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Prophecies foretelling the end of the world have permeated society for centuries, whether through entertainment, religious belief, or scientific study. While the predicted trigger is often a cause of derision, the outcome is widely accepted in unspoken acknowledgement. Some have prayed for God to return to exact judgment upon mankind, others have feared a nuclear holocaust resulting from the recklessness of world governments, and still others have imagined a major earth changing event caused by our over-consumption of natural resources. They were all wrong.
The study of the sun’s activity revolved around a base eleven-year cycle. Solar maximum and minimum variations were analyzed and catalogued. This solar cycle was used in the prediction and preparation for earth-impacting events. These events are not as widely published as the more popular tracking of comets, whose trajectories rarely come within any perilous proximity to the earth. However, contact with the earth is not the only way to kill a planet.
The anomaly was first seen in the Canary Islands using the Gran Telescopio. Thrilled at her finding, Dr. Rosa Alves took pleasure in naming the newly discovered comet Ignatio-17; it was the name of her ex-husband and the number of months he remained faithful to her. With the calculated path of the comet already determined by Dr. Alves, she believed her relationship with the comet would be as fleeting as her marriage. It would not come close enough to the earth to attract the attention of anyone outside of her department, nor would it elicit any attention from the media or popular scientific journals. But, the thrill of discovery consumed her as she documented and collated her findings for future consideration when she would once again return to view this amazing piece of rock, traveling in excess of twenty-thousand miles per hour, at its closest proximity to the earth. The reports were made, the congratulations of co-workers offered, and all other observatories worldwide were notified per standard procedure.
—
The reports were often disregarded as ‘conspiracy theories’ when dealing with underground facilities constructed by world governments. While the larger facilities of Cheyenne Mountain in Colorado Springs, U.S.A., and the Russian complex at Yamantau Mountain are readily recognized and accepted as military installations, the remaining, fourteen-hundred plus Deep Underground Military Bases (DUMB), were known only by a few: the contractors who built them, the politicians who allocated funding for them, the wealthy financiers who appropriated space among them, and the civilian and military staff who maintained them.
They were of varying sizes, with the largest containing rail systems, vehicle motor pools, and extensive tunnel and housing sections. Food storage, water extraction from deep earth aquifers, fuel storage, manufacturing centers, science labs, education centers, and even health spas, complimented the more elaborate designs. The latest contribution to an extensive facility in the western U.S. was the invention of the geo-fusion reactor, which extracted energy from the planetary core. This produced both safe and limitless energy; far in excess of any current or future demands for the population potential of the facility itself.
The laboratories were running non-stop. Scientists and researchers were all sworn to secrecy. They knew that any leak would result in dire consequences. The threat was only a small deterrent; however, the promise to remain in safety with one’s family in the event of a catastrophe was enough incentive to do the job at hand while maintaining secrecy. Playing a part in this unprecedented research was also an incentive for cooperation. The achievements being attained were decades ahead of the modern world. This was not for the benefit of mankind as a whole, however, but only for certain privileged members; a membership those who had even a small role wished to secure.
Food was not only genetically modified it was genetically produced. Medical practices, drug development, and disease control studies advanced rapidly as they were unencumbered by common law restrictions. They frequently tested the results on unknowing volunteers under different university studies, and sometimes through controlled public releases within small communities where the population numbers were easy to monitor. The private agencies supporting these studies knew nothing of the truth behind them. The political offices of oversight approved the programs through the FDA and the CDC, while the business elite benefited financially from production. It was all carried out in the interest of the chosen few.
It was a literal microcosm of society, which experimented on, and used, the general populace to facilitate their needs, all kept secret from civilization as a whole. Those who attempted to expose what little they actually knew or suspected, were ignored, ridiculed, or for those unfortunate enough to get too close, eliminated.
—
It was five months to the day when Dr. Alves finally rediscovered Ignatio-17. The comet was not where it was supposed to be, and it took Dr. Alves nearly three weeks to track it down. Not only was she embarrassed, assuming her work was in error, she was also curious as to what caused such a significant change in its previous path. When Dr. Alves finished her new calculations, a look of concern covered her face. She did them again, and again, and yet a third time before she called on a colleague to do the same. After they were positive of the results, they contacted other colleagues.
No fewer than twelve different scientists and mathematicians computed the figures and they had all concluded the same thing; if Ignatio-17 remained on its present course, it would come within hundreds of miles of the sun.
