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_______________________________________ 

Prologue 

Aza moved his mother to the backyard to honor one of her final requests. She was cold 

and wanted to have the Arizonan sun warm her body one last time. 

 “Yes, Mother,” he said softly before gently lifting her frail body from her bed. He carried 

her outside and laid her in a plastic lounge chair he had positioned in a patch of sunburned grass. 

He kneeled down, his young and strong body leaning sentinel over her.   

As she moved slightly to settle herself, she turned her head and allowed her weak eyes to 

slowly scan his smooth and unblemished face. His face was unlike any other she had seen after 

the virus swept around the world just two years ago, disfiguring every human it touched. It had 

left half the population dead in its wake. As she drew her last breaths, she no longer feared the 

virus that would take her life. What frightened her most was that she would no longer be able to 

protect her young son—the only person in all of Arizona who had looked the deadly virus in its 

face and have it turn and run away. 

“Cursed with the face of an angel,” his mother said finally in a hushed tone.  

She was ghost-like and her weak veins showed through thin, scarred and translucent skin.  

Anyone other than a grieving loved one would have found her appearance frightening. While 

holding on to her son’s strong hand, she looked up at the face of her last living child. In her other 
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hand, she held the rose-colored shroud she managed to knit over the last year of her illness. The 

thin fabric slowly unfolded as she reclined on the chair and the edges fell, bunching up on the 

sunburned grass. Without the overgrown graves of Aza’s siblings and the ominous mound of 

fresh dirt at the base of the shallow hole that would soon welcome his mother, the lawn, with its 

bright and abandoned playthings, would have told a different story. She lifted her weak and 

emaciated arms and tried to pull at the mute colored scarf around Aza’s neck, but she was too 

weak. Aza pulled his scarf from her fingers and rewrapped it tightly around his neck, tucking the 

rest of it inside his shirt.  

“You must always wear this scarf, or they will know,” she said urgently. “And they will 

come for you if they know. They must think you’re like all the rest of us.” She tried to lift her 

head. 

“I know, Mother, I know,” he said. 

Aza felt guilty for not even getting a cough as everyone he loved fell ill. He worried he 

had not done enough to save them. Only his mother had survived the first wave of the disease.  

And in just a few minutes, he would be all alone.  

“At least they didn’t suffer long,” Aza remembered his mother saying when they lowered 

his siblings into their graves. That was when she had first wrapped the scarf around his neck and 

stopped letting him leave the house. She knew.   

When she had gained enough strength to get to the grocery store, and then months later 

when all the stores closed and the federal government organized food drops, she noticed that 

there was no one left in all of Mesa who still walked strong, upright and broad-shouldered. 

Residents no longer carried that hint of vitality in their faces. When she had become too weak to 

go out anymore, she knew she had no other choice but to send Aza. 
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She took her reddest makeup and rubbed it under his eyes. “If anyone asks, or if you 

notice people staring, start coughing, okay?” she said, weakly. “Hunch over when you walk …or 

else, they will know. You’re big and strong. They will know.”  

Aza nodded again. He had promised himself he wouldn’t cry. Not in front of his mother.  

Not now. 

 Breathing shallowly, she continued. “When it’s over, bury me quick and get back 

inside.” 

Aza felt a rush of fear, guilt and sadness rise from his stomach up to his eyes, the 

emotions burning like a fire near his face. Aza tried to remember his promise. He couldn’t have 

her worry about him. But when he felt the tears form, and his mother’s face blurred, he felt as if 

he had let her down, again. He chose to look away as tears rolled down his cheeks. He wiped his 

face and eyes with his hand and looked again at his dying mother. 

She had somehow found the last of her energy to gently stroke his face.   

“This thing is scarring and killing everything it lays a finger on…all but you,” she said, 

so softly it was barely audible. Using the last of her strength, she pulled the rose-colored shroud 

over her face. “All but you,” she said again, her faint breath moving through the thin fabric. 

As she said her last words, a warm breeze formed and began to circle the backyard before 

lifting up and blowing out over the remainder of the dying neighborhood.   

 

_______________________________________ 

1 

Although Rikki hadn’t been in this part of the National Museum of Natural History in 

over a year, little had changed. The rotunda and main entrance from the National Mall were still 
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littered with broken glass from exhibit cases, and artifacts were strewn across the marble floor.  

The large African elephant that had been pulled from its mount, rested uncomfortably on its side.  

The graffiti on the interior walls hadn’t faded, either. “The end of the world sucks!” still glowed 

in red spray-paint across the far wall. Painted on the signage near the Fossils wing were the 

words, “This way to the exhibit of the last human,” with a crude arrow pointing towards the 

exhibit entrance. Rikki smirked and the red-yellow skin of her slightly scarred face pulled tight 

near the corners of her mouth. When the virus first struck almost five years ago, taking her two 

young sons and leaving her weak, disfigured and barely alive, she thought the world had come to 

an end. She had been almost right.  

There was plenty of daylight pouring into the rotunda from the open ceilings of the 

surrounding exhibits; however, Rikki still clicked on her flashlight as she moved silently up the 

stairs to the second floor. She resembled a 5-foot, 100-pound ninja, her small body wrapped in 

one of the most expensive tracksuits in all of Old Washington, D.C., articles of clothing she 

could have never afforded prior to the virus. In the year after her recovery, she’d made her way 

through the long abandoned and ransacked high-end stores east of 15th Street NW. Her fitted 

jogging pants had horizontal strips of black and dark grey, the lighter strips barely visible in the 

low light. Her hooded burgundy sweater clung to her black blouse, its three center buttons 

hooked in the center of her chest. A matching burgundy scarf rested at her neck. The stench of 

death was barely noticeable, but when needed, she could raise the scarf up to shield her nose and 

mouth. She adjusted the backpack that hung from her shoulder and rested under her arm. The 

bottom of the bag bulged with her travel essentials. She didn’t go anywhere in Washington, D.C. 

without a few rations of food and water, a hunting knife, extra batteries for her flashlight, Band-

Aids, gauze and a small tube of antiseptic. As she ascended the stairs, she pulled the hood of her 
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burgundy sweater over her shoulder-length, black hair. Her small black boots made no sound as 

she lifted and carefully planted her feet on the debris-riddled steps.  

Rikki didn’t typically wear the orange blush that hugged her hollow cheeks, but today the 

makeup served a special purpose. The first time she’d worn the bright blush was during the 

biannual food and supply drops. Those who appeared too sick to benefit from the large-portioned 

rations or seemed too weak to defend what provisions the government provided, saw their 

allocations reduced. Rikki had used the orange blush to try and camouflage her sullen and 

feverish cheeks. In those instances, looking as healthy as possible had its advantages. However, 

her makeup today was more symbolic than practical. It was war paint. She seemed ready to do 

battle with anything that got in the way of her mission. 

After years of foraging the streets of D.C. for survival supplies, anything from abandoned 

cans of food and bottles of fresh water, to items that could start and maintain a fire, Rikki had 

become quite skilled at survival. Given her petite frame and nothing but a small hunting knife for 

protection, she had to be extra vigilant to avoid exposure, especially in daylight. Other 

scavengers were always looking to steal food or any other supplies they could get their hands on. 

Although the scavengers posed a deadly threat, the Ferals frightened Rikki most. For the small 

number of humans who had been lucky enough to survive the virus, the resulting high fevers had 

cooked their brains, leaving them mentally unstable, “feral”—and with a ravenous hunger. The 

ferals roamed the cities and suburbs, sick and dangerous cannibals, unable even to decipher live 

humans from ordinary food. They were so sick with fever, they should not have been alive. They 

weren’t the Walking Dead—they were the walking Barely Alive.   

Had it not been for the one item in this museum that could almost guarantee her entry 

into the walled and protective portion of the city, New Washington it was called, Rikki would 
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have never risked her life by returning. She moved up the steps and away from the light of the 

first floor. The beam of her flashlight grew and flickered against the signage at the entrances of 

the Earth Sciences wing. It cut through the dark grey of the second floor hallways and 

illuminated the long abandoned tents and sleeping bags, some the final resting places for the 

emaciated remains of virus victims who sought refuge in public buildings.   

There was an effort by leading health officials to quarantine the sick from the perceived 

healthy, sometimes burning entire neighborhoods to try to squelch the deadly pathogen. The 

virus had no regard for boundaries, and before long, whole communities, including Rikki’s, were 

destroyed by fire. Malls, restaurants, even convenient stores, became temporary shelters. There 

were few security guards and military personnel available to stop the sick and homeless, as any 

officers left were charged with protecting critical infrastructure around the city, including the 

White House and other key governmental buildings. Museums no longer mattered. The 

emaciated bodies of the sick who found shelter in the museums along the mall, marked the last 

line of suffering, and their deaths added to the growing billions lost to what scientists were 

calling the Second Plague. 

Rikki paused at the growing stench of death to pull her scarf over her nose and mouth. 

She moved slowly in the dark, cupping her free hand over her nose as the sickening but familiar 

stench rose with clouds of dust. Using her light as a guide, she carefully planted her feet between 

the dead bodies as she moved towards the Hope Diamond exhibit. The spotlights that had once 

bathed the steel and glass structure in a dazzling glow had gone dark. She had timed her return 

perfectly.  

After more than a year of watching the night lights along The Mall slowly flicker and 

lose power, and knowing that the diamond’s security relied on electricity, she was certain the 
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gem could finally be hers. If she could secure it, her life would change forever. 

Suddenly, a series of loud bangs came from somewhere below the second floor. She 

froze, realizing her flashlight would quickly reveal her presence. But first, she had to get to the 

exhibit. She stepped over the remaining bodies between her and the exhibit, then crouched down 

behind the base of the glass display before clicking off her light. Rikki could feel her heart race 

and her breaths deepen. Air squealed as it rushed through her tight fingers over her mouth and 

nose, and the scarf. The banging continued. Had someone else also realized how easy it would be 

to steal the diamond? Had she made a grave mistake by returning?  

She remembered her first visits to the museum. Her boys had been alive then; Ben was 

seven, Bo was two and barely talking. “Doesn’t it sparkle?” Rikki had asked her youngest son.   

“Sparkle,” Bo said back, one of his first few words.  

 “What happens to the diamond during an emergency, given it is so valuable?” Rikki had 

asked the tour guide. Back then, she was a curious mom. Five years later, she was on a mission.  

She had to act fast or make a run for the nearest exit from the museum. Rikki felt at her 

right wrist and pushed the button of her Indiglo watch. There were only a few hours of day left, 

and danger grew with the fading sunlight.  

