” Colt moved toward them as they stared.

      But Dylan remained quiet.

      “Dylan?” Colt wondered why he didn’t receive an answer. But as he approached, he peered over his son’s heads. His eyes bulged as he saw the same three mountain lions devouring the paper bag full of rotten meat. He wrapped his arms around them and pulled them back into the middle of the home.

      Upon their first step, the floor creaked. Colt froze in place. He could still see the animals through the window. The small snack didn’t occupy them for long before their attention was back on the house. The mountain lions broke apart, each pouncing in different directions. Colt left his boys and moved to the window, partially shielding himself by the interior walls as he searched through the glass, making only his head visible.

      “I’m scared, I want to go home,” Wesley said. “I want Mommy.”

      Colt whipped around to see Wesley’s first movement. It was toward the sliding door they had just entered.

      “Wesley, no!” Colt raised his hand, but it was too late.

      Wesley reached the sliding door and slid it open. Colt broke for him, sprinting across the living room. When he reached him, Wesley already had one foot outside, Colt grabbed him and pulled him back inside, falling to the wood floor in the process.

      “Stay down!” Colt was furious but had no time to reprimand his son. He rose from the floor, and as he turned, he stopped. Immobile at the presence of a mountain lion. The lion crept forward, but only a few inches. His shoulders rose and fell with each step before coiling onto his back paws, ready to pounce.

      Colt was helpless. His Browning was twenty feet behind him, sitting on the countertop. If he made a move toward it, he’d risk the lion attacking Wesley on the ground. Not knowing what else to do, Colt held his hands out to his side, making himself seem bigger. Maybe he could intimidate the lion. Maybe the lion would just turn and run away. But that was wishful thinking.

      Instead, the lion attacked. Bending its hind legs, the beast pounced. As it flew, Colt spread his arms wide, ready to catch the animal in his long thick arms. He didn’t know what he’d do once he caught the beast, but figured he could hold on long enough for his sons to reach safety. But the lion never reached him. Instead a loud burst echoed inside the home. A gun shot.

      The lion let out a yelp once the bullet pierced its hide and fell to the ground. Colt ripped his head around in shock to see Dylan on the other side of a smoking gun. Dylan locked his grip tight and fired again. Again, the bullet punctured the fur. The lion turned and hobbled as blood poured from its wounds. As he turned for the exit, his long tail dragged through the pooling blood on the floor and eventually made its final exit.

      Colt crept to the door and yanked it shut just as the lion fled. He stared through the glass and watched as the other two lions leaped on top of the injured animal, sunk their teeth in, and tore it apart.
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      The fleet of helicopters hovered above the earth as Henry Lawrence, the vice president, stared out the window at a giant H stamped into the concrete of the landing pad. Six armed men were standing guard, waiting for the chopper to land. Each man kept a keen eye outward, away from the landing chopper, never taking their eyes off the wilderness. It was as if they expected to see something running at their position at any moment.

      When the vice president’s helicopter touched down, the pilot stifled the rotors, shutting down the engine. One of the armed men ripped the door open and reached inside. Over the noise, he yelled, “Sir, I’m Colonel Jenkins. We need to get you to the briefing room immediately. The president is waiting to speak with you.”

      With a panicked look on his face, the vice president asked, “Does he know what’s going on?” Ordinarily a colonel in the Air Force wouldn’t know all aspects of the truth, not at the presidential level, especially in the matter of national security, but the vice president was in shock and didn’t know what he was asking in that moment.

      “I don’t know, sir. My orders are to bring you inside. That is all.”

      The vice president scooted toward the open hatch and stepped onto the skids of the chopper. “Lead on, Colonel.”

      Joining the vice president was the president’s chief of staff. Both men leaped out and jogged behind Colonel Jenkins. They ran through a half-moon opening built into the side of a mountain of rock. This was a main entrance, an entrance tall enough and long enough to fit five semi-trucks inside. The vice president looked up the face of the opening, following the mountain upward. The wall of jagged rock climbed, seemingly to the heavens, as the top disappeared into the low-lying cloudbank.

      Once through the semi-circular opening, the temperature dropped. The air was cool and dry. Not surprising due to the lack of sunlight. Colonel Jenkins continued forward, only stopping at the guarded desk to offer his credentials.

      “Mr. Vice President, sir, it’s my honor,” the guard saluted.

      He nodded to the guard, then proceeded inward.

      “Colonel,” the vice president said as they walked.

      “Yes, Mr. Vice President.” He didn’t turn but rather continued his path with haste.

      “Have you seen many of those . . .” he paused, not knowing what to call them.

      “We call them infected, sir.”

      “Sure. Have you seen them?”

      “Of course, sir. They’ve overrun the city. We’ve held off many as they tried to breach the complex. There are still some outside the gates, but I assure you, the gate will hold. Luckily, we had just enough men to defend ourselves. And this place is pretty much a fortress, so it’s unlikely they could even break through.”

      “Thank God for that,” Mark Joyner the joint chief added.

      “How many men do you have?” the vice president asked.

      Finally he stopped at a door and spun around. “Wish we had more.” He opened his hand and welcomed the men inside.

      The vice president nodded and walked inside. The joint chief followed him. Both took their seats at the back end of a long rectangular table and faced a screen. The TV screen spanned across the entire wall of the conference room. It was only them inside as Colonel Jenkins waited outside and stood guard. The screen sparked to life, and the president stared forward.

      “Oh, Hank, I’m so glad to see you safe,” the president said. “You too, Mark.”

      “It was touch and go there for a while in Salt Lake City. We barely made it out alive,” the vice president said. “But, yes, John, we’re safe now. And as you know, this place is pretty much impregnable.”

      “Good. Hunker down for the time being and let me go over the situation.”

      “Mr. President,” Mark spoke up.

      “What is it, Mark?”

      “Do we know what this thing is yet? Has anyone claimed responsibility?”

      “That’s where I was about to begin. Not that we’ve heard,” the president said.

      “Sir, do you think this is an outbreak?” Mark added.

      “That’s hard to say. I don’t think we have enough information to make that call right now.”

      Mark slumped back in his chair, and the president saw him fall defeated. “But we have our best men and women working on that right now. We have the finest minds studying this pandemic. I assure you, if this is an outbreak, they will find the cure to save us all. But until they do, don’t forget to take those.” The president nodded to the table where a collection of vials of Beritrix were sitting. “Take it every day.”

      “Will do, John,” The vice president said.

      “Even though I have no doubt that the complex is safe and can withstand this disaster, I feel it’s best you try to meet me here at Mount Weather. If we’re all together, I won’t have to worry about the rest of my cabinet. Are the choppers prepped and ready for takeoff?”

      “I believe so, John. After we arrived, Connor Masterson, our pilot, informed us he would stay with the chopper and refuel. He is at our disposal when we need him. And he is one hell of a pilot. Trust me when I say we’ve got the best to get us out of here.”

      “I have no doubt. Those Air Force boys are one of a kind. I do have one favor to ask before you leave.”

      “Name it, John.”

      “I was told by one of my finest scientists that a man and his two boys would be making their way toward your position. It is mission critical he and his family accompany you here to Virginia.”

      “A man, sir? His family?” The vice president knew how unlikely it would be to find them.

      “I know what you’re thinking, Hank, but like I said, they are critical.”

      “How are we supposed to find this family?” Mark asked.

      “Like I said, supposedly, they are on their way to you.”

      “And how long would you like us to wait?” the vice president asked.

      The president sighed on screen. “Don’t wait more than two days. If they don’t show up tomorrow, you could send some men if you feel it’s safe.”

      “With all due respect, sir, do you think it’s wise to send our own men to find them? Isn’t our military more important than this family? I mean, how much manpower do we even have left?’

      “Yes, they are as important, maybe more so. Besides, Hank, you of all people should know how it is—sometimes you need to sacrifice a few pawns to capture the king.”

      “You’re sure, John?” the vice president asked.

      He nodded.

      “Then consider it done.”

      “But to answer the second part of the question: in short, no. We don’t know how much of the military we have left at this point. How many men do they have on the ground there?”

      “Colonel Jenkins said not enough, but he’s right outside, shall I bring him in and ask?”

      “Please do,” the president said.

      The vice president nodded to Mark, who walked over and opened the door and invited the colonel inside.

      He stepped in and stared to the wall, immediately saluting the screen. “At ease,” the president said. “How many military personnel do you have available to you?”

      “Seventeen, Mr. President.”

      “Seventeen?” The president nodded his head on the screen, seeming to mull over the number. “Very well. Thank you, Colonel.”

      Colonel Jenkins saluted and left the room once again.

      Once Colonel Jenkins was out of earshot, the president spoke again, “That’s less than I expected. We have a lot more here. Hopefully, we’ll get word there’re more around the world, but for now, let’s consider what we have. That’s all I have for you, Hank. When I find out more, I’ll call you back.”

      “Do you think we’ll continue to have power?” Mark asked.

      “I can’t imagine we will for much longer, but . . . that’s a good point actually. Sooner or later, I assume the power will fail. Talk to the colonel about prepping the radio room for a frequency we can communicate over. I assume he’s done so, but with the lack of personnel, maybe he hasn’t had the chance. Again, that’s all I have for now. Remember to be on the lookout for that family and leave as soon as they show up. Don’t stay any longer than you need to.”

      “Roger that, John.”

      The president appeared serious when he spoke on the screen, as if this was life and death. “Oh, and Hank . . . be careful.”

      “Always am, sir.”

      The president nodded and the screen went black.
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      Once the mountain lions had devoured their meal, they turned their attention back onto the house. Colt stepped away from the sliding glass door and fell back to the middle of the room. On his way toward his sons, he lifted his rifle from the table, then grabbed them and huddled close together, watching the predators approach the glass.

      One of the lions licked its lips as blood from his former companion dripped into his mouth. As the lion peered inside, the animal lifted its paw and swiped at the door. His nails scratched, drawing a six-inch line across the bottom third. Then the lion brought its nose to the deck, where blood from the now deceased lion stained the wood, and slopped up the mess with his tongue.

      The other mountain lion walked toward the opposite sliding door. He fell onto his hind legs and sprung at the glass. The door held, but the lion pushed hard to test its limits.

      “Dad, I’m sca-red,” Dylan said.

      “Me too, son. Just aim your gun at the door. If the glass shatters, don’t hesitate to put another bullet in him. On second thought, empty the entire magazine.”

      But the lion fell from the door, back onto all fours. The door held, but the lions didn’t vacate; instead they paced across the deck and waited for another mistake.

      Colt pushed out the breath he was holding in. “I think it’s okay now.”

      “You don’t think th-ey, th-ey can get in, do you, Dad?” Wesley peered up at him.

      Colt knelt to his son’s level. “No, buddy, I don’t. But I need you to use your brain next time.” Colt fluffed his son’s hair.

      “Yeah, idiot! You almost got us all killed.” Dylan glared at his younger brother.

      “Dylan, that’s enough!” Colt scolded him, looking back over his shoulder.

      Dylan huffed and walked away.

      “Where are you going?” Colt didn’t want him to stray far.

      “To piss. That alright with you?”

      Colt didn’t need to answer but showed disdain at his choice of words in front of his younger brother. He returned his attention to Wesley, offering a smile, but fear remained on Wesley’s face. He pulled him into a hug before moving toward the sliding glass doors. On the other side of the glass, both lions rose from their prone state and shadowed Colt’s movements. Colt pulled the blinds shut. They slid across the track until they reached the far end. He twisted the rod, and the blinds swayed, then closed. Then he walked toward the other side and did the same.

      “Out of sight, out of mind.” He turned to Wesley and offered a smile and a wink.

      “I’m hungry, Daddy,” Wesley said.

      It seemed making the lions invisible put his son at ease, at least for the moment. “Sounds good, champ, I’ll get right on it.”

      Colt set his rifle down again and moved to the stove, where he hadn’t realized the water had been boiling for a few minutes. He dumped the spaghetti noodles into the stock pot and opened the fridge to grab the hamburger meat. Throwing open multiple cabinet’s, he scavenged for a frying pan, then tossed in two frozen patties.

      “What’s this?” Dylan nodded to the covered sliding glass door, upon his return from the bathroom.

      “Out of sight, out of mind.”

      “That’s stupid! It’s never going to work.”

      “Easy, kid. I’m doing whatever will put your brother’s mind at ease.”

      Dylan didn’t respond to his father, but was more interested in what was cooking. “You really think it’s a good idea to put the smell of raw meat in the air?”

      Colt whipped his head around at the sound of searing hamburger. Huh. Maybe Dylan was right. In fact, he knew he was. Colt moved to the burner and cut off the gas.

      “At least we still have the noodles.” Colt forced a smile.

      “This is bullshit,” Dylan mumbled, then turned and walked away from his father.

      “Excuse me?” Colt said, but Dylan didn’t offer a response, only shook his head and huffed.

      Damn kid. Leaning over the countertop, Colt hovered over the pad of paper. He lifted the pen and began to make a list of supplies.

      
        	Food

        	Meds

        	Cooler

        	Ice

        	Flashlight

        	Ammo

        	Knives

        	TP

        	Blankets

        	Pillows

        	Clothes

      

      

      “Dylan, come here. I need your help.” Colt’s head remained down. He didn’t see Dylan walk over. When he raised his head, he said. “Oh. Can you see if you can find any of these supplies?” Colt ripped the paper from the pad.

      Dylan looked at the list, then to his father. “Why do we need all this? Where are we going?”

      Should he tell him? Would he worry too much if he knew? But what choice did Colt have? Dylan and Wesley would know the plan soon enough. They’d be leaving everything behind and never turning back.

      “Uncle Jacob said we need to get to DC.”

      “Washington DC? What’s there?”

      “I don’t know. But it’s safer there than here.”

      “How do you know that?” Dylan was skeptical. He had every right to be. His father couldn’t be certain.

      “I don’t, but . . . we can’t stay here.” He nodded to the doors.

      Dylan looked to them. Then Colt’s phone buzzed again. He lifted it from his pocket, but hesitated to open it, then said, “Please, can you go look?”

      “Argh. Fine.” Dylan spun and stormed off.

      But the phone didn’t buzz because someone was calling, but rather because he missed a call from Jake. Instantly, he rang his brother back.

      “Colt, everything okay?”

      “We’re alive. Okay is another story, I guess. You get out of the attic?”

      “We’re in an RV, on our way to Cincinnati. Trying to make a helicopter that’ll be flying to Mount Weather in Virginia.”

      “Speaking of helicopters, saw a few military choppers flying overhead toward Colorado Springs. Thought you said there was no military left?”

      “I just talked to Emily. She said they received word that the Vice President is being taken to Cheyenne Mountain Complex. Said they’ve had a few bases report back since I last spoke with her. Their numbers are devastated, but there are more that aren’t infected than we thought. Hopefully a lot more people not infected than we even know. Where are you?”

      “At the neighbor’s. We ran into some . . . trouble.”

      “Yeah, I would imagine you did.” Jake paused for a moment, before continuing. “Emily is going to let the people at Cheyenne Mountain Complex know you and the boys will be coming. How are they holding up?”

      “They’re fine. Look, Jacob, I know you don’t like listening to me much, and I know you’re a highly trained soldier and all, but you’ve got to be smart. Don’t stop till you get to Cincinnati. Don’t miss that helicopter. And don’t worry about us. The boys know how to shoot, and I know these mountain roads pretty well. Just get yourself to Mount Weather. Tomorrow will bring some clarity.” He was being the protective older brother. Even though Jake had the information, he still felt like he needed to oversee his brother’s safety. He had always looked after him—always—but more so, since their parents untimely deaths.

      “Don’t worry about me. This isn’t my first war,” Jake said.

      “Just don’t get cocky. It’ll make you complacent. And that will get you killed.”

      Colt expected to hear his brother come back with something, some comment about being invisible, like some superhero or something, but there was nothing but dead air.

      “Jacob?” He took the phone away? “Jacob? Are you there?”

      But he wasn’t. Then Colt’s phone went black. Damnit. “Little brother, you there?” Colt knew this would happen. Again, it was only a matter of time.

      Colt pushed the power button on his phone, but nothing but black stared back at him.

      Cell service was gone. He and the boys were alone. No one to call. No one to help.
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      “Uh, Dad, what happened?” There was a tinge of fear behind Dylan’s voice as he looked to his father, who could do nothing but stare blankly at his phone.

      “Cell service is out.” Colt walked over to the blinds and pulled them back. The mountain lions were still there, laying on the deck and licking what was left of the meat from the carcass. “Did you find everything on the list?” He looked to Dylan.

      Dylan stared at the floor. All Colt saw was a cooler. “Some. But not everything.”

      “Wesley,” Colt said. His son stood from the couch. Then he turned attention back on Dylan. “Did you find any flashlights.”

      “One.” Dylan held it up.

      “Good. Wesley, come over here. You two need to stick together. Try to find what’s on this list before it gets too dark. I don’t know how much longer the power will stay on.” Colt looked to the windows on the side of the house. The sun was getting lower in the sky, nearly behind the mountains in the west. Once the sun dipped below those mountains, it would be dark almost instantly, and the cold would follow. He glanced to his watch. “I’d say we’ve got about twenty minutes before it’s pitch-black outside and about an hour before the temperature starts to drop. You two work together. Do this as quick as possible. I’m going to get a fire going to keep us warm for the night in case we lose the power of the furnace.”

      “Do you want me to fill this with ice?” Dylan kicked the cooler.

      “No. As long as we keep that freezer door closed, the ice should stay frozen until morning. We can’t risk the medicine going bad. It must stay in the fridge and cold.”

      “You know the ice from the freezer won’t last until DC, right?” Dylan said.

      “Change of plans. We aren’t going to DC anymore.” Colt walked beyond his son.

      Dylan spun and said, “What? Then where?”

      “The Cheyenne Mountain Complex in the Springs to meet the vice president.”

      “Cheyenne Mountain?” Dylan was confused, only hearing of the secret entrance into the mountain once when he came across it on the internet. “You mean, the vice president.”

      Colt faced his son. “That’s right. But we aren’t leaving this house until we find the supplies we need because who knows how long it will actually take us to drive those 100 miles?”

      Colt let the boys disappear into Walker’s bedroom before he moved to the fireplace. Only five logs were stacked neatly on the log holder. He picked up a chunk of aspen wood. It was bone dry and would no doubt light fast and stay burning long. Colt searched for kindling, but there was none nearby. “What I wouldn’t give for my axe right now.” With no axe, Colt peeled the outer bark away from the wood with his fingertips, collecting enough shards to act as the kindling he’d need. “Matches? Matches?” Colt glanced around the area but found nothing. He rose from beside the fireplace to continue his search and noticed a box of matches at eye level on the mantle. He shook the box vigorously, but he heard nothing rattling inside.

      Damnit. Without hope, Colt slid the box open. One match remained. He lifted it, then looked to his stacked logs and kindling. There was little doubt he could start the fire with one match—he’d been doing it his entire life—but just as he moved the head to the strike pad, the match bent in half and broke. Only half an inch hung on.

      His demeanor didn’t change. He had no other choice. They needed to stay warm. The heat wouldn’t work without power, and at night, at this altitude, even in the summer, temperatures could plummet below freezing. Colt struck the head, and the flame sparked. He dropped the match onto the kindling, then bent down close, and began to blow lightly, stoking the flame with his breath. Within an instant the wood began to crackle.

      After shutting the cage to the fireplace, he searched for his sons. They were still in Walter’s room.

      When he arrived into the bedroom, Colt asked, “How much of the list do you have left?”

      “Only a couple things. Food. Water. A few rounds of ammunition,” Dylan said.

      “Why don’t you take a break and go sit by the fire. Grab those blankets and those pillows from the bed. We’ll be sleeping by the fireplace tonight.”

      Dylan and Wesley grabbed what they could handle, and Colt gathered the rest. Once his sons were situated by the fire, he moved to the stove. He lifted a plastic spoon from the drawer and tested the noodles. Perfectly al dente. This meal was important, considering Colt couldn’t know when their next meal would come. He plated the pasta, and walked over to his sons, handing each of them their dinner.

      “What, no sauce?” Dylan stared at his plate of plain noodles.

      “Sorry, stud, it’s what I got.”

      Dylan tossed his plate to the side, and half of the noodles dumped over the edge and onto the floor.

      Colt’s demeanor switched from protective to irritated in an instant. “Pick that up, now.” Dylan glared at his father. He saw his father meant business.

      “Noodles are gross without sauce.” He picked one up and showed him.

      “I don’t care. It’s what we have, and you need your strength. Now eat!”

      Once dinner was finished, Wesley yawned audibly and leaned into Colt.

      “Whoa, buddy. It’s been quite a day. I think it’s time you get some sleep,” Colt said.

      “I don’t want to leave you.” Wesley leaned in harder.

      “You and Dylan can sleep right there. I’ll be right here in front of the fire.”

      Wesley crawled onto the couch, and Colt dropped a pillow underneath his head, then covered him with a blanket. “Goodnight, buddy. I’ll be right here if you need me.” Colt stood and stared at Dylan, “You too.”

      “Not tired.”

      Colt tilted his head. He didn’t care. “You need your rest. Tomorrow’s a big day.”

      Dylan huffed. “Fine.” He moved to the oversized reclining chair and leaned back. Colt lifted a blanket and moved toward him, but Dylan ripped it from his hands and said, “I can do it myself.”

      Colt lingered nearby, but didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to antagonize Dylan anymore, not on that night. Colt sat and stared into the fire. Hypnotized by the orange glow, he thought about their future. But he didn’t stay on the future long. Rather, his mind shifted to the past. Visions of Anna danced inside his head. Visions from their life together. Starting with the first time they met. At a wedding. He was the best man and she was a bridesmaid. Cliché, but they’d made it work for more than fifteen years. Then thoughts of their honeymoon crept in. Sweet it was. They’d vacationed to the Caribbean. Turks and Caicos. He remembered the crystal-clear water, aqua blue and warm to the touch, much like the fire on his face. He smiled just thinking of her. Soon that smile faded like the passing storms they endured on many nights in the tropics when emotion came. A single tear. More waited on delay. He rose from his seated position and turned around. With both his sons presumably awake, he excused himself so neither could hear him break down. He had to be strong for everyone now.

      But this was different. Anna was gone, gone forever. She was a piece of him, a piece he could never get back. When he reached Walker’s bedroom, he shut the door, entered the closet, knelt on the carpeted floor, and wept.
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      Slicing rays of sun lit up the floor and shined through the curtains on the southern side of the home. Colt rolled over on the hardwood floor and felt the aches in his body from a night of restless sleep on the hard surface. When he opened his eyes, he saw Dylan standing over him. Colt smiled, but Dylan didn’t smile back. His face showed only anger.

      “How’d you sleep?” Colt made small talk.

      “Like shit.”

      “Watch your mouth.” Colt rose from his prone state.

      Dylan didn’t acknowledge his father’s distaste for his choice of words.

      “It’s freezing in here.” Dylan shook the cold away as he walked.

      Colt looked to the fire. All the logs had burned down. “The power must’ve gone out overnight.” Colt moved to the side of the couch where a lamp sat on the end table. He turned the switch, but nothing. “Figures,” he said. The only warmth would be from the power of the sun, and it was unlikely they’d get an increase in temperature before they left Walker’s home. Colt stood and followed Dylan, passing Wesley, who remained asleep. He didn’t want to wake him. Not yet. “Did you find any bullets during your search last night?”

      “Only a few, remember.” Dylan spun around and spoke under his breath. “He’s losing his mind.”

      Colt let out a breath and gritted his teeth. “The old man’s gotta have a stash around here somewhere.” Once again, Colt moved into Walker’s closet. Although he’d spent a few moments of trauma in there last night, he didn’t check for ammunition.

      “Where are you going?” Dylan asked.

      “To find more bullets.”