Now, Dr. Alves and her department were getting a lot of attention although none of it was being presented to the public. This control was imposed by the highest authorities. She was promised due recognition after Ignatio-17 safely passed by the sun; but until then, it was classified top secret as a development concerning both national and international interests.
One by one, all other large observatories around the world were either taken over by their respective governments, or were simply closed down for an unspecified duration. Questions were not being entertained, and information was not to be disclosed. Those who violated this protocol were dealt with discreetly and efficiently.
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Professor David Eccles reached for his cell phone as he pulled into traffic for the five-hour ride home. His dented and well-traveled Subaru was still as reliable as the day he drove it off the lot. His wife refused to ride in the vehicle anymore in protest for his continuing to hold on to it, so he mostly drove it when going to class or on trips such as this one. He was leaving the Kitt Peak National Observatory following one of his semi-annual visits from Northern Arizona University. Unlike all previous occasions, this outing ended abruptly when a handful of men, all attired in professional, if not strikingly similar,  suits, escorted everyone out of the facility in a rather polite but firm manner, even though one of the senior staff members present was becoming quite infuriated over the prospect.
Professor Eccles was following up on an entry made a few months prior involving yet another discovered comet. He was thinking of incorporating this new find as a class project for the upcoming semester. When he first noticed the commotion outside his borrowed office, he determined that what was happening was not only quite irregular, but that his work would be affected. Before anyone could reach his office, he pressed the ‘send’ button on his computer so he could finish his work once he returned to the university.
“Hey honey, it looks like I get to do some of those things you put down on that list after all,” Eccles said into his phone.
“What do you mean,” his wife replied.
“We’ve been thrown out of the place.”
“What are you talking about David?”
“I know, it sounds crazy right? There were a bunch of men, government types, all dressed up and serious, chasing everyone out of the building. It was like being in a movie or something,” he said.
“Are you serious,” she asked.
“Yes honey. I’ll explain it to you when I get home. I should be there around dinnertime.”
“Okay.”
“Do you think you could talk your mother into watching the kids tonight? If so, I‘ve got a few ideas on what we can do afterwards,” he said playfully.
“I’ll bet you do.”
“Alright honey, I’ll see you in a while.”
—
Two hours after the intruders arrived, all electronic information in regards to Ignatio-17 was removed from data storage devices along with the few hard copies that had been made. None of the most current information had been found, only the initial reporting, which generated nominal interest evidenced by what was collected. The one loose end seemed to be with their weekend visitor.
As he walked up to the agent in charge, he looked into the soulless eyes of the man nicknamed ‘Nosferatu.’ Of course, this name was never spoken in range of his hearing, at least not by anyone who took his or her career seriously. “I think we have a small problem,” the agent said.
By way of a reply, the young man was given a raised eyebrow to indicate he was acknowledged, and should continue.
“Dr. Eccles, who we released earlier, was visiting from N.A.U. Agent Culver said he believes the doctor sent an email with attached material; most likely to his office, but he could also have an automatic forwarding system in place to other devices. Culver wasn’t able to delete it and remove it from the mailboxes because it had been ‘trashed’ and cleared. We’re not sure what it contained but it seems suspicious because he didn‘t remove any of his other emails,” he finished.
 Without a word, Special Agent in Charge Trent Gibbs reached into his jacket for his cell phone, scrolled down its electronic number listings, and pushed the send button when he found the one he was looking for. The call was answered on the second ring.
“Dr. Eccles, professor N.A.U.; retrieve all electronic mail, and determine if compromise exists. Take care of it,” was all that he said into the phone before hanging up.
―
For a man accustomed to hazardous duty infiltrating foreign governments, the university campus was not very challenging. Senior faculty members were not on campus to teach the few students who were. It took no more than fifteen minutes from the time he parked in the staff parking lot, until he returned from having cleared the email account in question, and further erasing the entire hard drive.
Now it was a time of waiting. He had an unimpeded view of his target location and glanced at his watch one final time before exiting the vehicle. It had been two hours since the lights had gone out. The night was clear and calm, with only the occasional car passing by to break the silence. The neighborhood was motionless as he made his way, appreciating the invisibility that the nine to five suburb provided.