 

The banging had rang throughout the museum for over an hour. After more than twenty 

minutes of silence, Rikki felt comfortable enough to rise from her crouched position behind the 

diamond exhibit. She turned on the flashlight. The diamond was not on display in the exhibit 

case. Her heart was beating so hard, it hurt. She had not planned for this scenario.   

Rikki glanced towards the entranceway of the second floor, across from the diamond 

display. All was clear. She thought hard. If she remembered correctly, the tour guide had said 
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that during an emergency, the jewel casing would automatically lower and lock into the cabinet 

below, a three-inch impenetrable steel compartment to safeguard the diamond until it could be 

moved to a more secure location.   

Another series of bangs echoed throughout the museum. Rikki crouched down again, this 

time scanning the sides of the display with the light from her watch. She located a panel on the 

opposite side of the cabinet before turning it off again. She blindly fished around in her backpack 

for the knife.  

Other than her ability to survive the harsh streets, Rikki didn’t have the necessary skills 

that would justify entrance into the new city. She knew nothing about construction, had no 

experience in the security or medical fields. However, she had heard stories of those who had 

gained entry into the walled and highly secured New Washington, an entrance paid for with the 

possession of an artifact considered to be of “historical significance.” Rumor had it that one 

woman had approached one of the main gates of the city holding what she claimed to be Pierre 

Charles L’Enfant’s masonic square, the one he used to design the city in the late 1700s. No 

question the artifact, if it was real, had been stolen from one of the long abandoned museums 

across the city. Because the woman carried no variant strains of the original virus, she was 

allowed to enter the new city. Rikki remembered only getting sick once with the virus and there 

was no other artifact in the whole museum more valued than the Hope Diamond. She couldn’t 

turn back now. Rikki glanced towards the display entranceway again. It was still clear.  

As the banging continued, she pressed the button on her watch and held it as close as she 

could to the display case. The light was just bright enough for her to find the screws, position her 

knife and start removing them. With the screws removed, each one falling to the floor with a tiny 

clink, she used her knife to pry open the side panel. It fell away easily. Rikki tried her watch 
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again, but the light was not bright enough to illuminate inside the opening. In the dark, she used 

her fingers to guide the tip of her flashlight inside the exposed compartment and clicked. There 

was a series of gears, knobs and other small mechanics inside the panel. She didn’t know which 

element to attack first. She scratched at one of the knobs with her knife and then glanced towards 

the display entranceway. The shadow of a medium-height man appeared in the hallway.   

Rikki gasped. She guided the beam of her flashlight from the man’s feet, up to his pants, 

shirt and then finally his face illuminated. Its neck was fever-burned red with swollen pustules 

and lymph nodes. A red blush surrounded his blood-shot eyes and the base of the nose. The feral 

stumbled toward her, his weak body driven by hunger. Rikki’s first thought was to run, but a 

quick glance to either side left no options to exit. She stood behind the display, peering 

helplessly through the empty glass case at the wild man moving towards her. 

 Silently, he approached the display. He peered at Rikki through the glass with piercing red 

eyes. Rikki suddenly sprang from around the display towards the entrance, but the feral was 

quick. Its hot hands and fingers burned the flesh around her neck as Rikki used her knife to slash 

at the creature, her flashlight swinging wildly as she fought the feral man. Her light flashed 

frantically off the walls, ceiling and floor. The man’s sweaty hands tightened around her neck, its 

long and jagged nails piercing through her skin. Rikki writhed in pain as the man pinned her 

against the far wall. She pulled at its hands and then kicked at its groin with all her might. The 

man stumbled backwards, tripping over a carcass before falling to the floor. He quickly 

refocused, reached down for a piece of broken glass and started for her again.   

Still trying to catch her breath and scanning the room with her flashlight, Rikki looked up 

and saw the door to the research wing, the Staff Access Only sign just above her head. She 

thought quickly, wondering if there was something more dangerous on the other side of the door. 
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She had paused too long. The feral came towards her, slicing at the air with the broken glass. She 

used her flashlight to defend herself and stabbed at the man with her knife. The feral lost grip on 

its weapon and stumbled backwards, but quickly regained his balance. He sprang towards her 

again. Rikki turned for the research wing door, and with the feral on her back, pulled at the knob. 

The door opened, and they both fell hard to the floor. 

Rikki held on tight to her knife but as she fell, lost grip of her flashlight, which cast a 

moving beam across the wall as it rolled along the floor. The two struggled against the loose 

stones and artifacts that littered the floor. Large curls of thick dust lifted into the air. She felt the 

man’s hands clawing at her backpack and at her neck and arms. He bit into her shoulder. Rikki 

grunted in sharp pain as she managed to roll over to her back, lift her knees and kicked with all 

of her remaining strength. The feral fell backwards, knocking over a case of jagged gemstones 

and other rocks. She rolled to her knees and scrambled for her flashlight, and aimed it where the 

feral had landed. Lying in a heap of sharp and colored stones, the feral was motionless, and one 

of the jagged stones was still lodged in the back of its skull. A pool of thin blood circled out from 

its head.  

Rikki breathed hard as she moved her flashlight across the small room. The countertops 

were littered with tools for cleaning and caring for rocks and gems, and dust still wafted through 

the air. But before she could finish her inspection, a large bang echoed throughout the museum. 

She crouched down near the littered counter, clicked off her flashlight and pressed at her 

wristwatch. It was late. She crawled across the floor, moving as far away from the research 

entrance door as possible. Rocks and stones scratched at her knees and hands. She clutched 

tightly to her backpack. Rikki would have to nurse her wounds and wait until it was quiet again 

before attempting to leave the small space, even if it meant spending the night in the museum 
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with a dead feral.  

 

_______________________________________ 

2 

The melodic chirps of a mockingbird, coming from somewhere in the woods near 

Arlington Cemetery, had become as unbearable to Landon as the odor of decaying bodies that 

swirled in the warm morning air. He sat awkwardly on the large log near the campfire he had 

used to heat his breakfast, then looked down at his sleeping senior officer. The “Unity Star and 

Stripes,” the emblem of the New Washington and the reconstituted federal government, was 

imprinted on the upper left of his medium blue, army issue t-shirt. The letters “American States 

United” were centered beneath the thin stripes of the banner. The image and letters were 

crumpled and having faded in the wetness of his sweat, were folded near the insignia stitched on 

his sleeve that read, “Aza Puelo, Specialist.” The young man looked to be no more than twenty 

years old. Landon wasn’t even sure if he was a real officer, but it didn’t matter. Age played no 

factor in ranking and authority. All Landon knew was that he possessed a “military occupational 

specialty” and that his primary duties were to follow Specialist Puelo’s orders to the letter and 

protect the young man at all cost—even if it meant risking his own life. That was the easy part. 

Landon had easily recognized that Aza’s perfect health and size were specialty enough. What 

had left him restless and anxious overnight was the lack of details concerning their mission at the 

Pentagon. He prided himself on preparedness, yet the classified nature of this assignment had left 

him with a headache. The piercing chirps from the bird didn’t help. 

Landon leaned one of his guns near his side on the log. The dry leaves and small twigs 

everywhere made it easy to hear if anyone moved too close to their camp. He looked around and 
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through the surrounding trees, scoping for any movement, his army issued uniform hiding his 

thin shoulders and light build. His survey of their surroundings yielded nothing for concern or 

alarm—except for the bird. 

Before pitching their tents the night before, he and Aza had driven as far south on I-395 

as they could, weaving between the long abandoned cars that now clogged the once busy 

highway. They had planned to hike the remainder of the way to the Pentagon at first daylight, the 

two taking shifts throughout the night, getting what little rest they could, guarding each other 

from the many dangers that potentially lurked in every direction. Anyone unlucky enough to find 

themselves beyond the protection of the fortified shelters and gated sections of New Washington, 

had to be alert and well prepared. Landon had already sorted and assembled a small cache of 

weapons for the hike to the Pentagon. The remainder of their stockpile would be hidden in the 

woods until they returned to the truck. He only had to figure out how to pack the guns, 

ammunition, launchers, surveillance and other equipment into their two large backpacks. But 

before he could start to concentrate on the task, the mockingbird began another set of unrelenting 

and piercing tweets. The sharp notes pressed at Landon’s temples as the thin, unhealthy pink skin 

of his face tensed up. The scar at his left chin stretched to a thin fold. 

Landon looked down at Aza’s large, muscular body as he twisted in his sleeping bag.  

The bird chirruped again and Landon looked through the trees. Nothing. The night and morning 

had been unusually quiet—except for the bird. Landon grabbed one of the guns he had sorted for 

the hike, lifted his tall, thin frame from the log and started in the direction of the noise. He 

looked back at the campsite, the tents, the small fire and his senior officer, still restless in his 

sleep. Seeing no signs of danger, Landon left the small clearing and slipped between the trees.   
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Even in the early light of day, the ruins of the once bustling and vibrant city were clearly 

visible. The Washington Monument stood proudly despite the black scars left from the failed 

attempts of domestic terrorist to bring it down. The trees and gardens along The Mall were 

littered and long overgrown, the jagged and partially damaged dome of the Capitol building 

scrapped at the sky. Landon turned his attention back to his mission, following the source of the 

music. The piercing noise sounded close and within a few additional steps, Landon made sight of 

the mockingbird that was perched on a low-lying limb. Landon’s temples pulsed with pain. He 

angrily took aim with his gun. No. The noise would alert every living, or barely living, thing 

within earshot. A stick would be better.   

Still holding on to his gun, Landon quickly scanned the ground. There were several limbs 

lying nearby. He selected a long, thin one and moved with precision, his focus on the bird 

coming to a sharp point, his frustration with the animal burning hot. His target had become the 

symbol of everything he hated—the disease that had wiped out half the world’s population, the 

classified nature of his missions with Specialist Puelo and the new dangers of the strange and 

emerging world he had sworn to defend. Landon crept closer, his small frame easily concealed 

by the trunk of a small tree. The bird sang on, oblivious to the danger slowly approaching. The 

bird twittered its last song as Landon brought the long stick down across its back. A plume of 

blood-tinged feathers lifted and floated into the morning air. 

Landon sighed with satisfaction, however it was short-lived. A rustling coming from 

somewhere near camp broke through the quiet. Specialist Puelo! Landon rushed towards the 

camp, the low-lying limbs stinging his face and neck. He hadn’t realized how far he had 

wandered. The rustling continued. Landon ran faster as the trees moved past him like tall 

phantoms, each leaning over him, creating dark shadows that mocked the failure of his primary 
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mission—to protect the life of the only man known to be immune to the Second Plague.   

