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Dedication

This book is dedicated to you the reader. I sincerely hope that you have as much fun reading it as I've had writing it.

The

Darkness Trilogy 
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The 9th Plague was the first novel that I ever wrote. At the time that I wrote it, I was not planning on it being the first novel in a trilogy. My intention at the time was for it to be a stand alone novel.

Having no intention of returning to the characters in The 9th Plague, I started working on an idea I had for a series of books about a bunch of orphans who were recruited to become the crew of a sentient starship. I wrote the first book in that series, which I called A Starship Named Lucy, and began writing the second book when something unexpected happened. I started getting requests from readers who had taken a liking to the characters of Phoenix and Dani for a sequel to The 9th Plague.

I was about halfway through writing the second book in the Starship Lucy series, which came to be called Lucy In Disguise As Demons, when I had the idea to make The 9th Plague the first book in a trilogy. The idea intrigued me enough that I set aside Lucy In Disguise As Demons in the middle of writing it and wrote The 10th Vision, the second book of The Darkness Trilogy.

After I finished The 10th Vision, I went back to work on Lucy In Disguise As Demons while planning exactly how I was going to conclude The Darkness Trilogy in The 11th Hour. By the time I completed that second book in the Starship Lucy series, I already had The 11th Hour planned out in my mind. All I had to do was write it, so that's exactly what I did.

It is my sincere hope that all of you that read The Darkness Trilogy enjoy reading it as much as I have enjoyed writing it.

T. M. Julien

July 2025.
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THE 9th PLAGUE
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By T. M. Julien

“And the Lord said unto Moses,

Stretch out thine hand toward heaven,

That there may be darkness over the land

of Egypt, even darkness which may be felt.

And Moses stretched forth his hand toward heaven

and there was a thick darkness in all the land...”

Exodus 10:21-22.
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CHAPTER 1: Silicon Valley, CA.
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In the dark and cool ventilation shaft of a high security/high tech laboratory deep in the heart of Silicon Valley, a tiny machine...too small to be seen by a human eye...is in the process of doing something that its creators never intended. In fact, it's doing something its creators never even thought possible. It's escaping the confines of the prison they think they have it contained in.

Of course, the machine doesn't know it's escaping. It doesn't have the capacity to "know” anything. It's merely following its programming. 

One of the tasks its creators programmed it to do is to break down raw materials at the molecular level and use them to replicate itself. That is exactly what it's doing and now there are two tiny machines working to escape. 

In this case, the raw materials the tiny machines are using to replicate themselves are from a filter meant to prevent them from getting out of the laboratory. And now there are four tiny machines eating away at that filter.

In order to keep the tiny machines contained in the laboratory, the filtration system in the ventilation shaft was designed with built-in redundancies. But that's not deterring the eight tiny machines currently eating their way towards freedom.

There are a total of six filters inside the shaft, including the one that sixteen tiny machines are now attacking. The designers of the system Believed that by installing multiple filters in the vent, if one or two should fail, the others would still keep the tiny machines confined to the laboratory. Neither the system designers, nor the tiny machines’ creators, had considered the possibility that the machines might be capable of eating through the very filters meant to contain them, as thirty two of them are currently doing.

The number of tiny machines in the ventilation shaft continues to grow exponentially: Sixty four...128...256...512, and so on. As they make it through the first filter, what started out as one tiny machine, now numbers 4,096. Breaching the second filter, they’ve increased to 524,288. With the fall of the third filter, their number has grown to 67,108,864. Penetrating the fourth filter, they are over two billion strong. Eating past the fifth barrier, they have surpassed 8.5 billion. And as they clear the final obstacle, over 17 billion tiny machines proceed to use the ventilation system to spread throughout the entire building...each intent on finding a host.
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CHAPTER 2: Silicon Valley, CA.
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It was a clear sunny day with a light breeze blowing in from the ocean to cool it enough for it to be comfortable, the kind of day that California was famous for.

Susan missed days like this. Lately it seemed like she was spending a lot more of her time in Washington than California, but she just figured that it went with the job. On her third term, 56 year old Susan Palmer was the senior senator from California. Standing 5’ 6” tall, the blue eyed blond with the trim waist, hair down to the middle of her back, and not a wrinkle anywhere on her tanned skin, looked more like the stereotypical California beach bunny than a United States senator.

As she pulled her maroon Porche convertible into a parking space facing one of the many palm trees surrounding the property, Susan noticed the ornate sign standing on the lawn between the parking lot and the four story chrome and mirrored building. It read "Biotron Nanotech".

"I must be in the right place,” she muttered to herself as she climbed out of the car and began walking towards the building.

Susan was halfway to the door when she spotted a large gray haired man in a blue uniform exiting an Air Force staff car. 

"General Wilson!" She called out, recognizing the man and making her way toward him.

"Ah, Senator, ah see ya found the place," the officer said with a slight nod and a southern accent reminiscent of a Foghorn Leghorn cartoon. 

"It wasn't easy,” Susan remarked. "I must have passed this place five times before realizing this was it." 

"Ah suppose they could do a better job identifyin' it from the road," the general observed. "How's your daughter doin'?" 

"Jenny's doing good. She just got a huge promotion. She's now the vice president of Asian operations for Pacific Dynamics. In fact, she'll be flying out to Tokyo in the morning.”

“That’s great! Be sure ta congratulate her for me.”

“I’ll do that. Shall we go inside?”

“After you, ma’am,” the general said, holding the door open for her.

Lieutenant General Peter “Pistol Pete” Wilson was a mountain of a man. Standing 6’ 5” tall and weighing in at 285 pounds, he looked more like a retired NFL lineman than an Air Force officer. The former commander of the NATO forces in the middle east, he was currently assigned as the director of the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, or DARPA as it was better known. Even in his crisp blue uniform with its three silver stars on each shoulder and the intimidating array of colorful ribbons on its chest, he did little to distract from the pretty senator next to him.

In a silk blouse, beige Louis Vuitton jacket and skirt, black Yves Saint Laurent high heeled pumps, and carrying a Gucci handbag, Susan could easily pass for an aging fashion model.

As they entered the building, they found themselves in a luxurious lobby. To both the left and right, the walls were covered with deep purple morning glories growing from marble walled planters at their base. The floor was covered with a lavender colored carpet. Several leather covered chairs and end tables provided a comfortable looking waiting area. In the center of the room stood a marble reception desk where two security guards in black and white uniforms were seated. Behind the guard station rose a bank of glass walled elevators. Far above, the entire ceiling was one large tinted skylight. 

"Lieutenant General Pete Wilson and Senator Susan Palmer ta see Director Punjabi,” the general announced, stepping up to the security desk. "Ah believe he's expectin' us." 

"Yes General," the guard on the right said as his partner typed their names into his computer. "If you will please place your right palm flat on the scanner pad in front of you." 

The general did as the guard instructed and a bright green light scanned his palm, followed by a soft chime. 

"Now you madam," the guard instructed. 

Susan did as she had seen the general do and the green light scanned her palm as well. Again there was a soft chime. Then a box on the desk started to hum and it spit out a vinyl card slightly larger than a credit card. A moment later it spit out a second card. The guard attached a clip to each card and handed one to each of them.

“These are your visitor’s passes. Please display them on the front of your clothing at all times and return them here when you are ready to leave,” he instructed.

“Thank you,” Susan said as General Wilson clipped his to the flap of his right breast pocket. She examined hers and was surprised to find that beneath the words “BIOTRON NANOTECH” and “Visitor” were her driver license photo, her thumb print, and her full name: Susan Louise Palmer. 

“General Wilson, I am happy to be seeing you,” a short Indian man in a white lab coat said as he approached from one of the elevators and extended his hand.

“Director Punjabi,” Wilson said shaking the man’s hand. “Allow me ta introduce ya to the chairwoman of the Senate Armed Services Committee, Senator Susan Palmer.”

“I am very pleased to be meeting you,” the director said extending his hand to her.

Susan clipped the visitor’s pass to her lapel and shook his hand.

“The pleasure is mine, Director,” she said. “I’m looking forward to seeing what you’ve accomplished with the taxpayers’ money”

“If you will be following me, I will be glad to show you,” he told them. “We have everything ready for you in the third floor conference room.”

He led them into the center elevator, which they took to the third floor, then down a plush hallway to the conference room. Inside was a long mahogany table surrounded by thickly padded black chairs. The walls on either side of the table were glass, one with a view of the hallway and the other with a view of a neatly manicured lawn. At one end of the table was a view screen and at the other end stood a table loaded down with refreshments. On the opposite side of the conference table stood a thin man in his early forties with dark hair and a short beard. Like Punjabi, he too was wearing a white lab coat. On the table in front of him was a computer terminal. While not as tall as the general, he still seemed tall to Susan.

"This is our project manager, Doctor Abraham Weise,” the director announced. “Abe, this is Senator Palmer and you are already knowing General Wilson." 

"We've spoken on the phone a few times,” Weise said, "but it's good to finally meet you in person. And I'm glad to make your acquaintance as well, Senator."

"Likewise," Susan said. 

"I must be apologizing for the heat," Punjabi said. "There seems to be a problem with the ventilation system today. May I get you refreshments before we are starting?"

"Nothing for me," Susan replied. 

“Ah wouldn’t say no ta a cup of coffee,” Wilson stated.

“How are you taking your coffee, General?” The director asked as he moved to the refreshment table.

“Black, no sugar.”

“If you'll each take a seat, we can get started,” Weise said as he sat down at the computer terminal.

The two visitors chose seats opposite the doctor. Punjabi placed a steaming cup in front of the general, then took his own seat.

Once everyone was settled, Weise pressed a key on the computer and the lights dimmed, the windows became opaque, and the view screen at the end of the table sprang to life with the following message:

WARNING!

The following presentation has been classified TOP SECRET by the United States Department Of Defense. Unauthorized possession, viewing, or distribution is a felony punishable by 25 years in prison and a $500,000 fine.

After thirty seconds, that message was replaced by the words 

“PROJECT BLINDSIDE”

“Imagine a heavily armed terrorist stronghold somewhere in the deserts of the middle east,” a voice rang out from hidden speakers.

The image on the view screen changed to a scene of a desert encampment. Terrorists carrying AK-47s could be seen moving about the compound.

“Intelligence has determined that three American hostages are being held there. The President has ordered a SEAL team in to rescue them.”

On the screen, the SEALs can be seen attacking the compound.

“But the SEALs are walking into a trap.”

The screen shows terrorists surrounding the SEALs and mowing them down with machine guns. A navy helicopter flies into the scene to provide cover fire, only to be hit by an RPG and blown up in midair.