      Dylan followed his father to help him search. Each tossed stacks of clothes on the floor. Walker’s closet wasn’t large, and it didn’t take long for them to tear everything apart. Colt huffed after their search came up empty. “Damnit, Walker.” Then Colt moved out of the closet and nearer to the bed. Two end tables bordered the oversized mattress, but Colt shifted his focus from the end table and onto a black square stuffed in-between the pad and box spring. From the closet, Colt couldn’t make out what the square was until he moved closer. Damn. How did, I miss that last night?  Upon his first step, he discerned the square was a bedside gun holster. A black pistol was stuck inside. Colt lifted the weapon. A Ruger .380. Colt pushed the magazine release and slid the magazine out to find it full. Capacity was only six rounds with one in the chamber.

      “This is perfect for Wesley.” Colt looked to Dylan.

      “He can’t shoot. Couldn’t hit a target from four feet away,” Dylan said.

      “And I hope he never has to, but this is for his protection. He needs to be able to handle it, and we must make sure he is safe when doing so. Got it?” He looked to his son for confirmation.

      Dylan rolled his eyes. “Fine.”

      Colt stuffed the .380 into his belt and yanked open the end table drawers. Another magazine was there, as well as a box of fifty extra cartridges. “Check that one.” Colt nodded to the opposite table. He lifted the box and extra magazine and shoved them into his pockets. “Anything?” He heard Dylan pull the drawer open.

      Dylan shuffled some papers around. “Nothing. Just some fishing magazines.”

      But Colt was unable to respond to Dylan, because a loud scream filled the small home. “Dad!” Wesley was in trouble.

      Colt and Dylan sprinted out of the room and toward the call. In panic, Colt reached for Wesley who stood near the side of the couch and shook him. Wesley kept his focus forward, beyond Colt and over his shoulder. “What is it? Wesley what’s wrong?” Wesley didn’t speak, instead, he pointed to the window, a window that ran along the west side of the home.

      To their surprise, a man stood there, someone Colt didn’t recognize. He was leering inside with his hands on the glass, no doubt looking for a place to loot or plunder. Colt rose from the couch and shielded his sons. He waited for the man to act. Colt felt the presence of the .380 pushing against his hip, but that weapon was almost useless in this scenario. The man would need to come nearer if Colt wanted to put him down for good. But deep down, Colt couldn’t know his intentions. Maybe he was a friend. Someone they could trust. Then the question probed Colt’s mind. Why was he alive? Aside from his sons and Jake, this was the first person they’d encountered who wasn’t infected with . . . with, whatever it was.

      The man lifted his chin and grinned, then disappeared and continued his path toward the side of the house, near the sliding glass doors.

      “Dad, the lions,” Dylan said, as if he wanted to warn the outsider.

      “Dylan. I know.” Colt, however, wanted to wait and see.

      Footsteps groaned as the man walked over the aging wooden deck. Any minute now. Colt expected to a hear a roar, maybe the fearful scream of a frightened man. But they didn’t hear any of that. Instead, it was the tapping of three knuckles on the sliding glass door.

      Colt gulped and took a step.

      “Dad, no!” Dylan advised.

      As he turned around, Colt said, “We can’t leave him out there alone.” Colt reached for the pole at the end of blinds and twisted. The blinds turned perpendicular to the window and revealed the man standing there, staring back at Colt. Colt slid the blinds across on the track and said, “What do you want?”

      The sound was muffled behind the glass, but Colt could hear. “Shelter. Food. Water. I’ll take anything right now.”

      Colt checked him out, wondering if his intentions were honorable. The man stood tall. He was lankier than Colt, and probably had him by an inch or two. His face was weathered, pot-marked even. He might have been pushing forty.

      “Who are you?”

      “Name’s Rod.”

      “Where’d you come from, Rod?”

      He turned around, back toward the mountains and said, “Breckenridge.”

      “And why’d you think to stop here? Why not continue on to Denver?”

      Rod paused, leaning on the glass. “Because, I wanted to stop here to see if my uncle was okay.”

      “Your uncle?”

      “Yeah, Walker Gantry is my uncle. Or at least, was my uncle.”

      Damnit. Colt turned to his boys, realizing it was possible this man was out for blood.

      “Relax, I ain’t gonna hurt you. I assume you had no choice after he turned into one of those—those things. I just want to have a look around, grab some essentials, and be on my way.”

      Again, Colt eyed the man that stood in front of him. He reached for the lock, but a voice of reason chimed in: his son’s voice. “Dad, don’t.”

      Colt faced them again. “I have to. This is Walter’s kin. I can’t keep him out there. For all we know this is his property now.”

      Before Colt’s finger reached the latch, he asked, “Are you armed?”

      Rod lifted his shirt and showed off a nickel-plated Smith and Wesson stuffed into his belt.

      “Leave it outside,” Colt demanded.

      “Excuse me?” Rod turned defensive.

      “Look, it’s not like I think you’re going to use it, but I’ve got two boys in here, and I can’t take any chances.”

      Rod lifted the gun from his belt, showed it Colt, then moved toward the railing to rest it on the handrail. “Happy, now?” Rod moved forward with his hands raised.

      Satisfied, Colt lifted the latch and slid the door open.

      Rod walked in. “Thank you,” he said.

      Colt nodded and studied his back as he made his way into the living room.

      “Boys.” Rod nodded and looked around. “Did the old man have anything to eat?” He turned to face Colt.

      “Not much, I’m afraid. We had pasta last night, but that’s about all he has, aside from a few frozen hamburger patties and hot dogs in the freezer.”

      “How about the fridge?” Rod moved toward it, but Colt sprinted to cut off his path.

      “No! Nothing!” He stood tall and puffed his chest outward.

      Rod considered Colt. “What are you hiding in there?”

      Colt turned half of his torso. “Nothing.”

      “Nothing, huh?” Rod curled his lower lip. “Let’s just have a look then, shall we?” Rod reached for the handle, but Colt swatted it away.

      “I can’t let you do that.”

      “Sorry?” Rod’s body language turned defensive. “Did you hear me when I said this is my uncle’s house?”

      “So, you say,” Colt said. “We have no proof of that.”

      “And you made damn sure of that didn’t you.” Rod sneered and jammed his finger into Colt’s chest.

      Colt looked down. Big mistake, asshole. Without a doubt, Colt knew he could handle Rod. But how violent did he want to be in front of his boys? How far would he have to take that violence? In the current state of the world, it would probably be to the end. Fighting, and perhaps, killing, this man would prove nothing. Only that he was stronger, not sympathetic. In that moment, that teachable moment, even then, Colt thought of his boys and moved aside.

      “Smart man,” Rod said and reached for the handle.

      Colt stood nearby. Out of instinct, he expected to feel the rush of cool air, but there was none.

      “He really doesn’t have shit in here,” Rod said. “Wait, what’s this?” Rod lifted the Beritrix from the shelf.

      “That’s our business.” Colt snatched them away.

      Rod raised his shoulders and comprehended. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

      “What’s it?” Colt played coy. He wasn’t about to reveal a secret Jake had told him.

      “The Beritrix. I take it too. That’s why . . .” Rod stalled, then looked to the boys, then back toward Colt.

      Colt stepped away from the fridge to join his boys in the living room to cut off an advance if Rod decided the Beritrix was worth killing over. Rod followed Colt with his eyes before slamming the refrigerator door shut. “You know what?” Rod stepped toward them and scratched his head, playing for a moment of misdirection to reach behind him and lift another weapon—a small revolver—a .38 special—which he pointed directly at Colt. “On second thought, I might have to hurt you.”
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      “Please. Please. No. You can’t.” Colt stretched one arm out, with the other wrapped around the boys.

      “I can, and I will, if you don’t hand over that Beritrix.” He thumbed the hammer back on his revolver.

      “Fine. Here. Take them.” He set vials on the floor.

      “And the gun.” Rod lifted his revolver up, instructing Colt to dump the newly acquired .380.

      Colt lifted the gun and laid it next to the Beritrix.

      “Dad, no!” Dylan said.

      “Dylan, enough!” Colt chastised Dylan as Wesley leaned into his side.

      “Please.” Colt gestured to the contents on the floor. “Take what you need and go.”

      Rod glanced at the countertop where Colt’s rifle rested. He grabbed the Browning in his opposite hand, then walked in front of Colt while keeping the barrel of his .38 pointed at his chest. Rod moved close, stepping over the Beritrix and the .380. “I should kill you and take the boys for what you did to my uncle. Never know what they could fetch me on the open market. A trade for slavery. For food or water.” He peered around Colt and eyed the boys.

      Rage boiled inside Colt as his heartrate climbed and stomach tightened. There was a fight coming if Rod made any attempt toward his sons. Colt balled his fists and gnashed his teeth. Then he thought, Screw the step. Rod had crossed the line preying on Dylan and Wesley and their psyche. A huge mistake. One Colt was unwilling to let go.

      Rod shifted his eye from the boys and refocused on Colt. When he did, Colt did something Rod didn’t expect. The barrel of the .38 was less than an arm’s length away. Colt reached out and grabbed the nose of the revolver, redirecting the weapon to the right and away from his chest. In the same motion, Colt stepped forward and led with a punch to Rod’s chin, sending him off balance and onto his heels. Stunned by the blow, he dropped the rifle to the floor, and Colt ripped the revolver from his hands, then pointed the pistol back at him.

      Rod shook his head from side to side. When his eyes refocused, they were bulging, and he shot his hands up immediately, then stuttered. “I’m . . . I’m sorry.”

      “No shit, you’re sorry,” Dylan said, before his father could say anything.

      Colt didn’t reprimand his son for his words. They were precise and drove the point home.

      “Turn around. Walk out that door right now. Forget you ever saw us. Because, if I even sense you following us once we leave, or I ever see you again, I won’t hesitate to put you in the ground.”

      Rod swallowed hard and took slow steps toward the door. Then Colt thought about the weapon that Rod left on the handrail of the deck. “On second thought, wait,” Colt said. “Dylan, go outside and grab his gun from the deck.” Dylan stepped around his father. “Watch your step out there.” Colt nodded to the blood splatters that still stained the deck.

      Once Dylan walked beyond Rod, “You can’t. Please,” he begged. “What will I protect myself with?”

      “Should’ve thought about that before you threatened my family, you sonofabitch.”

      Dylan returned with the Smith and Wesson in tow and handed the gun to his father.

      Rod waited for permission to leave, but Colt didn’t continue. Inside the silence, Rod spun and sprinted into the day without further delay.

      Upon Rod’s disappearance, Colt finally let out the breath he’d held in. He bent down to Wesley, who had broken into tears as Rod disappeared. “It’s okay buddy, here.” Colt guided Wesley to the couch. “Dylan, you sit down too. I need to talk to you boys.” He nodded to the spot next to Wesley. Both sat and peered up at their father—Wesley through glassy tears, and Dylan through a scowl. Colt lowered his head momentarily to gather his thoughts. “Look. I’m not going to sugarcoat. Life as we knew it is likely over.” Wesley looked confused, but Dylan knew precisely what his father was talking about. “That man.” Colt turned and gestured over his shoulder. “He won’t be the last to try to break up our family. There will be others. Some more violent. They’ll be more intent on hurting us once they know we have medicine.”

      “What do you mean?” Dylan asked.

      “Uncle Jake said the Beritrix is the reason we aren’t like the rest of these monsters.”

      “You mean that’s why Mom . . .” Dylan trailed off.

      Colt nodded subtly, then choked back emotion before speaking again. “We need to safeguard what we have collected here and stick together. Look out for each other always. Do you know what that means, buddy?” Colt looked at Wesley.

      His head was down, but then he raised it and looked up through puppy dog eyes and said, “I think so.”

      “Good! I need you to be strong and brave for me, for all of us.” Colt shifted his attention to Dylan. “Go grab the ice from the freezer and fill the cooler, please. We need to get on the road soon.”

      Dylan bounced from the couch and moved toward the fridge. Colt rose to his feet and held out his hand for Wesley to grab. “Can you help your brother?” Wesley followed on Dylan’s heels.

      With their minds busy for the moment, Colt walked outside. He checked both directions before exiting, making sure there was no sign of the lions, and stepped toward the railing. With the sun’s powerful rays raising from behind as he looked to the mountains in the west, he couldn’t help but be reminded of the faith that had left him recently. And with the current situation, how could he not be concerned about his and his sons’ salvation?

      Colt had always had faith but hadn’t said a prayer in years. He’d gone through life thinking he didn’t need it. He was stable on his own. Nothing could shake him. But in that moment, he needed to start a conversation in his mind. He closed his eyes and began. Protect us . . . them. Still he thought of his boys. Don’t allow them pain, suffering. If they die, make it a quick death. Something they won’t feel. Don’t turn them into these monsters. If it comes to it, take me, take me instead of them. Then his tone turned angry. Why? Why did you do this? Why did you take Anna? She didn’t deserve this. She didn’t deserve to become one of . . . them. He pounded his fist onto the railing just as Dylan exited the house.

      “Dad?” Dylan said.

      Colt opened his eyes, wiped the tear from his eye, and turned to face his son.

      “I put all the ice into the cooler.”

      “Good. Let’s grab the rest of the supplies and head out.”

      Dylan paused, maybe wondering if he’d caught his father in a moment of weakness. He’d never seen his father shed a tear, not ever. “You alright?”

      Without hesitation, Colt said, “No, son. I’m not alright. I may never be again. But that doesn’t mean I won’t go on. For you, and for your brother. We will see this through. We owe that much to your mom.”

      After loading the truck, Colt waited for both of his sons to enter before shutting the passenger side door. As he strode around the hood of the truck, their family residence caught his eye in the distance.

      It was time to put their comfortable life behind him. Time to get to Colorado Springs and to safety. Mostly though, it was time to say goodbye to Anna.

      He leaned on his open door and grinned. “Goodbye, babe. I’ll see you sometime.”

      He could only hope.
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      Steering the truck down the driveway proved to be more dramatic than the climb. In the shadows of the hill, a fresh frost remained on the crushed rock, making the descent slippery. Walker’s truck was just ahead, and Colt would have to navigate around him once again. Coming near his bumper, Colt slowed to a crawl. He turned the wheel to the left and swerved off the main drive.

      Once the driver’s side tire hit the incline, the front end of the truck rose above the earth. Colt continued his path up the side-hill until the passenger side tire met the incline as well, lifting the front-end up. Colt straightened the wheel until the truck was parallel with Walker’s.

      Without Colt’s knowledge, both of his sons peered over at the blood-splattered interior of Walker’s cab. When Colt noticed Wesley staring, he yelled, “Wesley, no!” and forced his hand over Wesley’s eyes to blind him. In doing so, he lifted his foot from the gas pedal. The truck rolled to a stop. “Don’t look at him.” Wesley faced his father, and sadness lingered. “It’s not worth it.” He fell against Colt’s chest. Colt rested his chin on Wesley’s head and caught eyes with Dylan.

      “Do you think there will be more like him?”

      Without saying anything, Colt nodded, then pushed Wesley away and looked down at him. “But it’s okay. I’m here to protect you, to protect both of you.”

      Wesley gathered himself and sat tall against his seat just as Colt readjusted his foot and pushed down on the gas pedal. But the truck didn’t move. The rear tires spun, doing their best to grip the slick mud on the side of the hill. Colt turned over his shoulder, wondering why the tires wouldn’t grab. He glanced to the floor of the cab, at the four-wheel-drive gear shift, but then remembered it was broken. It was summer, and he’d figured he’d have time to fix it and continued to put it off.

      Pushing on the pedal harder, the rear tires spun, fishtailing the backend toward the cab of Walker’s truck. “Damnit.” Colt lifted his foot from the gas pedal and thrust the lever into park. He propped the door open and dropped outside. Keeping his balance on the side hill, Colt pushed his feet into the soil, and leaned onto the cab, guiding himself along until he reached the tailgate.

      The rear driver’s side tire dug itself into the dirt. He looked to the open bed to see only his axe. In need of a shovel, Colt was forced with a decision: head back to Walter’s house and search for a shovel, use his hands to dig out, or push from behind the tailgate while Dylan did his best to steer them out.

      Dylan had grown up driving multiple vehicles—mostly the family’s four-wheeler—but Colt had let him plow their driveway once last winter with the truck. He’d done a fair job, only going off the driveway twice. He had confidence in his son and his abilities. If only Colt could get momentum and rock the truck free. “Dylan, get in the driver’s seat,” Colt yelled.

      “What?” Dylan turned around and yelled back.

      “I need you to drive us out. I’m gonna push from back here.”

      Colt saw Dylan climb over Wesley and mount himself into the driver’s seat. He stared at his father in the side mirror.

      “Okay, open the door. Leave it open and I’ll walk you through it.”

      Dylan nodded.

      “Take the truck out of park and shift into drive. Remember to touch the brake to release the gears.”

      The red brake lights lit up Colt’s eyes, and he could feel the transition between gears.

      “Alright, that’s good, bud. Now push down on the gas, but only slightly.”

      The rear tires spun. Colt saw why they wouldn’t grip. They were stuck in the mud of the hill. He made his stance wide and leaned into the tailgate and shoved, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “More gas!” Colt yelled.

      The tires spun harder and the truck rocked forward. Colt dug in, and leaned, letting out a scream, pushing out the breath he held in as he struggled with all his might. The rear passenger tire neared the gravel of the driveway, which was good for grip, but the back end was swinging dangerously close to Walter’s truck.

      Rocks, dirt, and other debris flew from the tires as Colt gave the truck another shove, and this time the rear passenger tire gripped the rock and lurched the truck forward and released the truck from the hold. A smile formed on Colt’s face, but it was short-lived when he realized Dylan was on a side-hill lie with little experience on how to correct himself.

      As the truck proceeded, Colt ran and screamed, “Hit the brakes!” Just as Colt touched the tailgate, Dylan pushed the brakes down and stopped the truck completely. He laughed out loud, proud of his son’s accomplishment. He looked up to see Dylan in the rearview. “Put it back into park.” Colt was still laughing as he made his way around the rear and walked back toward the open driver’s side door. But before he could enter, an unmistakable roar echoed around the area.

      Colt shot his attention upward to see a mountain lion standing above him on the hill. Before he could hop into the truck and drive away, the lion leaped from his position and landed right in front of him cutting off his path. He couldn’t reach the door to close it, so he yelled to his son, “Dylan! Shut the door!” Without thinking, he did, then whipped his head around to see his father.

      Colt backed off, relocating the animal and making sure his sons were out of danger. His footing was suspect at best as the truck remained stacked against the incline. The animal followed his path, toying with him. Colt moved his hand along the top of the bedrail, and out of the corner of his eye, noticed his axe. Lying there. With the remainder of the weapons inside the cab, this was his only means of protection.

      The lion growled and licked its lips as he closed in on Colt, who walked around the back end now, parallel to the tailgate. There was no time to lose. He reached up and unlatched the tailgate. In one fluid motion, he set it down and jumped.

      Surprised by his move, the lion flinched and watched as Colt flew. Colt retrieved his axe from the bed and turned just as the lion followed with a leaping attack. With one swipe of the axe, Colt caught the lion across the face with the blade. The blow didn’t kill the beast, only injured it. Colt didn’t hesitate. He pulled the blade free and then brought it down again, this time breaking through the skull and putting the lion down for good.

      Colt fell to the metal exhausted. Even though it had been a short battle, he still felt beaten down. As he sucked in breath, trying to refill his lungs and calm his heart, the last lion showed itself. From an elevated position, Colt watched as falling rock accompanied the lion as he walked down the side of the hill. He stared directly at Colt and eyed him for a meal.

      Colt reached for the axe that remained stuck inside the other lion’s skull. He jarred the handle from side to side, twisted it, did everything he could to release its hold, but it wouldn’t budge. The lion was only a step away before it would be in range to coil on its hind legs and leap into the bed for retribution.

      With no way of protecting himself, Colt was prepared to give his own life to protect his sons. “Dylan!” Colt yelled. They could hear him through the glass. “Drive! Go now! Get away from here!”

      But there was no response.

      “Did you hear me?” At that, the lion leaped onto the tailgate. “Go now!” Colt peered over his shoulder to see if his sons heard his plea, but instead all he heard was the sound of a gunshot being blown by his ear and directly at the lion who prepared to attack.

      The shot stunned the animal. It came from a smaller caliber bullet, not enough to stop him, but then another shot came. Colt laid his body against cab, away from the loud burst and the angle of attack. Then another shot, until finally the beast fell from the tailgate.

      Dylan shifted into drive and drove away from the property, leaving the animal to limp away. Colt watched until the beast finally laid down. He tapped on the window to alert Dylan to stop. Colt walked off the end of the tailgate and stared at the animal in the distance. The lion’s chest rose and fell. He waited there until its final breath, then turned and entered the truck, driving away for good.
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      The click of the blinker resounded inside the cab of the truck as Colt stared ahead at Highway 285 that crossed in front of their truck. They could either turn right and head back north toward Denver or turn left and make their way toward Colorado Springs. Dylan wondered why his father lingered in the silence after Jake made their path clear, at least that’s what Colt said back at Walter’s house.

      “Dad, what are we doing?” Dylan asked.

      Colt shook away from his thoughts, then glanced to his son.

      “I was waiting to see if there were any passing cars.”

      Five minutes had passed since they’d stopped, and with Highway 285 being a busy highway that led deep into the Rocky Mountains, it seemed peculiar that no other vehicle had driven by as they waited to turn.

      Dylan whipped his head to the right, then all three Maddox men looked left. No movement.

      “Huh,” Colt said. But what had he expected?

      He spun the wheel left and sped south. It wasn’t until they reached the outskirts of Fairplay that they came upon the first of many abandoned vehicles. From a mile off, as they descended from an elevated decline, they could see cars stopped in the middle of the highway. Colt slowed as he approached the first sedan. It was not an older sedan, either—one you wouldn’t figure to see broken down.

      The car was stalled in his lane, and as they passed, all three looked inside. It was empty. Why would someone abandon their vehicle in the middle of the highway? Colt returned his attention out the windshield and approached another vehicle, one facing him. He swerved back into his own lane, and as they passed, again all watched, and again the vehicle was empty.

      Ahead was a jackknifed eighteen-wheeler that blocked visibility of the city they were approaching, and the only way around was to drive on the shoulder. Colt proceeded slowly and stared into the back end of the semi. The hatch was wide open, and it was dark inside. A knot formed in his belly as he held onto Wesley. Anyone could’ve easily hunkered down for safety or made in a new home in this empty trailer.

      “Dad, what do you think that thing was hauling?” Dylan asked.

      “No idea.” Colt said, but as they moved beyond the backend and drove onto the gravel of the shoulder, Dylan’s question was answered. Pictures of produce—apples, oranges, bananas, cucumbers, peppers and onions—were displayed on the side. At the sight of the food, Colt touched the brake and slowed to a stop.

      “What are you doing?” Dylan said.

      Colt threw the truck into park, knowing the value of what could’ve awaited them. With the lack of food available to them and unsure of how long it would take them to make it to Colorado Springs, Colt needed to stockpile as much food as he could find. “That’s a grocery truck. Did you see any contents toward the front of the trailer as we drove by?”

      “No, why?”

      “Because if there is food in there, we’re going to take it.”

      “Won’t that be stealing, Daddy?” Wesley’s innocence shone through.

      He grinned at his son. “No, son. Not this time.” Colt stepped outside, then reached into the backseat and lifted his Browning. “I’ll be right back. Be on alert. If you see anything suspicious, honk the horn.”

      Colt opened the chamber of the rifle, making sure a round was loaded. He hunched over as he walked, keeping his ears perked at the presence of an unwanted sound. He glanced left as he crossed the backend of the semi, back toward the first abandoned car. He hadn’t noticed it as they passed, but it was glaring now as he looked on. The sedan had a crumpled front end. From the looks of it, the accident didn’t appear fresh, maybe one from a different time, perhaps that was the reason for the abandonment and not the current state of things.

      Casting the thought aside, Colt peered into the hollow cavity.

      “Damnit,” Colt said at first, but then something in the back corner caught his eye.

      He moved forward, squinting, doing his best to see, but couldn’t make out the contents. He needed to step inside, but before he jumped on board, he checked on his sons. Each boy caught the eye of their father. They were fine. Colt smiled, then disappeared from their sight, pulling himself into the trailer.

      The fifty three foot walk felt like an eternity. With each step, he couldn’t help but think about his sons and that he no longer had a visual on them. He started into a jog and once he got ten feet into the trailer, he could make out a stack of apples pushed against the wall.