Landon was sweating. He could see the tents ahead and while running, lifted his gun 

towards the clearing, taking aim at the large and lurking presence that had invaded their camp. 

His trigger finger tensed and before he could put several bullets into the looming figure, he 

realized it was Aza who had finally stirred from his sleeping bag and was sitting on the log 

facing the small campfire. Landon was out of breath and embarrassed.   

Aza turned in his direction as he walked back into the clearing. “What was it Landon?” 

“Sir, I went…” Landon said, breathing so hard, he couldn’t complete his sentence. “I 

went to… to take a leak.”   

“I told you not to call me sir. Aza is fine.” 

“Yes… yes,” he said back, still heaving for air, finally bending over to use his gun-free 

hand to brace himself against his knee. “Of course,” he added, embarrassed that he had allowed a 

silly bird to cloud his judgment, and that the poor choice had left him physically compromised.  

“I heard a crash. I thought it was one of those cannibals or something,” Aza said. 

“Nope, all clear,” said Landon while joining Aza on the log, slowly catching his breath. 

“It was a mockingbird,” Landon continued, finally able to complete a sentence between his deep 

breaths. “I chased it off, along with its annoying songs.  I heard the crash as well, so I ran back,” 

Landon added, covering his lie. 

“No need to worry about me,” Aza said.  

It was easy to see the stark contrast between the two men as they sat together on the log. 

Aza’s tall, muscular frame rose to six feet when he stood and his skin was smooth and without 

blemish, an evenly sunned light brown. He was broad shouldered with a strong jaw. He wiped 

the sweat from his forehead. The edges around the neck and arm of his t-shirt had darkened with 
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more perspiration. His medium blue fatigues and boots added to his commanding presence and 

made him look older than his age. 

“Why’d you chase off the bird?” Aza asked. “It wasn’t bothering anybody,” Aza added, 

his voice still strong, but tired. “We could use some music.” 

Landon began lifting the weapons he had assembled for the mission and packed them into 

their two large backpacks. Aza motioned to Landon to hand him a short-handled axe he hadn’t 

planned to bring along for the mission. While he waited for the weapon, Aza reached for his 

canteen and took a drink, sipping the warm vodka like it was water. 

“It was a deathsong, if nothing else. Death. Just like everything else around us,” Landon 

said, handing over the axe. His headache was already beginning to subside and his breathing was 

normal again. 

Aza grabbed the axe by the blunt end of the blade and used a tool to inspect the sharpness 

and hardness of the metal.  

“It needs sharpening,” he said to Landon. 

Landon reached into one of the bags for a whetstone. 

“An axe? We’ve got enough advanced weaponry here to start a small war and you’re 

sharpening an axe?” Landon asked. 

“Luck favors the prepared, an old wise man once told me. We don’t know what to expect 

so it’s better to have options.” 

Aza’s comments cut Landon deep in his gut and he yelled inside.  The sounds bellowed 

up through his chest. “Humph.”  

An uncomfortable quiet settled between them. After two weeks of scant details, both 

from Aza and military commanders, Landon felt compelled to ask for more information, even if 
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he had to demand it. He was a weapons expert and for the sake of their mission, he deserved to 

have more details.   

When Landon, then a civilian, first opened his eyes almost five years ago in a hospital 

following his bout with the virus, he was weak and 80 pounds lighter. He found the disease that 

had so profoundly changed his body and his world had also left him with an unquenchable desire 

for revenge. It is what had first spurred his speedy recovery. When medical personnel came 

around with release forms and asked about next of kin, he realized there was no family left that 

he knew of, and he enlisted before he walked out of the hospital.  Landon proved quickly that he 

had both the heart for vengeance, and the stomach for frontline defense, and given his interest 

and training in ballistics, he became the most sought after soldier for special assignments. He had 

provided security for the first fortified gates surrounding the White House and the Department of 

Justice. Now he found himself sitting alongside the man he had heard could single-handedly 

bring the country back from the brink of extinction. He wasn’t about to allow a lack of 

information ruin their best and possibly last chance to fight the conditions the virus had created. 

Preparation and the execution for battle were both things his heart burned for. 

“Did CDC-Washington ever say how they escaped?” Landon asked after a long pause. 

Aza didn’t respond. “How many more after this one?” Landon asked again, then paused 

as he waited for an answer. After a few moments, he continued. “You know they classified 

everything they did to you.” 

There was another long pause before Landon continued. “I’m only asking questions 

because in a few hours, we’re gonna be face to face with something neither one of us has ever 

seen before. And I want to be able to assist you as much as I can. I’m a weapons expert and I 

need to know what we’re up against. It’s why I’m here.” 
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Aza seemed unfazed and continued sharpening his axe.   

“And—I heard once that luck favors the prepared,” Landon said, emphatically. 

Aza’s face slowly dissolved into something resembling sincere emotion, something 

Landon had never seen during their short time together. Aza twisted on the log and loosened his 

grip on the axe. 

Landon’s questioning wasn’t like all the others before who had prodded him for personal 

details. The soldier wasn’t one of the cold scientists who had experimented with his body. He 

wasn’t the president and his league of federal government representatives who had authorized 

the list of deadly assignments he was ordered to complete. He wasn’t one of the many strangers 

along the street who came up to him to touch and marvel at his smooth skin. Landon was neither 

an enemy nor a confidant. Aza took another sip from his canteen, realizing he had become too 

dependent on the alcohol and that he had allowed yet another secret to develop between the two 

of them. Not since his mother's death had he let down his guard to allow even a scant peek at the 

tangled mesh of dark emotions he held inside. But for the first time in many years, he felt 

compelled to talk. Maybe it was the alcohol, mixing with the urge to purge his insides of the 

piling secrets he’d carried for so long. He realized he had already begun to talk before trepidation 

could render his tongue immobile. 

“They created three,” Aza said, “using something they called genetic gender re-

sequencing. One left… the one we’re going after now. Used my DNA to do it while searching 

for a vaccine. Said they were also trying to create a variant DNA pool.” He paused as if surprised 

by his rare ability to speak so freely. It was definitely the alcohol. 

“Three? What happened to the first and—.” 

“That’s information I don’t have,” Aza interrupted. “What I do know is that they’re dead 
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already and that’s good enough for me.”   

Landon felt his shoulders go limp. He couldn’t be too forceful if he wanted to get the 

most information possible. He leaned back and allowed Aza the space to continue.  

Aza leaned his axe against the log and extended his bare arm to reveal the small cuts and 

scarring, patches of removed skin and the many puncture wounds. Landon leaned in. 

“They took spinal fluid, bone marrow, blood… and other… bodily fluids. They almost 

drained me dry. Didn’t get one variant DNA strand. No new gender DNA reassignments. The 

world is just as barren today as it was years ago… and now with a deadly, synthetic, bio-

engineered human specimen roaming around.”  

“I can’t believe they’d risk your life by having you out here beyond the walls.” 

“Believe me, there’s little risk left for them. They’ve collected enough of my DNA to suit 

their needs. At this point, they only need my brawn. Plus, they know where I am at all times.” 

London nodded affirmatively. “That’s right. I was told about all of your sensors.” 

“So many that if I were blown into a hundred pieces, they’d be able to collect every one 

of my scraps.” 

“Why the Pentagon?  Why did she go there?” Landon asked, as serenely as he could. 

“No better place to hide in, I guess. It was the first federal building in D.C. that was 

condemned.” 

“That’s right,” Landon added. “Three quarters of its personnel died during the first year 

of the virus outbreak. Some say the pathogen was created or perhaps stored there, a weaponized, 

bio-chemical agent of sorts?”  

“Who knows?” said Aza. 

“Any idea what she’ll look like?” 
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“A human, I suppose. We’ll soon know for sure.” 

“They are all ‘women - women’ they created, right?” 

“I can’t imagine why they’d need to create men. They even gave them all names… This 

one at the Pentagon is called, Lillith,” Aza said, not completely sure what Landon meant by 

“women-women.” He wouldn’t ask. 

“I wonder if there any reports somewhere?” Landon continued. “You know, from those 

first extractions?” 

Aza didn’t respond. 

“I wonder how they killed them?” 

“There are no reports that I’m aware of. The old CDC-Washington building was burned 

down, de-contaminated, remember,” Aza said with a tone of finality before rising to his feet. He 

was done talking for now. 

Landon adjusted his bulging backpack of additional weapons, repacked the loaded guns, 

and prepped explosives for the long walk. He knew the conversation was over and wouldn’t 

press his luck with any more questions. At least Aza had been open for once. 

 “Good thing the experiments didn’t kill you,” Landon said. “You’re the only one left 

who’s strong enough to hunt down these things they made and kill them,” he added, reaching 

over to pat Aza on the shoulder. He felt better about the mission and about the two of them 

fighting together. His headache had passed. “I’m here to help you as much as I can. The only 

disease-free… and fertile, man left on earth. Lucky you,” he said finally, lifting his large 

backpack up and across his shoulders.  

Aza’s face changed back into the stone and stoic countenance Landon had come to expect 

and put on his backpack. He turned and started the long walk towards the Pentagon. “Yea, lucky 
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me,” he said, without looking back at Landon who trailed close behind.  

 

_______________________________________ 

3 

Although the Pentagon attracted vagrants, scavengers and ferals, Rikki had found that 

there were benefits to living on the east side of the George Mason Bridge and I-395, an hour-

long walking distance from the building. The Pentagon had been looted years ago, but because 

the building was so expansive and with so much debris scattered throughout the miles of 

hallways and office spaces, Rikki had found a good supply of essential items over her many 

years of plundering. The week before her trip to the museum she had found more rope and 

batteries, hooded ponchos, two first aid kits and a deck of playing cards. On the dark and moldy 

basement floors, she’d found more military ration meal kits—a timely find as her supply was 

getting low.  

Given the many survival items the Pentagon offered up, the long abandoned building also 

posed grave dangers for anyone courageous enough to enter and lurk the many miles of dark 

nooks and hallways. First, there was the fear of getting lost and trapped inside, especially if a 

flashlight or batteries failed and blackness wrapped around you so quickly and tightly you could 

hardly breathe. The other drawback was that sifting through massive amounts of debris to find 

anything worthwhile usually took a lot of time. 