“The SEALs and the hostages are all killed...”

The scene changed to mutilated bodies being unceremoniously dragged through a street packed with cheering crowds.

“...and for the next month their dead and desecrated bodies are displayed nightly on AI Jazeera for the whole world to see. It’s not a pretty picture, but that is exactly the kind of disaster Project Blindside was designed to prevent.”

The scene changed and once again showed the compound before the SEALs attacked. As they watched, a drone flew over the compound and continued on out of the picture.

“Now imagine the same scenario but this time a drone flies over the compound and, unbeknownst to the terrorists, releases a clear odorless spray three days before the SEALs move in.”

On the screen the SEALs can be seen moving into the compound. The terrorists just seem to be wandering around in a stupor. A few try to resist and are killed by the SEALs. Most are easily subdued, disarmed, and zip tied. A navy helicopter lands and three hostages can be seen being led out to it.

“This time the SEALs find all the terrorists stumbling around blind. The terrorists are easily killed or captured, the hostages are rescued, a treasure trove of intelligence data is collected from the compound, and no American lives are lost.”

The screen changed to an image that looked somewhat like an out of focus ant.

“What you are seeing now is a Wonder Bug as seen through an electron microscope. In many ways a Wonder Bug acts like a virus, but it’s actually a microscopic machine called a nanobot. It was designed and built by a Cray quantum computing system using a highly advanced artificial intelligence program. Wonder Bugs are so small that over eight hundred of them could simultaneously pass side by side through the eye of a small sewing needle without touching each other or the needle.”

The Wonder Bug faded from the screen to be replaced with the outline of a man. A tiny red dot appeared at the left of the screen and moved into the outline.

“A Wonder Bug has four functions. First, it seeks out a host and enters through the pores of the skin. Second, it replicates itself by breaking down waste materials found in the body at the molecular level and using it to build exact replicas of itself."

On the screen, a second red dot appeared inside the outline. Then two more appeared. Then four more, followed by eight more. Before long there were hundreds of red dots scattered throughout the outline, with the main concentration being in the head at about eye level.

Then the picture changed. It now showed the side view of an eyeball and a brain with a cord connecting them. Blue flashes kept running the length of the cord from the eye to the brain.

"Its third function,” the voice continued, "is to attach itself to the host's optic nerve and prevent any visual signals from reaching the visual cortex of the brain, effectively blinding the host."

A large number of the red dots on the screen suddenly rushed in and completely covered the cord, keeping the blue flashes from traveling along it. Then the image changed back to the picture of the human outline, but this time it showed red dots leaving the outline in all directions.

“Finally we come to its fourth function. As the Wonder Bug replicates itself, replicas leave the original host to seek out and infect new hosts. The host becomes contagious within two hours of being infected and blindness occurs two to three days later, thus allowing them to spread the Wonder Bugs to others before they even know they’ve been infected.”

The screen returned to the image of the Wonder Bug.

“Project Blindside is designed to incapacitate an enemy force and allow battles to be won with minimal casualties.”

Weise pressed another key on the computer terminal, The screen went blank and the lights and windows returned to normal.

“Are you having any questions?” Punjabi asked.

“What keeps the SEAL team in your example from bein’ blinded?” General Wilson inquired.

“We developed a vaccine that prevents the Wonder Bugs from infecting a host,” Weise informed them. “The SEALs would be vaccinated before their assault on the terrorist compound.”

“But what about the hostages?” Susan asked. “Is the blindness reversible?”

“We are currently working to develop a reversing agent to counteract the effects of the Wonder Bugs,” the doctor said.

“How close are ya?” Wilson asked. “Cause it would be disastrous ta deploy it without havin’ a way ta stop it.”

“We’re projecting a completion date in six to ten months,” Weise answered.

“Why do you call them Wonder Bugs?” Susan asked. “They seem like more of a nightmare than a wonder.”

Punjabi and Weise both chuckled.

“One of our lab techs coined the name after the blind musician Stevie Wonder and the name just caught on,” the doctor explained.

“Does the host have to be human?” Susan inquired.

“Yes and no,” Weise told her. “Wonder Bugs are designed to only target primate physiology so, while it could blind a monkey, your dog or cat would be perfectly safe.”

“How long can these Wonder Bugs survive without a host?” Wilson asked.

“Without a host, they become dormant and begin to break down after about three months,” Weise responded.

“Where are the Wonder Bugs now?” Susan wanted to know.

“When not being used in our labs, all our nanobots are kept in tanks in a high security storage facility in the basement,” the doctor assured her.

Learning that the Wonder Bugs were right beneath her feet made Susan’s skin crawl. It was as if she could feel the microscopic machines burrowing into her pores. She knew she was being ridiculous. She was just letting her imagination get to her. After all, Doctor Weise had just said that all the Wonder Bugs were secure in the basement.

After the meeting ended, Pistol Pete and Susan made their way back to the parking lot, returning their visitor's passes along the way.

"So what did ya think?" The general asked as they left the building.

“I think the Manhattan Project pales by comparison,” Susan said thoughtfully, referring to the creation of the atomic bomb. "This could completely change the way wars are fought and save countless lives on both sides. Hell, it could turn the United States into the world's sole superpower. However, it's also absolutely terrifying."

"Ah believe that's what they said 'bout the Manhattan Project," Wilson commented half jokingly. "Ah have a jet standin' by at Travis Air Force Base. Can ah offer ya a ride back ta D.C.?"

"No thank you, General. I'm spending the night with Jenny at the ranch in Santa Barbara so I can see her off in the morning. I’ll catch a commercial flight back afterwards."

"Well it was good seein' ya again,” he said with a mock salute as he headed for his staff car.

"Take care, General,” she said heading for her own car. 

Neither of them was aware of the tiny machines busy replicating inside their bodies as they went their separate ways.
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CHAPTER 3: Sayre, OK.
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Thirty six year old Phoenix Walker sat on the edge of his 2 1/2’ x 6’ bunk in an 8’ x 12’ cell in Unit F of the North Fork Correctional Center trying to read a book. He wasn’t having much success because his cell partner, twenty one year old Rick Thurman, kept leaning over the edge of the top bunk to interrupt him with a bunch of useless chatter.

“Wh-wh-when I g-get out, I’m g-g-gonna f-find me a sweet y-y-young thing and m-m-marry her and start m-makin’ me some b-b-babies,” Rick announced with his usual stutter. “What ab-bout you, cellie? Wh-what are y-y-you g-g-gonna do wh-when you g-get out?”

“I’m not getting’ out. Life without parole, remember?” Phoenix said, mildly annoyed.

“Y-you could still g-g-get out,” Rick persisted. “You c-c-could win your ap-appeal, or you c-could g-g-get a commut-t-tation."

"Yeah, and maybe the Governor will give me a pardon for all past, present, and future crimes," Phoenix quipped.

"S-seriously, bro, wh-what would you d-d-do if you g-got out?"

"Seriously? I'd head up into the Rocky Mountains, away from everyone, and I’d follow them up into northern Canada," Phoenix responded. “Once there, I'd find one of those secluded lakes that nobody has access to and I'd live there on my own."

"B-but what ab-about a f-f-family?" Rick asked. "Everyone n-n-needs somebody to c-care about and that c-c-cares about  th-them."

"Not me,” Phoenix answered. "I'm sick of people. I just wanna be left alone to live out the rest of my life in peace."

"Wh-what is it th-that's made you so j-jaded, bro?"

Phoenix realized that he wasn't going to get any reading done with Rick wanting to talk, so he set his book to the side.

"I suppose you could say I've been disillusioned,” he explained. "You see, I was raised to believe that this is the greatest country in the world. I was taught that our government stood on the side of right, that it treated people fairly and humanely and went out of it’s way to defend human rights and protect the oppressed. I have to admit, I bought that propaganda hook, line, and sinker...so much so that right after high school I joined the army...”

“Y-y-you w-were in the a-a-army?”

“Yeah, I was a ranger. I ev...”

“D-did you s-s-see any action?”

“Yeah, I even earned a silver star and a couple of bronze stars during the Syrian Offensive. But everything changed a little over ten years ago.”

“Wh-why? Wh-what hap-p-pened?”

“I was in a bar called the Sooner Shack...”

“The one in N-N-Norman, just off I-35?” Rick asked.

“Yeah, you know it?”

“Y-yes. I’ve been th-th-there.”

“Anyway.” Phoenix continued. “I was enjoyin’ a cold beer when this really cute blond coed sat down and started flirtin’ with me. I think she was attracted by my uniform. We were gettin' along great when her boyfriend showed up, and he was not at all happy to see her payin' me so much attention.

"Him and a couple of his buddies jumped me in the parking lot as I was leavin'. When the fight wasn't goin' like they wanted, the boyfriend pulled out a knife and he ended up dyin' on his own blade.

"When the cops showed up, his buddies told 'em I had tried to rob 'em and stabbed him when they fought back. The girl backed up their story. It turned out they were members of the OU football team so as far as the cops were concerned, they could do no wrong. They arrested me and charged me with murder and attempted robbery."

"B-b-but it was h-h-his knife,” Rick objected.

"His buddies said it was mine and that I pulled it out to rob 'em.

"Anyway, the trial was a complete farce. They stuck me with a public defender who had never taken a case to trial before and he kept tryin' to get me to plead guilty. The judge couldn't fairly judge a beauty contest. He kept fallin' asleep durin' the trial and, I found out later, he was a graduate of the OU Law School. The prosecutor was more  concerned with paddin’ his conviction rate than seekin’ justice. Because of my army experience, he made me out to be a psychopath and a trained killer. And finally, the jury was composed entirely of OU fans and alumni. It took ‘em all of about five minutes to find me guilty.”

“M-man, they really st-st-stacked the d-d-deck against you.”

“Yeah, and I’ve been a guest of the Oklahoma Department of Corruption ever since. I’ve experienced first hand the indignities, the inhumanity, and the physical and psychological tortures that this country inflicts on its prisoners. It’s made me realize that the so called justice system in this country makes the worst third world banana republic seem like paradise. So, yeah, I’m a little jaded.”

“Lockin’ down for count!” A guard’s voice yelled out.
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CHAPTER 4: Washington, D.C.
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Army General Winston Rhinehart sat in his Pentagon office contemplating the significance of the information he had received earlier that day. As Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, he had been present when the director of DARPA briefed the Joint Chiefs on a new weapon system being developed in California. If Project Blindside lived up to Pistol Pete’s briefing, it had the potential of making the United States military unstoppable. Hell, it could completely end war and force peace on Earth on the U.S.’s terms.