      He pulled the bottom of his shirt out and piled the fruit on top, the cotton acting as a cradle. His left hand held onto the apples, and his right gripped his rifle. Once he turned around, he waddled toward the opening, making sure none of the fruit fell to the floor and bruised.

      His smile widened. These five apples could last them a day, maybe two if they needed.

      But that smile disappeared as quickly as it came at the sight of an infected man.

      In his own shock, Colt released the bottom of his shirt and let the apples fall. The infected man was in the distance, behind the stalled vehicle. He hadn’t seen Colt, not yet. It wasn’t until the first piece of fruit hit the wood and metal on the floor of the trailer, that the infected man shifted his deadpan gaze and caught a glimpse of Colt.

      With the apples rolling on the floor, Colt lifted the stock of his Browning and peered through his sights. But the infected man didn’t wait there, instead, in a straight sprint, he ran for Colt. Once again, it was decision making time. With no idea what was happening with his boys, Colt considered leaping from the trailer and retreating for the truck, but that would just lead the infected to his sons. Knowing the risk, and the improbability of making it back to the truck, Colt stayed put, dropped to a knee, and guided the barrel of his rifle to the moving target. He sucked in, then slowly let his breath out while he followed the running man.

      The first shot swirled through the air, narrowly missing the mark. Colt loaded another round, knowing this next shot would be the deal maker, or breaker. If he missed, it was unlikely he’d get another opportunity as the runner approached. He was fast, faster than Colt had anticipated with the first shot. He hadn’t led him enough.

      With his finger hugging the trigger, time slowed. It had to, because if his focus slipped, even for a second, he, and his sons, were dead. Colt fired another shot. A perfect shot—one marked for death. The bullet cut down the infected man in the middle of the street, fifteen feet from the edge of the open container.

      Colt looked up from the end of his smoking gun and found his mind beginning to wander. What’s the point? What are these things trying to accomplish? Is it only death they crave? He didn’t hesitate to run. It’s like . . . it’s as if . . . as if, something was controlling him.

      Colt didn’t know why those thoughts crept in. But before the infected man’s advance, he was stopped there. In the grassland, he wasn’t nomadic, wandering aimlessly without direction. His mission was calculated. Once he’d locked onto his target, he’d attacked, and nothing, no outside force was going to stop him from completing his mission.

      Only the honking of the truck’s horn could shake Colt from his thoughts. Colt leaped from the trailer and sped for his sons. It was when he rounded the corner that he realized why Dylan was laying on the horn with such urgency.

      As he ran, his eyes widened. Beyond the hood of the truck, no more than fifty yards off, hundreds more infected were barreling down on their position.

      Colt reached the back door and ripped it open, tossing in his rifle without looking. Just as he jumped into the driver’s seat and shut the door, the first infected contacted the front end of his truck, slamming into the hood without care for the consequences to his body.

      Another infected man followed suit, but this time, he leaped over the first, and was flying toward the windshield just as Colt yanked the shift lever into reverse. The tires struggled to grab on the rocky shoulder, and as they did so the soaring man landed hard on the hood and led with the crown of his head as he headbutted the windshield. A spiderweb crack broke across the glass. As the tires spun, and two more infected worked their way around the driver’s and passenger side windows, Colt yelled, “Dylan! Scoot toward your brother!” It wouldn’t take more than one or two hits to the windows before the infected broke through. Colt had witnessed first-hand with Walter how easy it was for them to break glass.

      Squishing into his brother, Dylan pushed Wesley into their father. In his movement, Colt jarred the wheel to the right. The tires grabbed, and the truck pulled itself away from the approaching enemy, but didn’t lose the man from the hood.

      As multitudes of other infected gave chase, Colt drove in reverse. He couldn’t continue on that path long in fear of getting the truck caught up on another rock, much like he had in Walter’s driveway. When Colt felt far enough away from the lurking danger of the running army of infected, he waited for the infected man on the hood to rear up again, and when he did, Colt touched the brakes to bring him in closer, moving him off balance—preventing him from making a powerful strike.

      With the lopsided infected off-balance, Colt shifted into drive, but waited to accelerate. Dylan lifted the Glock from his lap and aimed it at the man. Colt was quick to say, “No! If you miss, the windshield will be useless, and he’ll tear us apart in seconds.” Colt watched the man lift his arms high. When he did, Colt spun the wheel left, and floored the gas, sending him rolling off the hood.

      When they reached the shoulder of Highway 285, Colt looked behind him. The others were still giving chase as they were blasted with dust and rock. But once he got far enough away, he stared in his rearview mirror. They continued running until . . . something peculiar happened. Just as Colt and the boys ascended the hill, every one of the infected stopped running in unison.

      It was as if they knew they’d been defeated.
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      Travelling back north on Highway 285, Colt leaned on his hand, and pulled at his hairline. His heartrate rose, and he couldn’t calm his breathing. What are those things? What is this? How can I make them stop? He’d never experienced a panic attack before, but he found himself sucking in air, trying to find relief, but there was none to be had.

      In between blinks, his eyes glazed over, and he could no longer see straight. Rocking in the driver’s seat, he couldn’t get comfortable and started to pull over. But should he? That would put them in immediate danger.

      Colt stopped driving in the middle of the road, leaped out of the driver’s seat, bent over at the waist and vomited. With little food in his belly, the vomit didn’t last long, but bile came next—the disgusting taste of stomach lining.

      What’s happening? he thought, calming himself. Then he held his breath at the sound of a snapping branch that brought him upright. He retreated to the driver’s seat, slammed the door, and drove on as if nothing happened.

      “Uh, you want to tell me what that was about?” Dylan said.

      Colt didn’t want to lie, but he had to. He couldn’t have Dylan or Wesley knowing he was so nervous, so helpless he couldn’t contain his bodily functions.

      “Must have been something we ate.”

      Colt caught eyes with his sons. Neither bought his line.

      “But I’m better now.” He smiled and ruffled Wesley’s hair.

      “You sure?” Dylan asked.

      Truth was, Colt did feel better. Throwing up had seemed to calm him back down. “I am.”

      Dylan shifted his attention outward and asked his Dad, “Are we going back to Denver?”

      “No. Taking a different track. It’s longer by time, but only a little. Besides, I say the more we can avoid busier, more populated areas, the better.”

      “And what do you call Colorado Springs?” Dylan asked.

      Colt paused a moment before he spoke again. It was true, Colorado Springs was more densely populated than Fairplay. And they were sure to run into multiple more infected if they stayed on that path, but they didn’t have a lot of options. Sooner or later, they would need to make a play, a move for survival. “Our way to safety. And a way to see Uncle Jake.”

      “If you say so,” Dylan said when they passed the entrance of their ranch.

      As they turned right onto a country road, Colt glanced down to his gas gauge. The needle had dipped below a quarter tank. Usually when that happened, the fuel capacity of the truck was around 100 miles until he needed to refill. With Colorado Springs being almost exactly 100 miles away, there was risk of running out.

      As they travelled down the dirt road, the truck kicked up dust. The road was bumpy, and the loose gravel kicked the back end out every time they hit a pothole. Colt could only maintain a speed of twenty miles per hour. With over twenty miles to reach US 24—the main road that travelled east to Colorado Springs—Colt suggested they play a game where they might find normalcy.

      “You guys want to play I Spy?” Colt said.

      “Dad. No!” Dylan was adamant.

      Wesley remained quiet but peered up from the middle seat. “C’mon, little man, what do you say?” he said as he nudged him.

      Wesley grinned.

      “Alright, I’ll start,” Colt said. “I spy, something . . . green.”

      Wesley looked through the windshield. “Um, that house.” Wesley pointed out the driver’s side window.

      “Nope.”

      “Um . . . that sign over there.”

      The sign listed the name of the county road.

      “Nope. Try again.”

      “How about that car down there?” Wesley asked, then pointed to a broken-down old pick-up in the middle of an open field.

      “No.”

      “Argh.” Wesley’s shoulders slumped. “Gimme a hint.”

      Colt smiled and said, “No way, Jose.” He was never one to let his sons take the easy way.

      “Ah, Dad! There.” Dylan pointed out the side of his window. “Up ahead.”

      “Hey, no fair, you didn’t want to play,” Wesley interrupted.

      But Dylan wasn’t playing. Instead, he was alerting them of an approaching threat.

      Colt dipped his head low, vying for an angle, but his eyeline was cut off. “What is it? I can’t see.”

      “It looks like another one of those . . . those things.”

      “Just one?” Colt knew they could outrun one easily enough.

      “Yeah, it looks like it. Can’t tell though. He’s standing on the ridge.”

      “Okay, just keep your eyes peeled and let me know if he starts to run after us.”

      Dylan didn’t answer, just stared at the infected as they passed by. Peculiar thing was, though, the thing didn’t move a muscle, only its eyes.

      “I think we better put our game on hold, little man.” Colt paused momentarily. “On second thought, let’s not. Instead of spying random things, why don’t you help your brother keep look out. Would you be okay to climb in the back seat, and look out the back window for us?”

      Wesley turned over his shoulder. “I . . . I don’t think I can. I’m scared.”

      “I know you are, little man. And it’s okay to be scared. It’s your body’s way of warning you when it feels threatened. But right now, in here, nothing can hurt you, there’s nothing to be afraid of. Besides, I’m here to protect you.”

      He stared to the floor, then reluctantly said, “Okay.”

      Colt watched as his youngest son climbed over the bench seat and into the back. “Still there?” Colt asked Dylan.

      Dylan had his head turned around, watching as they drove on. “He is.”

      “What’s he doing?”

      “He’s not moving, just staring. Like he’s . . . he’s—”

      “—scouting,” Colt interrupted his sons’ thoughts.

      At that, Dylan recaptured his father’s gaze. “What do you mean?”

      Colt sighed, again trying to keep things from his sons, trying to protect them. But after all they’d endured today alone, he realized keeping things locked inside wasn’t helping anyone, not if they wanted to survive.

      “I had the same thought you did when I shot that infected man who ran at me while I was in the semi-trailer. What he was doing wasn’t random. He was scouting, perhaps hunting for his next kill.”

      “So, what, you think these things are connected somehow? Hunting in packs? Like animals?”

      “Maybe. Hard to say.”

      “So, what you’re saying is, where there’s one, there’s bound to more?” Dylan asked.

      “If I had to guess . . .” He stared at his son, not meaning to keep him waiting. “Yes.”

      Now it was Dylan who sighed and turned his attention back out the windshield, then said, “Well that makes this thing a whole hell of a lot scarier.”

      Colt nodded and said, “Tell me about it.”
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            Cheyenne Mountain Complex

          

          Colorado Springs, Colorado

        

      

    

    
      The vice president stood in the center of a control room deep inside the mountain. He was surrounded by multiple men dressed in blue. Each man waited upon his order. He’d summoned them there for a special mission.

      “Look, men, I’m gonna give it to you straight. That’s the way I would want it if I were you. This order comes from the top, down from the president himself.” The vice president started to walk in a circle around the men, getting a look at each of them. He loved looking each man in the eye. “There’s a family, we believe a man and his two sons. The president tells me they are an integral part of this operation. Now that we’ve lost communication with the president, at least for the time being, we need to assume nothing’s changed since the last time we spoke. When we did, he mentioned this family was mission critical. He advised me to send out a search party for them today.” The vice president paused there to think.

      “Mr. Vice President,” Colonel Jenkins interrupted his thoughts.

      “Yes, Colonel.”

      “Let me be the first to volunteer.”

      “Thank you, Colonel.”

      “Do you have any intelligence on their whereabouts?” Colonel Jenkins asked.

      The vice president said, “I’m afraid we do not. Only that they were supposed to arrive by tomorrow. If they don’t show up by then, the president has ordered us to evacuate and head to Mount Weather.”

      “Understood.”

      “Would you be able to assemble a team of let’s say, maybe two or three men?” The vice president asked.

      Colonel Jenkins nodded, then said, “With me, my men, the pilot, and the family, that would be about the payload of the chopper anyway, so I believe that should be sufficient. I have just the men in mind, sir.”

      “Excellent. I’m sorry we don’t have more to offer. Others need to stay here and protect the house.”

      “Understood, sir. I will assemble my best men.”

      “Great! Take to the sky. You’re more likely to see something from far off.”

      “I agree 100%.”

      “Why don’t you get your team ready.” The vice president glanced down to his watch. “Be on the helipad in an hour?”

      “Roger that, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      After one hour, Colonel Jenkins and two other men stood at the entrance of the semi-circular opening, waiting for the gate to rise. When the sunlight peeked through the hole, Colonel Jenkins lifted his head to the sky, but closed his eyes beneath his Oakley sunglasses so he could feel the warmth of the sun on his face. He had to remind himself he was still human. Even though it had been less than a day since he’d felt that warmth, he still coveted that feeling, even now.

      Each man was equipped as if they were heading out to war, decked out with tactical helmets, sunglasses, an abundance of water pouches, extra magazines, boots, and automatic rifles slung across their chests. Their hope would be to find the family unharmed and find them quickly. The longer this mission took, the more dangerous it would become, especially after nightfall.

      The sound of churning rotors echoed against the mountainside. As Colonel Jenkins led his men in a jog toward the chopper, he peered outward. In the distance, there was a collection of infected stacked behind a twenty-foot chain link gate. He stopped running at once, as did his men. They, too, turned their attention toward the gate. There must have been hundreds of them. An army waiting, staring at the colonel and his men.

      “Sir, should we engage?” said Brian Bald, a member of TACP an Air Force special forces unit.

      “No. Stand down. Our mission is the family. If the infected are still there when we return, we’ll ask the vice president how he wants to handle them. For now, it looks as though they are at bay.”

      “Copy that, sir,” Bald said.

      The colonel ran forward. When he reached the chopper, he stood still by the door, and watched his men climb inside before giving one last glance to the legion of infected men and women who remained still.

      Once inside the chopper, each man hoisted a headset over there ears so they could hear one another.

      Shortly after takeoff Masterson asked, “Where to, Colonel?”

      Colonel Jenkins continued staring at the infected. The line of people went on for almost 1,000 feet.

      “Colonel! Sir!” Masterson urged from the cockpit.

      Shaking himself from the reality of what waited below, he answered, “Take us north.”

      “Do you have a destination in mind, sir?”

      “Once we get north of the city, we’ll head west into the mountain range, but I don’t think we need to head far. Maybe twenty miles inland. When the heavy trees diminish, we’ll take our path back north. Cover as much land as possible. The vice president advised us the family should be close.”

      “Yes, sir,” Masterson said, then rotated the nose and flew north.

      As they flew, Colonel Jenkins spoke to another one of his men. “Hey, Drake.”

      Chauncey Drake was another airman. His specialty was a pararescue-man. “Yes, sir.”

      “This remind you at all of that op in Afghanistan?”

      Drake smiled. Both had been in country during the rescue. “The one where we had to rescue those trapped Marines up on that bluff?”

      Colonel Jenkins grinned. “That’s the one.”

      Drake turned away and peered at the trees below, maybe gathering his thoughts. “That was a fun mission, sir, but rescuing fifteen trapped marines on the top of a mountain in Afghanistan when we knew their location is hardly the same as locating one family in the middle of the Rocky Mountains blind.” Drake grinned.

      “So, you say,” Colonel Jenkins smiled back.

      “Just being honest, sir.”

      “Keep that honesty to yourself,” Colonel Jenkins chuckled.

      Flying over the ridge of Cheyenne Mountain, Colonel Jenkins glanced toward the ground. From far off he saw a beautiful hotel and golf course. Instantly thoughts of his brother’s wedding rushed to the surface of his mind. As the best man, he’d arranged the bachelor party. A round of golf had been included in the wedding package. He recalled nearly holing out from the fairway on the first hole, as they played before the big day—a great start. But unfortunately, the round, and the next day had come with their own set of problems. He’d ended up shooting over 100, and the bride to be had left his brother at the altar.

      Now, though, as he looked at the course, he saw random bodies running over the beautiful plush fairway, rushing toward something. When he followed their path with his eyes, he saw a collection of other infected surrounding a nearby tree.

      Leaning forward in his seat, he figured there must be someone in that tree.

      “What is it, sir?” Bald asked.

      But the colonel didn’t answer. His eyes were fixated on that lone tree. Until it was uprooted. “Holy shit,” Colonel Jenkins said. “Did you see that?” His face wore shock as he looked into the chopper for an answer.

      “What happened, sir?” Bald asked.

      The colonel returned his attention outside as he witnessed a person fall from the tree just as the group of infected pounced on him.

      When he turned back into the chopper, he sought Drake’s eye and said. “You’re right, Drake, this is nothing like Afghanistan.”
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            South Park, Colorado

          

        

      

    

    
      The county road stopped at a T-shaped intersection. After a quick glance to his right, knowing it was unlikely anyone would be driving their way, Colt spun the wheel to head east on US 24. Still, he wondered why more people weren’t doing the same. Why weren’t people driving toward a bigger city? Why hadn’t they seen more than one other person alive? Then he realized the types of people who lived in the mountains were self-sufficient. Maybe they thought it was smarter to stay in their homes than to make a run for it. Chances were, most would survive longer if they opted for that choice. But they would need a stockpile of Beritrix. Maybe, though, Colt thought, maybe there just aren’t many left.

      To the south, Colt glanced for only a moment. Forgetting what was there, he recognized Spinney Mountain Reservoir. Just the sight of the water brought a smile to his face and nudged him out of the current state of mind he was in. He and his sons had frequented their favorite fishing spot often. He’d brought them ever since they could hold a rod in their hands.

      Dylan caught sight of his father looking in his direction and said, “What?”

      Colt smiled and said, “You remember that monster rainbow you pulled out of there last summer?” Colt nodded to the reservoir.

      Dylan spun around and looked out his window. The reminder of the fish brought a smile to his face as well. He loved the sport too. “Sure do. Caught it on my fly rod. Stripping a streamer while you and Wesley were out on your float tubes.”

      “Oh, trust me, I remember,” Colt said. They locked eyes and grinned. “You fell into the water trying to net that beast.”

      Both chuckled at the sweet memory, but were soon shook back to reality when Wesley chimed in from the back seat. “Daddy.” He pointed through their line of sight. “What’s that?”

      Colt shifted his attention back on the road to see a line of stopped cars. The line was heading in both directions. Colt approached the vehicles slowly, only stopping thirty yards from the rear bumper of the car in his lane and the front bumper of the car moving in the opposite lane.

      “What the hell?” Colt said, then opened his door and stood tall on the running boards and over the roof of his truck.

      The line stretched for miles. Blocking their path. Dylan mirrored his father’s movements. And as they stared at each other while standing over the roof, Dylan said. “How do we get around this?”

      Colt racked his brain. There was one way, but it was a detour, and would add more miles to the trip. He glanced over his son’s head and looked south toward Spinney Mountain Reservoir. Without saying another word, he dipped into the truck. Dylan followed suit.

      “Boys. Buckle up.” Colt shifted the truck into drive, then turned off the highway and drove into the dirt and high grass of the shoulder.

      The truck bobbed over the uneven terrain, even at a slow speed. Colt did his best to keep his hands at ten and two, but the rocky earth jolted them on the wheel. About 4,000 feet of dirt and dry grass separated them and the first paved road that travelled south.

      “Hey, buddy.” Colt looked to Wesley in the rearview. They caught eyes. “Keep an eye out for me, alright? Watch that long row of cars. If you see anything strange let me know, okay?”

      Colt saw Wesley nod his head.

      “Thanks, little man.”

      With Wesley’s attention on the cars, Colt focused on the road ahead, and Dylan looked out his own window, scanning the southern horizon for approaching danger.

      A smile grew on Colt’s face when he saw the blacktop of the county road no more than a few hundred feet off. “There.” Colt pointed.

      “Uh, Dad, what’s that?” Dylan was still watching out his window.

      Colt shifted his attention from his heading and ducked down, looking in the distance. An old Ford Bronco was driving fast, it almost seemed they were trying to cut off Colt’s path as he was about to make his entrance onto the paved surface.

      “It’s people. I can see them.” Wesley’s voice raised hope inside of all of them, but his innocence was preemptive.

      In the back of the 4x4, a woman stood above the roofline of the topless vehicle, waving her hands in a panic and shouting something none of them could hear.

      “What’s she saying?” Dylan leaned forward out of instinct.

      “No idea. Roll down your window.” Colt nodded toward the glass.

      He did as instructed; still they couldn’t make out what she was saying.

      “Slow down, I can’t hear anything.” Dylan eyed his father.

      But Colt knew better, he couldn’t stop the truck’s momentum and risk them getting stuck.

      “Can’t risk it. Not now,” Colt said.

      “What do you mean?” Dylan said.

      “I mean, I’m not going to stop. Don’t you remember Walter’s nephew?”

      Dylan returned his attention back out the window. “What if they need our help?”

      “I have no doubt they do. But . . . I’m not risking your life, or your brother’s.”

      Once the front tires of the truck met the pavement, Colt spun the wheel to the right and sped south. The Bronco was closing in. Yet, the woman stood tall in the back seat, waving her arms furiously.

      Colt saw her, but his attention was focused beyond the approaching vehicle. He couldn’t ignore that the Bronco was close now. The driver of the truck moved to the center of the lane, driving down the middle of the narrow road until he came to a stop twenty yards in front of Colt’s bumper.

      “What’s he doing?” Dylan said.

      “Looks like he’s trying to make us stop.”

      “Are you going to, Daddy?” Wesley said.

      “Not for anything, little man.”

      Avoiding eye contact, Colt swerved at the last second, speeding over the shoulder, half off the road, and half on. The tires kicked up dirt and rock as Colt drove on. Amongst the debris, they could still hear the woman’s shrill cries as they passed.

      Once around the 4x4, Colt maneuvered onto the pavement and immediately looked in his rearview, joining his son’s gaze, to see what the Bronco would do next. Of course, the driver whipped his vehicle around and made a U-turn. Colt pressed the gas pedal to the floor, but it seemed the driver was unfazed and looking to gain ground. Another fork in the road was approaching. Colt knew to turn left and head southeast, but as the intersection approached, he was too afraid to lay off the gas as the Bronco gained ground behind them.

      “Uh, Dad.” Dylan grasped the dashboard, fearing the truck would flip if they continued their current heading at that speed.

      “Hold on boys.” Colt laid off the gas just enough to make the left turn.

      The tires screeched but held to the pavement as they twisted with the road. Colt knew their new path was a long stretch of open road, but could they outrun the Bronco? Colt glanced down to his gas gauge. The dial hovered just in front of the E.

      We’re not gonna make it to Colorado Springs. In his gut, he knew. But couldn’t dwell on that now. If he didn’t shake the current threat behind them, it didn’t matter if he had a full tank of gas or not.

      Their speed approached eighty as they passed the turnoff for the “Dream Stream”—a stretch of “Gold Metal” water they also loved to fish. Staring behind him again, the Bronco made up more ground. Even at the high speeds, the woman still stood in the back, waving her arms.

      “What’s with these people,” Colt said out loud.

      “Daddy, they’re scaring me,” Wesley said.

      Me too. But Colt couldn’t say that out loud. “I know, little man, I’m trying to shake them. I don’t know what they want us to stop for.”

      As Colt continued his heading, they passed Elevenmile Canyon Reservoir. He knew the road curved up ahead, and they couldn’t continue at their current speed—not if he wanted to keep the truck from flipping.

      He took a deep breath and let off the gas pedal, then glanced in his rearview. Shock lingered on his face when he saw the Bronco fade in the distance. “What the? Why’d they stop?” Colt said.

      Dylan turned around, as did Wesley.

      And just as Colt returned his attention back out the windshield, he slammed on the brakes. Each boy was forced forward into their seat belts as their heads whipped back around.

      Colt’s arms went rigid on the wheel, and he said nothing as he stared forward.

      “Uh, Dad,” Dylan said as dozens of infected stood in the street, leering at the truck. “I think maybe that’s why that lady was trying to get us to stop.”
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      It was the eyes. Jet black, precisely the same color as Anna and Walker’s. The shirtless infected man who stood closest to the truck turned to the side. From his position, Colt could see the same markings up his spine, much like Anna’s when she’d stood nude against the bathroom wall.