Years ago, Rikki had found an abandoned grey minivan under the overpass of the bridge, 

just off from the parking lot at the Thomas Jefferson Memorial. Unlike all the other vehicles that 

had been abandoned along the highway, overpass and parking lot, the minivan had rolled to a 

rest off the shoulder of the highway, just between the shadows and limited sunlight coming 
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between the overpass of the bridge.   

During the cooler months and because of its tinted windows, the indirect sunlight kept the 

cabin of the vehicle at a moderate temperature. Rikki had taken the time to dig a shallow hole 

underneath the minivan and during the hotter months of summer, she spent the daylight hours 

resting in the steady stream of cool air that circled between the old tires. For safety, and for when 

the tires would eventually blow out, she had also dug two escape tunnels, one on each side of the 

vehicle.  

The direct sunlight heated all of the other vehicles along the road to an unbearable 

temperature. This collection of inhospitable cars, trucks, buses and service vehicles had created a 

natural barrier between her minivan and all the other more livable spaces near the opposite end 

of the George Mason Bridge. To Rikki, this location provided the best of circumstances. She 

avoided people at all cost, those who ventured alone and especially those in groups. Rikki saw no 

benefit to partnering or forming groups and avoided even the sight of other humans. 

Outside of the benefit of extra security in numbers, you could never trust a stranger with 

limited food and supplies. There was never a case where there was plenty to eat, so the idea of 

sharing what little food you found would eventually leave everyone in the group hungry and 

weak. Besides, Rikki had managed, on her own, to store food and supplies and knew where to 

get more. She attributed her survival and resourcefulness to her desire for constantly improving 

her advantage on the streets of D.C., and the ultimate goal of making it inside the walls of the 

new city. Despite the dangers, it was the reason she had returned to the museum with the 

intention of recovering the Hope Diamond. Although the trip had been a setback, Rikki chose 

instead to see it as just another hurdle to clear along the road to New Washington. Survival in her 

world also meant that plans to be readjusted and re-executed, over and over again.   
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She viewed her critical health in the same way. Not that she completely ignored the 

growing tumor that pushed on her insides and showed like a red plum on the surface of her left 

abdomen. She had tended to it just like the need for food and shelter. The medical journal that 

was among her collection of items and supplies in her minivan had told her which medications 

would slow the growth of the tumor and after weeks of seeking out drug stores, grocery store 

pharmacies, abandoned hospitals and clinics, she’d finally found luck in the bowels of an old 

hospice center. She’d happened upon a partially filled bottle of angiogenesis inhibitors among 

the litter of painkillers, capsules and vials of other solutions. There were only five “weekly dose” 

capsules left in the bottle, but she was grateful for those. Looking around to quickly assess the 

remaining medications, Rikki crammed as many of the labeled pill bottles into her backpack as 

she could, avoiding the massive amounts of random pills and capsules that were strewn all over 

the floor.  

After the double dose she’d taken in the museum, she was down to one single pill. Like 

every other dire situation she’d found herself, Rikki wouldn’t allow her mind to think the worst. 

Focusing on her medical condition too much would have been useless. So, she didn’t. She 

refocused on the present, turning her attention to the backpack she had prepped for her early 

morning hike across the George Mason Bridge to the Pentagon. She reassessed the slowly 

healing wounds she had sustained during her fight with the feral at the museum and surveyed the 

crisscross of interstates and highways that lay in her path. Although the quest for the diamond 

had at first proved futile, it had not ended as such.   

 

Crouched in the corner of the damp and pitch-black second floor research room of the 

National Museum of Natural History, nursing sore and bleeding lacerations on her hands, elbows 
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and knees, was not an ideal place to spend the night, especially with a dead feral only a few feet 

away. Rikki worked with her antiseptics and bandages in the dark, occasionally using the 

nightglow from her wristwatch when she needed light.  

Each flash of light revealed that only a hint of her orange makeup had remained after the 

brutal fight with the feral. Her blush turned war paint had smeared along the sides of her cheeks 

and temples. She waited to assess her tumor last, knowing her struggle with the feral had 

worsened her already dire condition. Rikki pulled back her shirt, clicked the light of her watch 

and just as she had expected, the area above the tumor was swollen and the purple discoloration 

had extended beyond the initial site of the lump. She grabbed her bag and felt inside for a pill 

bottle. She shook two of the last three capsules into her hand and with a quick gulp of water, 

swallowed the pills. She leaned back against the wall, visualizing the double dose of the drugs 

moving through her veins and attacking the tumor as she lay twisted on the floor. The positive 

affirmation was just enough to lull her back from the distraction of a medical alarm and refocus 

on her surroundings.  

The voices and commotion coming from the other side of the door echoed up and through 

the many hallways of the museum. Although she had listened intensely to the indistinct 

conversations for hours, the screeching of table legs against the floors, boxes being stacked and 

the heaving of physical exertion, she still had no idea of what group of scavengers had taken over 

the museum, or their intentions. They weren’t ferals. Ferals couldn’t talk and didn’t have the 

mental capacity to organize. Maybe it was the federal government, clearing and decontaminating 

the building for an extension of the walls. If discovered, they’d kill her upon sight. Maybe it was 

one of those anti-government factions she had heard about. She had seen the trucks of one in 

particular plowing down the streets of Washington D.C. that were clear enough to travel, the 
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quaint symbol for water and the letters N.O.A.H. emblazoned on the side door panels.  

After spending almost a day and a half in the dark museum, it no longer mattered to Rikki 

who was moving around in the building. She sat slumped with the middle of her back against the 

wall and her legs stretched out in a wide V, nibbling on her food reserves. The prolonged 

absence of light had become only an inconvenience compared to the agony she suffered at her 

knees, elbows and her shoulders. Although she’d also taken a double dose of ibuprofen tablets 

from her pack of first aid essentials, her joints and hands still throbbed with pain. If she didn’t 

get her sore and stiff body moving soon, she felt she would become frozen forever in the 

uncomfortable position she had found herself.   

Rikki took her flashlight and double clicked the knob. Light flashed for only a second 

before blackness consumed the room again. There had to be a second door in the rear of the 

room, but all she could see were table, shelves, desks and piles of debris that littered the path to a 

possible exit.   

She wouldn’t try and rise to her feet and walk. She didn’t know if she could anyway. 

Instead, she thought it would be better to crawl along the floor, inching her way towards the rear 

of the room, using her hands as feelers until she’d moved a safe enough distance from the first 

door to use her flashlight. This way, she would have a better chance of not knocking something 

over, causing a crash and alerting those who roamed the museum. 

Rikki first attempted to lift and bend her knees. Her joints popped and cracked as she 

rolled herself over onto her right hip.  From that position she began to push and scoot along on 

her tumor-free side. Within an hour, she had slid a good distance towards the rear of the room, 

moving between chairs, wastebaskets, debris and other items she had been unable to identify in 

the pitch black. When she felt she was a safe distance from the entrance door to the room, she 
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flashed her light and a jolt of panic moved through her pain-ravaged body. The legs of an 

emaciated body were caught between a second door and the second room.   

The person, Rikki couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman, was wearing a uniform and a 

shoe was missing from one of their feet. It looked like the uniform of a museum security guard. 

She slowly pulled herself to her knees and now crawling carefully towards the body, she flashed 

her nightglow light. It was a man and she could see that he had a holster. She moved her light 

towards his waist. The gun was missing. She cursed under her breath. He had been badly injured 

before he died. There was a large bullet hole in his arm, and there were dried bloodstains on his 

sleeves, but he had not bled out at this spot.  

The bodies of the desiccated were a fraction of their original weight and Rikki, 

preserving her bandaged hands, was able to use her feet to push the man into the second room, 

allowing the door to slowly close behind her. With two closed doors between herself and the 

commotion, she felt comfortable enough to turn on her flashlight. She wouldn’t need it for long.  

As she looked towards the windows, the morning sun was just beginning to flow in. The room 

was a collection of small offices, separated by low partitions, each space full of old files and 

ransacked cabinets and shelves.  

She quickly turned her intention to the security guard. She had rummaged the pockets of 

virus victims but never before with bandaged hands. She fished his pockets and frisked his body, 

her sore and swollen fingers and hands lacking their typical dexterity. The desiccated state of the 

man’s body had loosened his uniform, which eased some of the pressure on her fingers. Finding 

the front pockets of the pants and shirt empty, she checked his legs for a gun. Nothing. Rikki 

used her feet again, this time to push the security guard over to expose his back. Her hands and 

fingers moved along the hardened body as she surveyed the skin and bulging bones underneath 
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his shirt and slacks. She checked his back and below his belt. Nothing. One of the bones in his 

back was pushing at the underside of his shirt. She used her sore fingers again to frisk and felt a 

thick package. Rikki pulled at the tail of the guard’s shirt until a tightly wrapped package fell 

out. Was it the diamond? She quickly unwrapped the many layers of linen, her growing 

excitement dulling the pain of her rapidly moving fingers. Was this dead guard the last line of 

security for the diamond and was he unable to secure it before he perished?  

Her day and a half of pain and cramping in complete dark hadn’t been a waste. As the 

last of the linens unraveled, she realized it was nothing more than what the man had guarded as 

his next meal. The remnants of meat, bread and fruit had been reduced to a collection of dried 

brown skins and seeds. 

Rikki leaned back, so disgusted, she hadn’t noticed a second bulge deep in his left back 

pocket. She fished the pocket again, but realized the bulge wasn’t in the pocket at all, but was 

inside the pant leg, just above the thigh.  She reached in and pulled out a gun —a gun with five 

rounds. The weapon was so heavy, it made her sore fingers throb with a pain that sank down to 

the bones in her hand. Despite the growing pain, Rikki held the gun tightly in her fingers, staring 

at it for several minutes before securing it in her backpack. All she needed now was more 

ammunition and no one needed to tell her where to look for it. 

 

It was just after sunup when Rikki started her trek across the George Mason Bridge 

towards the Pentagon. In the few days since emerging from the museum, she had basked in the 

sun, attempting to restore the energy the prolonged darkness had taken from her. She had a gun 

now and walked with new courage, weaving through the maze of vehicles and debris that lined 

the bridge. Although she had a weapon, Rikki was still very wary of the dangers that moved up 
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and down the bridge and connecting parkway. As she neared the end of the bridge, she did as she 

had always done. She couched down between a cluster of cars. From this position, she would 

scope out both directions of the parkway and the parking lot of the Pentagon for ferals or 

scavengers. If anything looked unusual, she would turn back. After seeing that all the streets 

were deserted, she made her way across the parkway and into the southwest parking lot. 