Rhinehart depressed a button on his intercom.

“Linda, get me a meeting this afternoon with the Secretary of Defense,” he said.

•                         •                        •
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DEFENSE SECRETARY HARLAN Bell had a lot on his mind as he made his way across town for the weekly cabinet meeting at the White House. His youngest son had driven down from Princeton last week with a new girlfriend he wanted his parents to meet. Evidently thing were getting pretty serious between them. Amber seemed nice enough, but the boy should be concentrating on his education, not on a new girlfriend. Why couldn’t John have just gone to Annapolis like his two brothers? The Naval Academy would have kept him on the right track. Anyway, John would be heading back to school tomorrow. Harlan made a mental note to have a talk with the boy before that.

Then there was the new mutual defense treaty between Russia, China, Iran, Syria, and North Korea. The news media was calling it the Axis Pact but, whatever you called it, it was a major concern for the western alliance. The President was going to have a lot of questions about that and Harlan wasn’t at all sure that he would have the answers.

Also, the President was scheduled to deliver his State Of The Union Address the day after tomorrow. Harlan had known President Andrew Harrison since the two of them had played high school football together back in Omaha. Andy was a good man but, with the inflation and unemployment rates being so high, he'd been taking a lot of hits lately. He had to be worried about how his upcoming speech would be received.

Finally, right before he left the Pentagon, General Rhinehart had told him about a new weapon DARPA was developing that acted like a biological weapon but was neither biological nor chemical. He would have to remember to get with the DARPA director and find out more about it. Rhinehart seemed to think it would be a game changer. Supposedly the weapon caused an enemy to go blind.

•                         •                        •
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PRESIDENT HARRISON sat behind his desk in the Oval Office with his head in his hands. The cabinet meeting had just ended without there being much in the way of good news. The Treasury Secretary had reported that inflation was up another two points over the last week and the Fed was talking about raising the interest rates again. The Attorney General had reported a significant increase in violent crimes, particularly in mass shootings, and the Homeland Security Secretary noted a sharp increase in domestic terrorist activity.

On the international scene, the Secretary of State said that NATO was becoming increasingly worried about all the Kremlin’s saber rattling and both Syria and Iran were stepping up their anti-Israel and anti-American rhetoric. The Defense Secretary reported that North Korea had begun amassing troops along the demilitarized zone and the Chinese navy was becoming more aggressive around American warships in the South China Sea. He also said the Defense Department was working on a new weapon that could tip the scales in America’s favor, but he wasn’t prepared to elaborate yet.

The only positive thing accomplished in the meeting was his appointment of the Secretary of the Interior as the designated survivor for the upcoming State Of The Union Address. The designated survivor is a cabinet member who remains at an undisclosed location outside of Washington during a State Of The Union Address. In the event of an attack on the Capitol during the address, the designated survivor would become the acting president thereby insuring continuity of government.

Harrison looked over the speech he was suppose to give and moaned.

“I’ll be lucky if they don’t tar and feather me,” he thought as he depressed a button on his intercom.

“Janet, have Tommy come in here,” he said, calling for his speech writer.

•                         •                        •
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INTERIOR SECRETARY Latisha Johnson stood on the platform with a Secret Service detachment waiting to board the train. As the plump African-American woman stepped onto the train for Chicago, she was unaware that she and everyone else who attended the President's cabinet meeting, as well as over half the staffs of the White House and Pentagon, were spreading nanobots to everyone they came near.
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CHAPTER 5: Albuquerque, N.M.


[image: ]




Eleven year old Dani Tyler awoke with a yawn to the smell of bacon frying. After a leisurely stretch, the fifth grader climbed out of bed and headed for the bathroom.

"Danielle, breakfast's ready,” her mom called from the kitchen.   Returning to her bedroom with freshly brushed teeth and a scrubbed face, she peeled her pajamas off and pulled on a pair of blue jeans. Digging in a drawer of her dresser, she found a green camouflage T-shirt and pulled it over her head.

"Your breakfast is gonna get cold,” her mom yelled as Dani finished tying her sneakers. 

“Coming,” she called back as she stood up and saw her reflection in the mirror. She quickly ran a comb through her short copper colored hair before she left the bedroom.

Arriving in the kitchen, she sat down at the table in front of a plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, and an English muffin.

“Is that what you’re wearing to school?” Her mom asked disapprovingly as she poured Dani a glass of milk.

“Yeah,” Dani replied. “What’s wrong with my clothes?”

“Why don’t you ever wear any of your nice dresses to school?”

“Ooh,” Dani said making a face like she was sucking on lemons.

“You are such a tomboy,” her mom laughed.

Dani reached for a jar of strawberry preserves and began  smearing it on her muffin.

“Did you finish your homework last night?” Her mom inquired as she packed her daughter’s lunch.

“Yeah, Mom,” Dani responded between bites.

“Don’t talk with your mouth full. It isn’t very ladylike. And sit up straight, you’re slouching.”

Dani straightened in her chair.

“Don’t you have a math test today?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you ready for it?”

“Yeah, Mom, all ready.”

“Then I can expect you to get an A on it?”

“Geez Mom, its math. I always get As in math,” Dani said as she finished her breakfast. She took her empty plate to the sink, grabbed her G.I. Joe lunch box, and headed for the door.

“Bye, Mom,” she said.

“Hold up,” Mom said. She walked over and gave her daughter a kiss on the forehead. “Now you can go.”

•                         •                        •
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ALICE TYLER STOOD ON the porch drying her hands on her apron as she watched her daughter mount her bicycle and ride off down the street. It wasn’t easy raising a child on your own, especially one as headstrong as Danielle, but she did the best she could. Danielle's father had taken off like a scared jackrabbit when Alice told him she was pregnant and she hadn't seen him since. Her parents had helped her through the pregnancy, but her mother died shortly after Danielle was born and her father hadn't been far behind. She and Danielle had been on their own ever since. 

It hadn't always been easy. Sometimes they barely got by on the pay Alice earned as a hairdresser and, at times, Danielle could be a real handful. Still, she couldn’t imagine her life without Danielle in it.

She watched as her daughter disappeared down the street, then turned and went back inside.
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CHAPTER 6: Los Angeles, CA.
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Susan sat in the VIP lounge of the international terminal at Los Angeles International Airport sipping cappuccinos with her daughter. Except for the dark brown hair she’d gotten from her father, thirty four year old Jenny Palmer looked just like a younger version of Susan herself. More than one person had mistaken them for sisters.

“What time’s your flight, Mom?”

“Mine’s not 'til 11:30,” Susan informed her.

“That means you'll be waiting an hour and a half by yourself,” Jenny said.

"That's alright. I have a bill I need to read over before it goes to the floor next week."

"Korean Air flight 802 to Tokyo and Seoul is now boarding at Gate 6,” a voice announced from a speaker in the ceiling.

"That's me," Jenny said as she collected her purse and carry-on bag. She gave her mother a quick hug. "I love you, Mom."

"I love you too, honey,” Susan said with a quick kiss to her forehead. "Call me when you land so I'll know you arrived safely.”

"I will,” Jenny said as she left to catch her flight.

Susan walked over and stood at the huge windows watching for Jenny's plane to pull away from the terminal.

When Susan arrived at the ranch yesterday, Jenny was busy packing for her trip. Susan helped her finish, then made a quick supper. After they ate, she called to arrange for a town car to take them to the airport in the morning.

They stopped and ate breakfast at a Denny's in Oxnard on the way to the airport. Susan had a Spanish omelette and Jenny had pancakes. When they’d finished, they’d unknowingly left their waitress with more than a good tip.

Arriving at LAX, they’d browsed the concourse for a while, then made their way through the TSA checkpoint. Along the way they’d unwittingly infected everyone that came within ten feet of them.

Susan watched as the Korean Air jet taxied to the end of the runway. It paused there briefly, then shot down the runway and into the sky, on its way to export Wonder Bugs to Asia.

After the plane faded from view, Susan turned and began making her way to the American Airlines terminal to wait for her own flight to be called.

Over the next three days, the TSA agents at LAX passed Wonder Bugs to hundreds of thousands of passengers traveling to every major city in the world.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 7: Washington, D.C.
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President Harrison stood on the podium behind the microphones facing both houses of Congress. Behind him sat his Vice President and the Speaker Of The House. In the front row sat the members of his cabinet, the Joint Chiefs, and the justices of the Supreme Court. At the back of the room, an array of television cameras were all aimed at him. He looked around the room, then raised his hand for quiet.

“My fellow Americans,” he began. “We live in a world poised on the brink of war. As I speak, North Korea is amassing troops along its border with South Korea. Russian troops are conducting exercises in Belarus and along their western border. NATO is convinced these exercises are a prelude to an all out invasion of western Europe. In the middle east, Iranian backed terrorist groups are increasing their attacks on both Israel and our own troops in the region. In the south Pacific, Chinese naval and air forces are stepping up their attempts to provoke a confrontation with our own navy. However, you can rest assured that the United States’ Armed Forces are as strong as they’ve ever been. They stand ready to not only meet, but to defeat any threat.”

The room erupted in cheers. He paused to wait for it to subside before continuing.

“On the home front, the economy is really not as bad as it may seem. The signing of the Axis Pact has caused many American companies to close their overseas factories and reopen their production facilities in this country. The effect this will have on the economy will be reflected by a drastic decrease in the unemployment rate. As for inflation...”

A bloodcurdling scream suddenly rang out, interrupting the President’s speech in mid sentence. He looked around and found that Senator Palmer, the pretty blond senator from California, had shot to her feet in a panic and was vigorously rubbing her eyes.

“No, no, no!” She kept crying out over and over. “I can’t have those damned bugs! It’s not possible!”

Several other senators were trying their best to calm her when the President’s personal physician rushed to her aid. Pulling her hands from her face, he used a penlight to check her eyes and found that her pupils were reacting normally. Fearing she was suffering some kind of mental break, he removed a syringe from his bag and injected her with a strong sedative. By that time the EMTs, who always wait just outside the chamber during a State Of The Union Address, had arrived with a gurney. They placed her gently on it and wheeled her from the room.

“I certainly hope she's alright," the President said, sounding concerned. He waited for the room to quiet back down. When it did, he continued.

"I'm sorry for the interruption folks. As I was about to say, when it comes to the inflation rate..."  

"What the hell?" General Rhinehart yelled, shaking his head from side to side.

"Hey who turned out the lights?" The Chief of Naval Operations asked loudly.

"I can't see a thing!" A representative exclaimed in a panicked voice.

"Me either!" A senator yelled back.