He walked to the rear of the two-story home, through the well-manicured lawn, and effortlessly gained entry through the locked door of the kitchen. He waited inside the door, looked, and listened. The only sounds present were those of battery-operated clocks ticking as each second passed by, and that of his own heartbeat. He saw no identifiable signs indicating the presence of a dog either outside or inside the house. The design of the house usually meant there were several bedrooms upstairs, with the possibility of a master suite downstairs. He was counting on finding what he was looking for in the latter.
As his eyes adjusted to the relative darkness, he made his way through the home. After padding through the carpeted floors of a living area, he located what he believed was the master bedroom. He was not distracted by the novelties on the walls, or stands, that he passed, as general theft was not his purpose. The bedroom was obviously occupied by the Dr. and his wife. The light from the alarm clock provided enough illumination to see two figures lying in the bed. They were asleep, but neither was snoring and he kept this in mind in the event they were light sleepers. He continued through the hallway hoping to find what he was looking for, deciding not to risk any unnecessary noise by using the stairway unless it was unavoidable. He found the office two doors beyond their bedroom.
After he walked into the room, he moved the door until it was almost closed to contain any noise he made, while still being able to see any movement in the hallway. He reached into his jacket and placed the silenced pistol on the desktop quietly as he sat in the chair. He took care not to move the chair itself as experience had taught him that all office chairs make unpleasant and distinct noises. Before turning the computer on, he unplugged the speakers. It seemed quite loud to his senses, but he knew from experience that the noise generated from the internal fans would not be enough to attract any outside attention. While he waited for all the systems to come online, he reached into another pocket and came out with a flash drive. This he inserted into the USB port to allow him access to the overrides necessary to retrieve what he was looking for.
As the program began downloading, he did a cursory search through the desk drawers, and glanced on occasion at the doorway. Download complete, he now had control over the system. The only evidence of Ignatio-17 was on a forwarded email. It was unopened. He deleted this, and removed all traces of the downloaded program from the computer prior to shutting down.
As he stood up, he saw a man standing in the doorway looking straight at him. There was no look of fear on the man as could be seen by the ambient light available, but rather a look of mingled curiosity and anger.
Between the time he was able to utter the word “Wha…,” and his subsequent collapse to the ground, he was shot three times. The first round took him in the throat silencing any further speech. The second two were in his chest. The noise from his fall was too loud. He quickly walked past the dead man, went to the door of the bedroom, and saw the wife sitting in bed not fully awake. Two muffled shots later, she lay motionless on the bed.
It was not what he planned for, but it happened. He looked through the closets until he found a suitable bag. He then went through the jewelry boxes he found in their bedroom, and collected other valuable articles placing them in the bag. He worked quickly, but efficiently. This was not the first time he had to do this kind of thing, and the adrenaline rush he experienced now was short lived. He walked back to the office, disconnected the computer tower and placed it along with everything else he could fit into the bag. It had to appear to be worth the trouble of killing.
When he was done, he arranged things to look like both a robbery, and an attempted breakup of the robbery. He locked the kitchen door on his way out, and pulled it closed behind him. Then he took a large pocketknife from his waistband and pried it between the door and its frame until he was able to defeat the lock. He left the door ajar as he returned unseen to the rented car carrying his bag full of items he would later dispose of.
―
From the Arizona Daily Sun:

Home Invasion & Robbery Leaves Two Dead

A robbery gone wrong has left two dead in a Southside residence Saturday evening. A North Arizona University faculty member and his wife were found dead Sunday evening when authorities were alerted by family members whose repeated phone calls had gone unanswered. Police are asking for anyone having information concerning this incident, to please contact the local police department. Your information can lead to a reward, and you may remain anonymous.


Reporting from Radio 7.7 Tenerife San Cristo’bal de La Laguna, Spain:

Sunday’s fatal traffic accident on the Autopista del Norte, just south of the Tenerife North Airport closed down traffic for more than an hour while emergency crews attended the scene. Authorities have not released the names of the two victims, although records have been obtained showing one of the vehicles was registered to a Miss (Dr.) Rosa Alves from 19 Calle de las Llaves, Tacoronte.


From the Associated Press:

Notorious Conspiracy News Blogger OD’s

The Internet lost one of its most famous conspiracy news pioneers this week to an apparent overdose of prescription pain medication, and over consumption of alcohol, police reports say. Victor James, owner and publisher of the web blog “What is Really Going On,” was found dead in his London flat Tuesday morning by his longtime girlfriend Alicia Newberry. Mr. James’ immediate family insists Victor did not drink, and they were unaware of his being on any type of pain medications. Miss Newberry affirmed these statements. Police have ruled the incident a suicide, and are planning no further investigations.