From this vantage point, she would repeat the process of surveillance under the cover of 

the abandoned cars that were closer to the building. She looked in every direction. There was a 

group of scavengers, two men and a woman, heading south of the parkway. She watched as they 

made their way down the parkway and past the Pentagon, walking with no sense of purpose or 

desired destination. After they were a good distance down the parkway, she turned her attention 

back to the Pentagon parking lot.   

She would survey the surroundings again before entering the Pentagon. Rikki waited in a 

small area of shading a large bus had created and looked out over the parking lot and highways. 

She looked out over the low tides of the Potomac River, up at the Capitol Building in ruins, and 

in the distance, the protective walls of New Washington. Just the sight of the iconic barriers gave 

her a renewed sense of hope and that her efforts may soon help her find refuge there. Her life 

depended on it now more than ever before.  

Her attention was startled again, this time by a lone scavenger, having made refuge in the 

parking lot between the high grasses and bushes that had forced their way through large cracks in 

the asphalt. Rikki watched him as he carried a freshly killed rabbit. Critters like rabbits, squirrels, 

raccoons and other rodents made use of the warmed asphalt during the night. The scavenger had 

probably set several traps every night to have this kind of good fortune. Before Rikki could 

marvel at his survival skills, he began to make a small fire. Rikki knew better than to make a fire 
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during the day. The smoke would stir arousal for miles. Having spent a whole day and a half 

trapped in the museum, she wouldn’t risk detection and danger by someone unwise enough to 

start a fire in full daylight. She would have to get back across the bridge and plan a revisit for 

another day. Rikki moved quickly, sprinting and crouching between cars. After she had made it 

across the parkway and was among the relative safety of the long abandoned vehicles along the 

bridge, she looked back at the man with the rabbit. 

Rikki watched intently as the small plumes of smoke wafted towards the early morning 

sky. He must have been so eager for food to first start a fire and then allow it to grow so large. 

He probably hadn’t eaten in days. At least he was smart enough to hide in one of the shaded 

corridors of the long abandoned building as the rabbit roasted over the open pit. She figured he 

would run out and grab the roasted food once he though it had cooked enough, and eat it within 

the more secure and safer regions of the Pentagon.   

 The smoke, and perhaps the lingering scent of roasting meat, just as Rikki had expected, 

began to attract a small number of ferals. She watched as the hiding man eyed his food, waiting 

for the best moment to run out and grab the hot meat. Even from her safe distance, Rikki could 

make out the bugged, bloodshot eyes of the ferals that stumbled towards the roasting food. They 

came from all directions, from the high grass areas that had sprouted up through the asphalt and 

from the abandoned vehicles that were growing hot and inhospitable with the rising sun.  

 The man saw their movements as well and feeling he could wait no longer, surely 

compelled by hunger, dashed from his hiding spot. One of the ferals that had stumbled far ahead 

of the others, headed straight for the meat. The feral had an option, the hot meat or the man who 

rushed for the hot food. Either would satisfy its hunger. The heat and flames from the fire easily 

made the man the feral’s focus. The feral lunged at him, knocking him to his knees. The man 
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rolled from the scratching hands and long fingernails of the feral, crawling and then running 

farther from his food, but closer to a parking lot ticket booth. As more ferals joined the chase, 

some going for the steaming meat, the man considered his meal a loss and made a run for the 

booth. If he could climb on top of the tall structure, it would provide him time to rest, maybe for 

the ferals to fight over his food and then wander off.   

 Rikki felt the urge of self-protection, the need to run to the other side of the bridge and take 

comfort in her minivan, but she couldn’t turn away from the spectacle playing out before her.  

 Already gasping for breath, the man climbed onto the barrier arm of the ticket gate, and 

while standing on the sturdy beam, attempted to pull himself on top of the booth. He pulled with 

all of his might to hoist himself up, but he was only partially successful. His right leg dangled 

between one of the feral’s frantically grasping arms. Although he kicked wildly, he was too weak 

to pull up his right leg. Lured by the noise of a frantic struggle, the smoke, the burning food, or a 

combination of the three, more ferals moved towards the commotion. There was two, then five, 

then six.   

 A female with blonde matted hair that had fallen out in large clumps, reached for the 

roasting rabbit with her bare hands. She screamed in panic as the sizzling hot meat scorched her 

fingers. The man looked back towards his fire and his lost food, losing his grip as two more 

ferals joined forces to try and pull him from the top of the ticket booth. As he slowly slid down, 

one of the ferals with teeth that had rotted to sharp pegs, took a bite out of his leg. The man 

screamed in pain as the blood from his leg ran down the sides of the booth and dripped to the 

asphalt. He held on as tight as he could. The blonde feral with the matted hair had given up on 

the hot rabbit and joined the fight to pull the man from the ticket booth. She took a bite out of the 

man’s leg as well.   
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 Suddenly, a tall creature hopped down from a window on the second floor of the Pentagon. 

It moved upright, like a human, but was slightly green scaly, dry skin. It was muscular and 

strong, wearing mismatched military clothing that didn’t seem to be its own—the pants were too 

short, the shirt too large. It had a short stump like a tail that protruded at the rear waistline of its 

pants. The creature moved swiftly and snatched the blonde-haired feral. Because she had been 

holding on to the scavenger’s bleeding leg, the force was more that he could muster and he 

slipped from the top of the booth and fell to the hard asphalt below.   

Rikki felt her heart sank. Had the scavenger and his rabbit not interrupted her path, she 

would have entered the Pentagon just below where the monster had emerged to grab the feral. 

The ferals, strangely realizing the great danger the creature posed, scattered, leaving the bleeding 

man to slowly lift himself to his feet and hobble towards the bridge where Rikki had watched the 

attacks. He slowly crossed the parkway, walking between the cars and onto the George Mason 

Bridge, leaving a thick trail of blood along the way. The man’s hobbling came to a stop several 

yards from where Rikki had watched from the bridge. He stood weakly for a moment and then 

slid down to the warm asphalt between two vehicles. His adrenaline beginning to wear off, the 

man began to scream in pain.  

Rikki rose from her shaded space and walked briskly towards the whimpering scavenger. 

There was nothing she could do for him now other than relieve him of his pain and end the 

screams that signaled her location. She took the weapon from her bag, put it near his temple and 

for the first time in her life, pulled the trigger of a gun. As the bullet tore through the scavenger’s 

head, it took with it one of the last remaining fears of a woman more determined than ever to 

make it inside the walls of the new city. She could kill someone if she had to.  

As the sound of the gunshot rang and echoed through the gloomy darkness of the 
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Pentagon, the sub-human creature used its sharp claws to rip at the feral’s flesh, realizing with 

each meal, its limbs and body had, over the many months, grown larger and stronger. It stared at 

its massive hands, examining the scales that had formed from its once human skin. It marveled at 

how its insides had twisted and morphed from soft tissue to hard muscle, how familiar shapes 

had turned foreign. Hunger had driven it to do unthinkable things, but just like its changing body, 

its mind had come to see all of its grisly actions as normal.  

 

_______________________________________ 

4 

By midmorning the sun had lifted high in the sky, making the road to the Pentagon seem 

much longer and warmer than the two men had anticipated. Aza and Landon walked in silence 

but for the syncopated click-clack their heavy boots made against the asphalt. The heat and the 

alcohol had started to cause Aza’s mind to wander and his focus drifted from the imminent 

dangers of their mission ahead and towards less dire thoughts. He didn’t have many memories 

that weren’t filled with sickness and death. The five months between his mother’s death and 

before he was captured and transported to New Washington, were the only collection of 

memories that provided him any semblance of relief.  It was those seeming long-ago memories 

that had kept him sane through the years of painful medical experiments. As the alcohol worked 

through his body and poured out with his sweat, Aza drifted farther away. In an instance he was 

no longer on the road leading to the Pentagon, but over two thousand miles away in Mesa, 

Arizona—a place where a young girl, wise beyond her years, had discovered one of his deepest 

secrets. 
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“What’s your name,” the young girl asked, staring at the mute colored scarf that was 

twisted around his neck.  

Aza stared back, noticing that even with the faint scars along the sides of her face, she 

was the prettiest girl he’d ever seen. She had grey eyes that sparkled like those of some wild cat. 

The two of them sat in the shade created by a clump of high bushes, just outside the camp some 

of the survivors of the virus had built on the outskirts of Mesa. She pulled at some cockleburs 

that had attached themselves to her dust-stained blouse. 

“Aza,” he said back timidly, looking down from her tiny ears at the dark hair that fell and 

formed a long ponytail that ran down the front of her blouse. The thick braid was held together 

by bright strings. 

The two of them sat silently for several minutes, allowing their eyes to slowly explore 

each other. She noticed him staring at her ponytail.  

“My daddy didn’t know how to do my hair after my mom died.” She wasn’t nearly as shy 

as Aza and followed up her initial exploration with questions. She was back to staring at his 

scarf. “You ashamed of your scars?”   

Aza didn’t answer.   

“Huh?” she added softly, not wanting to embarrass him or make him uncomfortable, and 

to let him know that it was okay if he was ashamed. “Is that why you wear that scarf? You’re 

lucky to only have them on your neck.” 

He didn’t know how to answer. No one had ever asked about his scarf. 

“My daddy’s sick again,” she said, so accustomed to illness and death, her voice came 

with an unemotional tone. 

Aza thought about his own mother’s death and was unable to speak. 
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“You got someone to look after you?” she asked. 

Aza only nodded. 

“Who?” 

“One of the men in our group who’s looking after me is sick as well,” Aza said after a 

long pause.  He was only able to speak after having pushed the image of his mother from his 

mind. 

“I don’t know whose going to look after me after my daddy dies,” she said, her voice still 

void of any emotion. She hunched her shoulders. “Guess I’ll have to look after myself.” 

“You can come and stay with us when— if that happens,” Aza said, slowly finding his 

voice. 

“My daddy promised me he wouldn’t die. I don’t believe him,” she continued. “He says, 

‘Kit, I’ma be here for you, no matter what,’” she said then paused as if pondering the thought. 

“He was the only one who ever called me that… said I used to crawl around like a little kitten 

when I was a baby… and the color of my eyes, of course. He’ll die, they’ll all die,” she added, 

blankly.  