      Colt was frozen with his hands on the wheel and didn’t dare breathe. Then the man rotated his body and squared the vehicle. Upon his movement, Colt let go of his breath.

      “Dad? What do we do?” Dylan pushed himself flat against the seat.

      “Wesley, get down. Lay on the floor,” Colt whispered out of the side of his mouth. “I don’t want you to see this.”

      Taking his eye off the man standing in the road, Colt spanned his field of vision to the left and out the window. Two infected. Two women walked toward Colt’s door. They weren’t moving fast, just a casual stroll. They stared at him through soulless eyes, but something seemed off. As if they were studying him, sizing him up before they attacked.

      With his foot tight against the brake, Colt lifted his pressure from the pedal, then slammed onto the gas. The rear tires spun for a moment, causing smoke to rise from the rubber. When the tires gripped after the third rotation, Colt aimed his bumper at the man standing in front of him.

      At the thud of contact, the man let out a high-pitched screech. Colt expected him to fall back into the road, but instead, the man grabbed a hold of the hood and held on as Colt raced away.

      Other infected sprinted after the them, but couldn’t reach the truck in time. The man on hood slammed his fist down, denting the metal. Again, Colt held his breath, and his eyes bulged. His focus remained on the man attached to his hood, and he didn’t notice the road weaving to the right.

      Colt felt a drop in elevation as they drove off-road and onto the dry grass. That was when the infected man lost his grip and fell. Colt didn’t stop. Instead, he swerved back onto the main road, nearly colliding with a protruding boulder.

      Another bank corner was coming up, turning east. Colt stared in his rearview expecting to see the infected man still chasing him down, but he was gone, vanished. Along with every single other infected that roamed the area. What the hell? Why? This went against all comprehension. Against everything he’d ever thought an invasion might be.

      Then Dylan shouted and shook Colt back to reality. “Dad! Look! There’s more.”

      Off to the right, more infected stood amongst the grass, scattered like cattle in a field. But they weren’t grazing, rather eyeing the truck as they passed. Again, they didn’t attack, they didn’t waste their energy on foolishly trying to outrun Colt’s truck.

      As they drove onward, they passed multiple homes built off the side of the road. Colt wondered if anyone remained inside. Maybe the infected they’d passed had been the inhabitants. He thought to stop, to search for more supplies. Maybe a tent, a lantern, flares to shoot up in the sky. Maybe someone was looking for them? If Jake got a hold of the president, maybe he’d made their whereabouts known. But with the threat of the infected lingering, they couldn’t stop, not now.

      With nothing but silence hanging in the air, Colt heard Dylan sigh. “What is it?” Colt said.

      “Argh, nothing.”

      “That sigh didn’t sound like nothing. What’s on your mind, son?”

      “Mom.”

      “Mom?”

      “Yeah, Mom.”

      Colt gulped. The one word caused immediate reaction of emotion. “What about her?”

      “What do you think these things are? What do you think Mom was? I mean, she seemed so . . . so normal the second she got home from the airport, then suddenly she attacked us.”

      Colt didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t lie to him. Dylan would see through a lie. But Colt was a fixer by nature, he hated seeing his family struggle, especially in their current reality. “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean, you don’t know?” Dylan sounded harsh.

      Colt eyeballed his son. A sour, questioning look hung there.

      “What do you want me to say?” Colt said.

      “Something. Anything.” Then Dylan whipped his head around and avoided eye contact.

      But Colt didn’t have the words, or the knowledge. Maybe he never would. He wanted to give his son comfort, to tell him his mother was in a better place, but again, that was a lie. Instead, Colt glanced in the rearview and searched for Wesley. But he was missing. “Wesley?” A panic rushed over him as his heartrate rose.

      Colt leaned over the bench seat to see his son curled up in the fetal position and still lying on the floor.

      “Hey, buddy, it’s okay, you can sit up now.” Colt stared down at him, while peeking back at the road and making sure he remained within the lines.

      But Wesley wouldn’t move. “Dylan.” Colt looked to him for help. “Dylan!” Colt said, this time with force behind his voice as he kept his head turned.

      With disdain on his face, Dylan eyeballed his father.

      “Would you mind, hopping over the seat and helping your brother?”

      Dylan huffed, but followed his father’s instruction.

      Once he was in the back seat, Colt saw him lean toward the floor. “It’s okay, Wes, you can come up here. Sit with me, I’ll protect you,” Dylan said.

      It took a little more coaxing, but Wesley finally climbed onto the back seat next to his brother. “That’s it,” Dylan encouraged, then wrapped his arm around his little brother.

      Colt watched both in the rearview and grinned. They were the picture of brotherly love.

      But soon, that grin, that slim smile, vanished from Colt’s face at the sight of man’s legs.

      He spun around to be certain he wasn’t imaging what he saw in the mirror. Just as he did the glass in the back of the cab shattered.

      Screams echoed inside the cabin of the truck as the infected man reached in and ripped Wesley from his brother’s grasp.

      Instinctively, Colt slammed on the brakes and spun the wheel to the right. Both the infected man and Wesley were ejected from the bed of the truck and sent flying through the air and onto the pavement before rolling into the grass and gravel of the side of the road. Colt didn’t see it, but Wesley landed atop the infected man’s chest. That impact of the infected man’s head hitting the road would’ve killed most anyone, but someone that’s already dead, well . . . it did very little to slow his obsession down.

      Colt shouldered his door ajar and lifted his sidearm. The infected man rolled Wesley off his chest and hovered over him as Wesley lay underneath. But before the infected man could react, Colt fired. The first bullet hit him just under the ear. The man lurched forward with the momentum, but the shot didn’t kill him. Colt squeezed again, this time, aiming higher, catching him in the back of the head.

      The infected man fell limp onto Wesley and Colt ran to his son. Wesley sobbed uncontrollably, and as Colt glanced down at him, his face was full of blood. Colt tore the heavy body off and lifted Wesley from the pavement, then ran back toward the truck to lay him inside.

      When he arrived, he grabbed a rag from underneath the seat and wiped the blood away. Dylan sat in a daze. “Dylan,” Colt said, but there was no answer, only desolation. “Dylan!” He finally caught his son’s attention. “Take care of your brother. I’m going to make sure the threat is gone.”

      Dylan scooted close to Wesley and held him, but didn’t say anything.

      Colt strolled toward the dead man. He was lying still. When he approached, Colt saw the exit wound out of the top of his head. Coming closer, he recognized the man. He was the same man Colt had tried to run down in the street.

      Bastard never let go! Colt glanced back at the truck, at the undercarriage. Fluid leaked from underneath. He couldn’t see what type of liquid, but when he turned his attention back on the dead man, his face was twisted up in concern. They’d never make it to Colorado Springs, not in that truck.
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            From the skies above Colorado Springs

          

        

      

    

    
      The red of the protruding rocks of the Garden of the Gods stuck out like fire against the mountain as Masterson flew over.

      “Let’s follow US 24,” Colonel Jenkins said. “At least until we arrive in Woodland Park. There should be some relief from these dense trees once we get there.”

      “Copy that, sir.” Masterson banked left and followed the road northwest as it wound and climbed through the Rockies.

      Colonel Jenkins leaned out the open door and stared at the ground. “Take her down a bit.”

      “How low would you like to fly, sir?” Masterson asked.

      “Just above the tree line. We need to see any movement.”

      “Roger that, sir.”

      Masterson lowered the helicopter, hovering only feet above the tree line. As they passed the city of Manitou Springs, Bald saw something on the opposite side of the chopper. “Sir!” Bald said.

      “What is it, Bald?”

      “Somethings there.”

      “And . . . what is it?” Colonel Jenkins probed.

      Before Bald could return with an answer, Masterson cut in. “Should I take her down, sir?”

      “No, don’t!” Bald interjected. “It’s just a group of infected.”

      “Next time give me something more concrete, Bald,” Colonel Jenkins said. “Don’t get me all excited for nothing. Especially at my age. You’re likely to induce a heart attack.”

      They shared a laugh at the Colonel’s expense. As they continued their search, there was no sign of human life anywhere. Even after they entered Woodland Park.

      “What now, sir?” Masterson said, soaring over city limits.

      The colonel racked his brain. He closed his eyes and searched the internal map of Colorado in his mind. West. What’s further west? Divide. There’s an opening there. Should have good sightlines for miles. Should be able to see far off, at least until Lake George before the trees thicken up.

      “Keep following 24.”

      The pilot shoved the stick forward, and the momentum of the chopper carried them farther inland. But before they reached Divide, Bald called out again. “Sir. There!” He pointed out the chopper’s open door.

      “What is it this time?” Drake mocked. “Another tease.”

      “Movement,” Bald said. “I see movement.”

      Colonel Jenkins rose from his seat, doing his best to look over Bald’s shoulder. Against all odds, he saw a car travelling north, directly toward their position in the sky. The vehicle was far off, maybe five miles away.

      “Sir? Shall, I proceed toward the approaching vehicle?” Masterson asked.

      “Affirmative. Let’s see if we can make this trip short lived.”

      “Roger that, sir.” Masterson veered from his current heading and flew directly for the oncoming car.
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        * * *

      

      With his head lowered, Colt returned to the truck to see both his sons huddled together. They were holding each other and sobbing in the back seat. He scooted close and caressed Wesley’s back. “You’re okay now, you’re safe.” He did his best to show empathy. But they were far from being safe.

      Neither boy broke away from the other. They held tight as Colt looked out the windshield. They couldn’t stay. Not in the middle of the road. They were sitting ducks. He consoled them for another minute before moving back to the driver’s seat.

      The truck was still idling when Colt looked down at the dashboard and saw the unfamiliar sight of the red glowing across his gauges. The Check Engine Soon light shined like a spotlight. Colt brought his hand to his face as his mouth gaped and he wondered how much farther they would get.

      Shaking the momentary thought of uncertainty from his psyche, Colt slammed the door shut and shifted into drive. He swung around the dead man in the middle of the road and continued toward Lake George.
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        * * *

      

      Upon approach, Masterson guided the helicopter nearer to the ground. The approaching vehicle stopped a few hundred yards away, allowing the chopper to set down as the three-lane road stretched wide outside the city limits of Midland.

      Before the chopper could even reach the ground, two grown men exited the vehicle and waved their hands to get the attention of the pilot.

      “I thought you said we were looking for a family, sir,” Drake said.

      Colonel Jenkins watched as the men exited their vehicle. He, too, recognized Drake’s concern.

      “We are,” Colonel Jenkins said.

      “Maybe the kids are in the back?” Bald was optimistic.

      “Yeah, maybe.” Colonel Jenkins leaned on the edge of his seat, then leaped out.

      The others followed as Colonel Jenkins approached the men. As he walked on, Bald and Drake kept their eyes on the rolling hills that rose from both sides of the roadway. A position, no military man wanted to be in. They were vulnerable to an outside attack.

      “Oh, thank God, you’re here,” the driver from the vehicle said, but his words were drowned out by the churning rotors as they slowed to a stop.

      “Name?!” Colonel Jenkins got to the point.

      “What? I couldn’t hear you.” The driver rotated his head and put his hand to his ear.

      “Your name. What is it?”

      “Lionel. Lionel Redding.”

      Colonel Jenkins looked to the other man. He remained silent. And as Colonel Jenkins watched him, something about him raised a red flag. The man was uneasy. Uncomfortable in his own skin.

      Against his better judgement, Colonel Jenkins decided to ask him. “And you?

      “Gunderson.”

      Damnit. It wasn’t the family they were looking for. Without another word, Colonel Jenkins turned and began to walk away.

      “Wait!” Redding said.

      But Colonel Jenkins did not. Not until a gunshot reverberated off the surrounding hills and stopped him in his tracks. He whipped around and stepped forward. Both Bald and Drake aimed their rifles at the threat in front of them.

      “You really think that was a good idea, son?” Colonel Jenkins stared at Gunderson. The man was still pointing his gun back at them.

      “Look. Look. We don’t want any trouble.” Redding held his hands out, urging the airmen to stand down.

      Colonel Jenkins shifted his attention onto him. “You should’ve thought about that before Gunderson starting shooting.”

      “We just . . . just want a ride. To get to somewhere safe. We have family. Outside the state. They’re . . . we haven’t been able to reach them.”

      “Everybody’s got family that’s unreachable, asshole,” Bald said, lifting his chin away from his rifle. “If you haven’t noticed, we’re in an apocalypse.”

      “We don’t have enough room in the chopper for you,” Colonel Jenkins said.

      “Looks like you got plenty of room in that thing for us,” Gunderson mocked.

      “We don’t,” Colonel Jenkins was adamant. “Now, why don’t you put that gun down before you get hurt,” Colonel Jenkins instructed.

      “Not happening,” Gunderson said.

      Colonel Jenkins dropped his head and shook it. “Can you believe this guy?” Then he rose it and laughed. “The balls on him. You’ve got two rifles aimed on your chest, and you have one . . . what is that?” Colonel Jenkins strained to see the make and model. “A Sig nine-millimeter?”

      “Forty actually.”

      “Oh, a forty.” Again, Colonel Jenkins could do nothing but chuckle. “Look, we can’t give you a ride, but we can send someone back for you. We’re looking for a very specific family.”

      “Which family? Maybe I know them,” Redding spoke up to offer any sort of help he could.

      “Sorry, that’s classified,” Colonel Jenkins said.

      “Now if you don’t mind, we need to get back to our mission.” Again, he turned around, but was forced back around when Gunderson spoke.

      “Bullshit. You won’t send someone. You’ll leave us here to die. Give us a ride, or else.”

      Colonel Jenkins stopped, but didn’t turn. “I’m not going to give you another chance. Lower your weapon, or we’ll be forced to put you down.”

      “Do it then! ‘Cause I ain’t letting you leave here without us.”

      Colonel Jenkins paused and thought for a moment. Idiot. Just lower your gun and live. If by the time he turned around his gun was lowered, he’d let him live, if not . . . well . . . at least he gave him a chance. He spun to face them again. It was the latter. He nodded to Bald to take the shot. “Bald.”

      Bald didn’t hesitate. He pulled the trigger and dropped him.

      Redding jumped in fright.

      Colonel Jenkins walked toward Redding, feeling sorry for him. When he got close, he asked, “Do you have enough gas to get to Cheyenne Mountain? To NORAD?”

      “I do. But I don’t know if I can get there until tomorrow. I’ve got another stop to make.”

      “Get your shit in order and drive as fast as you can. If by some miracle you make it to the doors, tell them Colonel Jenkins sent you. They’ll let you in, and you’ll be safe there.”

      “Thank you, Colonel, thank you.” Redding pulled on his hand as he shook it.

      “It’s fine.” He turned and looked to his men. “Saddle up, boys.”

      Each entered the chopper and awaited take off. Once inside, Masterson asked through the headset. “Sir, do you want to keep on this heading, or double back?”

      “Head west.”

      “Are you sure?” Masterson asked. “Shouldn’t we keep searching US 24?’

      “We’ll return on 24.”

      “Roger that, sir. You’re the boss.”
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      When Colt approached US 24, making the connection from County Road 90, he glanced left, then right. No cars were in sight. He breathed a sigh, hoping the lane of blocked traffic they had avoided near Spinney Mountain Reservoir hadn’t wound its trail this far.

      Inside the yielding turn lane, Colt glanced over his shoulder out of instinct. There was nothing but valley and mountains as pines danced along the grass and aspen’s speckled the hillside.

      They passed some abandoned cars on the shoulder, but none that hindered their path. Colt expected to see infected wandering, much like they did near the reservoirs, but none were there. On their right, they passed a small children’s playground. Instantly, Colt thought of his boys. He turned to see them still huddled together. But now, Dylan raised his head and kept his vision straight out the windshield while Wesley cowered in his lap.

      Returning his attention to the road as they made their way through town, none of the buildings looked closed. None were locked up from this apocalypse. If he didn’t know what was going on, it would have looked like business as usual.

      But then, Colt strained to see the road ahead. A cloud bank was closing in, some kind of weather system was moving over the mountains. They were low lying clouds, almost fog. Strange. Eerie even. But not entirely uncommon. Any Coloradan knows if you don’t like the weather, wait five minutes and it’ll likely change.

      The heavy air rolled over Colt’s truck as they made their way into it. Then a mist began to fall and covered the windshield with tiny droplets of water. He flicked on his wipers and reached down to turn on his headlights.

      Visibility was at a minimum. He could only see maybe twenty to thirty feet. With no way of knowing what would come next, Colt reduced his speed, well below the posted speed limit of 45. He did not want to be surprised by another oncoming vehicle, or the chance of more infected standing in the road.

      “Dad, I’m hungry,” Dylan said from the back seat.

      “Grab a snack from the supplies we grabbed from Walter’s.”

      “I’m not hungry for a snack, I need a meal,” Dylan said.

      Out of instinct Colt leaned forward, scanning the shoulder for a restaurant. But knew if one was even close, no one would be there to serve them.

      “Sorry, bud, I don’t know if we’re going to get a meal again for a while.”

      Dylan huffed and said, “That sucks.”

      “Tell me about it, I’m hungry too.” Colt caught his eye in the mirror. “Just grab something out of the box.”

      Colt heard Dylan ransacking through the small box and with every toss of his hand, he could hear Dylan’s disappointment. “Dad, there’s nothing here.”

      Colt clenched his jaw, getting frustrated with his son. He knew there wasn’t much, but it wasn’t the time for his son to be picky. Watching Dylan, taking his eye off the road, he saw Dylan look up and point out the passenger side window.

      “What about that?” Dylan said.

      Colt followed Dylan’s gesture and witnessed a building off the right side of the road, marked with the word Food on the covering. He lifted his foot off the gas and slowed as they approached the entrance. Peering out the window, Colt scanned the area. But with his sight limited due to the fog, he knew he couldn’t risk driving off the road. “Can’t, bud, sorry.” Colt shifted his view from the store and back out the windshield.

      “Argh, are you serious, why not?”

      “Are you serious?” Colt looked at his son through the mirror and asked with sarcasm.

      “Alright, I get it, there could be infected people out there, but how long do you seriously think we can last without food?” Dylan said.

      “About three weeks.”

      “Oh, seriously?” Dylan’s tune changed.

      “Yeah. As long as we have water. And besides, we’ll be in Colorado Springs by nightfall. If nothing else, I’m sure the vice president will have plenty of food to give us.”

      “You really think the vice president is still waiting there? What if he left? What if there’s nothing there but infected?” Worry shone through in his voice.

      “We can’t dwell on that possibility, Dylan. We have to hope.”

      “Hope! Ha. That’s a load of bullshit. What exactly is there for us to hope for?” Dylan turned his attention away from his father’s vision.

      “Easy, Dylan, I know you’re frustrated, but you need to stay positive. You keep throwing a pity party for yourself, and you’re going to end up . . .” Colt paused, unwilling to say, ‘like their mother.’ But he knew it to be true. They couldn’t fall into the trap of fear and self-loathing. All of them needed to be there for each other, to be strong, and survive.
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        * * *

      

      In the skies over Midland, Colorado

      When the helicopter flew over the ridge, the pilot steered due west. As they soared, Masterson spoke through his headset. “We’ve got a pretty thick fog bank to the north of us. I say we stick to the south and west for now, what do you say, Colonel?”

      “You’re the pilot. But yeah, I assume, it will be difficult to see anyone there.” Then Colonel Jenkins thought again about their path. “Continue on this heading until we reach 285. Once there, we’ll follow the highway back north and loop back around.”

      “Roger that, sir,” Masterson said. “I’ll have to keep an eye on our fuel level though.”

      “Understood.”

      It wasn’t until they reached Saddle Mountain that the fog began to lift to the north.

      “Hey Colonel, that’s ElevenMile right there, isn’t it?” Drake asked.

      “Sure is.”

      “You remember that giant Kokanee you pulled out of there last October?”

      “Hell yeah, man it was gnarly looking. And the teeth, hell they looked like piranha.”

      They men shared a laugh, then refocused their attention to the valley below.
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        * * *

      

      Divide, Colorado

      Once outside the city limits of Divide, Colt slowed as he entered town. Still the fog was thick, but not as thick as before. Visibility was about a quarter mile now. The town was empty, vacant of infected, at least so far.

      Colt knew they had almost thirty miles until their destination, and as he continued, he kept a constant eye on his gas gauge. The needle hovered just over the E. C’mon, baby, you can make it. Don’t let me down now. We’re so close.

      Just as the thought entered Colt’s mind, something under the hood shook.

      “Uh, Dad, what was that?” Dylan recognized the shutter.

      Damn, he heard that, Colt thought. “You heard that, huh?”

      “More like heard and felt that. What was it?”

      He didn’t want to scare his sons, not until there was a need to make them concerned. “It’s nothing. This truck is old. You know how old trucks can be.”

      “You always said this thing would never break down. It was a beast.”

      “She is a beast.” He rubbed his hand over the dash. “Aren’t you, sweetie.” He did his best to speak nice, as if that would matter, somehow calm the truck down.

      But again, the truck clunked and shook before it backfired.

      There was a stoplight ahead, and Colt didn’t know if he should slow. Obviously, no light flickered, because of the lack of power, but still he wanted to be certain no one entered through the intersection. Quickly, though, he threw that thought away the instant he realized taking his foot off the gas would stop the momentum of the truck. That was the last thing he wanted to do. The ride to Woodland Park was at a lower elevation than Divide. Worst case, Colt could put the truck into neutral and coast. But they were still a long way off from freedom.
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            In the skies above Fairplay, Colorado

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sir! You seeing this?” Bald said through the microphone.

      But Colonel Jenkins was on the opposite side of the helicopter. “No, what do you got?”

      “Looks like some downed fencing and tire tracks leading away from the road. The grass is pushed down like someone went off-roading to avoid something.”

      “Where you seeing this?” Colonel Jenkins shifted over Bald’s right shoulder.

      “Right behind the semi.” He saw Colonel Jenkins hovering there.

      “Yeah, I see it. Looks like there’s one dead infected on the highway too,” Colonel Jenkins said.

      “Still doesn’t mean it’s our family,” Drake chimed in

      “True, but it gives us an indication someone bested these bastards.”

      “Why do you say that?” Bald said.

      “Do you see an abandoned vehicle that may have made those tire tracks?”

      All looked to the ground below.

      Then Bald turned and said, “Nope.”

      “Me neither.”

      Colonel Jenkins returned to his seat and strapped back in to continue his search.

      “Sir,” Masterson said.

      “Go ahead.”

      “We’re running low on fuel, sir. And daylight. We need to return to base. Refuel. Maybe we can come back out tomorrow.”

      Colonel Jenkins sighed, knowing that was unlikely. The vice president had been strict in his order. If the family was not found by tonight, they were to leave first thing the next morning. “Push the fuel we have left. I don’t know if this family will get another chance if we return, especially after nightfall. The vice president was unbending with his order. I don’t think he is going to risk our lives by going out again.”

      “Roger that, sir. Would you like to continue on 285?”

      “Yes. Follow the highway. Once we get over the pass, we’ll loop back down toward the Springs. Will we have enough fuel for that?”

      “I think so, sir.”

      “Good. Make it be so.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Woodland Park, Colorado

      In what was usually a bustling city with plenty of traffic and people to watch, there was no movement. However, there were far more abandoned cars in the parking lots of the local establishments. Restaurants. Retail stores. Gas stations. You name it, there was at least one vehicle, if not multiple, stalled out or left behind.

      Colt had never travelled this far east on US 24. This was his first visit to Woodland Park. The beauty of the city was undeniable and bigger, more developed, than he’d anticipated. Still with the amount of buildings, they didn’t detract from the majesty of the Rocky Mountains.

      “Dad. What if we stop somewhere here?” Dylan said. “There are plenty of places to grab food from.” Colt joined in Dylan’s enthusiasm, in awe of the selection of restaurants they could stop on a normal day. But this was no normal day, this was no normal situation.

      “I . .  . don’t think we can,” Colt said, but he didn’t really believe his own words. Why couldn’t they stop? It wasn’t likely that groups of infected would be in every establishment. Besides, it had been almost a full day since they’d had something to eat, and Colt hadn’t seen one sign of infected since they dragged the man from Eleven Mile Mountain Reservoir. “Screw it.” Colt swerved into a parking lot of a fast food restaurant. Just as he entered the lot, the truck lurched and came to an abrupt halt before he could shift into park.