Fearing some kind of chemical or biological attack, the Secret Service agents rushed both the President and the Vice President out of the room.
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CHAPTER 8: Sayre, OK.
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Phoenix sat at a table in the day room looking at his cards. Four of the other players had already folded. He and TK were the only ones left. He was down ten dollars and he had already put six more in the pot, but he was looking at a full house...Sevens over queens.

“I call,” he said, putting two more dollars into the pile in the center of the table.

“Four of a kind,” TK said as he laid four jacks out in front of him.

Phoenix laid his cards face down and pushed back from the table. “That’s it for me. It’s just not my night.”

“Ph-Phoenix, ya g-g-gotta c-come see th-this,” Rick called excitedly from their cell door.

Phoenix returned to his cell to find Rick pointing at the TV. One of the talking heads from the evening news was on the screen. He sat down on his bunk to watch and see what had Rick so excited.

“To recap,” the newsman said. “What you just saw was a replay of the events that unfolded during the State Of The Union Address earlier this evening when at least 148 people were struck blind and had to be hospitalized. There is still no word from the White House about the incident, but we are now getting reports coming in from around the globe of people suddenly going blind. The BBC is calling it the Darkness and it seems to be spreading fast. Just one moment.”

The announcer listened briefly to his earpiece, then continued.

“We are going live to our affiliate in Chicago where a passenger plane has just crashed into the Sears Tower. Amy, are you there?”

The screen shifted to an attractive Asian woman holding a microphone. In the background, the Sears Tower could be seen in flames with smoke billowing from it. All around her were policemen, firefighters, and chaos. A scruffy looking man walked up behind her carrying a sign that read, “Repent! Judgment Day ls Upon Us!”

“I’m here, Mort,” the Asian woman said.

“Amy, can you tell us what’s happening there?”

“Well Mort, at approximately 9:03 this evening, United Airlines flight 487 from Denver to Chicago crashed into the Sears Tower,” she said. “The plane was a Boeing 787 with 268 people aboard. All are presumed dead. There’s no word yet on how many people were in the Sears Tower when the plane struck the building. However, because of the late hour, that number is expected to be low.

“As you can see behind me, the Sears Tower is burning out of control while firefighters are struggling just to get to the flames.”

“Amy, is there any word on what might have caused the crash?”

“There’s no official word yet. That won’t come 'til they recover the black boxes. However the control tower at O’Hare has reported that the pilot had declared an emergency before the crash saying that the flight crew had all gone blind.”

“Amy, we'll check back with you for later developments.”

The picture on the screen switched back to the newsroom.

“We are now getting reports of plane crashes, train wrecks, and traffic pileups from all over the world. The Darkness seems to be spreading at an alarming rate. Reports are now coming in of several cities across the country and across the globe erupting into riots.”

The newsman paused, leaned forward squinting, looked around, then said, “I’m sorry folks, but I can’t see the teleprompter. Hell, I can’t see any...”

The screen suddenly switched to a test pattern with the words, “Sorry for the interruption. We are experiencing technical difficulties. Please stand by,” written on it.

“Lock down!”’ a guard’s voice yelled from the day room.

“Hell no!” Someone else yelled. “Haven’t you seen what's happenin’? If we lock down, we might not ever get back out.”

“Go to your cells and lock down now!” The guard shouted.

“Lock your mama down, punk,” another voice yelled.

Phoenix and Rick stepped out into the day room to see what was going on and found it crowded with inmates. Several of them were facing off with the guard as he called on his radio for backup. Others were just standing around watching all the excitement unfold.

Suddenly one of the inmates struck the guard on the back of the head with a mop handle, knocking him to the ground and sending his radio skidding across the floor. Other inmates began kicking and beating him. Then a few of them carried him into a nearby cell, took his keys, and locked him in.

Just then the door to the unit flew open, but instead of other guards coming to his rescue, inmates from other units came rushing in. The North Fork Correctional Center was experiencing its first full blown prison riot.
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CHAPTER 9: Washington, D.C.
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As soon as President Harrison arrived back at the White House, he went directly to the Situation Room. His White House Chief Of Staff, Bob Collins, was already there holding a phone to his ear. Seated around the table were representatives of nearly every department of the executive branch. Notably absent was anyone, other than the president himself, who was in attendance at the State Of The Union Address. Two more people arrived just as the president was taking his seat at the head of the table.

"What do we know, Bob?" Harrison asked.

"I've been on the phone with the CDC in Atlanta," the White House Chief reported. "What's happening is not just confined to the Capitol Building. The CDC's getting reports from all over the country of people spontaneously going blind with no apparent cause. The largest concentrations seem to be in and around Los Angeles and right here in Washington, where the hospitals are being overwhelmed.”

"So is the country under attack or what?" The president demanded.

"We haven't intercepted any chatter about an attack,” the NSA Director informed him.

"I don't believe it is an attack, sir," the Deputy Secretary of State said with a phone held to his ear. “Reports are coming in from London, Paris, Brussels, Saint Petersburg, Rome, Munich, Tel Aviv, Cairo, Hong Kong, Shanghai, Seoul, Sydney, and Tokyo of similar incidents.”

“Then what the hell’s happening?” The president demanded.

“Sir, look at the screen,” someone said.

Along one wall was a bank of television monitors all displaying different news channels. The large one in the center was tuned to CNN. Harrison turned to look and saw a scene reminiscent of the 9-11 attack on the World Trade Center. CNN was showing a large passenger jet slamming into Chicago’s Sears Tower. There was a stunned silence in the room.

“Sir,” Collins said softy, already back on the phone. “The FAA is reporting that there have been 129 plane crashes within the past hour. Thirty two of them have been commercial airliners and eighteen have been military planes. Hundreds more have declared in-flight emergencies due to their pilots going blind and most of the country’s air traffic control towers are not responding and no longer seem to be in operation."

"Have the FAA ground all flights over the U.S.," Harrison ordered.

"Sir, more bad news," the Navy's Deputy Chief announced.

"What now, Admiral?" The president inquired.

"Sir, a supertanker was offloading oil at a Houston refinery when it was broadsided by a container ship and burst into flames, setting fire to the refinery. The fire is burning out of control and threatening the city of Houston."

"Where the hell's the FEMA director?" Harrison asked. "He should be here."

"Sir, I think he was one of the people that went blind at the Capitol,” Collins informed him.

"Well get someone from FEMA over here."

"Yes sir," the White House Chief said reaching for the phone again.

"Sir, I have DARPA on the phone, He says it's urgent," the Deputy Commandant of the Marine Corps announced.

"Put it on speaker," the president ordered.

"Mister President?" A voice asked. 

“What can I do for you, General Wilson? Were pretty busy over here.”

“Sir, General Wilson has been hospitalized,” the voice said. “I’m Rear Admiral Garcia. I’m going to patch you through to the CEO of Biotron Nanotech. I believe he'll be able to shed some light on what’s been going on.”

After a brief pause, a voice with an Indian accent came on the line.

“Mister President, can you hear me?”

“I can hear you, sir.”

“Mister President, my name is Rahshesh Punjabi. I am the director of a company named Biotron Nanotech. We are...”

“Director, I was told you might be able to explain what’s been happening,” the president interrupted.

“Yes, Mister President,” Punjabi replied. He went on to explain about the company’s contract with DARPA and about the development and capabilities of the Wonder Bugs.

“What’s a nano...whatever you said?” Harrison asked.

“A nanobot is a microscopic machine,” the director explained.

“Wait. So you’re saying the Darkness is being caused by some kind of little robot, and not a disease?” Harrison asked.

“Yes, Mister President. General Wilson and Senator Palmer came to see us. When I saw Senator Palmer on the television, I suspected that she had somehow been exposed to Wonder Bugs. We did a check of our facility. We are still not knowing how they got out of containment, but we are finding that our offices are full of Wonder Bugs. General Wilson and Senator Palmer would have been exposed when they were here.”

“Sir,” the Army Deputy Chief interrupted as he hung up the phone, his face gone pale.

“What is it, General?”

“Sir, I just spoke to the Army Corps of Engineers. Both reactors at the Millstone Nuclear Power Plant in New London, Connecticut, have melted down and both Palo Verde in Arizona and Diablo Canyon in California have reactors on the brink of meltdowns. Most of the other reactors around the country are reporting critical conditions.”

“Where the hell is FEMA?” The president yelled, slamming his fist on the table.

“They said they’re sending someone over,” Collins informed him.

“Okay, Director, see if I’ve got this straight,” Harrison said, turning his attention back to Punjabi. “You’re saying the Senator and the General were exposed to these robots of yours and they’ve been exposing other people, who in turn have exposed other people, and so on?”

“That is correct, Mister President,” Punjabi said.

“So how do we stop it?” Harrison inquired.

“Sir, I do not know,” the director replied. “We are trying for months to reverse the effects, but we have not been successful. I am thinking we might be having a global pandemic that will be making covid look like a runny nose.”

“Are you and your people infected, Director?” The president asked.

“No, Mister President,” Punjabi answered. “We are having a vaccine we give to everyone who works around the Wonder Bugs, but it is only working if you receive it before you are exposed to the Wonder Bugs.”

“How much vaccine do you have?”

“We are having enough for about two hundred people, Mister President.”

“Okay, keep working on finding a cure and we'll get back to you,” the president said and motioned for the connection to be broken. “Bob, get the Vice President and the Chief Justice over here.”

“The Chief Justice, sir?” Collins asked, confused.

“Yes. I will be invoking the Twenty-Fifth Amendment,” Harrison said, referring to the constitutional amendment allowing a president to step down when he’s unable to perform his duties. “I’ve just gone blind.”

Pandemonium erupted in the room. Then the White House Chief Of Staff announced in a loud voice, “I’m afraid you can’t do that, sir.”

“Why the hell not?” The president wanted to know.

“Because, sir, the Vice President, the Speaker of the House, and even the designated survivor are all blind,” Collins informed him. “There’s no one in the line of succession left to pass the presidency to.”
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CHAPTER 10: Albuquerque, N.M.


[image: ]




Dani was mad. In fact, she was furious. Twelve year old Gary Foreman, one of the worst bullies at Sy Jackson Elementary School, had just bounced a soccer ball off her head...on purpose!

“What'cha gonna do about it, carrot top?” He taunted the cute girl with the smattering of freckles across-her nose and cheeks. “Go cry to your mommy like a little baby?”

The crowd on the playground, sensing a confrontation brewing, gathered around and were beginning to chant, “Carrot top! Carrot top!”