“We can look after each other,” she said, finally looking up after removing the last 

cocklebur from her blouse. “You got to promise though,” she added, a sense of feeling slowly 

creeping back into her voice. “You promise?” she asked, looking at him, her eyes showing all the 

emotion her earlier voice had lacked. She looked at his face, which seemed full and healthier 

than anyone she had seen after the virus. “I’ll believe you, if you promise, no one else though. I 

won’t believe anybody else but you.” 

“I promise,” Aza said as his eyes filled with tears. He was thinking about his mother 

again.  But, he wouldn’t cry.  Not in front of a girl he liked. Aza adjusted his scarf around his 
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neck, but somehow she knew it hid no scars at all. 

“If you promise you won’t leave me if they come for you, I’ll give you a kiss,” she said. 

Aza had never been anywhere but Mesa his whole life. Where else would he go, he 

thought. He slowly nodded. 

She leaned in towards his face and pressed her lips against his. 

“Okay,” Aza back to her, slowly.  

“Hey,” she said. 

“Huh,” Aza said back as Kit’s eyes grew larger, her voice deeper. 

“Hey, hey,” she screamed, louder. “Hey!” 

 

“Hey,” Landon yelled loudly.  “I’ve been calling you. What’s wrong! You about walked 

off the road.  You okay?” 

“I’m fine,” Aza said, rubbing his head and looking up. The Pentagon was no more than a 

few hundred yards away. “I’m fine,” he said back, annoyed.  

“We’ve got to prep for entry,” Landon said before leaning the gun he had been carrying 

against one of the abandoned cars in the parking lot and removing the bag from his back. He 

looked up at Aza again. “You sure you’re okay.” 

“I said I’m fine,” Aza said back, but he wasn’t.  

His thoughts lingered with Kit. He was looking down from the helicopter that had 

invaded his small sanctuary near the lake outside of Mesa and lifted him up and over the 

campsite. He could see the silver tops of the RVs that had bunched near the lake and the treetops 

that hid the trailways where he and Kit and played over the many months. Somewhere in the 

center of all the green was where he had received his only kiss.   
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Heat wafted up from the expansive parking lot of the Pentagon and burned Aza’s face. 

He looked across the overgrown lot and at the opposing façade of the building, realizing he had 

lost the focus needed for his mission. Not because of the alcohol or the heat. All he could think 

about was the girl with the smudged cheeks and the long ponytail. And, that he had lied to her. 

He had made a promise, the only promise he’d ever made to anyone in his whole life—and he 

felt sick to his stomach for not having kept it. 

 

_______________________________________ 

5 

Never before had a wall served as a border between two such vastly different worlds. 

New Washington, rising from ruins of a virus-ravaged Washington D.C., was a complex of old 

and decontaminated federal buildings, and several newly constructed ones. Some of the old 

structures, like the White House, Department of Justice and F.B.I. buildings, were the first to be 

decontaminated and restricted to essential personnel. The three buildings and surrounding streets 

were also the first that owed their safety and security to a series of 18-foot concrete walls. The 

sectional barriers were several feet thick, impenetrable at the base, and could be moved and 

realigned to create new lines of protection around the city. Over the course of several years, and 

after thousands of sectional walls had been constructed and assembled along key streets of the 

old city, the barriers now enclosed more than a square mile, running east on Constitution 

Avenue, north on 7th, west on M, and south to 17th street.  

While the gleaming new and restored buildings, immaculately manicured green spaces, 

excellent health care and unlimited resources created an air of idyllic hope, a small and symbolic 

patch of restored America, it was the unique sense of security the city offered that created a near 
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perfect living experience unlike anywhere else in the United States. The extremely effective 

tiered defense and security systems surrounding the city created an impenetrable shield from the 

sky, at the street level and from the sealed subway systems below.   

Watchtowers and snipers were posted every quarter mile along the top of the wall and 

razor wire curled between the watchtowers. The snipers’ scopes were fitted with temperature 

sensitive lasers and could detect anyone approaching the wall with a temperature of 106º or 

above. A scavenger with a temperature of 108º or higher was considered “feral.” One shot to the 

head easily neutralized any perceived or actual threat, whether it was a scavenger or feral 

venturing too close to the wall and ignored a command to retreat.  

Lasers affixed to the watchtowers radiated the sky along the perimeters of the city, 

sanitizing the air that rolled over the walls. Hovering a thousand feet above the city were a 

network of surveillance drones that patrolled the surrounding restricted airspace and anti-aircraft 

missile launch pads hinged each corner of the city. 

At the ground level on the outer perimeter and parallel to each new expansion of the new 

walls, a four feet section of the streets were stripped of asphalt and replaced with laser beam 

panels. The frosted glass-like sections of the highway were sensitive to the slightest movement 

and if touched or stepped on, would send up a beam of light hot enough to vaporize any animal 

or human that attempted passage. Finally, just below the streets, the subway systems were sealed 

to prevent any attack from beneath the city.  

Four heliports marked the inside corners of the wall, including the largest port that was 

centered in the Ellipse in front of the White House. This point of arrival and departure was 

primarily used for the remaining representative of the U.S. government. Large, heavily guarded 

gates at the south and west points of the walls were used for the import of food and supplies and 
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elimination of waste.   

New Washington, a moniker that first circled D.C. and surrounding boroughs as the first 

walls went up, had become a magnet for anyone healthy and strong enough to make the journey 

the nation’s capital. Itinerants and emigrants, mostly from neighboring states, but some coming 

from as far north as Canada and west from California, were spurred by the lure of work, the best 

medical care in the U.S., plentiful food and water, and most importantly, safe residence within 

the protective walls. However, limited space had created the need for conditional entry. 

Everyone within the city had a purpose or reason for their residency, whether it was general city 

and building maintenance, wall construction, food processing, military and security, city utility, 

medical or those who worked for the continuation of the government.  

Anyone too sick to work, didn’t possess a specific and needed skill, or those who carried 

a variant strain of the virus, were not allowed entry into the city. Occasionally, a special 

allowance was made if someone appeared at the south or west gate in possession of an artifact 

considered to be of considerable “historical significance.” Such cases were rare and only granted 

if the variant strain condition was met.  

The traditional symbols and laws of America had also undergone a transition in the wake 

of the virus. When those Congressmen and women left healthy enough to serve had reconvened 

in New Washington, the walled city now their permanent new home, and after they had voted to 

officially rename the city, the legislative body passed sweeping bills that subsumed all state laws, 

properties, and jurisdiction under federal law for a period of ten years. For a decade, there would 

be no governors or state legislatures, no state governing bodies. The bordering lines between the 

states were dissolved to draw on the collective resources of the entire country. Federalist rule 

was the law of the land in this newly united America. For added inspirational measure, the 
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Congress also amended that the American flag be redesigned. Gone were the fifty stars that had 

represented each of the fifty states. In their place was now one single, large star, the Unity Star, 

representing a unified America. After existing for more than 250 years, a virus-ravaged United 

States of America (USA) had both symbolically and constitutionally become the American 

States United (ASU).  

The Unity America flag flew atop federal buildings, in courtyards and gardens, the 

emblem etched into cement pavers, worn on the lapels of governmental officials. The symbolic 

flag made in onto federal notes as commerce and an emerging economy regained traction within 

the city. The eagle that was perched atop flagpoles stood erect, wings pointed down, breast lifted 

high and proud, ready to take flight. The symbol of the “eagle in flight” was etched into the glass 

awnings of the several decontaminated residential high-rises that had been beautifully restored 

on the southeast of the walled city, adjacent to Farragut Square, reconstructed with extravagant, 

sustainable, state-of-the-art designs. The members of the Federalist government, including the 

three remaining Supreme Court justices lived there, along with their few surviving family 

members. The symbol was designed into the surrounding apartment complexes where the 

majority of the non-governmental New Washingtonians lived. 

New Washingtonians carried on with life with a general reassurance that the city was the 

best possible place to be. However, in an effort to monitor the health of the city, every resident 

was required to wear a half-inch temperature sensor disk against their bare skin. If not on the 

back of their hand or wrist, it had to be visible from the front or side view of the body. The neck, 

below the ear was a popular site. However, some of the residents with more disposable income, 

Federalists officials and residents working in more prominent roles as architects and attorneys, 

chose to wear sensors that were worked in decorative amulets, an expensive watch or a gold 
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bracelet. The more fashionable residents had the sensors worked into the design of their 

garments in a dramatic way. Sometimes the front portions of a dress, blouse or pants would be 

cut away with a circular, square or diamond opening to reveal the sensor. The majority of the 

sensor disks were clear, but many residents preferred versions with the emblem of the new 

American flag, prominently featuring the Unity Star. 

Despite each New Washingtonian’s penchant for design, the sensors would signal an 

alarm if detached from its DNA-linked host for more than thirty seconds. The sensors fed its data 

into a viral surveillance system housed at one of the most indispensable of all the buildings in 

New Washington. The new Centers for Disease Control, which housed the combined the staffs of 

the Worlds Health Organization, George Washington Hospital and the CDC, stood in the 

footprint of the demolished National Aquarium on Constitution Avenue. It was one of the newest 

structures in the city, and imposing seven-story edifice of white stone, cathedral-like facades and 

rooftop spires that lifted like an appeal for a miracle to the heavens. Its structure was designed to 

inspire anyone who laid eyes on it, a building built to lift the spirits of those who had found 

refuge and hope for a new life in the city, and for those who caught glimpse of its magnificent 

spires from beyond the walls.  

The labs at the CDC-New Washington were in overdrive and had been since the doctors, 

scientists, biologists and technicians had vacated their offices at 395 E. Street two years ago and 

relocated to the new location within the walled city. The medical personnel, in their clear plastic 

Hazmat suits, moved like frantic shapes of white up and down the halls of the building, floating 

in, out and around the antiseptic world of beakers, test tubes, Petri dishes, measuring devices, 

bio-medical materials and microscopes. They experimented and tested the deathly sick and dying 

patients who were laid out over a multitude of examining rooms. Their primary mission was 



Aza: Prologue - Eleven 40	

finding a vaccine—all while caring for the sick. Their goal was to also prevent the creation of 

new ferals, which meant any patient with a fever higher than 108º, sustained over two days, was 

quickly isolated and euthanized. Such were the drastic realities of a world overcome with the 

deadly effects a voracious pathogen.   

