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Wednesday, June 23, 2032  

The White House Situation Room: Washington, D.C. 

 
 

WHILE ATTENDING THE Special Warfare Council meeting, in an atmosphere buzzing with 

urgency over the escalating bacterial threat, Ruby Spencer’s mind drifted. Her eyebrows tensed. Had 

she instructed the babysitter—the first since Gabby was born, to lock all the doors? Including the 

glass sliders? 

Sitting beside her at the conference table, Clay gently nudged her with his elbow, giving her the is -

everything-okay look.  

She nodded, barely perceptible, but enough to answer her husband’s question. Truth was, 

motherhood had made her cautious. Or maybe the state-of-the-world had sparked the uneasiness that 

hid beneath her skin, behind her smile. Warning of things to come.  

The SWC needed the best minds acutely focused on the fight ahead. But she was no longer in the 

game. Keeping her newborn daughter healthy and safe was all she could think about. Which meant 

the high-risk days of analyzing the horrific bacterial-anomaly as a Council microbiologist were waning.  

Glancing at her husband again, she hoped he would understand her resignation. She’d tell him 

soon.  

Only half-listening, she nodded as President Newton admitted world leaders were bracing for 

World War IV. Civil unrest was percolating. And legislators continued to press for a shock-and-awe 

response to the crisis, even though the President believed the SWC was making headway on the 

microscopic battlefield. 

Soon, talk in the room became muffled, as if Ruby were wearing earplugs. Only her thoughts about 

society’s unraveling were enunciated in her mind. The chronology of events was easy to remember, 
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since most coincided with major milestones in her life. Like a week after her engagement, she was 

struck with an illness at lightning speed, dropping her onto the kitchen floor before she ever registered 

a symptom. Millions became sick from the mysterious pathogen, including animals of every species. 

As health organizations scrambled to identify and treat the infected, time ran out.  

Except for her.  

She was the lone infected-victim to survive the first outbreak.  

She’d never forget when she and Clay chose a wedding date. On the same day, she learned how 

she’d skirted death from the bacterial agent, labeled F8. Her blood, and only hers, had overwhelmed 

the infection by generating powerful dendritic cells and antibodies. Miraculously, she possessed the 

key to a cure. A cure she helped develop. 

Even though immunizations ended human infections, animals suffered and were nearly annihilated. 

Humankind catapulted toward starvation. In fact, two years ago, the future looked bleak, broken. But 

she and Clay refused to relinquish their dreams. So they got married.  

As the President briefed the Council about “chatter” amassed by counterintelligence agencies, 

Ruby stared blankly at a vase of yellow roses. She remembered how hope had blossomed months after 

they wed. How the promise of better-times pulsed through her veins. Made her feel alive, enthusiastic. 

Because fifteen-months-ago, the Chinese manufactured and distributed a meat-supplement as 

humanitarian aid. And even though she and Clay had avoided the product in their quest to eat home-

grown vegetables and grains, they’d celebrated hunger’s defeat, deciding to conceive. To embrace the 

hope. Secure the future. 

But a year ago, when her pregnancy-test indicated positive, society shattered. The meat product 

was a Trojan horse, delivering microscopic-bombs: nanorobotics called Remote Electronic 

Detonators, to be exact. REDs were programmed to discharge in the brain. One-billion unsuspecting 

people were no longer hungry when the ingested devices exploded, instantly killing them, along with 

the forty-seventh President of the United States and most leaders in the Federation of Independent 

Nations. 

She clenched her teeth. Anger festered over lives lost, over a world made fragile. Vulnerable. An 

unstable planet that her daughter would inherit. 

She seethed over the man responsible for the F8 bioweapon and RED atrocities: former Chinese 

President Huo Zhu Zheng, the madman who launched World War III against humanity. All in a 
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perverse attempt to emerge as the supreme ruler of a unified world. 

At least Huo had gotten justice—in a flavor he understood. 

Now, with the war over, the SWC met every week to stitch the world back together. But rips in the 

fabric were spreading. Huo’s bioweapon had mutated in animal carcasses, morphing into a freakish 

pathogen: Zoonosis Mutated Bacteria or ZOM-B. Freakish was understated. By a long shot. Because 

infected humans died and reanimated shortly thereafter, giving rise to a cataclysmic oxymoron: the 

living dead. 

How was the Council going to kill an enemy already dead? 