      “Aw, what was that?” Dylan leaned over the bench seat. Colt saw the concern on his face. “Are we going to stop?”

      “We are stopped.” Colt whipped his head around. “Boys. It looks as though we’re going to get some food after all. And now that we must do this, we do it together. I’m not leaving you out here alone while I go search inside.”

      Both eyed him. Excitement lingered in Dylan’s eyes, but Wesley’s were wide with fear.

      “Don’t worry, bud, I’ll be with you the entire time,” Colt reassured Wesley.

      Then Dylan added encouragement getting excited at the prospect of food. “Me too. We’ll protect you.”

      Colt offered a smile and Wesley returned with his own.

      “Dylan you have the Glock?”

      “Right here.” He showed his father.

      “Good. Hand me the rifle.” Colt nodded to the seat where the gun lay. “Alright we take this slow, okay? And we stick together. No wandering off. Got it?” Colt looked to Dylan, knowing he had a proclivity to do so.

      “Got it,” Dylan said.

      Colt stepped out of the truck, and his sons followed from the back seat. As they walked, Dylan whispered from behind. “What about the truck?” he said. “What do we do about the stuff we found at Walter’s? What about the medicine?”

      Colt didn’t bother turning around, but rather kept his eye trained ahead, scanning the area for any movement. “For now, we leave it. After we go inside and grab the food, we’ll have to come back and get it.”

      They tiptoed near the side entrance of the store front and peered through the glass. There was no sign of any infected. Only trash scattered about on the floors. Old half-eaten burgers and fries remained on some of the tables. Just inside the door there was a mop and bucket. The mop was on the floor, and the bucket still full of murky water.

      Colt reached for the handle and pulled. He only opened it a crack. The door screeched, and Colt stopped pulling. He clenched his face and closed his eye. He wondered if anyone inside had heard the screech. He waited for only a moment to see movement, but there was none.

      “Ready?” He nodded to Dylan.

      Dylan nodded back.

      “Wesley come here.” He stood behind his older brother. “Stay in the middle of Dylan and me.” Wesley moved over to stand between them. “Dylan. Stay close to both of us. Do not let your brother out of arms reach. Understand?”

      Again, Dylan nodded.

      Once inside the first set of the double doors, Colt reached again for the handle of the next set. This time the door didn’t creek, but slid open with ease. To their right was the bank of three cash registers and the menu that hung above. The smell of old fries and stale grease hovered in the air like a bad odor, but even in the stink, Colt’s stomach ached to be filled.

      Colt peered over his shoulder and whispered to Dylan. “Kitchen.”

      On the left side of the counter there was an opening. Colt walked through the opening, and his sons followed close behind. The drive-thru window was to their left. They walked by the fry drop box. Colt looked in to see the bin completely empty. Damn. Then he proceeded deeper into the kitchen. The condiment station sat off to their left. He peered into the plastic containers that hung suspended above the counter.

      Tomatoes. Pickles. Lettuce. Cheese. Onions, he thought.

      Colt reached in, and lifted the pickle tray, figuring they would be fresh enough to eat. “Dig in.” Colt said.

      Without thinking each of his boys dipped their hands inside the pickle juice and ripped the round vegetable from the bottom of the container and stuffed their faces.

      Next Colt lifted the tomatoes out. They seemed to be fine, not rotten, but had been sitting out at room temperature for a day and had likely grown bacteria. Then he looked to the lettuce. It was wilted and starting to blacken.

      Colt raised his head and searched for a freezer. There had to be food there. If the door had remained closed since the power went out, it might still have fresh food to consume. He found the set of steel double doors.

      “Boys,” he whispered.

      They both looked up from the container of pickles as he nodded to the freezer.

      Dylan acknowledged his father’s suggestion and put his hand over Wesley’s to get him to stop.

      They would need to step around the end of the condiment station to reach the freezer. Walking slowly, they turned the corner, where they saw a bag of unopened hamburger buns. “Grab that bag,” Colt whispered to Dylan. He did so just as Colt reached for the horizontal metal handle of the freezer.

      He pulled it open, expecting to feel the rush of cold air, but there was none. Colt continued to tug the door open, to let light inside. There’s gotta be something. But as the natural light shined on the floor, an infected revealed itself. There standing in the back of the freezer was a woman.

      Colt’s eyes bulged at the sight of her. He didn’t hesitate before screaming, “Run!”

      With the door being as heavy and slow as it was to close, Colt left it open, and bolted with his sons. The infected woman sprinted out of the freezer and chased Colt as he ran through the kitchen. As they ran, Colt reached for anything he could find to hinder her path. Ripping mixing bowls, plastic containers, and cutlery from the high shelves.

      Dylan reached the doors first and he tore the first set open, allowing Wesley to run through. Colt was close behind, but so was the infected woman. “Dad! Hurry!” Dylan screamed.

      She was only two steps behind Colt as he hopped over the countertop and ran for the open door. Once through, he immediately grabbed the doors from Dylan’s grasp and slammed them shut. Dylan and Wesley fell back into the second set of doors as Colt held the handles to protect them.

      The infected woman shook the glass. Colt remembered the mop on the floor. “Dylan! Quick! The mop.” Dylan lifted it from the floor and waited for instruction. “Slide the shaft through the two handles in the door.” Dylan did as he was told, but Colt still wouldn’t let go. He looked to his father and said, “Do you think that will hold?”

      “Nope.”

      Further concern flashed across Dylan’s face. “But I don’t need it to. We only need to slow her down.”

      Then the infected woman stopped shaking the doors and stepped away. Her move surprised Colt. “Quick. Give me the Glock.” Colt knew the rifle wasn’t necessary at close range. He reached out his hand, and Dylan set the handgun down.

      The woman let out a loud piercing screech and ran head-first for the glass. But she wouldn’t get any closer as Colt stopped her dead in her tracks with one shot through the middle of the forehead.
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      The three of them remained in the vestibule in a pile of glass, staring at the dead infected woman on the floor. They waited without speaking. In that silence, screeches emanated from outside the restaurant, but the voices seemed far away.

      Colt whipped his head around, unaware of the exact origin of the screeching. In the foreground of his vision was his truck. The medicine. Panic set in. The cooler in the truck was more important than the bread in their hands.

      “Stay here,” Colt whispered to his sons, knowing the greater threat remained outside those doors.

      Once outside, he didn’t bother searching for movement, instead he crept toward the truck, reached inside the cab, and grabbed the cooler. Without bothering to close the door, he snuck back into the restaurant to rejoin his sons. After shutting the doors to the restaurant, Colt looked near the handles. A lock was there. He spun the lock, then checked to make sure it held.

      “You think that will hold?” Dylan said.

      “No. But this is probably the safest place we can be right now.”

      “How do you figure?” Dylan said.

      “Because out there we’re in the elements.”

      “Yeah, and in here, there is a dead infected woman on the floor. What if they can sense her body. Smell her blood, anything?”

      Of course, Colt had thought of that possibility, but at least in the restaurant they were behind locked doors. He’d rather take his chances.

      Instead of opening the second set of doors that led into the restaurant, Colt crouched down and stepped through the empty frame and moved toward the dead woman. Standing over her, he set the cooler down, then squatted.

      “What are you doing?” Dylan said.

      “You said it yourself, what if the infected see her? What would they do? We need to move her out of sight.” Colt turned to his sons. “Get in here and go over . . .” Colt paused and searched for a hiding spot. “There.” Colt pointed to the corner booth. “Get under that table and stay out of sight.

      The boys did so. Then Colt walked around the dead woman and dragged her through the kitchen and into the freezer. He dropped her body and pushed the door shut, locking it tight.

      Then he walked into the belly of the store, knowing he needed to rejoin his sons. He stepped out from behind the condiment stand, but was forced to drop to the floor. Shit! He gulped. Did they see me? At first glance, he’d seen at least five infected loitering outside the entrance, staring inside the restaurant.

      He army-crawled across the sticky floor to the side of the bank of registers. Once there, he stuck his head out, doing his best to only show his eyes. First, he saw the boys huddled in the corner, and they saw him too. Colt raised his index finger to his mouth. Then he turned his attention to the infected. They were growing in numbers. He couldn’t be certain how many there were, or if they would act, but soon they would see the dark stain on the floor.

      It seemed they did at that instant as more loud screeches cried, trailed by banging on the glass. Both the windows and doors shook. There was no way to know how long the glass would hold.
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        * * *

      

      In the skies above Westcreek, Colorado

      “How are we doing on fuel?” Colonel Jenkins said.

      “Running on fumes, Colonel.”

      “Alright. Let’s follow our current path. Head through Woodland Park and follow 24 back to Cheyenne Mountain.”

      “Copy that, sir.”

      They hadn’t flown for more than thirty seconds before Drake shouted through the headset. “Colonel, you seeing this?”

      “Looks like the infected got their eyes on another prize.” Colonel Jenkins stared down at a fast food restaurant that was surrounded by infected, much like the tree they had uprooted back on the fairway of the golf course.

      Poor bastards, Colonel Jenkins thought, looking down, waiting to see some poor schmuck running out the back door for his or her life only to be overrun.

      “Should we engage, sir? Drake looked back to him.

      Engage? Why? “Negative. We don’t have the fuel to hover or intervene.”

      “Are you sure, Colonel? What if it’s the family?” Drake said.

      He gave him a knowing look. “That’s highly unlikely. Probably just some local, held up in the restaurant. Carry on, Masterson.”
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        * * *

      

      The roaring sound of the churning helicopter echoed inside the restaurant, drowning out the screeches from outside. A smile grew on Colt’s face. In here, he wanted to yell. He wished he could jump from his prone state and run outside to flag them down, but he couldn’t, they were stuck. Immobile. And the infected were coming in, it was only a matter of time. He had to do something to alert the aircraft they were there, but before he could think of a plan, the echoing of the chopper faded in the distance, and was replaced by more screeching.
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        * * *

      

      “Wait,” Colonel Jenkins said.

      “Sir,” Masterson returned.

      “Turn around. Head back to the restaurant.”

      “Sir, we don’t have the fuel.”

      “Do it. I’ll be damned if we can’t save one person from this hell.”

      “Hell yeah, sir!” Drake said.

      The helicopter banked left and spun back around. “Lock and load boys,” Colonel Jenkins said. “Aim true and be quick, because we don’t have the fuel to miss our shots.”

      Masterson dropped in from the east, hovering low in the sky before they unleashed the first burst of shots. Drake and Bald stood side by side, firing into the group of infected who surrounded the restaurant. At the first shot, the mass of infected shifted their attention to the hovering aircraft. Bald and Drake continued their hail of gunfire and soon the infected began to flee.

      “Look at them scatter.” Colonel Jenkins laughed in the headset. “Like ants under a magnifying glass. Great job, men!” He tapped each of them on the shoulder, knowing they’d saved someone, saved a life that was marked for death. “Alright, Masterson. Take us home.”
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        * * *

      

      Once the shooting subsided, Colt rose from the floor, but stayed in a crouch as he walked toward the corner booth. When he arrived, both Dylan and Wesley were shaking under the table. Colt knew they couldn’t stay. It was likely some, if not all, the remaining infected would return. When they did, they’d need to be as far away from there as possible.

      “Boys, you did so good. We can’t stay here. We need to leave. To get into the hills and away from the city.”

      Dylan crawled out from under the table first, but Wesley remained.

      “C’mon, bud.” Colt reached out his hand. “We have to go.”

      Wesley stared through glassy eyes, then reached for his father. When he was out from under the table, he lurched around Colt’s neck. Colt bent at the knees and lifted him, then nodded to Dylan to grab the cooler. “Don’t forget that and the bread.”

      They reached the door and Colt unlatched the lock, then pushed it open. “Close your eyes, Wesley,” Colt said, noticing the amount of stacked dead bodies outside the restaurant.

      Colt saw the tree line, but also saw two abandoned cars in the parking lot. On second thought, jumping into a car would be easier, and a much faster way to get to Colorado Springs. But how much time did they have? How long before the infected would return? Knowing the tree line awaited just beyond the cars, he could check the vehicles first. Carrying one son, and with the other by his side, Colt approached the first car. The doors were locked, and no keys were in sight. Next, he moved to the other. An older car. He touched the handle, and the door clicked open.

      “Dylan, climb in there and see if you can find any keys.”

      Dylan jumped inside the car and tossed garbage that was strewn about inside the vehicle. Colt scanned the perimeter for any sign of infected. Although he didn’t see anything, he shook in fright when he heard another screech.

      “Dylan, get out of there. There’s no time. We need to make for the hills.”

      Dylan ducked from underneath the frame of the door, and Colt led them into the thick forestation and headed southeast for the twenty-seven-mile hike to safety.
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        * * *

      

      Cheyenne Mountain Complex

      When Colonel Jenkins and his crew entered the vice presidents’ office empty-handed, the wind was kicked from the vice president’s lungs. “I take it the mission was a failure?” He looked only to Colonel Jenkins.

      “We found a couple civilians, but they were not the family we were searching for.”

      “That’s . . . that’s too bad.” He breathed a heavy sigh and leaned back in his chair. “We will sleep here tonight. But be aware, we will leave tomorrow at first light. Thank you, Colonel. You’re dismissed.” Then he leaned forward in his chair to go back to writing in his notes.

      Colonel Jenkins allowed his men to move out the door first, and as he turned his back to the vice president, he stalled at his words. “Colonel! Give me your gut. Do you think this mission was a foolish, or do you think that family is still out there alive somewhere?”

      “Sir?” Colonel Jenkins wondered why he’d brought up that question. Truth was, ever since they’d taken out the infected in Woodland Park at the fast food restaurant, he’d had a feeling, deep in his belly, that he was leaving behind someone important. But his conscience was clear, acknowledging he had given someone a fighting chance.

      The vice president rose from his chair and walked toward him as he stood by the door. “I just want you to be absolutely certain. The president was counting on us to find that family.”

      Colonel Jenkins lowered his head. He wasn’t normally a coward, nor would he shy away from confrontation, but as he faced the ground, he nodded up and down. Then caught the vice president’s eye once again. “Yes, sir. I’m positive they’re gone.”

      “Very well,” he turned. “Then like I said, you are dismissed.”

      Colonel Jenkins waited for a moment before disappearing into the darkness of the mountain in search of a warm bunk.
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            In the foothills of the Rocky Mountains

          

        

      

    

    
      Darkness fell, and it was only then that Colt stopped and fell to the ground, exhausted. He and the boys had hiked five miles south of Woodland Park. As they’d walked, they’d paralleled the road, using the tree line as cover, not once coming across an infected person.

      On the forest floor, Colt breathed heavy, collecting himself before he rose to set up camp.

      “Do you think that helicopter will come back for us?” Dylan said.

      In between breaths, Colt said, “I don’t know.”

      Dylan was perturbed. “Why couldn’t they wait? Why did they just fly away?”

      “No idea. Maybe they wanted to help, to give us a fighting chance.”

      “But how did they know we were inside?”

      He breathed out the final sigh when he caught his breath. “Again, I don’t know. If I had to guess, though, maybe they just wanted to take out their aggression on the enemy.”

      “Or maybe they were out of gas,” Wesley chimed in. Perhaps his thought was said with the most intelligence.

      Colt chuckled. “It’s called fuel, buddy, but yeah . . . that’s a strong possibility.” Then Colt took his first step over a bed of pine needles at his feet.

      “What are you doing?” Dylan asked.

      “Gathering some kindling for a fire.”

      “You’re not serious? We’re not staying here?” Dylan said.

      “What? I can’t even count the number of times we camped in the woods.”

      “Yeah, but . . . this is different. And we’ve still got a long way to go.”

      “You’re right, Dylan, but Wesley needs to rest. So do I after carrying him some of the way.”

      Dylan groaned. “Why can’t we find some abandoned car or truck on the road? Sleep there?”

      “Can’t risk it. I don’t want to bring your brother out into the open again. Not until we’ve regained some of our strength. We’re going to rest here for the night. We’ll get up at first light and hike for Colorado Springs.”

      “Now stay with your brother. I won’t be long.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cheyenne Mountain Complex

      In his bunk, Colonel Jenkins rolled around restlessly. It was well after midnight now, and he couldn’t find the sleep his body desired. Every time he shut his eyes, he saw the infected entering the fast food restaurant and tearing apart a faceless young family. His imagination ran rampant. He couldn’t stifle the urge to fly out one last time. Just for a quick search. Maybe grab Masterson and take him on a secret mission. A mission neither the vice president nor Bald and Drake would need to know about.

      He rolled over again and let out a sigh before looking to his watch. The numbers glowed in the dark. 1:54 a.m. He threw his arm down, before settling on his back, then stared at the ceiling and thought, If they were in Woodland Park last night, how far could they get? Where would they be? Would they follow the highway down into Manitou Springs? Could they get here by morning if they hiked through the night? Maybe they found a car. What would be the search area? Masterson and I could go out before the sun comes up. Hover above Colorado Springs, and maybe we get lucky and see them.

      He couldn’t find the answers he so desperately searched for, not yet. He’d have to wait until morning, but morning couldn’t come soon enough.
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        * * *

      

      In the Foothills of the Rocky Mountains

      The glow of the campfire burned down to ash as only smoke rose. Colt and his sons were fast asleep. Although sleep had been hard to come by for Colt, and he’d closed his eyes only moments prior.

      In a dream, Colt saw Anna smiling. Full of life. Full of beauty. She wore a flowing white cover-up atop her white string-bikini that was stark against her caramel skin as she walked along the powder-sand beach. Colt gave chase, but was never able to catch her. He got close once, but then she appeared farther away while peering back over her shoulder and playfully smiling at him. The sand stretched for miles, and it was glaring against the Carolina-blue skies and tantalizing turquoise water.

      As Colt ran, something strange happened, something unexpected. She stopped her flowing pace and kept her back to him. Anna? he heard himself whisper in the dream. But she didn’t turn. Not until, her hair, it . . . it turned from blonde to black. Seeing her through his eyes, Colt stepped backwards and away from her, but not too far. He couldn’t leave, he wouldn’t run. Not from this. He wished he could stay there with her, if only. If only, it was in a dream.

      Her body rotated, slowly, much like she had in their house when he’d found her naked in the bathroom. When she faced him, Colt felt his eyes bulge, and his body went rigid. She raised her head, and that beauty that had always lived with her, faded. Her eyes were black, set against her sullen face, and drool dripped from her mouth as she frothed like a rabid dog.

      Colt’s body shook. He wanted to wake. He could feel his body trembling, trying to find reality, attempting to pull himself out of the nightmare, but for some reason he stayed there. And as he did, darkness crept into the sky, and lightning crackled against the black.

      He prepared himself to be attacked, like he’d been before, but Anna didn’t move from her position in the sand, not until she opened her mouth to speak. And she spoke loudly and with purpose, uttering only one word.

      Amy.

      Colt shot up from where he lay in the woods and sucked in air, trying to fill his lungs. They felt empty. He scanned the area in a panic, expecting to see an infected person or persons closing in on their position.

      But there was nothing. In the still calmness of early morn, there wasn’t a sound aside from the subtle snore of both boys. Colt stared to his wrist to see the time. It was almost five. It would be light soon, and they needed to get moving. The terrain ahead would be difficult to maneuver, and if they wanted to be anywhere near the Cheyenne Mountain Complex by the end of the day, they needed to get going.

      Colt stepped toward his sons and shook them as they slept. When both rolled over, Colt said, “We need to go. Here. Eat this.” Colt handed each of them a hamburger bun for energy.

      Both sat up and devoured the bread in three bites. As Colt watched them eat, his belly ached for food, for sustenance, something more than bread.

      “Are you ready?” Colt said, standing to his feet.

      Dylan stood and dusted himself off. Wesley followed suit.

      “Good. Stay close to your brother.” He looked to each in turn. “Try not to make a sound as we walk. We’ve got a long road ahead, so let’s try to be fast. Got it?”

      “Yes, sir,” both said.

      Colt led, and they started into their hike a little less than an hour before the sun would rise. There was plenty to be concerned about as they walked, but the only thing on Colt’s mind at that moment was the one word his wife had said in the dream.

      Amy.
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            Cheyenne Mountain Complex

          

        

      

    

    
      Colonel Jenkins stood outside Masterson’s bunk room. He leaned into the door and listened for movement. There was nothing. He knocked lightly, trying not to alert others that slept in the adjoining rooms. But still there was no sound in the room, so he knocked again. There was shuffling, followed by an audible grunt. Masterson flung door open to see Colonel Jenkins standing fully dressed for the day.

      At the sight of him, Masterson stood taller and at attention. “Colonel Jenkins? What is it, sir?”

      Colonel Jenkins looked throughout the halls and spoke quietly. “I need your help.”

      “Sir?” There was a questioning look on Masterson’s face.

      “I need to fly out again, to look for that family.”

      “But I thought the vice president said we’re leaving first thing this morning?”

      “He did. And I assume that’s what his plan is, but I wanted to fly out one more time before sunrise, and maybe a little after. To see if we can find them. Can you do that?”

      Masterson answered immediately. “I’ll be ready in five.”

      Colonel Jenkins nodded and stepped away from the doorway. He stared down the hallway, making sure no one else loitered at the early hour. The halls remained empty when Masterson exited his room. Without uttering a word, he moved toward the exit of the complex, and Jenkins followed on his heels.

      When they reached the exit, two men were standing guard. They saluted the colonel and Masterson, as both men outranked them.

      “Open the gate, Staff Sargent Butler,” Colonel Jenkins said.

      But the men didn’t move, only spoke. “Sorry, sir, but the vice president, said—”

      Colonel Jenkins cut him off. “Let me stop you right there. This mission is sanctioned by the vice president himself.”

      “Then why didn’t we get the order?”

      “Because I’m giving you the order right now.”

      Both men were confused. Butler spoke again, “But I thought—”

      Again Jenkins interrupted, “You thought wrong.”

      Still they didn’t move, not until Colonel Jenkins stepped toward them with a scowl. “Look! You can either open the gate, or I can go and wake up the vice president from his slumber. Then he’ll walk his old and tired ass back down here, only to reem you out for insubordination.”

      At that, both stepped to the guard station and pushed the button to open the door.

      “That’s what I thought,” Colonel Jenkins turned and rejoined Masterson.

      He didn’t know why, but as the door opened, Colonel Jenkins expected there to be light shining in from outside, but there was none. Darkness consumed the sky, with only faint moonlight guiding their path as they walked.

      “Sir.” Butler ran from behind. “You’re going to need these.” In his hand were two flashlights.

      Jenkins picked them out of his hand. “At ease, Butler. No need. We know exactly where we’re going.” He grinned to Masterson. And began to walk out the gate, but suddenly stopped and turned back around. “Oh, and by the way, if the vice president asks you where we went. Just tell him, it was on a joyride.”

      “But I thought . . .” Butler trailed off.

      Colonel Jenkins chuckled and led Masterson outside.

      Out in the elements of the morning, the bitter air cut through their skin. Brrr. Colonel Jenkins thought as goose bumps rose on his arms and he shook.

      “Do you think the infected are still near the gate, sir?” Masterson whispered.

      “My gut says yes.”

      Funny thing was, though, neither man heard anything in the dark of the early morning. Which was peculiar. They expected to hear something, some semblance of rustling. The shaking of the gate. Bodies being pushed together. A screech in the distance. But it was silent.

      The moonlight guided their path to the helipad. Masterson took his seat, and Colonel Jenkins used his time scanning the area for any sign of intrusion. But with the lack of light, any movement would be difficult to decipher, maybe even until an infected was standing right on top of them. Colonel Jenkins felt it in his gut, a twinge that someone was watching, waiting for the precise time to react, and out of fear, he urged Masterson to hurry.

      “Masterson! Let’s get this bird in the air.”

      “Just going through the pre-check, sir. We’ll be in the air in a minute.”

      “A minute, damn.” Colonel Jenkins shook his head and spoke aloud, but didn’t mean to. His eyes moved slowly in the dark, unable to keep focus with the reaction of his head turning.