In related news, the website, “What is Really Going On,” was shut down yesterday after a legal injunction was administered by the English High Court. While it is rare indeed that the High Court would be involved in such action, Mr. James had been involved in an ongoing criminal investigation involving several foreign governments claiming security violations, espionage, and theft of government property. Attorneys for the prosecution asserted that all information contained on Mr. James’ blog were “embellished fabrications of fictional reports.”


―
Western United States
Tuesday 2 pm
The routine days were starting to become monotonous. The training was fine, but Captain Keith Bishop did not become a green beret just for the training. At the age of twenty-eight, Keith would normally be considered a rather imposing figure standing six foot three inches tall, while carrying his muscular two-hundred and fifteen pounds with ease, if it was not for his mild and friendly demeanor. This quality, however, did not affect his cool determination and accomplished skill, which earned him recognition for valor in all three of his previous deployments in both South America, and Southwest Asia.
Keith was what they referred to as an ‘operator.’ He volunteered for any opportunity to go in the field, and opportunities came around more often than not lately. This was one reason why he was surprised by his new assignment to the 10th Special Forces Group. He did not request the transfer, and it had come through six months before one was due.
His first two months with the 10th SFG went smoothly. He knew a few of the men in the unit, and his commanding officer was one of the ‘good guys.’ Although he had put in for three separate missions, he was not selected for any of them. He had mixed thoughts about that. On the one hand, other guys may have gotten the go ahead since they had been working together longer. On the other, he didn’t know anyone as enthusiastic about an assignment as he was. He decided he would bide his time and just keep putting in requests until something came up. If nothing else, it kept his wife happy with him being around more often.
He had only been in the house five minutes when the phone rang, “Captain Bishop,” he answered on the second ring.
“Son,” an older yet refined voice stated.
“Yeah dad, what’s up?”
After a short hesitation as if gathering his thoughts he said, “I’d like you and Terri to come by and have lunch with me. I’ll throw in a tour as well. Friday, 11:30; I’ll send a car,” he said leaving little room for being turned down.
“I don’t know dad. I’m not sure what the Colonel has in store for us, and I think Terri has duty at the hospital that morning.”
There was another pause as if his father was considering his words. These short moments were a source of anxiety for Keith, as he knew his father was used to getting his way, but would not show any disappointment in him if he did not. Keith did his fair share of things through the years to upset his father, and many times on purpose, but they always had a close, if not demonstrative, affection for one another.
“I ah… already talked to Colonel Williams and he said it would be no problem. Maybe you could ask if Terri can work something out. It would really mean a lot to me Keith.”
As he was about to get upset with his father, the General, calling to get some special time off for his son, he recognized there was something to this request beyond what was being said. And knowing his father, he would not know what it was until his father wanted him to.
“Okay dad, I’ll ask her when she gets home,” he said.
“Good. I’ll have a car at your door Friday 10:45am.”
“I know how to find the mountain dad.”
“I figured you could. But it would get you through security much quicker if my aide brings you,” he replied.
“Okay dad. I’ll see you Friday.”
―
Tuesday 3:35pm
When he saw her car pull up to the front of the house, he walked to the back patio and fired up the grill. He had burgers sitting on the counter, and the zucchini slices in a marinade. He only cooked on occasion, but whenever he did, it was on the grill. When he walked back inside, beer in hand, she was coming through the front door with an irritated look on her face. He knew it did not involve him.
“If that witch tells me one more time how to do my rounds, I’ll stick her broomstick up her ass,” Terri said as she walked in and tossed her purse on the couch.
“My, my,” he said while shaking his head disapprovingly. “Attached to such a pretty face is such a foul mouth,” he finished.
She stopped, looked at him as if he was really there, and not just something to talk to, and took a step forward, smiled, and kissed him. “I’m glad your home,” she said.
“Bad day, huh?”
“Everything else is great there. I really like everyone except for nurse ‘Ratched.’ Can you get me one of those while I go change,” she said pointing to his beer while walking out of the room.