And even though Ruby had leapt head-first into the fight to save humanity—from the beginning, 

the moment she gave birth and locked eyes with Gabby, her heart beat for one reason: to shield her 

three-month-old from the horrors of ZOM-B. 

“Your thoughts on my suggestion, Ruby?” President Newton asked, narrowing her eyes as she 

glanced around the table. “Let her make the decision, people.” 

“Decision?” Her heart sputtered. She felt as if she were back in high school, when her teacher 

called on her, knowing she’d been daydreaming. “If you wouldn’t mind, could you recap your 

suggestion? To ensure I’m…I’m understanding correctly?” 

Clay smiled.  

“I’d like to send you and Clayton to Taiwan. Pretty simple,” the President said, raising her 

eyebrows. “You’d visit the temporary Naval base to observe what’s left of China’s Huo Zhu Zheng. 

More importantly, you’d consult with an interdisciplinary team of scientists, onsite at the base, to 

analyze tissue samples taken from captive zombies. And while you’re on the island, I’d like you to 

inspect the burnt ruins of Shifen, a small mountain-village: the only area on the island affected by the 

bioweapon mutation. Our satellites scanned the remains—thoroughly I might add, but you’d be 

searching for artifacts which may have been missed.” She huffed. “Clearly some members disagree 

with my suggestion.” 

Ruby’s heart hammered in her chest. “But…I mean, can’t another team go?” 

“Have you not been listening?” President Newton asked, as if scolding a child. She exhaled slowly, 

perhaps cleansing herself of frustration. “As an experienced microbiologist who specializes in bacterial 

anomalies and pandemic prevention, you are the perfect fit. Who better than one of the dynamic duo 

who developed the cure for F8, using her own unique blood? If anyone can help us learn how to stop 
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ZOM-B, it’s you.” She glanced at Clay. “And your husband will offer support as you deem necessary.” 

She hated when the President treated him like disposable luggage.  

“The other-half of the dynamic duo,” Ruby protested, “is sitting across from me , and he’s not a 

parent of a newborn. Why not send Em, instead of us?” 

Emory Bradshaw was her best friend in college, not to mention the highest-regarded microbiologist 

in the world. With two PhD’s from Johns Hopkins, one in microbiology and the other in immunology, 

number-one in both programs, as well as the youngest ever to accomplish this feat, he was the “think” 

behind the SWC’s think-tank. More importantly, other than Clay and her parents, she trusted Em with 

her life.  

“Em is working on a high-risk project in the lab,” the President answered. “In contrast, your 

assignment has minimal risks. Besides, you’ll get back in the field where you love to be. And it’s only 

for a long weekend, five days roundtrip.” 

Ruby was caught off-guard. While she’d been recounting the fall-of-society to sharpen her 

arguments for resigning from the SWC, the President wanted to send her and Clay halfway around 

the world. Leaving Gabby! 

“Wait,” Clay said. “How can you say the assignment has minimal risks? We barely have the 

resources and assets to keep this country operating at a rudimentary level. Won’t Taiwan be in worse 

shape? Even though it was spared from the bioterrorism and nanorobotic attacks—except for Shifen, 

the island imports everything. It must be unstable.” 

“Quite the contrary,” the President argued. “Huo prepared long before he executed his take -over-

the-world scheme. His people and all-important allies weren’t stricken by attacks, so their labor forces 

are intact. Although China imports three-quarters of its energy and crude, it does so from its allies. 

The pipeline from Russia to Kazakhstan to China is still operable, as are pipelines from Saudi Arabia 

and Africa. You’d be visiting a safe zone, resembling our former country. Traveling to a place without 

restrictions. Frankly, I’m envious.” 

For a second, sitting in the air-conditioned room, paneled in cherry from wall-to-floor and 

illuminated by inset lighting, Ruby wondered if Taiwan might reflect the same visual -normalcy as the 

Situation Room. And normalcy might ease the tiredness, the anxiety that pressed on her chest like 

dead weights. 

How great would it be not to have electricity shut down each night? Or not to be rationed at the 
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grocery store? What if there were no limits at the gas pump or at charging stations? And no driving 

restrictions?  

Flying to Taiwan, in fact, would be remarkable. Receiving government approval for air travel was 

as common as seeing a flock of birds, a herd of cattle, or a nest of rabbits. It just didn’t happen . Not 

after the original bioweapon—the F8 bacteria—was unleashed. 

Could the normalcy of Taiwan help ease her fears? Help her restore balance in her life? 