Dani had enough. Gary wasn’t the first person to mistake her for an easy target. She knew how to handle bullies. As he raised the ball for another go at her head, she slammed the palm of her hand into it as hard as she could. The ball flew from his hands and struck him square in the face with enough force to bloody his nose and knock him to the ground. Before he could get back up, she straddled his chest and was busy pummeling his face with both of her fists.

A large hand suddenly grabbed her by the arm and lifted her off him. She looked up and saw Mrs. Ruis, a sixth grade teacher, frowning down at her.

“He started it!” Dani proclaimed as Gary sat up trying to wipe the blood from his nose, but only managing to smear it all over his face.

“I don’t care who started it,” Mrs. Ruis said. “You’re both going to the princ...”

The rest of what she said was suddenly drowned out by the roar of jet engines as a large airliner flew over the school at treetop level, causing everyone to duck. It disappeared beyond the nearby rooftops only to be followed by a large explosion.

“Everyone go inside,” Mrs. Ruis yelled.

Ignoring her, everyone stood staring as a huge fireball and billowing black smoke rose up over what appeared to be the downtown area.

“Now!” Mrs. Ruis screamed and everyone began moving towards the building.

Dani stood terrified, all the color drained from her face. Her mom worked at a beauty salon downtown. She jerked her arm from the teacher’s grasp and ran into the building. Once inside, she didn’t even slow down. She ran all the way through the school, dodging both teachers and hall monitors along the way, and shot out the front door like a bullet. Spurred on by fear for her mother, she ran straight to the bicycle rack. Unlocking her security chain, she jumped on her bike and took off toward the center of town with her legs pumping like the pistons in a race car.

Dani could hear the piercing wail of sirens converging somewhere up ahead. She rode towards them with tears streaming down her cheeks as she imagined the worst. She began to smell the acrid scent of smoke laced with the smell of burning meat. It made her gag, but still she rode on. She had never been so scared in her life. Then she saw it.

Dani stopped and gazed at the horrific scene before her. The plane had been a big one. It had crashed directly into the strip mall where her mother’s salon was located. The buildings were all burning out of control. Smaller fires were scattered throughout the parking lot and the surrounding area. Pieces of the plane and smashed cars were everywhere. Fire trucks and ambulances were arriving in droves and the police had begun to cordon off the crash site.

As deafening as the sirens and the roar of the flames were, they could not drown out the sounds of human suffering. Everywhere she looked, Dani saw people crying out in pain and confusion. Bodies and parts of bodies were strewn all over. Some were on fire and many of the ones that were, were still moving. People were stumbling around dazed and confused, most with visible wounds and burns. Some were even missing limbs.

Dani stared in shocked disbelief as a dog ran past her howling in pain and fear. Its back was on fire and its intestines were trailing behind it.

Dani dropped her bicycle to the ground and threw up. After she’d emptied her stomach, she turned to face the carnage. She imagined her mother laying hurt, or worse, somewhere in that nightmare. She was determined to find her, even as she stood trembling in fear.

Dani summoned her courage and ducked under the yellow police tape. The deeper she got into the parking lot, the more carnage she saw. Before long, she was crying uncontrollably from all the suffering around her. Suddenly a hand grabbed hold of her ankle.

Dani looked down and saw a man laying on his back and holding on to her leg. His right leg had been torn off just above the knee and a large pool of blood had already formed.

“Help me,” the man pleaded.

Dani was faced with a dilemma. She had to find her mother. She could be laying somewhere hurt and needing help. On the other hand, if she didn’t stop and help this man, he would probably die. If her mom was hurt, she hoped someone would help her and not just leave her to die. But if she took the time to help people, her mother could die. All these thoughts flashed through her mind and she made a decision.

Saying a quick prayer, Dani dropped to one knee next to the man. She removed his belt and tied it around the stump of his leg as tight as she could to stop the bleeding, just like she’d seen them do on TV shows. She told him that he was going to be okay, then she continued her search hoping she hadn’t just lied to him.

From then on, Dani didn’t hesitate to help everyone she could. Two people died in her arms that day, but a lot more lived because of first aid techniques she’d learned by watching TV.

Covered in blood and soot, Dani was becoming more and more panicked as she unsuccessfully searched for her mother. The thought that she might be in the beauty salon, which was completely engulfed in flames, filled her with dread. She climbed onto the roof of a parked van for a better view, but it didn’t help. She saw plenty of suffering all around her, but she still didn’t see her mother anywhere.

A fireman spotted Dani and rushed over as she was climbing down off the van. She tried to explain to him that she needed to find her mother, but all he saw was a young girl covered in blood that appeared to be in shock and desperately in need of medical attention. He took her to one of the waiting ambulances and handed her over to the EMT.

The woman’s name tag said “Shelley.” Dani didn’t know if that was her first or last name. She seemed nice enough. She appeared to empathize when Dani explained about her mother. Taking a bottle of water and a towel from the ambulance, Shelley wiped the blood, soot, and tears from her face. Assuring herself that Dani was unharmed, she sent her on her way and turned her attention to caring for those who needed her more.

Dani tried to continue to look for her mother, but by then the police had established a perimeter around the crash site and wouldn’t let her back in. She made several attempts to get past them, all without success. Defeated, she gave up and went to retrieve her bicycle.

Dani slowly rode her bike home, crying the entire way. She knew her mother was most likely dead. She was now alone in the world. She tried to imagine what her life was going to be like without her mom. They would probably try to put her in a group home. Her BFF Tina had been in a group home before getting taken in by her foster family. Tina had told her how horrible it was there. Dani swore she would run away from home before she let them put her in a place like that.

By the time she pulled her bike into her front yard, Dani was more miserable than she’d ever been in her life. All that changed when she opened the front door and saw her mother laying on the sofa with a washcloth over her eyes.

“Mom!” Dani shouted running to her. She threw her arms around her and sobbed uncontrollably.

“What is it, baby?” Alice asked her daughter, becoming concerned. “Why aren’t you in school...and why do you smell like smoke?”

Dani told her mother everything that had taken place, omitting some of the more gruesome details because she didn’t want to relive them.

“Oh baby,” her mother cooed trying to comfort her. “I wasn’t able to go to work today.”

“Why not?” Dani asked.

“Baby,” Alice explained. “I’ve caught the Darkness.”
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CHAPTER 11: South China Sea, 18° 6’ N, 115° 12’ E.
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In his white uniform, and with his white hair, mustache, and goatee, Admiral Duane Timmons bore a striking resemblance to a certain chicken loving fast food mogul. However, once they heard his Bostonian accent, no one would ever accuse him of being from Kentucky. As he stepped onto the bridge of America’s newest and most advanced aircraft carrier, it was obvious that something out of the ordinary was happening.

“Unidentified aircraft, this is the USS Barack Obama,” Captain Harlinger was saying into a handheld microphone. “You are heading towards restricted airspace. Please identify yourself and state your intentions.”

There was no response.

“Launch the ready alert,” he ordered.

“Admiral on the bridge!” Someone announced.

“As you were,” Timmons said. “What’s the situation, Captain?”

“Sir, we have a bogey heading directly towards us from the Chinese mainland,” Harlinger explained as two F-22s raced down the flight deck and took to the sky.

“Sixty miles out and closing,” the radar operator announced.

The tension on the bridge was so thick you could feel it as Harlinger resumed his attempts to contact the unidentified aircraft.

“Sir,” an ensign said as he rushed onto the bridge and came to attention in front of the admiral. “We just received an urgent dispatch directly from Marble Palace for your eyes only.”

Timmons accepted the dispatch and dismissed the ensign. Marble Palace was the code name for the White House. It was highly unusual to receive a dispatch directly from Marble Palace. All dispatches were normally routed through Cinc Pac. He opened it and began reading.

“Fifty miles out and closing,” the radar operator announced.

“Base, Alert One,” a voice blared through the overhead speakers. “We have a visual on the bogey. It appears to be one of the new Chinese MIG-48s.”

“Roger, Alert One,” Harlinger said into the microphone. “See if you can get him to change course.”

“Roger that, Base,” the Alert pilot replied.

“Forty miles out and closing,” the radar operator announced.

“Base, Alert One. We’ve closed on the bogey and have eyes on the pilot. He appears to be disoriented. He’s looking all around and seems to be completely unaware of us.”

“Understood, Alert One,” Harlinger said and changed radio frequencies. “Chinese aircraft, this is your final warning. You are entering restricted airspace. Change your course immediately or we will be forced to shoot you down.”

There was still no response.

“Thirty miles out and closing,” the radar operator said.

“Alert One, you are weapons free,” Harlinger said into his microphone. “Splash the bogey.”

“Roger, Base,” the pilot responded. “We are moving into firing position.”

“Sir, the bogey just dropped off my radar screen,” the radar operator reported.

“Base, Alert One, the bogey just splashed itself. The pilot ejected and we have one Mae West in the water,” the Alert pilot reported.

“Understood, Alert One,” Harlinger acknowledged then set his microphone down. “Launch a helo to rescue that pilot.”

“Belay that order!” Admiral Timmons shouted looking up from the dispatch. “Captain, recall all our aircraft immediately and lay in a course for San Francisco. Order the rest of the fleet to return to Pearl.”

“But sir,” the captain objected. “We have a duty under international maritime law to rescue that pilot. We can’t just leave him there to drown.”

“I’m fully aware of my duty, Captain,” Timmons said holding up the dispatch. “But by order of the President of the United States, no one aboard this ship is to have any physical contact with anyone off this ship. Until further notice, consider this vessel quarantined. Now obey my orders or I'll have you removed from command.”
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CHAPTER 12: Sayre, OK.
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Phoenix walked across the yard on his way to the kitchen to try to find something to eat. He would have opted for the commissary instead, but it had been picked clean early in the riot. All around him were bodies. Some were wandering around aimlessly, and others lay dead on the ground. Most were wearing prison orange, but scattered among them were several in guard’s uniforms.

The riot had been a bloody one, with inmates killing both guards and each other. Most of the prison staff had managed to flee the facility, but a good many had not been that lucky.

About an hour into the riot, the Darkness had struck. It began with a member of the Corrections Emergency Response Team (or Goon Squad, as the inmates called them) suddenly going blind in the middle of a fight, and it quickly spread to guards and inmates alike. Three days later, and everyone that was still left alive in the prison was blind...except for Phoenix. He had no idea why he’d been spared, but he wasn’t going to complain about it either. He figured it was about time he caught a break.

Phoenix would have escaped already, but the prison was surrounded by an electrified fence. The power had shut off yesterday, but within seconds the backup generators had kicked on. Now he was just biding his time waiting for the generators to run out of fuel. In the meantime, he was hungry.