One of the things he loved about his wife was her somewhat melodramatic way. She could make a simple trip to the store sound like a two-hour adventure movie. Plus, she could only hold onto a grudge, or be mad at someone, for the length of time it took an ice cube to melt in a closed fist. With that in mind, he knew she could handle anything in relation to her job. Even with him. She was a peacemaker and a nurturer at heart. It helped their relationship considerably because of the time he spent away and the work he did. She only ever wanted to know enough, but never too much, about what he did in any detail. That would have made it more difficult between them. But as it was, they really had a fine marriage.
When she reappeared, her long blonde hair was in a ponytail; she wore white pocketed shorts, a US ARMY T-shirt, and slip on sandals. Even in such simple attire, she was a beauty.
“Here you go babe,” he said handing her a beer.
She took a long sip, smacked her lips in satisfaction then set the bottle down. He knew he would either end up finishing it, or throwing it out. She seldom drank much, and that was good. She was so high strung and excitable that the few times she did have a couple of drinks, she went into overdrive. It could be quite entertaining, but she always suffered the next day.
“Mmmm… I’m starving, “she said as she walked up behind him placing her hands on his shoulders looking at the grill.
“Should be ready soon…. Dad called today,” he said.
“The General,” she asked turning her gaze from the food to him.
“Yeah. He wants to have us to lunch on Friday and give us a tour of the mountain. He is sending his driver to collect us.”
“Okay. Sounds like fun.”
“Don’t you have to work Friday afternoon?”
“No problem. I’ll just trade with Brenda. She owes me…. It’s about time you get to see him; once a year isn‘t exactly what you call close nit. If my family was here, you couldn’t get them out of the house.”
“Yeah, tell me about it,” he said, which was quickly followed by a sharp poke in his ribs.
“Seriously, you need to spend some more time together. It isn’t always going to be like this with the two of you being this close to one another.”
“You’re right,” he said, meaning it, “I think I’m actually looking forward to it.”
―
Thursday
Reports of absent politicians, socialites, and other well-known figures were being made in earnest now. What started the week in mild commentary and humor about how Washington was running “much more smoothly now with everyone gone” had turned into a cause of serious curiosity, if not concern. Congressional representatives could not be reached, political aides were giving the ‘run a round’ to any inquiries, and socialites were just not being seen or heard from. Congress was two months away from recess, and it was reasoned that not every important person could be on vacation at the same time, although, the resorts and popular vacation locations were being scrutinized by some of the more inquisitive reporters. All of the major businesses were running as usual sans their CEO’s. Social services remained uninterrupted, and stores and banks remained open for business.
After four days of constant attention, and a few anonymous reports, the major media networks moved from their normal under-whelming efforts, to ramping up their investigations. This event was not just endemic to the U.S.; it was being reported around the world. “Where Are They?” headlined the International Herald Tribune. What took four days to manifest serious attention in the mainstream media was already boiling over with conspiracy theorists on the blogosphere. Everything from alien abductions, to mass suicides was being reported by the alternative news sites. The one thing they all had in common was that no one really knew what was going on, and there were just not any verifiable leads.
―
Friday 10:45am
As he called to his wife from the living room for the third time, “Terri, let’s go. We’re gonna be late,”, Keith saw the blue Air Force staff car pull to the curb. A young captain got out of the car and walked toward the house. Keith made a quick study of the man. He looked like your typical paper pusher and canapé passer, but he was a well put together individual. Keith’s opinion of ‘desk jockeys’ was standard among his kind, but he also knew that his father suffered no fools, nor tolerated incompetence, so if he had been working for his father for any length of time, he must be all right. Opening the door, he stepped onto the porch.
“Captain Bishop, I’m Captain Lucas…Brian,” he said as he offered his hand.
“Good to meet you Brian. We can be on our way as soon as my wife finishes up. She’s only been getting herself presentable for the last few hours or so,” he said with a smile, which was reciprocated in a manner of understanding.
“I heard that,” his wife said as she came into the room still making adjustments in arranging her clothing. While she bypassed her husband, sticking her tongue out at him as she did so, she offered her hand to the Air Force captain, “Hi, I’m Terri. And if he hasn’t told you, his name is Keith.”
“Nice to meet you ma’am,” he said.
“Please call me Terri.”
“Okay Terri… If you two are ready, we’ll go. Things are a little hectic at the mountain right now. They have been for the last two weeks, so it takes a little more time to navigate our way through the traffic.”
As they all walked to the car, Keith asked him, “Why so busy, or is that a secret,” he said trying to be amusing.