      But there was no mistaking the audible screech that echoed in his ears as two infected attacked, leaping into the open cockpit. Colonel Jenkins fell onto the floor, surprised as one of the infected hovered over him. The infected’s jaws were smacking, and his teeth chattered as he lunged for Colonel Jenkins’ neck. Meanwhile, the other infected reached for Masterson, grabbing him from behind, ripping him into the head rest of the pilot’s chair. Colonel Jenkins lifted his left arm up and blocked the infected’s attempt to tear out his throat. With his right hand, he reached for his hip, fumbling for his sidearm. It was snapped in place. His block faltered, and he was losing strength in his arm. The infected lowered closer and closer to his face as spit dripped from its open mouth. Colonel Jenkins turned his head, leaving his carotid artery vulnerable. But he had to—it was the only way to lose inches from the chomping teeth.

      Finally, he was able to flip the snap on his holster. He lifted the Glock free, brought the handgun to the infected’s head, and pulled the trigger.

      The muzzle flare lit up the cockpit, and the other infected shifted his attention from the pilot onto Colonel Jenkins who still lay beneath the heavy frame of the undead. The second infected lifted his dead friend from atop Colonel Jenkins and tossed him out the opening onto the concrete landing pad. Without hesitation, Colonel Jenkins put three slugs into his chest. The infected looked down to his own chest, but had little reaction, nor did he try to leap onto Colonel Jenkins as he lay on the floor vulnerable. Instead, the infected man jumped out of the cockpit and reached for Colonel Jenkins’ foot.

      Colonel Jenkins was being dragged from the floor of the helicopter. He lifted his Glock to get a bearing on the sight and when he did, he pulled the trigger, but there was a jam. Shit. Shit. Then Colonel Jenkins was pulled from the interior of the helicopter, and down to the concrete. His back struck the hard surface and the blow jarred the Glock from his hand. Every vertebra in his back cracked up his spine, and the air was sucked from his lungs.

      Dazed, Colonel Jenkins shook the cobwebs away and realized he was still being dragged away from the helipad and toward a large group of screeching infected beyond the fence. In fact, he was being led toward the front gate, where hundreds of infected had leered at him the day before.

      Kicking his free leg wildly, Colonel Jenkins struck the infected’s butt and back numerous times, but nothing made a difference, he couldn’t shake free.

      They were closing in on the entrance of the gate, maybe thirty feet off. All seemed lost, and Colonel Jenkins knew he was being led to his death.

      Until . . . a gun shot, one shot, boomed and dropped the infected man just short of his goal of making Colonel Jenkins a meal for hundreds of starving infected.

      Fingers, hands, even some skinny arms of infected children reached through the fencing, each stretching for Colonel Jenkins as he lay beyond the body of the fallen dead.

      From the ground, Colonel Jenkins backpedaled away from the fray, only gaining ground and standing to his feet once he made sure he was out of harms way. As he ran toward the helicopter, he glanced over at where he thought the shot had originated from.

      He couldn’t see through the darkness, not completely. Who had come to his rescue? His savior was unknown until he saw two men’s shadows move in the darkness. They made their way toward Colonel Jenkins position to cut him off before he reentered the helicopter.

      “Drake? Bald? Is that you?”

      “Who else would it be?” Drake said on approach. “We knew you couldn’t hack it without us.”

      “What? How?” Colonel Jenkins said.

      “We heard you talking outside Masterson’s room. We wouldn’t let you leave without us.”

      “But how did you see me? See the infected?”

      “Night vision, sir.”

      They all shared a brief chuckle.

      “Always prepared, aren’t you Drake?” Colonel Jenkins said.

      “Damn right. You got room for two more on the chopper?” Drake asked.

      “After that? I’ll let you fly the damn thing,” Colonel Jenkins said.

      “Why didn’t you tell us you were moving out this morning? Why the secret with Masterson?” Drake asked.

      “I didn’t know myself until the middle of the night. I was just going to grab Masterson. See if he’d be willing to take me out until dawn. I was hoping, we’d see something. I can’t shake the feeling the family is still out there.”

      “But the vice president gave us an order,” Bald said.

      “And you’re the first to follow every order you’re given, are you, Bald?” The colonel gave him a knowing look.

      “Well, no, sir, but this came from the top. From the vice president, by way of the president himself,” Bald said.

      “That’s why I’m doing this. Because the president thinks this family is important. In my opinion, the first order supersedes the second.”

      “Hooah, sir. We’re with you.”

      “Good. Then let’s fly.”

      The three ran for the chopper, but as they ran, Colonel Jenkins wondered why the rotors hadn’t begun churning yet. It wasn’t until they hopped inside that they received their answer.

      “Masterson. Let’s get this thing airborne,” Colonel Jenkins spoke into the cockpit.

      There was nothing but static dead air. Leaning forward, Colonel Jenkins crouched and stepped forward. Masterson slumped into the captain’s chair, unresponsive.

      “Masterson?” Colonel Jenkins shook him, but nothing.

      The infected man had torn at his throat, torn the life right out of him.

      This left two questions hanging in the air. First, would Masterson change into one of those monsters? And second, who was going to fly the helicopter?
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      There was fresh morning dew on the ground, making the climb up the undulating earth slippery. Colt wished to remain in the cover of the trees, at least for now, at least until the glow of morning light.

      It was sensible to hike back to the road, maybe find an abandoned vehicle that still had the keys inside and enough gas to make it to the Cheyenne Mountain Complex. Also, there was that small possibility someone would be searching for them, and they’d never be found walking beneath the canopy of trees in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains. But bringing the boys close to the roadway would be risky, especially out in the open with the threat of the infected lurking around every corner.

      Colt had always been great with directions and continued on their bearing for the outskirts of Colorado Springs. He didn’t know how far they’d travelled, at least not the exact distance from Woodland Park, but it didn’t matter, his mind was still consumed with the name Amy.

      Anna, Who’s Amy? We don’t know anyone named Amy. Is this some kind of trick? Colt couldn’t know for certain, but his mind spun into tangled mess. Is it a warning? Should we stay away from someone named Amy? Is she who started this? Colt couldn’t rationalize, but maybe he didn’t need to. Maybe he needed to think harder. Only then would he come up with the answer.

      But then Dylan chimed in as they hiked and shook his father from his thoughts. “Dad, I . . . I . . .” he stalled, as if he didn’t want to say more. This wasn’t the first time his son had been reluctant to speak. Usually it was followed by a confession, something Dylan knew was wrong. Some torment he’d inflicted on his little brother, or maybe trouble at school. But this was not that.

      “What is it, son?”

      “I saw Mom.”

      One word stopped Colt dead. “What do you mean, you saw Mom?” Colt asked.

      “I mean, I saw her. In my dream.”

      Colt swallowed hard. “And what happened in your dream exactly?”

      Dylan ate his words at first. His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. “It was weird.”

      “How so?” Colt lead the conversation to a deeper meaning.

      “We were on a beach.”

      Colt opened his mouth wide. He couldn’t believe it, could he and his son share the same dream? How could they? The beach Colt had seen Anna on was one from their past, before they’d had kids. On their honeymoon.

      “One with white sand?”

      “No.”

      Colt leaned back. Wondering if maybe the dream was different than his own. “No?”

      “The beach was at grandma and grandpa’s lake house in Minnesota.”

      Colt was confused. Why had both of their dreams been of Anna on a beach? Was there a connection to water?

      “And what were you doing at the lake house?”

      “Chasing after mom. She kept running. I couldn’t catch her, and the beach went on forever.”

      Are you kidding me? Dylan was describing everything he’d experienced. Something shot through Colt, and he grabbed his son. “What did she say?” He shook Dylan. “She said something to you, didn’t she?”

      “Ow, Dad, you’re hurting my arm.”

      Colt realized his grip was tight and ferocious. He let go immediately. “Oh, sorry.” When he let go, Colt turned back to face the journey ahead.

      But then Dylan spoke and halted his steps before he could move.

      “She said only one thing. A name.”

      Colt dropped his head, and while he looked at the ground and faced away from his son, he filled in the blank.

      “Amy.”

      “Yeah. How’d you know?” Dylan said.

      “Because I had the exact same dream.” Then Colt continued walking.

      “Seriously?” Dylan jogged to catch his father.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you or Mom know anyone named Amy?” Dylan said.

      “No. No one. Do you?” Colt looked to Dylan with hope. Maybe he knew.

      “No. What do you think the dream means?”

      “I don’t know, but I think it has something to do with these monsters that have been hunting us.”

      “You do? How?”

      “Can’t tell. Maybe the vice president has some theories.”

      “You really think they’ll wait for us?”

      “I sure as hell hope so, otherwise . . .” Colt stopped walking and turned around to wait for Wesley to catch up as he felt their pace quicken. But as he turned Wesley was nowhere in sight. Frantic, Colt spun, searching feverishly. “Didn’t I tell you to keep an eye out for your brother?” Colt looked to Dylan.

      “Yeah, but I . . .” Dylan chased the words that evaded him.

      Colt’s chest heaved. He couldn’t catch his breath. His eyes danced from tree to tree, he couldn’t yell—that would draw in the infected.

      But there was no denying it: Wesley was gone.
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      Cheyenne Mountain Complex

      Colonel Jenkins wasted no time as he moved around Masterson and began to unlatch his safety harnesses.

      “What are you doing, sir?” Bald asked.

      He didn’t answer. Not until he slid both arms out from underneath the harness. “Help me with him.” Colonel Jenkins pushed Masterson from the seat.

      Masterson’s limp body fell into Drake’s waiting arms. Drake eyeballed Colonel Jenkins. “Drag him outside and away from the helipad. And put a bullet in his skull, just in case,” Colonel Jenkins instructed.

      “Yes, sir,” Drake tightened his grip and struggled to drag Masterson’s limp corpse from inside the chopper.

      Bald waited and watched as Colonel Jenkins took the open pilot’s chair. “What are you doing, sir?”

      “What’s it look like?” Colonel Jenkins tried to remember the last time he flew a chopper. It had been almost ten years, but like most things in life, the memory can only come back to you when forced into the real situation.

      “You know how to fly this thing?” Bald said.

      “We’re about to find out, aren’t we?” He caught Bald’s eye and grinned, then faced the controls and flipped the power on, bringing the rotors to life. He lifted the headset over his head and looked out the window in time to witness Drake light up the darkness with a single shot.

      When Drake jumped into the chopper, he lifted the headset and said. “It’s an honor to be flying with you, sir.”

      Then Bald looked over at him and said, “You knew he could fly?”

      “Damn right. He’s a legend. Haven’t you heard stories about him? Every MTI in the Air Force was all over his balls.”

      Bald turned to see the colonel’s face beaming with pride.

      Once airborne, Colonel Jenkins steered north on the same heading from the previous day. “What do you say we head back up toward Woodland Park? Back up 24?”

      “Don’t you think we oughta try south?” Bald suggested.

      “I agree with Bald on this one, sir. We exhausted our efforts north yesterday, only to find nothing.”

      “What about the restaurant we shot up? Infected were swarming that place like bees on honey.”

      “You don’t actually think that was the family inside the restaurant, do you, sir?” Bald asked.

      The air was static for a moment before Colonel Jenkins spoke again. “Actually, I do.”

      Again, static until Drake spoke up. “Then by all means, sir, go with your gut. Besides, if this thing goes sideways, this will be your court martial after all.”

      They couldn’t control their laughter until they hovered over Manitou Springs.
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            In the foothills of the Rocky Mountains

          

        

      

    

    
      Cold air entered Colt’s lungs and burned as he huffed and desperately searched for Wesley. He had to be close. He was just there. Standing beside Dylan before he broke away and caught up to Colt to discuss their plan and the dream.

      “Climb down the hill. See if you can find him,” Colt forced out a whisper.

      Following Dylan and heading downward, Colt slipped on the muddy ground. He fell to his butt and let out a harrumph. Pain seared through his tailbone as he fell onto a jagged rock that stuck out from the dirt.

      “Damn!” He stood and rubbed out the pain, then looked up again. The hardest part was keeping his emotions intact. All he wanted to do was yell into the trees and alert Wesley his father hadn’t left him. He was there for protection.

      Colt jogged down the remainder of the hill, and as he did, he heard the trees sway in the wind. Leaves rustled in the early morning breeze just as orange and red hues grew over the tree line. The sunrise would give them the light they needed to find Wesley. However, it would be an advantage for the infected too.

      Colt watched as Dylan sprinted from tree to tree, peering around every trunk for any sign. Suddenly a crack rang out from Colt’s left. His body froze in place, and he immediately looked to Dylan, making sure he did the same. Dylan hadn’t heard the rustling in the bush. Colt gritted his teeth and pushed out a sound only Dylan would understand. A sharp high-pitched whistle.

      Dylan heard and spun. Colt opened his hand, alerting his son to hold fast. Then he swung his Browning from around his shoulder and took aim, waiting for something to reveal itself.

      An oversized bush blocked Colt’s view from the approaching enemy, but soon the thing, the monster would show himself. But when he sighted down the length of the rifle, there was no monster on the other end of the barrel, but rather his son Wesley.

      Colt dropped the barrel and ran to him and wrapped him in a tight embrace. “Wesley! What are you doing? Where did you go?” Colt’s words were short and panicked.

      “I had to pee. I was going to tell you, but you told us we had to be quiet.”

      Colt breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Idiot.” Dylan shook his head with a disapproving eye roll.

      “You can’t just wander off. I told you to stick to your brother’s side, and I meant it.”

      “Sorry.” Wesley bowed his head in shame.

      Perhaps Colt was being harsh. He had just forced Wesley awake. Maybe he hadn’t fully awoken yet.

      “It’s okay, bud—” Colt began, but then his mouth was forced shut at the sound in the distance.

      A roaring thud bounced off every tree in the forest. A clapping ensemble. The sound of churning rotors. A stitch twisted in Colt’s gut. It was hope. “Helicopter,” Colt said. “Run!”

      Without thinking, Colt sprinted up the hill. There was a clearing over the top that led all the way to the US 24. If he hurried, maybe he could reach the clearing before the helicopter passed. But that would mean leaving his sons behind; neither could keep pace.

      When Colt reached the precipice, he spun back around to see Dylan helping Wesley climb. They were too far off. He was about to speak, to tell them to hurry, but they were already doing their best. He spun toward the road that lay less than 1,000 feet away. He gritted his teeth, and his body wanted to move, but he couldn’t leave them behind. He turned and ran back down the hill.

      When he reached them, Colt bent down and lifted Wesley, then nodded to Dylan. “Go on,” he said.

      Climbing at a ferocious pace, Colt stayed on Dylan’s heels. When they reached the top again, the helicopter flew north in a blur. Colt set Wesley down and each of them waved and screamed. “Here! Down here!”

      But of course, their scream fell deaf. At least to those inside the helicopter. But not on those of the infected.
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        * * *

      

      The fast-food restaurant was just off the nose of the helicopter when Drake spoke over the headset, “Sir, you think this is a good idea? Aren’t these monsters attracted to sound?”

      Colonel Jenkins peered over his shoulder to catch Drake’s eye. “That’s why you’re going to have to bust your ass into that restaurant and search the interior as quickly as possible.” Colonel Jenkins smiled, then looked over the nose as he lowered down to the road below.

      “Bald. You offer him cover. Stay frosty and keep your head on a swivel. There’s no telling how many we might encounter,” Colonel Jenkins said. Once the skids touched the pavement, he shut down the rotors and killed the noise.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence, sir,” Drake said, scooting toward the edge of the seat. He jumped down, and looked right, then left. There was no sign of movement anywhere. Bodies were strewn about in the roadway as he approached the restaurant, the same bodies he’d cut down the night before. He gave a fleeting glance back toward the chopper to see Bald drop out of the chopper and move in front of the nose.

      The door of the restaurant was around the side, but it was blocked by a stack of at least three dead infected. A truck was parked there too. Parked with open doors. Poor schmucks left in a hurry, he thought as he walked around the bed.

      When he reached the double doors of the entrance, he peered through the glass, making sure a surprise didn’t await him. He reached for the handle and swung the door open. But before he could enter, something in his periphery caught his eye. There was movement. He shot his gaze to the right and aimed his rifle toward the edge of the parking lot and at the tree line.

      An infected woman exited the trees and took two steps toward him, but then stopped. Drake had her in his sights, but he didn’t pull, not yet. His shot could alert others. And what if he missed? Then another exited and stood by her side. Then another. And another. Until there was a line of over a dozen. He gulped the lump of spit that sat in his throat.

      He was faced with a decision: turn and run to the chopper, dive inside the restaurant and take cover, or fight. But before he made that decision, Bald made it for him, “Drake! Get back to the chopper now!”

      There was urgency in his voice. As soon as Drake spun, a single shot rang from behind him. His eyes widened when he witnessed what Bald was shooting at. The infected were rushing toward them from all directions. Surrounded by a sea of monsters, Colonel Jenkins fired up the rotors.

      As Drake ran, he shouldered his rifle and fired shots of his own, which connected with the approaching infected. Once he was beyond the edge of the building, more rushed in, flanking the helicopters position. Drake fired more rounds. All of them connected, but only body shots. None put them down for good. Drake’s eye returned to see Bald aiming his rifle directly at him. What the hell is he doing? Bald sent a bullet spiraling directly at him. That was it, his death sentence, carried out by a friend. After all it was a better end than being killed by a mob of infected. But the shot wasn’t meant for him, but for the infected man who had jumped up from behind him. He had been hiding underneath one of the already deceased. They’d set a trap and waited to lure them in.

      Colonel Jenkins lifted the skids from the ground even before Drake was aboard. Drake noticed it, and knew he’d be left behind if staying meant Bald and the colonel’s demise. Drake fired more rounds at the infected who were near the nose of the chopper. Two fell to the ground, but more climbed over the pile and reached for the chopper as they lifted from the blacktop.

      Bald fired his own shots, dropping more, and keeping them at bay, which allowed Drake a chance to jump aboard. The helicopter hovered six feet above the ground when Drake leaped for the skid. He caught it and flung his right arm around it. He held on as the chopper rose even higher.

      Drake sighed. He looked up to see his friend looking out from inside. He smiled at first, but soon realized he was not alone by the panicked look on Bald’s face. Drake glanced down to see a woman locked onto his leg, chomping through his flesh as they swayed above the ground.

      As Drake watched, he felt the searing pain in his calf. Color left his face, and he stared up at Bald. The woman was strong and was climbing up Drake’s leg, gaining ground. When she reached his waist, Drake knew his fate was sealed. He grasped the skid, and shook his body, trying to drop her from her grasp, but she was too strong and unflappable. Drake couldn’t allow the infected woman to climb. He wouldn’t put his friends in danger if somehow Bald missed his shot and she reached the cockpit—not while he had the ability to take her out himself. He gave one last glance to Bald. Bald was swaying for a shot, but he couldn’t take it, not with the risk of catching his friend in the process. Drake looked at Bald and nodded, then screamed into the wind, howling as he let go, falling with the infected woman wrapped around his back to the earth below.
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      The helicopter might have flown past, but Colt wouldn’t give up chase or the hope they could catch it. With his sons by his side, they ran for US 24. There was gunfire in the distance, rapid shots in succession. It was the men in the chopper—had to be. Colt guessed they’d run into a sea of infected, maybe even at the restaurant five miles up the road in Woodland Park. He couldn’t know their location, but the echoing shots spurred them on.

      Once their feet touched the pavement of the road, Colt led them north. It wasn’t very likely that they were headed directly toward the chopper, but he would not leave the road again, he wouldn’t make that same mistake again.

      As they ran, Colt’s heart pumped wildly, and his legs burned. He couldn’t help but think Dylan and Wesley would be feeling the same discomfort. He was about to ask if they were okay when Colt heard something from far off. But the sound was no gunshot, but rather a screeching hiss.

      “Boys! Stop!” Colt instructed.

      They did. Colt’s eyes danced from tree to tree. From car to car. The infected were lurking, Colt knew it. He’d spent so many years being a hunter, but in this instance, he felt like the prey. The first infected man made himself known as he stepped out from behind a battered shack on the side of the road no more than 100 yards from their position.

      Colt stepped in front of his sons to protect them in case the man made an attempt to chase them down. The infected didn’t move, at least not yet, not until another joined him. A young boy, maybe Dylan’s age. Then another, this time an even younger boy, matching Wesley in age.

      Colt couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Was this a dream? Or some sick joke the infected were playing? The sight of the man and the two boys plagued Colt’s psyche. He found himself becoming angry. They were mocking him and his family. But how? How could these mindless infected beings collaborate? How could they come together and tug on his emotions? As much as Colt refused to admit it, these things were changing. Getting smarter. Joining forces with each other.

      The infected children took their first step forward. That was Colt’s cue to turn and run. He spun, but on that first step, again they were forced to stop. Down the road, no more than fifty yards south of their position, another man stood with two boys by his side.

      Colt whipped his head back around to see the other two boys hadn’t stopped their approach. Colt spun to the right, off the shoulder and into the distance of the opening they’d run from. He shook his head at the sight of another man and two boys. They were multiplying. Toying with Colt and his sons.

      The infected all moved in on Colt and his boys. Helpless, they stood in the middle of the road. Colt shoved the stock of his rifle against his shoulder and aimed at the closest boy. He felt the cold trigger on his finger. It was ready to be squeezed. But as he peered down the sight, he saw Dylan’s face in the infected’s. He shook the vision from his mind and readjusted his eye. But again, it was Dylan he saw, not the mangled soulless face of an infected boy. He shifted his sight to the other boy, but this time he saw Wesley’s face.

      Was he still dreaming? Had he, in fact, never woken up? Was this Anna’s warning? Or did the infected have control over his thoughts somehow? Were they projecting these images in his mind so he wouldn’t fire?

      “Dad!” Dylan yelled. “What are you doing? Shoot!”

      He couldn’t. His mind and his body were paralyzed. Paralyzed in fear at the thought of losing his sons.
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        * * *

      

      Amongst the chaos, Colonel Jenkins spun the chopper around and flew back south and along US 24, back toward Colorado Springs. His mind was filled with despair. Damnit, Drake. I didn’t ask you come along. He couldn’t shake the feeling of hopelessness for his fallen man. It wasn’t his fault Drake had died, but this was his mission. Drake might have known the risk, but still . . . it didn’t take the sting away.

      In his anger, Colonel Jenkins pushed the stick forward, lowered the nose, and sped back for Cheyenne Mountain Complex. When the nose of the helicopter dipped, he saw something he didn’t expect to see. He couldn’t be certain of what he saw, not until Bald confirmed.

      “Bald, come up here.”

      Without delay, Bald unstrapped from his belt and stepped into the cockpit. Both stared through the windscreen. On the ground, infected were closing in on one man and his two sons.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Colonel Jenkins asked.

      “Hard to tell from here, sir. It does look like a man and two boys.”

      “That’s what I’m seeing too.”

      “You think it’s the family we’re looking for?”

      “Only one way to find out,” Colonel Jenkins said. “Either way, I’m not letting Drake die in vain. Let’s make this mission worth something.”

      “Couldn’t agree more, sir.”

      “Good. Then lock and load. Let’s light these bastards up.”
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      Colt was so wrapped in his own mind, that he didn’t hear the approaching helicopter. Not until Dylan shook him. When he looked up, he noticed the infected’s attention being drawn to the noise of the rotors.

      Colt watched as the helicopter turned perpendicular to the road. One man hung out of the side of the chopper with his rifle raised. Colt couldn’t help but think of his brother Jake as he saw the man hanging there.

      When the first shot rang out, the horde of infected screeched loud enough to be heard over the churn of rotors. The man by the shack dropped first. Then the two boys next to him. Colt couldn’t believe his eyes. He blinked slowly, watching the infected fall. Then he locked eyes with the man in the helicopter. He was waving furiously, calling them in.

      Colt couldn’t see behind him, but if he turned, he would’ve recognized the airman’s urgency. The other group of infected were closing in.