Phoenix entered the mess hall and passed all the way through and into the kitchen. The first thing he noticed was Captain Barger, the most sadistic and hated bastard in the prison, propped against a wall with a knife stuck in his side.

“Now that’s karma,” Phoenix thought to himself as he began making a sandwich. He was just starting to take his first bite when he spied the key ring hanging on Barger’s belt. It occurred to him that with those keys he could get into the Central Control Room, where he would be able to open the front gate and, no longer needing to wait for the generators to run down, he could just leave. He reached down and lifted the keys from Barger’s belt.

Suddenly Barger’s eyes flew open and he grabbed Phoenix by the wrist.

“Help me,” he pleaded.

“After the way you treated us, you have the nerve to ask me for help?” Phoenix said jerking his wrist free. “Why in the world would I ever help you? As far as I’m concerned, you got what you deserve.”

“But I was just following orders,” Barger whined.

“That’s the same excuse the Nazis used at Nuremberg,” Phoenix replied. “It didn’t save them and it ain’t gonna save your sorry ass either.”

Phoenix turned and left, taking the keys with him. He went straight to the Central Control Room and let himself in. He found that the room had been abandoned. Looking around, he was able to locate the gate controls and watched as the gates slid open. Taking a shotgun and a box of shells from the gun rack, and leaving the control room standing wide open, he walked down the hall and out through the front door and gates of the prison.

Pausing in the parking lot, Phoenix closed his eyes and took a good deep breath. It was his first taste of freedom in over ten years and man it felt wonderful. He opened his eyes and ran through the parking lot, across the street, and into the field on the other side.

A moderate north breeze rustled the knee high grass and brought a slight chill to the air. Winter was fast approaching, But Phoenix didn’t care. He could be walking through a blizzard and he would still be elated just to be out of the hellhole he was leaving behind him. He kept going until he could eventually see Interstate 40 stretching off to the east and realized he must be getting close to it.

Phoenix had decided to follow I-40 west until it intersected I-25 in Albuquerque, then follow I-25 north to Colorado Springs. From there he could head on deeper into the Rocky Mountains. He knew that it would probably be quicker to take the back roads but, since he was unfamiliar with them, he figured it was best to stick with the Interstates.

Phoenix climbed to the top of a small hill and there, about fifty yards in front of him, was Interstate 40. Realizing the danger he was in, he suddenly dropped to the ground and hid in the tall grass. There, on the side of the Interstate, and directly in front of him, sat a Beckham County Sheriff’s patrol car.
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CHAPTER 13: Albuquerque, N.M.
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Alice Tyler awoke with a yawn to the smell of bacon frying. After a leisurely stretch, she climbed out of bed and felt her way into the master bathroom.

“Mom, breakfast’s ready,” her daughter called from the kitchen.

Returning to her bedroom with a scrubbed face and freshly brushed teeth, she peeled off her nightgown and slid into the sundress that Danielle had laid out on the chair for her. She wished she could put her makeup on, but that was a luxury that had disappeared with her eyesight.

“Your breakfast is getting cold,” Danielle yelled.

“Coming,” she called back as she slowly felt her way to the kitchen. As soon as she arrived, Danielle took her elbow and led her to the seat. She placed a fork in her right hand and led her left hand to the side of the plate.

“Is there any coffee?” Alice asked.

“Sorry, Mom,” Danielle replied. “The coffee maker quit working yesterday when the power went out. I'll pick up some instant when I go to the store today.”

“How did you cook breakfast with the power not working?” Alice asked.

“The gas still works,” her daughter informed her.

Alice took a bite of her eggs.

“You know I don’t like you going out alone with everything that’s happened,” she said.

“I know, Mom, but with the fridge not working, a lot of the food we have is going to spoil. We need to stock up on food that doesn’t need to be kept cold.”

“I know you’re right, but I still don’t like it,” Alice said and took a bite of bacon. “Maybe I should go with you.”

“Mom, you can’t go with me,” Danielle informed her. “You can’t see to drive.”

“We could walk,” Alice suggested.

“It’s too far to carry all the groceries,” her daughter stated. ”I'll just ride my bike.”

“How are you going to carry all the groceries on a bicycle?” Alice inquired.

“I'll manage,” Danielle stated.

Alice hated that Danielle was having to do everything to care for them. It wasn’t fair to Danielle and it made Alice feel completely useless. She was supposed to take care of her daughter, not the other way around. The whole situation made her wish she could just curl up in a ball and die.

•               •              •
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DANI WAS JUST CLIMBING onto her bike when she spotted a kid’s red wagon in the neighbor’s yard with the words “American Flyer” blazoned across its side in white.

“Perfect,” she said to herself. She retrieved the wagon and used a bungee cord to tie its handle to the rack on the back of her bike. She took a moment to inspect her work. Satisfied, she mounted her bicycle and took off riding for the Walmart Superstore with the wagon trailing behind.

Dani intentionally avoided everyone she saw along the way. After the Darkness hit Albuquerque, it hadn’t taken her long to realize that everyone who found out she could still see just wanted her to do stuff for them. At first she did her best to help everyone she could, but it was just too much. One man had even tried to force her to go home with him so she could take care of him and his family. Being able to see, she was able to escape from him without too much trouble. After that, she made a point of trying to avoid the blind people whenever she went out for anything. Unfortunately, other than herself, it seemed like the blind people were the only kind of people left in the world.

Pulling into the Walmart parking lot; she parked her bicycle, took a flashlight out of her backpack, and went inside. It was eerie. There were no greeters and the checkout counters were all unmanned. The whole place looked dark and deserted.

Dani grabbed a shopping cart and headed for the part of the building where the groceries were kept. When she turned the corner into the first aisle she saw a man’s body laying on the floor at the other end. Standing over it was what looked to Dani like a large wolf, though she was sure it had to be a dog because she had never heard of a wolf being seen in town before. Whatever it was, it had obviously been eating the man’s body because its snout was covered with blood. Its eyes glowed red in the flashlight beam as it bared its teeth and growled at her. An answering growl could be heard coming from a couple of aisles over.

“Nice doggy,” Dani said as she backed away slowly and returned to the main part of the store. The animal chose to remain with its meal rather than follow her.

Dani stopped at the checkout counters to think. At first she didn’t know what to do. She needed to get groceries, but she was terrified of that animal. She was about to leave to try to find another store when she had an idea. With a determined look on her face, she set out for the sporting goods department.

In sporting goods, Dani tested a few bows to find one that she could pull. She had learned archery at summer camp and had been pretty good at it. She really didn’t want to hurt the animal, but she really didn’t have a choice. She couldn’t let it prevent her from getting the food she’d come for. She strapped a quiver onto her back and filled it with razor sharp hunting arrows.

Next, she picked out a good hunting knife. She was just attaching the sheath to her belt when she saw something that gave her a whole new idea. Maybe she didn’t have to kill it after all. Setting on a shelf behind the display case with the knifes were several spray canisters labelled “Bear Repellent.” The canisters even came with their own holsters. She didn’t know what the people of Albuquerque would need bear repellent for, but she strapped two of them onto her belt.

“If it can repel a bear,” she thought, “it ought to make Fido think twice.”

Retrieving her bow, Dani retraced her steps to the grocery section. Setting the bow aside, she removed one of the canisters from its holster. With her flashlight in one hand and the canister of bear spray in the other, she rounded the corner into the aisle.

The beast immediately started growling at her.

“Shoo! Go away!” She shouted walking towards it.

It growled even louder. When she was halfway down the aisle, it charged her. Seeing it up close erased all doubt from her mind. This was no dog. It was a wolf, and a big one at that. With her heart racing at ninety miles an hour, she shot it in the face with the bear spray and prayed the stuff would work. The wolf howled in pain and went completely berserk, thrashing around and slamming into the shelves on either side of the aisle.

Dani heard something behind her and spun around in time to see two more wolves closing on her from the same direction she herself had come. She sprayed one of them, but the other one leaped at her face before she could bring the canister to bear on it. She shoved her flashlight into its mouth but its momentum knocked her to the ground and sent the canister flying from her hand. Before the wolf could recover, she drew her hunting knife and began slamming the blade into it over and over again.

Once the wolf stopped moving, she shoved it off her and stood up. The other two wolves, deciding they’d had enough, had fled.

Dani took a few moments to catch her breath, then retrieved her scattered equipment. She found the aisle with the bottled water and used some of it to clean the wolf blood off of her as best as she could. After that, she got another shopping cart and walked up and down the aisles filling it with food.
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CHAPTER 14: Pacific Ocean, 21° 30’ N, 179° 52’ W.
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As the USS Barack Obama approached the Hawaiian Island chain, Admiral Timmons sat in his cabin contemplating the dispatch he’d received from the White House. Apparently everyone above him in the chain of command, and quite possibly everyone not on this ship, were now blind. That meant that he was now the highest ranking member of the U.S. government who still possessed the sense of sight.

Timmons knew about the Darkness before he got the dispatch. Hell, the whole crew knew about it. That was all the radio and TV stations could talk about, at least until they had stopped broadcasting altogether.

The intercom next to the door buzzed. He walked over and pushed the button.

“Timmons here,” he said.

“Admiral, we are receiving multiple distress calls from vessels in the waters off of Hawaii,” Harlinger’s voice informed him from the intercom.

“Ignore them and continue on course, Captain,” Timmons ordered and returned to his desk.

He picked up the dispatch and read it again. It had been the ship’s last official contact with anyone. Since receiving it, they had attempted to contact Cinc Pac, the Pentagon, and even the White House itself, but each attempt met with nothing but silence. They had even tried to contact Crystal Palace, but the North American Aerospace Defense Command, or NORAD as it was better known, wasn’t responding either. It appeared that they were on their own.

The whole world had gone blind and there was no cure. However, according to the dispatch, a vaccine exists at a lab in Silicon Valley.

Timmons knew that if he was going to keep his sight, he had to get his hands on that vaccine. In order to do so, he would need people he could trust. It couldn’t be anyone with a family. He expected most of them to desert as soon as they made port in order to be with their families. No, it had to be people without any attachments and who would obey any order he gave without question. He picked up the phone.

“Connect me to the Records’ Room,” he said into it.

“Records’ Room,” a voice answered.

“This is Admiral Timmons,” he said. “I would like the personnel file of every sailor and Marine aboard this vessel who is listed as single with no dependents brought to my cabin immediately.”

“Aye aye, sir,” the voice said.