“No secret. We have a joint civilian and military exercise taking place; has been for the past ten days. ‘Safe Harbor’ it’s called. We’ve never had one like it before. It’s been absolutely crazy around there.”
Keith liked the easygoing nature of his father’s aide. When he spoke, he was genuine. He had the kind of face where expressions just could not hide what he was thinking. He was an open book. No doubt, he thought, one of the reasons why his father had him on his staff. It was a beautiful sunny day, with only a few clouds perched above the mountaintop to provide some patches of shade in the outlying areas. Even though he was in his dress uniform, it was pleasant enough just to have the windows open for the short ride. As they came closer to their turnoff, traffic was bumper to bumper. Thinking it was going to take forever to get to the mountain complex, Keith was about to say something when Captain Lucas pulled into the center lane and continued past the traffic jam.
“Is all of this involved with your drill,” Keith asked.
“Yeah, I told you it was crazy.”
“How is it we get to go through?”
Captain Lucas reached onto the front dashboard, grabbed a white plastic card with a bright red number one on it and passed it back to Keith. “This means we have priority. Every vehicle coming through here has a similar placard. Once they get onto NORAD road, there is a kind of marshaling area where vehicles move ahead based on priority. I’d hate to have that job,” he finished.
Keith handed the sign back, “Yeah. It doesn’t exactly sound like a lot of fun. You said they have been doing this for the last ten days. Has it been like this the whole time?”
“Pretty much. Today and yesterday have been the only exceptions. Along with all the packages, equipment, and other supplies they’ve been bringing in, they started bussing people in thirty to forty at a time; businessmen, medical people, tradesmen, and military. At last count there were more than 4000 additional people in the complex.”
“Wow,” Terri spoke for the first time since they had left. “Is it really that big? Do they have enough bathrooms for all those people?”
Keith smiled at his wife knowing both the sincerity of the question, and the fact that it was the first she asked.
Captain Lucas chuckled. “Yeah, it is that big. In fact, it can accommodate many more than that if necessary, especially if they go down to the lower levels. I’ve been there for over a year and I still haven’t seen everything yet,” he finished.
“When is this exercise supposed to be finished,” Keith asked.
“Actually, in a few hours, at least this part of it. I’m not sure what phase two is yet. We won’t be briefed on that until after phase one is completed.”
“If they can get all of what we just passed moved in the next few hours, I’ll be impressed.”
“Never underestimate the Air Force captain,” Lucas replied while smiling into the rearview mirror. Bishop just smiled in return.
The remainder of their ride was quiet as they looked at the many vehicles slowly making their way. He turned the sedan off highway 115 and onto the facility-named-road. Not long afterwards, they came to their first traffic control point. It was manned by an Air Force 1st lieutenant. When they pulled up to the temporary gatehouse, Captain Lucas rolled down the window and extended his credentials. “Guests of General Bishop; they should be on your roster.”
As the lieutenant quickly scanned the sheets, he saw the red mark by the entry made for an army captain and wife―Bishop, M. Gen. “Yes sir,” he said as he saluted and waved them through. As they continued to drive past the long line of vehicles, the first thing that entered Keith’s mind was what this little parade was costing and if it was really accomplishing anything.
Having made it to the tunnel’s entrance, they were stopped once more. This time the officer in charge was a full bird Colonel. Once he had gone through the same routine, they were allowed to pass into the shadow of the famed mountain facility.
―
Friday 11:30am
As they made their way into the interior of the mountain itself, they were distracted by all of the commotion. Both military and civilian personnel were giving directions sounding and seeming to be little more than organized chaos. What was happening outside was mild in comparison. The corridors were lined with conduits, encased lighting fixtures, and signs signaling where they were, and what was to be found further along each passageway. It appeared to be very clean and orderly, aside from the present events. They finally arrived at the Generals’ outer office. Captain Lucas offered them a seat while he went behind his desk and pushed a button on his phone. “We’re here sir,” he announced. “Yes sir. No sir. Yes sir,” he said before hanging up.
“Let me guess,” Keith said from his chair, “The General has another engagement and he regrets to inform us we won’t get our bologna sandwiches today.”
“Keith,” Terri said in an exasperated voice, “Will you stop it.”
Captain Lucas smiled at the couple. “Something did come up, so I am going to give you the grand tour and have you back here by 2:45pm for your luncheon.”
“Super. Do you know if we still get the bologna sandwiches?”
“You’re not as funny as you think you are,” Terri said before adding, “Try to behave. We’re only here for a few hours.”