      Dylan led first, taking his brother by the arm and running for the chopper. Colt saw them running, which shook him from his trance. On his first step, he felt something from behind grab the cooler in his hand as it swung behind him. Colt looked down to see one of the boys, the youngest one of the infected, gripping the handle. He shook the handle, trying to rip it free, but the infected wouldn’t loosen his grip.

      Colt glanced down at the infected, who snarled at him and tugged. His coal black eyes pierced through the deep blue of Colt’s. Instantly thoughts of Anna flashed through his mind. The eyes frightened him. But soon, all Colt would see was the whipping of the infected’s head followed by the mist of blood as the shot from the chopper punctured his skull.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the other young infected closing in. Colt hefted the cooler and swung it at the infected’s head. He hit him in the face and sent him falling back off his feet. The falling infected child spurred the adult on as a louder screech rang in Colt’s ear. Without time to waste, Colt sprinted for safety.

      Dylan and Wesley were already beside the chopper’s hatch. The military man was helping them inside. After lifting both boys in, he continued to wave Colt in. He was close, only a few steps away, but with each stride, the adult infected seemed to gain ground. The man in the chopper raised his rifle and aimed it at Colt. He was trying to get an angle, a shot at the approaching infected, but he didn’t pull the trigger.

      The skids lifted from the ground as the pilot was preparing for take-off. Two more steps and Colt was there, but as he swung his right arm back in a sprint, again he felt a pull on the cooler. This time the grip was stronger and unrelenting. The strength slowed his path almost to a stop. He was so close to the chopper, and the airman was still aiming his rifle, waiting for a shot. Colt looked beyond the man and saw the fear in his son’s eyes. He had to let go of the cooler, he had to leap aboard. Colt opened his right hand, releasing the cooler, then jumped into the opening as the chopper rose from the ground. The airman squeezed his trigger and killed the infected before he could follow Colt aboard.

      Colt wrapped his sons up in his arms and would not let go. Not after that.

      The airman handed Colt a headset. Once it was over his ears, the airman said, “You’re safe now. You need to strap them in.” He nodded toward the harnesses and showed Colt how.

      Once buckled, Colt leaned back against the seatback. “What’s your name?” A different voice came over the microphone.

      “Colt Maddox.” He looked toward the cockpit.

      “Welcome aboard, Mr. Maddox. Name’s Colonel Jenkins. Man back there is Bald.”

      Colt breathed hard, pushing the heaviness of the situation aside. “Thank you for coming for us.”

      “That’s not a problem. You were our mission,” Colonel Jenkins said.

      “Your mission?” Colt didn’t fully understand.

      “That’s right. We were given an order. An order from the president himself to find you and your family.”

      Thank you, Jake. Colt knew his brother had come through.

      “I’m just glad you found us in time. Another minute and we would’ve been . . . well, you know.”

      “Me too. Me too,” Colonel Jenkins said.

      “Are we going to Cheyenne Mountain?” Colt asked.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Do you have communication there? With my brother? With the president?”

      “I don’t know about your brother, but we do have communication with the president, yes.”

      Colt held his breath. He had no idea if Jake was alive.

      “By the way, what was in that cooler?” Bald asked.

      Colt blinked slow and stared Bald as he held on to the side of the helicopter. “Beritrix.”

      Bald nodded, but remained silent, knowing how important the medicine was.

      Then Colonel Jenkins spoke. “Seems like everyone is after that.” His attempt at a joke.

      Colt chuckled, but then thought to himself. Wait. Why did they go after the cooler? Did they know Beritrix was inside? Do they know it heals us? Keeps us from turning into . . . into those monsters? Jake, I sure as hell hope you have the answers, because if we don’t figure it out soon, these things are going to change into something smarter than you or I. And if that happens, God help us all.
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      When the helicopter touched down, Colt looked up and toward the sky. He couldn’t believe his eyes, couldn’t believe that the entrance to this place had been built inside the wall of rock. Colonel Jenkins stepped away from the cockpit and led the group toward the circular entrance.

      “Dad, is that . . .?” Dylan began.

      Colt knew where his questions was going. “Yes, son. That’s the city in the mountain.”

      Anyone from Colorado knew the famed city. But it was an enigma, as most civilians weren’t allowed entry. Sure, there were tours one could take, but that wouldn’t offer the intelligence they were about to consume. And that prospect excited Colt, and Dylan too it seemed, even after the harrowing events of the day.

      Twelve-foot chain-link fences topped with circular barbed wire protected the walkway from outside intruders. Colt studied the fences. They seemed secure, but he couldn’t help but wonder, if enough infected rushed, could they break through?

      “The entrance is just ahead,” Colonel Jenkins said, walking through the arched wall of concrete.

      When Colt entered, he stared up at the ceiling. The walk was strange, but not too different from any other tunnel he’d travelled through. Most closely related to the Eisenhower Tunnel. He’d travelled through that tunnel many times. It was the gateway to some of the best ski resorts in the entire state.

      Deep inside the cavern, the natural light from the outside faded, and Colonel Jenkins flicked on his flashlight to guide their path. They came to an oversized steel door, one guarded by two men. Both saluted the Colonel, and he nodded. The two men stepped aside and allowed them to enter.

      Colonel Jenkins proceeded further into the rock. Beyond the entrance, he shined the flashlight on the floor to illuminate their path. Colt guided his boys to walk closely behind the Colonel, making sure they could see where they were going.

      Three-foot florescent bulbs flickered overhead. “You have power?” Colt wondered how.

      “Generators.”

      “Ah, got it,” Colt said, then looked to his left and wondered what lay beyond the darkness when the bulbs went dark. When light returned, he saw, the walls were made of granite, much like the rounded tunnel upon entry.

      Colonel Jenkins stopped before entering a corridor. He shined the light ahead and stepped aside, allowing Colt’s family to enter first. When Colt passed, Colonel Jenkins walked in behind and said, “The vice president is awaiting your arrival. He’s in this room, here.” Colonel Jenkins moved toward a closed door.

      Colt walked in first, and his boys were on their father’s backside. Multiple standing lamps were scattered around the room to provide just the right amount of light. The vice president met Colt in the middle of the room. “Mr. Maddox, I presume.” The vice president held out his hand for a greeting.

      “Colt,” he said. “This is Dylan.” He touched his son’s head, and Dylan reached out his hand for an introduction.

      “That’s quite a grip you’ve got there, son. That’s good. Strong like your old man.”

      Colt smiled, then felt Wesley push against his side. “And this, this is Wesley.”

      The vice president bent down to Wesley’s level and smiled, but Wesley just turned his face and buried it into his father’s leg. “C’mon now, bud, be polite.”

      “It’s okay, Colt. I get what he’s going through. I’m just some stranger. I’m sure you’ve met your share of unsavory characters along the way.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “Tell you what, Wesley. Why don’t I have Colonel Jenkins here bring you and your brother to get some ice cream from our cafeteria?”

      Wesley’s demeanor changed. His mouth widened into a smile. The first one his father has seen in three days. “You have ice cream?” Wesley jumped up and down.

      “Of course. You think we wouldn’t be prepared? The military always has ice cream, especially in times of crisis.” The vice president stood tall and nodded to Colonel Jenkins.

      Colonel Jenkins gathered both and left the room while the vice president took a seat at the table. “Please sit.” The vice president offered Colt a chair. “We’ve got plenty to discuss.”

      Colt sat and waited with bated breath. Was there news of his brother? Was he alive? Where was he being held? Mostly though, he wanted answers as to what had happened. Why these things changed into what they’d become, why Anna had turned.

      “Let me start by saying, I’ve been in contact with the president. He is currently staying at Mount Weather in Virginia along with other heads of state and some of the most brilliant scientists that remain alive. They are making steady progress of this crazy situation.”

      “What do you know?” Colt wanted in-depth information, not vague description.

      The vice president leaned onto his elbows, and his face turned serious. “There are infected at Mount Weather.”

      “What do you mean, infected?”

      “I mean, there are captured infected. Those scientists I spoke of are probing them for information as we speak.”

      “What sort of information?”

      “We’re looking for answers. What these things are. Why they’ve come.”

      “Come? You mean they were sent here? Like from another planet?”

      “No.”

      “Then what?”

      “Again, we don’t understand everything at this point. We’re simply studying them.”

      Colt let the words sink in. He couldn’t believe the possibility. Aliens?

      “Which brings me to you and your boys,” the vice president said. “The President tells me you and your family are . . . special.”

      “Special?” Colt was confused.

      “That’s what the president tells me.”

      “I . . . I wouldn’t consider myself special. I’m just a simple man from the mountains.”

      “But, the president, he said you might be the missing link.”

      “I think you’re mistaken, sir. I just have a brother who’s looking out for me.”

      “Huh. That’s some brother. Must be in the president’s good graces. Nonetheless, it’s good to have you here.”

      “I thank you for that. Another minute and my sons and I would’ve been overrun.”

      “You can always count on those Air Force boys.”

      “Isn’t that the truth.” Again, Colt thought of Jake saving lives. Deep down, he knew his little brother was a hero, even if he’d never seen him first-hand.

      “Have you seen what these infected can do?” the vice president asked.

      Colt laughed. “More than you know.”

      “I figured as much. Have you seen them . . . evolve?”

      Evolve? A word Colt hadn’t thought of using, not until the vice president led into it. The smile from Colt’s face disappeared as his mind transported him back to the road before the helicopter had arrived. Staring at the cluster of men and boys. Seemingly put there to mock him. To remind him he was alone. Then the infected had gone after the cooler. Like they knew the medicine was humanity’s only means of survival. “I can’t be sure, but yes. Since the beginning . . .” Then he thought of Anna. The way she’d rushed at him. Out of anger. Not calculation. “They have changed. Gotten smarter.”

      The vice president sighed. “That’s what we’ve feared all along.”

      Then there was silence. Neither spoke. In that silence, Colt was reminded of the dream. Did the vice president know the name? Was the name Amy important? Or was Colt being foolish? Was the dream senseless? It was of his dead wife. Deep down, though, Colt needed to get it off his chest. The dream bothered him. And Dylan had described something similar. Maybe it was a warning from Anna. A warning from beyond the grave.

      “Does the name Amy mean anything to you?”

      “Hmm. No. Don’t think so, why?”

      Colt’s shoulders fell. “Oh, okay.” He’d hoped to get some clarification.

      “Maybe we could . . .” The vice president stalled, then stood form his chair and walked into the belly of the room. With his back turned, he spoke again. “We can ask one of the infected.”

      Colt shot from his chair. “What? How? What do you mean, ask the infected?”

      The vice president spun back around and faced him. “I mean, we have our own subject here.”

      Colt’s mouth fell open. “What do you mean, you have your own subject?”

      “Some scientists accompanied us from California. Some of our top west coast minds. They are with the subject as we speak. Would you like to see her?”

      “Her?”

      “Yeah, her. They found her not far from here. Wandering alone in the mountains. Our scientists captured her and brought her back.”

      “I . . . I don’t know if I can.”

      The vice president paused. “That’s fine, I don’t blame you. Ugly things, these infected. But maybe she could shed some light on this Amy character.”

      “You think?”

      “Never know. The president has told me we’ve been able to communicate with the infected at Mount Weather. At the time I last spoke with him, I didn’t ask him what the infected said, or what we’ve told them, but I know there has been some communication.”

      “Um, well, if you think it could help.”

      “I have no doubt.”

      The vice president turned to leave the room, and Colt followed, but before they exited, Colt spoke, “Have you heard any news from my brother? From Jake Maddox?”

      The vice president’s face fell. “I’m sorry, I have not.”

      Air left Colt’s lungs, but he remained hopeful. He knew Jake was still alive. He was one tough son of a bitch, and nearly impossible to kill. “If you hear from him . . .” Colt began.

      The vice president finished his sentence, “You’ll be the first to know. Now let’s go see that infected.”
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      Once they exited the room, another guard was standing there, one who would accompany them, act as secret service to the vice president. Colt glanced at the man when they exited. He was well built and had a stern gaze.

      As he walked along with the vice president, Colt asked. “Are you sure my boys won’t be any trouble?”

      “Nonsense. Colonel Jenkins can handle them. I’m sure of it.”

      Colt huffed, then said. “They’ve been through quite a lot.”

      “We all have,” the vice president said.

      Colt realized he was being selfish. All he could think about was Anna and what the boys must be feeling. He didn’t have the time, nor the luxury, to think about anyone else and what they’d lost. “Did you . . .” Colt waited for the vice president to look his way. “Lose anyone?” Colt finished.

      The vice president refocused his attention ahead and waited a moment, perhaps to hold his emotion inside. “A son, grandson, and daughter-in-law.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t worry, son. We’ve all lost.”

      At his words, Colt fell silent. At least he wasn’t going to lead the conversation. Instead, he paid more attention to their walk and the scientific infrastructure of the complex. More rock arced above as they walked. Soon they came upon a doorway. The guard stopped and allowed the vice president to enter first.

      “She’s just through here.” The vice president stepped ahead.

      A knot in Colt’s belly formed. He was nervous. He didn’t know how he would react to seeing an infected woman in a controlled environment. So far, his interactions with them had not been savory. He breathed deep and followed the vice president.

      Three people stood against a wall of glass. Each wore a white lab coat. Colt’s eye moved to what was beyond the glass. The infected woman was laying down with leather straps locked over her chest and thighs.

      Each scientist leaned over a set of gauges and controls when a loud beep caught Colt’s attention, then his eye. He looked to the corner of the room where the woman’s vitals were registering on a computer screen.

      “Everyone, I’d like to introduce someone,” the vice president interrupted. All three scientists turned in unison. “This is Colt Maddox.”

      Colt nodded. “Hi.”

      “Colt, this is Dr. Bradley Jones, our lead scientist.” The vice president motioned to the man on the left.

      Colt shook his hand, then the vice president continued. “Mr. Maddox here has something he’d like to ask the infected woman.”

      Stunned, the scientists wondered what the vice president could possibly be talking about. Why was Colt brought in? What was so special about him?

      Colt proceeded to the center of the room to speak as the scientists took their seats and studied him.

      “Well . . . I . . . uh, don’t know where to start.” He stumbled. The knot was even tighter now. They’re going to think I’m crazy, he thought to himself. He stalled, waiting, as if the name would automatically burst out of him. Breathe. Just say it. “This is probably going to sound crazy, but . . . I had a dream.”

      “You had a dream?” Dr. Jones asked.

      “That’s right.”

      “What was the dream about?” Dr. Jones suggest Colt continue.

      “I was dreaming of my . . . well my wife.”

      “She was infected?” Dr. Jones deciphered.

      “That’s right,” Colt spoke again. “But in the dream, I was chasing my wife on a beach—one we went to on our honeymoon.” Colt looked to each scientist. He could tell he was losing their attention and interest in the story. He rushed to the point. “I chased her for a long time. Then her body turned. Well, she turned into an infected. Like I saw her do in our bathroom two days ago. Her spine dotted black from the base of her back to the nape of her neck. When she looked at me, her eyes were no longer sea green; they were vacant black bulbs. Then she spoke. Not a screech, only one word.”

      Dr. Jones leaned forward on his chair in anticipation. “What word?”

      “It was a name actually. The name Amy.”

      He said it like it was supposed to mean something. Dr. Jones glanced at the other two scientists. Both shrugged. They had no idea. “Which means, what?” Dr. Jones said.

      “At first, I wouldn’t have thought anything of it, but when I awoke, my oldest son came to me and described to me in detail an identical dream he had that same night.”

      Nobody spoke. Colt shifted in place, uncomfortable where he stood. The vice president could see the tension in the room, so he stepped forward and said, “I told, Mr. Maddox here I would run it by you, maybe even the infected woman. Have you had any verbal communication with her yet?”

      Dr. Jones leaned back in his chair, then pushed up to his feet. “We’ve spoken to her from here. Through the speaker.” Dr. Jones nodded to the corner of the room inside as Colt and the vice president stepped forward to the glass.

      “Have you had any luck?” the vice president said.

      “No, sir. We’ve talked to her. Used a sequential set of beeps. Ambient noise. You name it, we’ve probably tried it. Nothing seems to create any sort of sensation inside of her head. No raise in heartrate. Body temperature, nothing.”

      “Interesting,” the vice president said. Everyone remained silent for a moment before the vice president spoke again. “What if we try the name, Amy?”

      Dr. Jones eyed the vice president, then Colt. His face told them he didn’t have much faith. “I guess we can. Gretchen, do you mind?” Dr. Jones looked to one of the other scientists.

      “Not at all,” she said.

      Gretchen reached forward and typed into the keyboard. She tapped a few buttons, then said, “In five seconds, we’ll be live. It takes a moment for the technology to catch up. Now that we’re back in the dark ages.” Gretchen grinned.

      Colt smiled back, then looked back to the infected woman. It was the first time that he’d noticed she was mostly nude, aside from pair of white underwear. Colt refocused on the infected’s head out of respect. But upon studying her from behind the glass, Colt scrunched his brow and leaned forward. She was familiar. Something about her. But it was difficult to decipher from that far away. Until he continued down her body. Once his gaze met her ankle, his heart stopped, and his mouth gaped. He shook his head and blinked his eyes numerous times. He couldn’t believe it. On the infected woman’s left ankle was a marking. A tattoo with three letters.

      C.J.M.

      Which aptly stood for Colton. Joseph. Maddox.

      The infected woman was Anna.
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      The vice president could see the shock lingering on Colt’s face as he stepped away from the glass. “What is it?” he said.

      “That’s my wife.”

      Everyone in the room whipped their heads back around to look at the infected woman. They watched as her chest rose and fell and her breathing turned from shallow to rapid. In the shock, none remembered the microphone had been left on. It seemed at Colt’s voice, her heartrate quickened, and she shuddered.

      “That’s incredible,” Dr. Jones said with his hand over his mouth.

      But Colt didn’t find this scenario incredible in the least. Although surreal, this experience was torture. There she was, his wife, his Anna strapped down to a gurney. Held against her will to become what, some science experiment?

      “I need to get in there.” Colt stepped toward the door.

      “No. You can’t.” Dr. Jones broke away from his position by the glass and cut off Colt’s path.

      Adrenaline coursed through Colt’s veins. He clenched his fist and gritted his teeth. “I would advise you step aside.” His tone was harsh.

      “Look, I don’t want any trouble.” Dr. Jones held up his hand to deflect Colt’s advance.

      Then the vice president joined the doctor by his side. “I agree with Dr. Jones. I don’t think it’s wise for you to enter that room, Mr. Maddox.”

      “That’s my wife in there.” Colt straightened his arm and pointed through the glass.

      “I know, Colt.” The vice president placed his hand on Colt’s chest. “But I believe what Dr. Jones is trying to say is we don’t know how she will react to having you there. We’ve already seen a spike in her vitals when you spoke. If you enter . . .” the vice president waited.

      “If I enter, what?” Colt wanted to know.

      Then Dr. Jones filled him in. “You might kill her.”

      “What? How can you know that?” Colt said.

      “We don’t, but . . . she is the only captured infected we have. If we lose her, we’re going to be back at square one,” Dr. Jones said.

      Colt peered back at Anna. It seemed her breathing had calmed. But why? Frantically, he searched the faces of the scientists for an answer.

      “I turned off the speaker,” Gretchen said, maybe reading through the lines.

      Then the vice president continued. “And you said it yourself, Colt, these things are evolving. Using our weaknesses against us. Do you really think it will be easier for us to catch one alive now?”

      His point was clear. Maybe the clearest of all.

      Then Gretchen moved beside Colt and said, “Why don’t we try asking her about Amy? Maybe that will elicit some other response.”

      Colt swallowed his pride and nodded to her. Each man moved back to their original position, and Gretchen returned to the microphone.

      “Wait,” the vice president said. “Maybe we should have somebody else say it. If Colt says the name, how are we supposed to know if she has a reaction to Colt’s voice, or the name?”

      “Excellent point,” Dr. Jones said. “Any volunteers?”

      “I’d love to have that opportunity,” Gretchen said.

      “Excellent.” Jones nodded to Gretchen. She pushed a few buttons, and after a five-second delay, she said, “Amy.”

      Anna’s reaction forced them all backward. She screeched, and her chest rose from the metal at least as high as the strap would allow. Her pained scream lasted only a few seconds, but seemed like an eternity. After the shriek, her body shook, then fell limp, and her heart stopped. The familiar sound of a long beep echoed in the observation room.

      Before Colt could say anything or even move a muscle, Dr. Jones sprinted through the door and into the lab. Everyone watched through the glass as Dr. Jones ripped the defibrillator from the wall, seized it out of the bag, and charged the device. They could all hear the instructions being offered from the machine. Dr. Jones placed the electrodes in the correct positions and waited for the instruction to deliver the shock.

      Tears fell from Colt’s eyes as he looked on. How could he lose her? How could he lose Anna again? Her body leaped from the table upon the first shock. Still there was no heartbeat. More tears fell. Dr. Jones shocked her again. But again, nothing.

      The vice president rested his right hand on Colt’s shoulder. There for comfort. He watched again as Dr. Jones shocked her a third time.

      They waited . . . and waited . . .

      Then a low, subtle beep. Her pulse was weak, but there. Hope flashed across Colt’s face. Then joy as her heartrate climbed and became stronger. Each person in the room clapped in acknowledgement. And through glassy eyes, Colt smiled at Dr. Jones through the glass, thanking him for bringing his wife back, even if she was only a semblance of what she used to be.

      When Dr. Jones returned to the observation room, Colt wrestled him into a hug. Dr. Jones didn’t know how to react to the unexpected show of gratitude, but soon hugged him back.

      During their embrace, Colonel Jenkins entered and cleared his throat. “Mr. Maddox. Your sons have been asking about you. Wesley is still a little frightened about everything.”

      Colt pushed out of the hug and wiped the tears away from his face. He couldn’t have his sons see him so vulnerable. They’d ask questions about why he was crying, what had sent him into a state of emotion. He took one last look at Anna, then departed with Colonel Jenkins in search of them.

      Colonel Jenkins led Colt to a room designed for stay. Two bunks were pushed against the wall, and a small coffee table sat in the center of the room with only two chairs. Both boys were there, finishing what was left of their ice cream cones.

      “Daddy,” Wesley ran to his father and gripped him tight.

      “Easy, buddy.” It was as if Wesley hadn’t seen his father in days.

      “Take your time here,” Colonel Jenkins said. “We’ll come find you when it’s time to go.” Then Colonel Jenkins spun and began to walk out of the room.

      “Wait.” Colt made Wesley let go as he turned to face Colonel Jenkins. “What do you mean, time to go?”

      Colonel Jenkins was thrown by the question. “I thought the vice president told you. We’re set to move soon. Set to fly to Virginia and meet with the president at Mount Weather.”

      Colt fell silent. He didn’t know what to say. Of course, that was the plan. He knew Jake might be there, but how could he leave now? With Anna here. He couldn’t leave her again.

      Colonel Jenkins left Colt standing in the silence to ponder his thoughts. No more than fifteen seconds had passed before there was a knock on the door.

      “Mr. Maddox,” the man said. But Colt didn’t hear. His voice was muffled as Colt remained dazed. “Mr. Maddox.” He leaned into his field of vision.

      Colt shook out of his trance and said, “Yes?”

      “The vice president wanted me to come and find you.”

      “Okay.”

      “He wanted me to tell you, sir. It’s your brother.”

      “Jake?!” His voice went up. “Yes! What about him?”

      “He’s safe. At a university. In Cincinnati.”

      “Cincinnati?”

      “Yes, sir. Would you like to contact him?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Then follow me.”

      Colt walked out of the room, then immediately returned. “Dylan, look after your brother. “You’re in charge.”

      “Ah, man,” Wesley reeled.

      “I’ll be back in a few minutes. I have to go talk with your Uncle Jake.”

      Now it was Dylan who was unhappy. “Dylan, you hear me?” Colt made sure Dylan was paying attention.

      “Argh, yes,” he sounded annoyed.

      Colt nodded then left, but as he followed the man, he heard Dylan, say, “When are we going to get out this place?”

      Which left Colt to ponder his son’s hatred for the underground complex. If they did stay, what would Colt tell them? Would they be forced to live underground forever? At least until the US government figured out a way to defeat the infected or find a cure. How long could Colt keep this secret? If they found out about the scientists studying Anna like an animal how would they react?