He hung up the phone, leaned back in his chair, and rubbed his temples. He wondered what it was going to be like being able to see in a world where everyone else was blind. He supposed it would be somewhat like Charlton Heston in that old movie The Omega Man, or Will Smith in the slightly newer one, I Am Legend. He remembered hearing it said once that in the land of the blind, the one eyed man is king. Well, he had two working eyes.

“I guess that’s going to make me a god,” he said to himself.
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CHAPTER 15: Interstate 40.
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Phoenix lay in the tall grass watching the patrol car while waiting for it to leave. Something didn’t feel right. Not only was there no sound coming from the car, but he could see the driver clearly and the man hadn’t moved so much as an inch in over an hour. And where was all the traffic? Interstate 40 was supposed to be a busy highway, yet the whole time he’d been laying there, the only movement had been the grass swaying in the breeze.

“Maybe he’s asleep,” Phoenix thought. Finding a small stone, he lobbed it at the patrol car. It hit the roof of the car with a loud bang, but there was still no reaction from the cop.

Phoenix decided to take a chance. Staying low to the ground, he made his way toward the patrol car, keeping his shotgun aimed at the cop as he went. When he reached the side of the car, he looked inside and relaxed. The cop was dead. The car’s deflated airbag was setting in his lap. It appeared the man’s neck had been broken by the airbag when it deployed.

As he walked around to the driver’s side, Phoenix noticed red glass from broken taillights on the ground in front of the patrol car. He opened the driver’s door and looked around inside the car. The cop was definitely dead, but Phoenix noticed something else about the man. He and the cop were roughly the same size.

Realizing he needed to change out of the orange prisoner’s uniform before anyone saw him, Phoenix dragged the cop’s body into the grass at the side of the highway and began stripping him  down to his underwear. Peeling off his prison clothes, he donned the deputy sheriff’s uniform. He even strapped the man’s gun belt around his waist, thinking it might come in handy.

Returning to the patrol car, Phoenix cleared the airbag from the seat and climbed in behind the wheel. He turned the key in the ignition and the engine purred to life. Smiling, he closed the door, put the car in drive, and began heading west down the highway.

Phoenix had just crossed the state line into the Texas panhandle when he saw his first car. It was a Ford minivan that was stopped in the road and was blocking off the right lane. Curious, he decided to investigate. He stopped the patrol car behind the minivan and turned on its flashing lights, just in case he was seen by someone or another car came along. Exiting the cop car, he walked up to the minivan and looked inside. It was obviously a family car. There was a child’s car seat and scattered toys in the back, but where was the family? The car was empty and had obviously been abandoned. He wondered why they hadn’t bothered to pull it off the road before they left.

Returning to the patrol car, he turned off the flashing lights, drove around the abandoned minivan, and continued on his way. He began to pass more and more abandoned vehicles along the way. He even drove past a number of crash sites, but still he saw no people. It was strange, as if the whole world had somehow been depopulated.

It wasn’t until a few miles before he reached the Amarillo city limits that he finally began seeing people. The way they were all stumbling around, it was quite obvious that they were blind. When they heard his car, most of them tried to flag him down or get his attention. By then he was having to drive on the shoulder to get past all the abandoned cars but, ignoring the people, he continued on his way.

Just outside the city limits, Phoenix came to a massive pileup that blocked off the entire highway in both directions. There was no way for him to get around it. He was going to have to abandon the patrol car. He popped the trunk to see if it contained anything that he could use. As he opened the door and climbed out, he was assailed by the stench of rotting corpses coming from the crash site. Looking in the trunk of the patrol car, he discovered that in addition to the spare tire and jack, it contained highway flares, jumper cables, a first aid kit, a fire  extinguisher, a bulletproof vest, and an AR-15 with a bandoleer of extra ammunition for it. He slung the bandoleer over his shoulder and traded in the prison shotgun for the assault rifle. He slammed the trunk, retrieved the deputy’s cowboy hat from the front seat, and set off on foot.

It was getting near dusk when Phoenix spotted a motel across the highway from a convenience store. He went inside the store and bagged up enough food for his supper and for his breakfast the next morning. With his food in hand, he crossed the street to the motel.

“Be right with ya,” a female voice called from the back room as Phoenix entered the office. A few moments later, an obese woman with her hair in curlers and wearing a bathrobe, waddled into the room and stood behind the counter.

“What kin ah do for ya?” She asked.

Phoenix figured that she must have heard him come in since she kept staring towards the door when she spoke instead of looking at him. He waved his hand in front of her face in order to confirm his suspicion. She didn’t show any reaction whatsoever.

“I’d like a room for the night,” he informed her.

“Single or double?” She inquired.

“Single,” he said.

“That'll be sixty nine dollars,” she said holding out her hand.

Phoenix took out the deputy’s wallet and looked inside. Other than his official ID and his driver’s license, all it contained was two twenties and three ones. He took out a twenty dollar bill and put it in her hand.

“Can you break a hundred?” He asked.

“Sorry, hon, ah cain’t,” she said.

“That’s alright,” he told her. “You can keep the change.”

She was positively beaming as she handed him his room key.

“Enjoy yur stay, hon,” she said as he left to go find his room.

Once he was in his room, he laid the assault rifle aside and flopped down onto the bed. Having slept on a hard two inch thick prison mat for so long, he could not remember a bed being so comfortable. He was completely exhausted and, before he knew it, he was sound asleep.

Phoenix awoke the next morning with his stomach growling loudly. After using the bathroom, he tore into the box of donuts he’d gotten the night before and washed it down with one of the beers. He had to laugh when he saw himself in the mirror dressed in a cop uniform, eating donuts, and looking like a cliché.

After his breakfast, Phoenix headed downtown. He was looking for a specific type of business because of an idea he’d had while walking into town the day before. It didn’t take him long to find what he was looking for. About half a block up, on the other side of the highway, was a Harley Davidson dealership.

Phoenix had not been searching for a Harley Davidson dealership per se. Any motorcycle dealership would serve his purpose just as well. After abandoning the patrol car, he had realized that he was not going to be able to reach his destination in a car. If he didn’t want to walk all the way to Canada, he was going to need a vehicle that could get around all the abandoned vehicles and traffic accidents.

Crossing over to the dealership, he tried the door to the showroom. It was locked. However, one of the huge windows at the front of the showroom had been smashed, so he made his entry through that. Inside, there were about twenty different motorcycles on display. After looking all of them over, he chose a big Super Glide because of the large fiberglass saddlebags and went to find the key.

Returning with the key, Phoenix put the bandoleer of ammunition and the cowboy hat in one of the saddlebags. He found a helmet he liked and put it on. Removing the gas cap and peering inside, he discovered that the tank was nearly empty. That was a problem, but not an insurmountable one. He had passed a gas station on the corner on his way to the dealership.

Slinging the assault rifle onto his back, Phoenix mounted the bike and pushed the starter button. The big engine roared to life. Taking the deputy’s sunglasses from his shirt pocket, he donned them, revved the engine a few times, put the bike in gear, and rode it out through the broken window.

Everyone he passed on his way to the gas station stopped what they were doing and turned their heads in his direction as if they could actually see him. Phoenix knew that they were just reacting to the sound of the motorcycle. He pulled into the gas station and came to a stop next to the pumps. He soon discovered that he was faced with a problem. Without electricity, the pumps wouldn’t work. He had no way to get the gas from the underground tank to the Harley’s gas tank.

Phoenix went into the garage and returned a few minutes later carrying a section of hose and a bucket. He went to one of the numerous abandoned cars and began siphoning gas from its tank. Once he had enough, he filled the Harley’s gas tank from the bucket.

He placed the section of hose into one of the saddlebags for future use and threw the bucket away.

Remounting the bike, Phoenix returned to the convenience store that he had visited the night before. He filled the saddlebags with beer and junk food then took I-40 west, eventually leaving Amarillo behind him.
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CHAPTER 16: San Francisco, CA.
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The USS Barack Obama dropped anchor about a mile outside the Golden Gate Bridge as the sun rose up over the hills and illuminated the city of San Francisco. As Admiral Timmons had expected, four sailors had already jumped ship and swam for shore. All four were married and had children. Captain Harlinger had ordered the deck watch tripled in order to prevent any more desertions.

Timmons entered the Briefing Room and took his place at the front of the room. He looked at the Recon Team seated before him. These men were the best the Marine Corps had to offer. They were the Marine equivalent of a Navy SEAL  Team.

“Gentlemen,” Timmons began. “You are all aware of the Darkness. You all saw the news reports. It’s highly likely that the only people left in the entire world who can still see are aboard this ship.”

He took a drink of his coffee, then continued. “What you don’t know is that this Darkness is not a natural phenomenon. Before the government collapsed, it was discovered that this plague was engineered and released on the world by a group of eco-terrorists working from a lab right here in California. It was also discovered that these eco-terrorists are in possession of a vaccine for the Darkness.

“Your mission is to capture that vaccine and all the research information the terrorist lab has about the Darkness. In addition, you are to destroy that lab and terminate anyone you find there.

“You will be issued self-contained hazmat suits for this mission. Wear them the entire time you are off this ship.

“The location of the lab and what we know of the layout of the facility are in your mission packet. Any questions?” He asked.

Everyone remained quiet.

“Then you’re dismissed,” he concluded.

“Hooyah!” The Marines shouted in unison as the admiral left the room.

Two hours later, Timmons stood on the bridge as the two Blackhawk helicopters disappeared to the east. The first part of his plan was now underway. He stood there watching them go and smiled.
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CHAPTER 17: Silicon Valley, CA.
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Abe Weise sat alone in the basement lab at Biotron Nanotech staring thoughtfully at a computer screen. No one else had shown up yet.

“I don’t understand it,” he thought. “The math is all correct, but the solution is still not working. It doesn’t make any sense.”

His thoughts were suddenly interrupted by the sound of machine gun fire coming from somewhere in the building above. At first, he didn’t know what to do. Then he began typing furiously on the keyboard and brought the feeds from the building’s security cameras up on the monitor. What he saw terrified him.

Armed men dressed in camouflaged hazmat suits were pouring into the building. They had already killed the two security guards in the lobby.

Abe went into full blown panic mode. He knew he had to somehow protect the research. The future of mankind could very well depend on it. But he didn’t know how he could keep the data from falling into the wrong hands. Then an idea came to him.

He rushed to another computer terminal and began uploading all the files, via the secure military satellite system, to the North American Aerospace Defense Command computers at the Cheyenne Mountain Complex in Colorado. When the upload was complete, he activated a destruct sequence which would wipe all the computers throughout the facility.

Abe could hear the gunfire getting closer.

“Time to go,” he said to himself.