No one spoke as members glared at her, waiting for her response.  

Her mouth salivated thinking about water. What if she could drink as much as she wanted, even 

for a few days? Or do laundry when needed, instead of having restrictions? She thumbed the filled 

glass in front of her, wet and cool, glistening with beads of condensation. The ice cubes bobbed as if 

playing at a pool party. Guzzling, she downed the entire glass, letting the water cool her parched throat.  

“With their mastery of desalination,” the President said, having watched her gulp, “the Chinese 

and Taiwanese have plenty of fresh water, too. Your thoughts?” 

Ruby glanced at Clay. He raised his eyebrows and tilted his head forward. He was leaving the 

decision to her.  

“We appreciate your confidence in us, Madam President, but we respectfully decline. Gabby is so 

young. Our responsibility is with her.” 

Luther Pennington, the Council’s chair, slapped the conference table. “Yes!” He turned, softening 

his features from elated—like he had won a bet, to caring and looking fatherly. “I’m so relieved. You’re 

making the right decision.” 

His reaction surprised her. Why would the chair display relief? Wasn’t like they were friends outside 

of the Council. And he was curiously opposed to the President’s idea—which seemed reasonable. 

Something didn’t add up. 

“Out of curiosity, Dr. Pennington, why are you against our taking this assignment?” 

“Yes,” the President added. “Explain your reasoning. I’m all ears.”  

“I’m simply supporting her decision as a mother. Their decision as parents.” He squirmed in his 

chair, fiddling with his pen. “With a third of the population destroyed in Federation countries, raising 

little ones is paramount. Is it not?” 

“Sweet Mother of Jesus,” the President snapped. “We’re talking about less than a week. Five short 

days, including travel. I’m sure Ruby and Clayton have friends who can care for the child without 
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causing irreparable harm. Besides, who else could we send from this Council to evaluate the accuracy 

of the base’s findings? In case no one’s noticed, we have a potential Extinction Level Infection!”  

“Regardless, I agree with Luther,” one member blasted. “Too risky for her to go.” 

“No disrespect intended,” another member chimed, locking eyes with her, “but bravery  alone can’t 

ensure your safety. You need to stay on domestic soil.”  

Bravery? Now she was really confused. “But you said Taiwan would be like traveling back in time. 

Back to when the world was safe. So how did bravery become a prerequisite?”  

 She looked at the Secretary of Defense; her eyebrows raised. He would resolve the mixed 

messages. After World War III, he awarded her with the Medal for Valor—the highest public-safety 

recognition…for bravery. The medal was displayed within a frame, hanging above the  fireplace mantel 

at home.  

“Is Taiwan safe?” she asked the Secretary. 

“The Federation of Independent Nations, over which we preside,” Henry Kilgore answered, 

“constantly monitors Taiwan and mainland China. FIN affirms these regions are the safest on Earth. 

And the Taiwanese and Chinese are not hostiles; they were victims of Huo like the rest of us. 

Therefore, I concur with the President’s assertion.” 

She was baffled. Why would some members be over-the-top concerned about her safety?  

“Em: what do you think?” 

“I say go. If President Newton, Secretary Kilgore, and FIN assert that Taiwan is safe, then it’s safe. 

And Gabby will be fine for a long weekend. Think of the trip as a honeymoon. Because when the 

world first unraveled, you and Clay couldn’t take one.” He winked. “I’m sure President Newton will 

put you up at a posh hotel—all the food and drink you want. With electricity twenty-four-seven and 

a low-risk assignment to boot, why say no? Hell, I’d go in a hot minute, if I wasn’t knee -deep in a 

project. You deserve a little fun, girlfriend. Go for it.” 

“Fun won’t sway me.” 

He nodded, like he understood. “Your eyes on the cellular diagnostics are vital. We need you. The 

world needs you. I’m just saying…what’s the harm in having a little fun while you’re there? A brief 

R&R with your man. Some time to refuel. It’s all good.” 

“Maybe we should consider the assignment.” She looked at the President. “I’ll discuss your request 

with Clay. We’ll let you know.” 
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As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t deny that a honeymoon sounded tempting. Maybe the trip 

could even help her overcome irrational fears that were getting harder and harder to shake—that were 

keeping her and Gabby indoors. And what if she made this assignment her last? Certainly her departure 

from the Council would be a little less abrupt.  

Besides, if leaders with the best intel were encouraging her to go, how dangerous could Taiwan be? 
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