Given the medical personnel’s zero-point proximity to the virus that had wiped out half 

the world, the most innovative and protective Hazmat suits had been designed for their 

protection. Re-infection meant death and those leading the fight from the front lines had to be 

kept safe. The layers of their suits, or “bio-skins,” began with a base layer of white linen 

undergarments. Their long-sleeved thermal shirt, pants, linen socks, gloves and a tight-fitting 

hood, covered all but the face. The linens provided warmth and comfort against a second layer of 

clear, soft, impenetrable plastic, which was form-fitted and covered their arms, hands and legs. 

The pliable plastics adjusted and contoured to their bodies while a third layer of clear gloves 

covered their hands. A harder, frosted plastic made up their shoes. The small box and clear tubes 

at their lower back circulated a fresh, purified and sterile amount of air inside the plastic skins. 

The facemask, unlike their body suits, was made of a clear material that hugged the back 

of the head, forehead, chin and neck, while a clear, paper-thin plastic shield formed the contours 

of their faces. It was as though a thin layer of shellac had been brushed over their faces and then 

allowed to dry to a soft, clear cover. However glossy their faces, each of their appearances hinted 

the degree to which the disease they were now fighting had touched and disfigured them. No 

amount of science could reverse the physical aesthetics the virus had left.  

Embroidered on the upper left sleeve of their white, linen undergarment was a large, 

bright red Star of life, inset with a revised graphic that was emblematic of their medical mission. 

The snake that typically twisted around the Rod of Asclepius’ staff featured a series of double 
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helix DNA bands that intersected the serpent and the staff. The ball at the top of the rod radiated 

bands of hope, a graphic that echoed the collective mission of every medical professional from 

the first floor up the seventh—the continuation of the human race. However valiant, hopeful and 

longsuffering the fight had been, the mission of a vaccine still eluded them.  

The few medical residents who had been relegated to the basement floor of the building 

did not walk with a brisk or frantic gait. Rather, they floated slowly like apparitions, unsure of 

their new mission, or if they even had a mission at all. Because most of their staff had either died 

or been reassigned, there was little light pouring into the basement hallways from the few labs 

and offices that were occupied. The limited light on the floor mixed with a dark gloom that 

permeated the entire floor. These were the doctors who had performed the experiments on the 

young boy from Mesa, Arizona. They were the ones who had created the three synthetic women, 

the doctors and scientists who had helmed the failed attempts of the federal government to create 

a variant DNA pool. Before the move to the new location, all of the details of their gruesome 

experiments had been classified and the project suspended. But, classification had done little to 

address their lingering regret and guilt that hung as heavy as the dark grey that lurked the long 

hallways. Not to mention that one of the biological specimens they’d created still ran loose 

outside the city walls. 

No one felt the weight of the biological atrocities committed at 394 E Street more than 

the scientist who had directed the entire project. Dr. Red, the once renowned microbiologist and 

geneticist, sat in his partially lit lab, which was a mix of office furniture and high tables for 

experiments. The room was also packed with some of the horrible remnants of his former work. 

There were dry erase boards still scribbled with equations, evolution and DNA diagrams, some 

partially wiped over. The schematic diagram of a hoatzin chick with arrows pointing to its pre-
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adolescent “wing claws,” was loosely taped to another board. The term “Archaeopteryx” was 

written in parenthesis above the bird. The words “Opisthocomidae > hoat > creature” written 

below.  

The frazzled and disgraced doctor sat on a stool at his lab table, looking well beyond his 

forty-seven years. A red discoloration in the shape of a warped hourglass lay against his 

forehead, just above his right eyebrow. He had remained still for so long, the motion sensors had 

extinguished his lights.  

Every since his high school science classes, through medical school, work at the 

Cleveland Clinic and his experimental research at CDC-Washington, the laboratory had always 

been his one place of comfort. Now his basement lab was a dungeon and self-condemnation had 

chained him inside. He sat hunched over his lab table, staring motionless, almost hypnotized by 

the clear biogenetic material that churned in a small, cylinder-shaped mixer. A glow reflected up 

from the base of the churning fluids, causing the material to luminesce as it slowly swirled.  

He watched the churning liquids in the dark until a loud ring sounded from the telephone 

on his desk. The antiquated tones, coming from technology once long forgotten, startled the 

doctor and triggered the motion detectors. The lab filled with light. Most of the doctor’s lab tools 

and chemical supplies were still packed in their travel boxes. His old books on alchemy, 

chemistry, anatomy and evolution were stacked crudely on his shelves. A formaldehyde-filled 

jar, serving as a bookend, contained the biomaterial of some unidentifiable species. He rose from 

his stool and walked slowly towards his desk. The harsh ringing from the old equipment echoed 

again off the glass tables and empty walls of the lab and through the halls of the basement floor. 

Dr. Red pressed the intercom button before he could summon the energy to form a greeting.  

“Doc Red, you there? It’s me,” the voice said after a short silent, the words mixed with 
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static and distortion. 

The doctor’s face contorted. Even through the distortion he knew that voice and it 

brought him no pleasure to hear it.  

“Where else would I be,” he responded, sharply. “Mr. President.”  

The doctor sat down, moving one of the small boxes from his desk to the floor. It was his 

first time using the space since the relocation. 

“I didn’t know if you were settled yet or not, but wanted you to know that despite the 

many setbacks, I’ve always appreciated your efforts.” 

 The doctor said nothing. 

 “There was an incident at the South Gate this morning. A group of scavengers approached, 

attempting to bargain their entry for report of a ‘viable candidate’ in New York City,” the 

president said in a deliberative tone. After a few seconds of silence, he added, “Are you there?” 

“Yes sir,” the doctor said dryly. “I’m here,” he said back between the pops and crackles 

coming from the old machine. “An angel, you say?” 

The doctor had heard such rumors for years with sightings reported from cities and small 

towns all across the United States. The rumor from Arizona more than five years ago had been 

the only one proven to be true. For the president to call, he had to possess evidence more credible 

than the pleas of a desperate scavenger. However, the doctor wouldn’t allow himself to feel 

hopeful. He spoke again through the distortion. “It’s been five years. It seems impossible for 

anyone immune to the virus to have remained hidden this long.” 

“Either way, I wanted you to be the first to know.” 

News of another angel, possibly a woman, caused the doctor to stir on his chair. He 

looked over at his lab table and at the old bulletin boards and felt his insides twist as the horrible 
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experiments he’d executed flashed in his head. What if he had waited? 

A sense of renewed hope was beginning to creep into the doctor’s voice. “Should we get 

an assessment team there?’ 

“No need to rush… They reported that there was an incident that happened months ago.” 

“Months ago?” 

“And, that the ‘extraction’ was carried out by members of the Noah Society.” 

The doctor’s face crumpled in disbelief, the red birthmark on his forehead folding as he 

responded, “What? I thought they were nothing but a bunch of religious zealots living out in the 

woods?” 

“Not any more, apparently. They report there was a well-organized mission that resulted 

in a terrible accident. We’ll look into it, of course, and share any pertinent details.” 

The doctor nodded as intermittent static crackled from the phone and as another stretch of 

uncomfortable silence opened up between them. The two men had had very little to say to each 

other since the doctor’s fall from grace and his relocation to the new building. It was finally the 

president who would broach the subject both, up to this point, had considered too uncomfortable 

to mention. 

“No one blames you,” the president said. “We did what we thought we had to. We were 

desperate; I was desperate,” the president’s voice said, coming over the phone between static.  

“If it’s a woman… If it’s a woman,” the doctor said, slightly aspirated, unable to imagine 

how such luck would change his status among his peers. “We have to check it out. We have—.” 

The doctor was startled by a young woman who walked past the glass walls of his lab and 

towards the glass door. She was immaculately dressed in a “Federalists blue” dress and wore a 

small, white face mask. Dr. Red motioned for her to come inside. It wasn’t until she had entered 
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the lab and removed her mask to talk did the doctor realize it was the president’s new wife. Even 

with heavy makeup he could see light scarring along the side of her face.   

“Your wife is here, Mr. President.” 

“Perfect timing. I have a gift for you. I wanted to deliver it myself, but she was anxious to 

meet with you.” 

“Meet with me?” 

“It’s a satellite phone,” the president said over the intercom as his wife handed the doctor 

the new technology. “I want to make sure you get the news as soon as we have something. Such 

communication technology is rare these days—and priceless as you can imagine. And, I 

remembered this was the one request you made before your move to the new building. It has 

been programmed with all of your last contacts before the black out, encoded with all of the 

voices from your family.” 

The doctor was speechless again. He hadn’t seen his family since he was airlifted from 

the Cleveland Clinic to the front lines in Washington, D.C. to fight the virus. Communication 

with them in the months following had been sparse. Barely six months had passed and while 

grieving after learning that he had lost of his eldest son to the virus, the nation’s communication 

systems broke down. All cellular and digital networks went silent.  

The president’s voice continued through the static as his wife stood near the doctor’s 

desk. “Maybe they’re still out there somewhere. I’ve haven’t given up hope that you’ll one day 

find your family. I know you haven’t. Maybe this will help.”  

The doctor turned his attention to the device in his hand, ignoring the First Lady, moving 

his fingers over the cold surface of the new device, re-acclimating with it, remembering he 

hadn’t held a satellite phone in many years.  
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“I’m sorry,” he said, finally looking up from the phone at the woman, tears forming in his 

eyes. “Thank you, Mr. President,” the doctor said finally, in the direction of the intercom. “I 

really appreciate you getting this to me.”  

“Good day, doctor,” the president said, signing off between pops and crackles.  

The doctor looked at the First Lady again, expecting her to turn and leave, but she didn’t. 

Then he remembered. 

“Oh, you wanted to meet with me?” he said. “Have a seat,” he added, getting up from his 

desk and reaching over and pulling an office chair towards his. He sat down in front of her. 

She reached into her purse, pulled out a pad and started wiping at her face. While her 

makeup had concealed discolorations about her face, its removal revealed the full extent of her 

horrible scars. Delivery of the phone had not been her primary purpose for visiting. 

“There is no easy way to put this,” she said, taking out a small mirror to self-inspect her 

face. “My husband’s treatments have progressed so well… As you can see, my face caught the 

brunt of my battle. We thought maybe you could help me.” 

The doctor took a deep breath. “Didn’t he tell you that his treatments are experimental? I 

couldn’t in good faith— ” 

“I’m willing to take the risks,” she said abruptly. “Please doctor. You won’t be able to 

convince me otherwise. I won’t leave without a treatment, doctor. Please.” 

The doctor sat staring at the disparate woman. Because she had been willing to remove 

portions of her makeup, the soul-bearing act had amplified her emphatic pleas for the serum that 

was restoring her husband’s body. He knew she would not leave his lab with it. 