Abe went to the desk with the trapdoor under it that led to a maintenance tunnel. He opened the trapdoor and climbed inside, closing it behind him. It had just shut when he heard the door to the lab open. He dropped down the ladder and took off running through the maintenance tunnel.

The maintenance tunnel  led to a concealed exit just beyond the tree line. When he reached it, Abe climbed out and hid beneath the trees. He could see two helicopters hovering over the building and the parking lot. They looked like military helicopters, but that didn’t make any sense. Biotron Nanotech was working for the military. Why on earth would the military be attacking them?

Abe watched in horror as Director Punjabi’s black Lexus pulled into the parking lot and was hit by a rocket fired from one of the circling helicopters. The car flipped in the air twice before landing upside down completely engulfed in flames.

Eventually the men in the hazmat suits began exiting the building. Several of them were carrying stuff other than guns, but Abe was too far away to see exactly what they were taking from the building. He watched as first one helicopter, then the other, landed just long enough to extract the men. Once airborne again, they rapidly headed off to the west.

Abe watched until the helicopters vanished from sight, then turned to go back into the building. He had only taken three steps into the parking lot when the building exploded. The concussion threw him several feet, slammed him into the trunk of a palm tree, and knocked him unconscious.
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CHAPTER 18: Albuquerque, N.M.
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“Mom, breakfast’s ready,” Dani called as she set the plate at her mom’s place at the table. She looked at the meal she’d prepared. It wasn’t much of a breakfast, just fried potatoes with onions and Pop Tarts, but it was the best she could do with what she had to work with. She made a cup of instant coffee and set it next to the plate, then returned to the stove to fill  her own plate.

“Mom, your breakfast is getting cold,” she called as she set her own breakfast on the table and went to get a juice box to wash it down with.

There had been no response to either of her announcements.

“Strange,” Dani thought. She went out through the living room to the foot of the stairs.

“Mom, breakfast,” she called again.

There was still no response.

Dani was starting to get worried. She sprinted up the stairs and stopped in front of the door to her mom’s bedroom.

“Mom?” She said, knocking on the door.

Silence was all that could be heard.

She gently opened the door, just enough to see inside. Her mom was still in bed with her covers pulled up around her.

Dani entered the room and went to her mom’s side. As she stepped up to the bed, her foot bumped an empty gin bottle laying on the floor next to it. She nudged her mother’s arm.

“Wake up, Mom. Breakfast’s ready,” she announced.

There was no reaction from her mom. Dani grabbed her shoulders and shook her.

“Mom, wake up!” She said, starting to panic.

Her mom’s skin felt cool and she still failed to respond. Dani began shaking her vigorously.

“Mom wake up! Please wake up Mom!” She pleaded as the tears began to flow down her cheeks.

Despite her daughter’s pleading, Alice Tyler still did not react.

In a full blown panic, Dani ran from the bedroom, down the stairs, and out the front door. She knew she had to find someone to help her mom. The problem was, she had no idea where to look. Since the Darkness had struck Albuquerque, everyone she’d seen had been blind, She stopped at the end of the driveway and looked around trying to decide where to go. Then she heard something unexpected, the sound of a distant engine approaching. Realizing that it had to be coming from the Interstate, she took off running as fast as she could towards the highway two blocks away.

•               •              •
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THE RIDE FROM AMARILLO had been uneventful. The Harley made it easy to get around any obstacles caused by the abandoned vehicles and traffic accidents, of which there were plenty. Phoenix found the reactions that people had to the sound of the engine as he passed through small towns along the way amusing. Most looked around for it as if they could actually see and many tried to get his attention. One woman had even gone so far as to flash her breasts at him to try to get him to stop. While he enjoyed the view, he still didn’t stop.

The number of obstacles drastically increased as Phoenix rode into Albuquerque, forcing him to slow the bike to a crawl. He was just making his way past the cab of an abandoned tractor trailer rig, when a young redheaded girl with a pixie haircut ran out in front of the bike, causing him to hit the brakes.

“Help me,” the child sobbed with tears streaming down her face.

Phoenix tried to maneuver the bike around her but she moved to block him.

“Please help me,” she pleaded. “I can’t get my mom to wake up.”

“I don’t need this,” Phoenix said. “If your mom won’t wake up, then maybe you should let her sleep.”

He again tried to move past her and again she blocked him. He looked around and noticed that other people were starting to move towards them.

“Listen kid, I...” he began.

“What kind of policeman are you?” She screamed at him. “The police are suppose to help people and I need help!”

Phoenix was stunned. This child could see him. He had not come across anyone who could see since the riot. He glanced around at the other people making their way towards him. They were all feeling their way along, obviously blind. He turned his attention back to the girl standing in front of him with her fists on her hips.

“Alright kid, climb up behind me,” he said.

The child climbed up and positioned herself on the seat behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist. Removing his helmet, he placed it on her head and tightened the chin strap.

“Where to kid?” He asked.

She led him to a modest house about two blocks from the Interstate. He parked the Harley in the driveway. Removing the helmet and giving it back to him, she took hold of his hand and led him into the house and up the stairs to the master bedroom.

From the doorway Phoenix could see an attractive redheaded woman in her mid thirties laying on her back in the bed. He could also see the empty gin bottle on the floor and an empty pill bottle on the nightstand.

“Wait out here,” he told the child, fearing the worst. He entered the bedroom and closed the door behind him. Going over to the bed, he felt of the woman’s carotid artery for a pulse. There was none and the body had already cooled significantly. He examined the pill bottle and found that it had contained a powerful narcotic. Returning the bottle to the nightstand, he pulled the bed sheet up over the woman’s head. He knew what he had to do next, but he wasn’t looking forward to it.

“ls sh-she dead?” The child asked fearfully as he stepped into the hall.

“I’m afraid so,” he said softly. She threw her arms around him and cried against his shirt.

Not knowing what to do, Phoenix just held her and let her cry. After what seemed like an infinity, she pulled away from him with one final sob.

“What happens now?” She asked.

“What do you mean, kid?” He asked.

“I mean we can’t just leave her like that,” she said.

“Where’s your dad?” He asked. “Can’t he handle it?”

“My dad died in the war before I was born,” she informed him. “My mom said he was a war hero.”

“I’m sorry, kid. Isn’t there someone else you can call?”

“My mom was all I had,” she said and started crying again.

Phoenix considered the situation. He was anxious to get back on the road but, on the other hand, he couldn’t just leave the kid like this. She was just an innocent little girl and she was all alone.

“I suppose we could bury her,” he suggested. “But then I have to go.”

“Okay,” she said pitifully.

“Is there a shovel around here anywhere?” He asked.

“Mom keeps one in the garden shed out back,” she told him.

•               •              •
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DANI STOOD WAITING beside the grave that the policeman had dug in the back yard next to the rose garden that her mom took such pride in. She watched as the policeman carried her mom from the house, wrapped in a bed sheet, and laid her gently in the grave.

“Would you like to say somethin’?” He asked.

“Like what?” She responded.

“I don’t know, kid, a prayer or somethin',” he said. “It’s customary for the family to say somethin’ nice about a person at their funeral.”

At the word “funeral,” Dani’s tears began to flow again. She choked back a sob, closed her eyes, and bowed her head.

“God, this is my mama,” she prayed. “I don’t know why you took her away from me but that wasn’t a very nice thing for you to do. She’s a really nice person and I’m gonna miss her a lot so you take really good care of her, okay? Amen.”

“Amen,” the policeman repeated. He picked up the shovel and began filling in the hole.

Dani returned to the house. After a good cry, she went to the kitchen to make something to eat. She was just finishing up when she heard the backdoor.

“I’m in the kitchen,” she called out. “I made lunch.”

When the policeman entered the room she handed him a plate with a tuna fish sandwich and some potato chips on it, and a warm bottle of cola.

“Thanks, kid,” he said.

“Stop calling me kid,” Dani said as she sat down at the table with her own plate. “I’m not a kid. I’m eleven years old and my name’s Dani.”

“Dani, huh,” the policeman said taking the seat opposite her. “Isn’t that a boy’s name?”

“It’s short for Danielle, but only my mom calls me that. Everyone else just calls me Dani.” It wasn’t the first time someone had asked her that question. “What’s your name?”

“Phoenix,” he replied.

“Phoenix? Isn’t that the name of a city?” She asked.

“Yes, but it’s also the name of a mythical bird that’s consumed by fire and rises up out of its own ashes,” he informed her. “I was named after the bird, not the city.”

They sat and ate in silence for a while, each lost in their own thoughts.

“What’s gonna happen to me now?” She suddenly asked.

“Is somethin’ suppose to happen to you?” He inquired, a bit confused by the question.

“Aren’t you gonna put me in a group home?” She asked with her eyes downcast.

“God no!” he exclaimed. “Why in the world would you want to live in a place like that?”

“I don’t want to live in a group home,” she proclaimed looking up at him. “But isn’t that where they put orphans? Since I’m an orphan now, where else could I live?”

“What’s wrong with right here?” He responded. “It’s a nice house and you already live here.”

“But I can’t stay here alone,” she objected. She suddenly had an idea. “Hey, why don’t you stay with me? You can sleep in my mom’s room and I promise I won’t be any trouble and I'll cook for you and take care of...”

“Whoa, slow down ki...Dani,” he interrupted her. “I can’t stay here...”

“But why not?” She asked, then something occurred to her. “Oh, you probably already have your own wife and kids that you have to get back to.”

“No, It’s not that. I don’t have a family to go back...”

“Then why won’t you stay with me?” She argued. “We can be a family together. You can be my dad and I promise I'll be a really good daughter.”

“Dani, I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sure you would be the perfect daughter, and any man would be proud to be your dad, but I can’t stay here. I have places I need to go.”

“Then I’ll come with you,” she announced.

“You can’t come with me,” he told her.

She started to cry again.

“But why not?” She sobbed. “You and I are the only ones who can see. We belong together. You can’t just leave me here all alone.”

Dani could see that her tears and her pleading were having an effect on him. He looked absolutely miserable. She poured on even more tears.

“Okay listen,” he said after awhile. “If we can still see, there’s bound to be others who can too. I'll take you with me, but only until we can find someone to take care of you. Then I’m leaving alone, Deal?”

Dani broke into a huge grin. She jumped up, ran around the table, and threw her arms around his neck.

“Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!” She said kissing his cheek repeatedly.

He pushed her off him.

“Now dry up those waterworks and go pack your things,” he instructed.

Dani ran out of the room. She was halfway up the stairs when she heard him call after her, “And pack light. There’s not a lot of room on the back of a motorcycle.”
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