      Deep down, he knew. Life existed on the outside of these protected walls of rock. But he’d have to fight with himself to understand. Or be persuaded.
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      “It’s just through here,” the man stepped aside and allowed Colt to enter.

      The room looked similar to the one in which he’d met the vice president for the first time. An oversized table sat in the center with seats pushed in tight. He confused the room at first for that very same room, but there was a contraption pushed against the back wall—a large rectangular box sitting atop a desk. A man sat beside the desk, twisting the knobs and holding a headset against one ear. It didn’t take long for him to notice Colt.

      He rushed over and said, “Ah, Mr. Maddox. My name is Cecil. The vice president told me you were trying to reach your brother. He knew I was in contact with a few members of our government, but didn’t know I was also in contact with a university in Ohio. The University of Cincinnati. I’ve been told your brother is there. Would you like to make contact?”

      Elated, Colt said. “Yes! Please!”

      “Great. Follow me.”

      Colt dragged an extra chair from the table beside Cecil, then turned his attention to the radio.

      “This thing is huge.” Colt’s eyes danced around the contraption.

      Cecil leaned over the desk and rotated different switches until the static ceased and the line went clear. He glanced over his shoulder at Colt and asked if he was ready. He scooted forward on his chair and nodded.

      “Good. Press the button down here to speak,” Cecil said. “I’ll hail them first to get their attention. Once your brother comes on, I’ll give you some privacy, sound good?”

      Again, Colt nodded in agreement. “Bengal Tiger, this is the Falcon, you copy over?”

      It didn’t take more than one second for them to respond on the other end. “Loud and clear, Falcon, go ahead, over.”

      “I have a special guest with me today. Can you find the Delta for us?”

      Colt wondered why Cecil was using such cryptic language, but didn’t deem it necessary to probe.

      “Copy that, Falcon. I’ll get him now.”

      “Roger,” Cecil said, then stood from his chair.

      Colt looked up to him from his seated position, smiled, and said, “Thank you.”

      “You bet. Just go ahead and leave whenever you’re finished here.” Cecil turned and left.

      “Colt! Colt! Is that you, are you really there?” Jake said.

      “Yes, Jacob, it’s me.”

      “Oh, thank God. I . . . I didn’t know if you and the boys made it.”

      “By the skin of our teeth, little brother. But yes, we made it.”

      “So you’re in the complex right now?”

      “Yeah, we arrived this morning.”

      “What’s it like?”

      Instinctively, Colt looked around the room, at the rocky walls. “Dark,” was the only thing he could think to say.

      Laughter burst over the speaker. “That’s it? Dark?”

      But Colt didn’t elaborate on the interior, instead he cut to the point. “Jacob, I need to tell you something. Something severe.”

      “I imagine it’s not as intense as the things I’ve seen.”

      “Maybe not. But it’s personal.”

      “Personal? What do you mean?”

      “Anna. She’s . . . she’s alive.”

      Jake delayed for a second, then said. “Wait, what?”

      “She’s here. In a lab. They’re studying her.”

      “How? I mean, I thought you said she . . .” Jake trailed off.

      “I did. I thought she’d . . .” Now it was Colt who couldn’t find the words. Then he continued. “The vice president said they found her wandering alone in the mountains not far from here.”

      “Holy shit, Colt, that is severe. What are you going to do?”

      “What can I do?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I think we need to stay with her.”

      Silence lingered. “I don’t want to sound insensitive, Colt, but are you sure that’s a good idea?” Colt stayed silent. And Jake continued, “What about the boys, do they know?”

      “No.”

      “Are you planning on telling them?”

      “No.”

      “Then there’s no way you can stay.”

      “Why not?” Colt didn’t fully understand his brother’s insistence.

      Then Jake continued, “I imagine that place isn’t as big as a real city.”

      “Well, no, not that I’ve seen.”

      “Then they will find out eventually, either by some idiot shooting his mouth off, or worse, they’ll stumble upon her body themselves. Of course, the latter would be far worse. You need to get out. Get here, help me, help us find a cure for this epidemic. That’s the best way you can help Anna. There’s nothing else you can do for her there.”

      Colt knew his brother spoke truth about everything. But the idea of leaving stung.

      “Have you heard anything from the president?” Colt changed the subject.

      “My contact Emily is with him now.”

      “What’s happened? Have they made any breakthroughs?”

      More silence.

      “Jacob? Did I lose you? You there?”

      “I’m here, Colt.”

      “Did you hear me?”

      “I did. I just don’t know how much we want to say over the radio in case . . .”

      “In case, what?” Colt said.

      “Someone is listening.”

      “Who would be listening?” Colt asked.

      “The enemy.”

      Colt gulped. Then got quiet. “Are you serious, they can do that?”

      “We don’t know yet, but . . . we can’t be too careful.”

      “So that’s what you’ve discovered? They may be listening?”

      “No. There’s more.”

      “How much more.”

      “A lot.” Again, Jake remained vague.

      “That doesn’t help me, I need answers. And I expected my own brother to be more frank with me.”

      “Sorry, Colt. I will once we’re together again, I swear it. That’s why it’s imperative you leave the complex. Get to the president.”

      “That’s your plan, then?”

      “It is.”

      “How are you going to manage that? Do you have a chopper?”

      “No.”

      “Then what?”

      “You remember when we were kids?”

      “Of course,” Colt said.

      “The river.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Dead serious.”

      “That’s going to be risky, Jacob.”

      “I know, but it’s the best plan we have.”

      Colt sighed. “Just be careful.”

      “Always the older brother,” Jake teased. “Trying to parent me, like you have our entire lives.”

      “That’s because I care about you.”

      “And I you, Colt. So get your ass out here so we can figure this out together.”

      Colt dropped his head. He knew what had to be done. He had to leave Anna again. Help Jake and find the cure. “Okay, Jacob, you win. We’ll be on the first chopper out. I think it’s leaving in an hour.”

      Jake clapped and cheered on the other end. “Damn right. I knew you’d come to your senses.”

      “I just need to see her one last time, to say goodbye.”

      “I get that, Colt. Do you what you have to do, but don’t miss that chopper, you hear me?”

      “Loud and clear, little brother. Until we meet again.”

      “It’s damn good to hear your voice again, Colt. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Yes, you will. That’s a guarantee.”

      “Alright, brother, over and out.”
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      As Colt wandered through the maze of the complex, making his way to the lab where Anna was being held, he stumbled upon Colonel Jenkins.

      “Good to see you again, Colt. Did the boys get squared away?”

      “They did.”

      “Excellent. The vice president wanted me to find you.”

      “What for?” Colt said.

      “He wanted me to let you know the helicopter will be taking off in twenty minutes.”

      “Twenty minutes?!” Colt raised his voice, but hadn’t meant to.

      “That’s right. Is there a problem?”

      “No . . . I uh, it’s just, I thought we’d have a little more time, that’s all.”

      “Oh, well, I can see if we can adjust our departure with the vice president.”

      “No. Don’t bother. We’ll be ready.”

      “Roger that. Just make your way back to the entrance of the complex. Can you remember how to get back there?”

      “Uh.” Colt looked around and pointed in the wrong direction. Clearly, he had no idea.

      Colonel Jenkins spun Colt around while he kept his arm raised and pointed him in the right direction. “That way.”

      “Ah, got it. Speaking of directions, can you steer me toward the lab? You know, where the scientists are working on the infected woman?”

      “I’m surprised you want to see another one. After all you’ve been through.”

      Clearly, Colonel Jenkins hadn’t been briefed that the infected woman was indeed Colt’s wife. “Yeah, well. You know.” Colt wasn’t about to tell him. Wasn’t about to open the emotional rollercoaster that was sure to follow.

      “Tell you what, how ‘bout I bring you there myself.”

      “That would help. And save me some time.” Colt smiled.

      “You were close, it’s just around the bend.”

      Colonel Jenkins led Colt ahead. Colt tried to fill the silence with small talk. “How long will the flight to Mount Weather take?” Colt asked.

      “Well we won’t be able to fly directly to Virginia. The chopper only has a about a 600-mile range. We’ll have to refuel somewhere around Kansas City.”

      “Will that be possible? In the current state of things?”

      “Hopefully.”

      Hopefully? That doesn’t sound promising.

      “Ah, here we are,” Colonel Jenkins said.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “No problem. Remember. We’re in the air in about fifteen.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Colt entered the observation room. Two of the scientists remained, both watching Dr. Jones, who was inside the lab with Anna. Colt stalled by the door, unwilling to interrupt in case they were doing something important. It wasn’t until Gretchen saw him standing there that he made his presence known.

      “I’m sorry, I . . . I just wanted to say goodbye.”

      Gretchen stood tall and said, “No need to apologize. Please come in.”

      Colt pushed into the center of the room and peered through the glass. He was surprised when Gretchen pushed the button to speak. “Dr. Jones, Mr. Maddox is here. He will be leaving the complex soon and would like to say goodbye.”

      Colt thanked Gretchen with a smile and a nod. Dr. Jones spoke over the speaker. “Absolutely, take your time.”

      As Dr. Jones walked out of the room, Gretchen instructed Colt, “If you wish to speak to her, press this button here.” Gretchen pointed to a circular red button on the switchboard, then lifted her belongings and brushed Colt on his shoulder with her hand as she passed and offered a sympathetic smile.

      Anna lay still and was breathing normally again. Colt didn’t want to send her into a fit, so he refrained from speaking over the microphone, but stepped to the glass getting as close as he could. “Anna, babe. I’m so sorry.” His lip quivered, and tears welled in his eyes. “I talked to Jake. I’m . . . I’m going to meet him in Virginia. That means I need to leave you, but you’re in good hands. The scientists here will take good care of you.” He spoke to her like she could hear him. She couldn’t, but Colt needed to get this off his chest. For himself, if nobody else. “Jake and I will find a cure. I promise you that, and when we do, we’ll come back, and I will make damn certain the doctors administer the cure with precision and accuracy. You will be you again, I promise. You’ll come back to me, and our family will be whole. We’ll be back to normal.” Tears streamed down both cheeks now, and Colt wiped them away. He glanced to his watch. “It’s time for me to go now, babe. I’ll be back, I promise. I’ll see you soon. Keep fighting. Keep fighting for me. And for the boys.”

      Colt spun away from the glass before he lost it completely. Again, he needed to face his sons. He needed to seem strong in their delicate state.

      As Colt walked, he hesitated in the hallway. From outside the door, he could hear his sons fighting. They were at each other’s throats, which brought a smile to Colt’s face. He didn’t know why, but in that moment, he felt a sense of regularity return. He’d heard them scuffle for years. The sound was music to his ears, and he didn’t want to interrupt, but knew he had to. To let his sons know they’d be leaving on the first chopper out of there.

      “Boys!” Colt said, and both stopped fighting immediately, facing their father when he entered the room. Colt’s harsh tone changed as he smiled. For the first time in three days, Colt felt relief. Like life was going to be okay. Like everything would work out in the end. He didn’t know why, or where the feeling came from, but it lived inside of him. “Get your stuff together. We’re going to go see your Uncle Jake.”

      “Oh, thank God,” Dylan said. “I can’t stay here any longer. It’s so claustrophobic in here.”

      Colt had empathy. “I feel you there, kid. This place, is . . . well, it’s not home is it?”

      Wesley stepped near the wall where a travel game of battleship lay. “Can I bring this with?” Wesley said, hoping they’d get to play. “Can I? Can I?”

      “Oh, buddy, I don’t know when we’d . . .” Wesley’s head dropped. This was no time to fight this battle. If the game made Wesley feel normal, why not let him take it? “You know, sure, go ahead and take it.”

      “Really? Can I?”

      “Sure, bud.”

      He ripped the game from the shelf and joined Dylan by his father’s side. “You boys ready for another helicopter ride? You ready to go see Uncle Jake?” Colt fluffed Wesley’s hair.

      “Whatever gets me out of here,” Dylan said with a huff.

      “That’s the spirit!” Colt playfully slapped his son on the shoulder before leaving the room.

      At the entrance, Colonel Jenkins, the vice president, Bald, and one other were waiting. “There you are. This is Mark Joyner. The president’s chief of staff, he’ll be joining us on the chopper.” The vice president nodded to the other man.

      Colt nodded, but let the vice president continue.

      “You boys ready for another helicopter ride? I’ve only heard stories of how good a pilot, Colonel Jenkins was back in the day.”

      “We can attest to that,” Colt said, smiling as they approached.

      “Well then, let’s go!” he said.

      The men walked through the half-moon entrance. Once the main door was opened, natural light poured in, guiding their path outside. As they rounded a subtle turn, the road that led out of the complex sloped downward. Colt hadn’t noticed it before, but the road led to another gate—one that needed to be opened so vehicles leading out of the complex could access the main road. He stopped moving at the sight of infected plastered against the fence.

      “Wait!” Colt warned.

      The vice president and the rest of the men spun around. “What is it, Mr. Maddox?” the vice president said.

      “The infected. They’re . . . they’re, behind the fence.”

      All looked to the end of the road.

      “What, them?” Colonel Jenkins said. “They’ve been there for three days. No need to worry.”

      It was true. They were far off, maybe two hundred yards or so. And the fence they were standing behind stood nearly twenty feet high with barbed wire wrapped around the top, much like the fence that parelled the street on both sides.

      “The helipad is just over there.” Colonel Jenkins pointed to his left.

      Every man followed his gaze toward the chopper. It was sitting there, waiting to be lifted into the air. To carry its cargo far away.

      But before any man could take another step, the unmistakable sound of a car horn echoed through the canyon.

      “What the hell is that?” Colonel Jenkins said.

      Everyone’s attention shifted to the madman speeding through the mass of infected just beyond the closed gate.

      “Stop! You sonofabitch, stop!” Colonel Jenkins yelled out.

      But the car didn’t. It gathered speed as it came closer to the entrance of the gate.

      Colt stepped backward, shuffling his sons behind him, expecting the worst. Bald raised his rifle. “Get behind me, sir.” Colonel Jenkins pushed the vice president behind him, likewise expecting the worst.

      Bodies of the infected bounced off the cars bumper as the driver proceeded.

      “Colonel,” Bald started.

      “What is it, Bald?”

      “You recognize that car?”

      Colonel Jenkins strained to see. He couldn’t believe his eyes. “No way. You’ve got to be kidding me. Is that?”

      “I believe it is, sir.”

      “Redding.” Colonel Jenkins shook his head from side to side.

      “Apparently he wasn’t too happy with me shooting his buddy Gunderson. Or the fact we didn’t make room for him on the chopper.”

      “And now what? He wants to get back at us? Become a meal for the infected? That sonofabitch! Can you take him out?”

      Bald stared through his scope. “Negative, sir. Not from here. I’ll have to wait until he gets closer to the gate.”

      Colonel Jenkins floundered for Colt’s regard. Shock hung on the colonel’s face. Shock and despair.

      The car bowled through the masses, but as it proceeded, a swarm of infected formed behind the car and followed behind its bumper, chasing him down.

      “Take the shot! Now, Bald!” Colonel Jenkins yelled.

      Bald squeezed the trigger and as the shot spiraled through the air, Colt stood high on his toes to watch the bullet’s path. The shot contacted the windshield and shattered it, but the car didn’t slow, not nearly enough. The front end pierced the gate and rattled it inward, but it didn’t break.

      Frozen in place for the moment, the group stood still. But only until the upsurge of infected climbed the roof of the car and, with their momentum and strength, pushed inside the fence. When the first infected dropped from atop the car and onto the roadway that led to the main entrance of the complex, Colonel Jenkins turned around and yelled, “Run!”
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      At Colonel Jenkins’ command, Colt lifted Wesley into his arms. His first step was back toward the gate, but he stopped when Colonel Jenkins yelled, “Can’t go that way, Mr. Maddox. The gate is sealed. We need to make for the chopper.”

      Colt altered his path and spoke down to Dylan. “Follow them, and hurry!”

      Dylan did as he was told. Colt was quick on his heels and didn’t dare look behind him. He couldn’t, not if he wanted to make short work of the ground they needed to cover to reach the helipad.

      As they ran, Colt heard the booming screeches from the infected. Men, women, and children leapt from the roof and hood of the car. One by one the infected chased after Colt and the others as they made their way toward the waiting chopper.

      Colt saw Colonel Jenkins hop into the pilot’s chair. He was the first to enter, followed closely by the vice president and chief of staff. Bald stood guard, aiming his rifle toward the gate, back at the infected who were closing in on their position.

      Bald squeezed the trigger of his automatic rifle and fired numerous shots that whizzed past Colt and the boys as they ran. Dylan reached the chopper before Colt, and he didn’t hesitate. He leaped into the cargo bay and turned for his brother. After unloading Wesley from his arms, Colt joined Bald, spinning his rifle that was slung across his chest.

      Bald witnessed Colt come near and nodded to him. In between shots, he heard the rotors begin to churn overhead.

      Finally! Let’s get this thing airborne and get out of here, Colt thought. Quickly, though, he realized Bald wasn’t moving from his position. Why isn’t he moving? How long does this thing take to warm up? Colt didn’t know that Colonel Jenkins would need at least sixty seconds to get the chopper airborne.

      With each passing second, the infected multiplied. Once Colt’s rifle was empty, he had the sinking feeling they would be overrun. Bald couldn’t have many shots left in his magazine either. Sure, he had multiple extra magazines, but he’d have to reload, and the infected were gaining ground.

      “I’m out,” Colt said.

      “Do you have a sidearm?” Bald looked up from the stock and asked.

      Without responding Colt turned to Dylan. “Grab the Glock from your bag.”

      Dylan ripped his bag open and handed the handgun to his father. Colt stared down the sight as he held the weapon away from his body. With his right arm almost fully flexed, he got an infected in his sights and pulled the trigger just as Bald’s magazine reached empty. Colt glanced at him as he dropped the magazine from the rifle, reached for his side, and shoved in another. In awe of his professionalism and extreme skill, Colt thought of Jake’s face again. But his thought quickly faded when he saw an approaching infected. A woman. She was close, nearly ten feet away. Colt lifted the Glock and put her down.

      “Uh, Colonel, they’re getting closer. We need to get out of here,” Bald’s voice shook, but with the reverberating rotors, there was no way the colonel could hear him.

      Colt found another target. They were getting close now, within six feet. That was when Colt felt a tap on his shoulder. He spun to see fear in the vice president’s eyes as he waved Colt inside. Colt hopped on the side of the chopper, as did Bald, both still aiming over the edge and firing into the crowd of swarming infected.

      With each dropping body, they got closer.

      Five feet.

      Then three.

      Then two.

      Finally, as the helicopter lifted from the ground, an infected man leaped for the skid. He held on tight and flailed his feet. Colt looked down to see his gnashing teeth and the pus dripping from his open mouth until Bald aimed and fired a round through his head. Colt watched the infected man fall into the awaiting arms of the swarm below.

      Colt sighed and pushed himself into the cockpit. He put a headset over his ears and caught Bald’s eye. “That was close,” Colt said.

      “Nah, we had ‘em all along.” Bald chuckled.

      “Great shooting, gentleman,” the vice president said.

      “Man’s a natural,” Bald nodded to Colt.

      “Just got lucky, I think.”

      “Luck or not, you boys saved our lives,” the vice president said.

      Colt nodded to the vice president, then sat down hard next to his son’s. He wrapped them close in his arms, knowing once again the hardships they continued to endure with each passing minute of this new world.

      Once airborne, Colonel Jenkins pointed the nose north and said. “Sit back and enjoy the ride, fellas. We’ll be in Kansas City in no time.”

      As Wesley and Dylan pressed into their father, Colt’s thoughts returned to Anna. Would the infected breach Cheyenne Mountain? Could they? But then he felt a momentary moment of calmness wash over him when he remembered what he’d heard about the city in the mountain. Cheyenne Mountain Complex was a fortress. Nearly, impenetrable.

      Then, the calmness faded. From everything he’s seen, these infected were able to test their limits. Adapt and evolve. One way or another, they’d find a way inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        UNCIVIL WAR: EVOLUTION

        Book Three

        Wright & Dudycha

        AVAILABLE NOW!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sample: Uncivil War: Evolution

          

        

      

    

    
      Chapter 1

      The hum of the boat’s motor was loud in their ears. The river was black in the dark of midnight, and the wind pushing against Jake Maddox’s face felt warm. Though his girlfriend, Jess, his best friend Tyler, and their VIP package—thirteen-year-old Amy—made it without injury, his heart was heavy. The short but hellacious run from the University of Cincinnati to the Rivertown Marina had already claimed the first member of their team. Jerry may have been their weakest link, but he was still part of the chain all the same. A mission is always a failure when a team member is lost. No matter if the desired outcome is reached or not.

      The infected had been everywhere on their trip to get to the boat, or at least that was how it seemed. Just four days ago, before they were infected, every one of those black-eyed aliens had been a normal human being just like Jake and everyone else on his team. Now they were all hunters. Looking to take everyone in their path down with them. For what reason, or to what end, was still unknown. But what was certainly clear was that they were getting smarter and more cunning by the day.

      Moving from the safety of the small compound under the library at the university at night had been the only thing that saved them. That and they were able to drive to Rivertown Marina with their lights off thanks to the night vision goggles Professor Reed had procured before the fall of earth. Jerry lost his life because a group of infected had been standing guard at the marina, waiting for anyone to come their way. They had waited until everyone was well clear of the RV to make their move. And they came fast. In the end, they had killed every one of the dozen infected that had jumped them, but not before they claimed one of Jake’s ten.

      Jake had gone over the risks with everyone who decided to leave the university for the emergency operations center in Mount Weather, Virginia. They knew the risks, but that didn’t make the loss any easier. However, just like any of his many missions with Delta Forces and in the Army, Jake knew the objective must still be reached. They had to keep their minds moving forward, and that was what he was doing now as he stood at the bow of the boat, staring at the black in front of him.

      The boat was stocked with enough weapons and ammunition for a small war. If the trek from the university to the marina was any indication of what was to come, that amount of weaponry still wouldn’t be enough. They had plenty of medicine. Yesterday morning Jake led Bryan Hall, the only other survivor with military experience, and two other men that were also on the boat now, out on a Beritrix run. Beritrix is the medicine Jake has been taking since he was an infant when he was diagnosed with WD17, a disease that completely strips the immune system, affecting approximately 1% of the world’s population. But more important for Jake and others that had this disease, it also just so happened to be the medicine that kept them from getting infected. The medicine had been created to restore and amplify the immune system in those who had WD17. Apparently, it restored the immune system in a way that whatever the aliens were releasing into the air to infect people, Beritrix kept those aliens from making hosts out of whoever had been injecting it. “A dose of Beritrix a day helps keep the aliens away”, Tyler had joked. So far, it had continued to be true. And everyone on the mission to Mount Weather would have to have that daily dose to keep from being turned.

      What the rest of the population had been turned into was still a point of contention, but with Amy being able to translate the alien conversation, and that conversation being all about taking over humanity, it was hard to argue, even for Jake, that it was anything other than an invasion. What they wanted, and why they wanted it, was still a mystery. And it would remain so, at least until Jake and company got Amy to Mount Weather, where they could begin investigating and running tests as to why she was immune from being infected even though she hadn’t taken Beritrix. The real reason to get her to Mount Weather, other than Jake’s carnal instinct to protect the innocent, was that the thirteen-year-old could actually understand these invaders. Whatever they were. Jake and Jess also believed Amy was what the aliens had referred to as Element Zero. In the conversation Amy was able to translate, these aliens mentioned Element Zero was their only weakness, and that they must find it. They both thought it too big of a coincidence that Amy was immune without medicine and could translate this alien language. Then, of course, there was also the fact that on multiple occasions, the infected, who had never spoken anything before, said the name Amy. One said it to Jake, and one said it to Dr. Emily Fraser at Mount Weather. The coincidence was too strong.

      So what did that mean for Amy? Jake had no idea. But if Amy was in fact this Element Zero, and it was the invaders’ only weakness, he was certain they would be coming for her. Therefore he had to get her to Mount Weather alive so maybe the small number of humans left on the planet could possibly learn how to survive this invasion, and in Jake’s mind, find a way to fight back.
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