He took another deep breath and slowly rose from his desk. There was a large 

refrigerated specimen case against the back wall of the lab. He punched in his code and opened 
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the door. Whips of frost, heavier than the room temperature air, rolled down and glided from the 

bottom of the glass case. The doctor reached through the fog and pulled a vial from the glass 

case.  

Only after the doctor had handed the First Lady the vial, and after she had re-applied her 

makeup, did she turn to leave. When she reached the door, she turned back to the doctor and 

mouthed, “thank you.” A tear rolled down her cheek as the tightly clutched the vial. She twisted 

the handle of the door and in seconds was gone. 

 

_______________________________________ 

6 

The unmatched resilience of nature showed all along the thick asphalt and cement that 

circled the façade of the Pentagon. High weeds and grasses had begun its reclaim of the land, 

boring their roots down through the stones and tar to the hard earth below. Landon and Aza 

moved through the parking lot, circling large patches of tall grass where makeshift campsites had 

been abandoned, kicking at scattered bone fragments and trash. They moved forward at full alert 

and with their weapons drawn, scoping out abandon cars before moving between them. Landon, 

in lead position, was the first to notice the large splatters of blood that were drying and turned 

dark red in the morning heat. Nearby, a small fire had burned down to ash and the scorched head 

of a dead rabbit lay in a patch of short weeds. Aza followed behind Landon, and took his turn to 

inspect the drying blood. 

“That looks fresh,” Aza said. 

“Too fresh for me,” Landon said back.  

Aza didn’t respond, but looked up at all of the broken windows that dotted the side of 
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building, each one seeming to stare down at them like dark eyes. Aza felt uneasy and wanted to 

take another swallow from his canteen, but resisted. Not now, he thought. He used his forearm to 

wipe sweat from his forehead. As the effects of the alcohol waned, fear crept over him and the 

unbridled guilt of having left Kit back in Mesa weighed as heavy as his gear. The swirl of 

emotions burned with the sweat in his eyes. Aza knew enough about combat to realize that the 

success of their mission was connected to focus. If she had survived and needed rescue, he was 

no use to her dead. It was just the reasoning he needed to regain his concentration. 

They followed the trail of blood that spread across the lot, passing a stack of twigs and 

branches and more cars that had once served as living quarters. The trail of blood stopped at a 

tollbooth and then spread out in several splatters. Blood had run along the sides of the booth and 

pooled, before drying in the small cracks between the metal walls of the booth and the cement 

base. Landon pointed his the muzzle of his high-powered weapon towards the inside of the 

booth. Nothing. 

 “What do you think happened here?” Aza asked.  

“I don’t want to know.” 

“Should we enter on another side of the building… there’s five you know?” 

“I don’t think it’ll matter. Every way in just another way to die.” 

“Guess you’re right. I guess we enter there,” Aza said, pointing the muzzle of his gun 

towards a gapping hole on the ground floor. The set of double-doors were long gone and the 

jams had been blasted to a ragged edge by some type of explosive. The edges of the opening 

were black and charred. 

“Let’s do it,” Landon said, switching on all of his sensors, the laser beams and 

temperature scanners creating an eerie tone as they moved from the parking booth and towards 
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the dark entranceway.  Both men adjusted their night vision goggles and slowly made their way 

towards the large, dark opening. 

With their lights angled towards the dark entrance and their weapons drawn, their lasers 

scanning the path ahead, they moved through the entrance and within a few steps, daylight 

turned to dark. Every open doorway or hallway along the long and dark ground floor corridor of 

the south side of the Pentagon presented an opportunity for ambush. Landon and Aza didn’t 

speak as they crept along, intensely focused on their mission and each other’s safety, their strong 

lights piercing the dark, one looking backwards the other facing forward, each armed with 

enough firepower to bring down the side of the building if needed. The low squeal of their 

sensors, scanning for anything with a living temperature, was the only source of noise.  

Rikki had watched the two men enter the building. She stood up from where she had been 

crouched between two cars on the bridge. The scavenger she had relieved of its suffering with a 

gunshot to the head had only been dead an hour or so before she noticed two men walking down 

I-395 and towards the Pentagon. She’d watched as the silhouettes took form, each holding a 

large gun supported by shoulder straps, their backpacks bulging with supplies. These were no 

regular scavengers, especially the one with the usually large build. She hadn’t seen anyone that 

size since the virus hit. She’d watched as the two men studied the splatters of blood along the 

asphalt and the parking booth, strained her eyes as they prepped their equipment and entered the 

building. Rikki stepped forward and looked between the stanchions of the bridge, using her tired 

eyes to scan the interstate and surrounding parking lots for anyone or anything that might impede 

her path. She readjusted the gun at her hip, took one last glance at the only person she had ever 

killed and moved across the bridge towards the Pentagon. 
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Landon’s eyes moved between the sensors on his automatic weapon and at each of the 

many openings of doors and hallways they passed, even glancing up at the large dark holes 

where the ceiling had collapsed. He scanned under debris along the floor and around overturned 

office furniture. Aza followed close behind, his sensors scanning their rear position as they 

moved down the long corridor that connected the outer ring of offices to the open-air, five-acre 

plaza in the center of the building. They had only travelled fifty feet or so before Landon’s 

temperature sensors began a series of bleeps. 

 “Heat signature, seventy-five feet, location… 94º NW, a temperature of 105º,” blurted the 

sensor. 

 “A feral at 105º?” Aza asked. “Too low, right?” 

 “I don’t know… that temperature could be anything. Did your reports provide a 

temperature range for the synthetics?” 

 “Nope.” 

 “What if it’s a scavenger?” Aza asked. 

“We get close. We aim. We fire! And, if it’s a feral or one of those women things, we 

definitely fire.” 

 “Fifty feet, location… 94º NW, a temperature of 105º,” the sensor blurted. 

 The men moved forward as the beeps continued, growing more frequent as they moved 

closer to the heat signature.  

“Thirty-five feet,” the sensor blurted. “Weaponry at appropriate angle for maximum 

effect.” 

Aza, who had moved in close behind Landon, his back at Landon’s shoulder, pivoted 

quickly to meet the threat that lay in their path. The piercing beam from his weapon joined with 
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Landon’s and easily illuminated the tall creature that was rushing towards them, its long claws 

extended, their bright lights transforming the creature’s face into a white blur.  

Both men fired, the flash and smoke from their weapons turning the approaching figure 

pink and then blood red. The mangled remains of their target dropped hard to the floor, a bloody 

pool flowing out from beneath its warm body. 

 “Life-form extinguished,” the sensor announced. 

 “A feral,” Aza confirmed. 

 “Apparently,” Landon whispered.   

 “How do you think this one got this far into the building—in the dark?” 

 “It’s probably been in here for days, just stumbling from one space to another. Let’s keep 

moving,” Landon added. 

 They moved around the pooling blood and continued down the narrow corridor. With the 

rush of adrenaline subsided, their breathing returning to normal and the dead feral behind them, 

Aza turned slightly, resuming his position of canvassing the rear. Both men continued on, 

moving towards their primary target at the center of the building. 

After more than an hour of pacing slowly and cautiously down the long, dark hallways, 

climbing over, sometimes squeezing around tossed office furniture and under collapsed ceilings, 

they inched towards the growing light that poured in from the central plaza. With pure blackness 

behind them, they approached the last few door openings and hallways nearing the end of the 

corridor. Their sensors started to beep again.  

“Heat signature identified, two-hundred sixty-three feet,” the sensor on one of Landon’s 

weapons voiced. “Bio-hazardous material, temperature undetectable, re-calibrating,” it added, 

the automated tone echoing off the remaining corridor walls. 
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Neither of the men broke format, their offensive positions providing full coverage of their 

rear, flank and the central plaza that lay ahead. Aza looked over his shoulder at Landon and took 

a quick glance ahead at the light pouring in from the lush, jungle-like overgrowth that had 

overtaken the once manicured and pristine gardens in the middle of the Pentagon. The two 

looked at each other as they each stepped from the hard tile of the hallway, over the broken glass 

from the damaged doors and into the heavy and overgrown green. They had entered the battle 

zone. 

“Heat signature, two-hundred fifty-nine feet,” the sensor alerted again. “Bio-hazardous 

material, temperature undetectable, re-calibrating.” 

“What does that mean? Undetectable?” Landon asked. “I though the building was 

distorting our signals.” 

“I have no idea— ” Aza said before the sensors interrupted him. 

“Heat signature, location two-hundred sixty-two feet, 94º, 95º…” 

“She’s moving,” Landon said, pausing for a moment to drop his backpack and reach for 

additional weapons.  

Aza did the same, pulling the short broadax from his bag and attaching it to his utility 

belt. “We can’t let her get away.” 

 “Nope,” said Landon, taking the lead again, running and tracking with his sensors, still 

surveying their perimeter and scanning the thick canopies the tall trees created. “She’s climbing 

something.” 

Aza joined in the race towards their target, running close behind Landon. Suddenly, a 

new sensor from Aza’s weapon rang out. Landon looked over his shoulder as Aza broke protocol 

and easily sprinted ahead of him, his new sensor bleeping and flashing in codes Landon didn’t 



Aza: Prologue - Eleven 53	

understand. 

“Sir?” Landon yelled, his brows furrowing. “You can’t acquire the target ahead of me! 

Sir! Stop!” 

 Aza didn’t stop, running faster in the direction his new sensors signaled, his weapons 

armed and aimed. 

“Two hundred-fifty feet,” Landon’s sensor alerted. 

Aza moved faster, cutting and weaving through the thick bush, leaving Landon farther 

behind. 

“Fall back,” Landon yelled from behind. “Fall back, sir!” 

The yelling from behind had become muffled as Aza focused instead on the sensors that 

told him he was getting closer to his target, closer to completing the mission he’d accepted to 

curry favor with the president. This target was collateral. Success guaranteed the provisions 

needed to launch a search mission back to Mesa, Arizona.  

“Two hundred forty feet,” Landon’s sensor alerted. “Eighty-five degrees,” it added. “Bio-

hazardous material, temperature undetectable, re-calibrating.” 

“Wait, Specialist,” Landon’s yelled, his voice cutting through the thick overgrowth as 

Aza ran faster. 

“Two hundred thirty-five feet,” the sensor alerted. 

Aza gasped for air, running as hard as he could, hoping his bargain with the president had 

not come too late. 

END OF PREVIEW	
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