Captain Lucas handed both visitors a plastic badge to hang around their neck. “Why don’t we start at the bottom? We’ll go to the lowest level your ‘general visitor’ security clearance will allow, then work our way back here. It should take us about that much time until the General expects you.”
―
Friday 2:35pm
General Bishop, third in line at USNORTHCOM, but the senior ranking member on site, picked up his phone after the first ring without looking at it. “General Bishop,” he said into the receiver while still concentrating on the report before him.
“Colonel Forrest, sir. Sir, we still have over fifty vehicles to process. There is nothing holding us up, but I just don’t think we will make the 4:00pm deadline.”
The General looked up from his report, but at nothing specific while saying, “The deadline will be met Colonel. I’ll leave it up to your discretion as to how that gets accomplished. If you need to start retaining the vehicles inside without unloading the cargo, do it. If a vehicle has a trailer, then leave it, and release the tractor. Keep a civilian bus outside to transport anyone who is not remaining with us. We can work on relocating everything afterwards,” he ordered.
“That’s gonna piss a lot of people off Frank,” the colonel replied. James Forrest and Frank Bishop had been both classmates and close friends from their first year together at the academy.
“I know Jim, but that’s the way it’s gotta be. I’ll expect to hear from you again after the mountain is sealed, and the perimeter is secure. Make sure the officer in charge places the outside security detail on ‘stand to’ alert until further notice. Do whatever is necessary, with my authority, to make it happen.”
“Yes sir,” the Colonel said as he hung up the phone wondering if it was really worth upsetting all of the people they were going to upset just to reach a deadline for an exercise. Putting the troops on heightened alert without an explanation was one thing. Treating the civilians as if they were in the military was quite another.
―
Friday 2:45pm
After they had witnessed the fortified design of the facility, and were briefed on the many functions therein, they were truly impressed. It was much more than they anticipated and nothing like they imagined. The lower levels were still clean and well maintained, but they were more in line with what one expected to see in such a structure. Not all of the walls were covered by man-made materials, and none of the people who worked there wore fancy attire. The floors were a mixture of concrete and crushed stone. On the upper levels, everything was painted metal, glass, and concrete. It was a sterile environment. To Keith’s surprise, his father was waiting for him when they walked into the outer office.
“It’s good to see you,” he said as he extended his hand to his son, “You’re looking good Terri,” he said as he briefly embraced her. “So what do you think of our little operation here?” he said as he turned and escorted them into his office.
Apparently, Keith thought, it was just going to ‘lunch en famille,’ as his father closed the door behind them. “Quite a place,” Keith said.
“I thought it was amazing. I never knew it was this big. And your aide said the places we couldn’t see are even bigger,” she finished.
“Yes. We have large amounts of storage facilities, and other operation areas within the complex. You just never have enough room for everything you need.”
“I can’t believe you actually have a tractor trailer driving inside a mountain,” Terri said.
The general smiled at her while leading them to a table set for three.
When they had finished their meal, they made small talk catching up with current and career events in each other’s lives. At the time, Keith thought his father was a bit distracted. Generals obviously had busy schedules, and a forty-five minute luncheon with family seemed like quite a luxury considering everything that was happening around them. While these thoughts were still in his mind, his father said he wanted them to meet someone. A doctor no less.
“Are you still going to school Terri,” the general asked.
“Yeah Dad; I hope to eventually get out of nursing and into research.”
“Then, I think you’ll enjoy this,” he said with a smile as he led them into a corridor they had not traveled earlier.
After a number of turns, they came to a desk with an armed guard seated behind it. When he saw the stars of a general officer, he immediately rose to attention. “As you were,” his father said. “I need to sign these two in.”
“Yes sir,” the young man said as he handed over a clipboard a bit uncomfortably in the presence of a General officer.
While his father looked at his watch, wrote their names, date, time, and destination into the corresponding blocks, Keith took the time to look around. He noticed for the first time all of the pipes and conduits running along the ceiling, and not just the walls. He saw lines for water, both hot and cold, electricity, gas, cable, and one other, which he could not identify because the tag was turned. Each line was painted differently to signify what it held, while also having a metal tag attached to the lines to label it. It was redundant, but that was the way of the military. By then they were on their way. He had not counted on being here quite this long, but Terri seemed to be enjoying herself, and he did not get to spend much time with his father, so he would endure. The young airman opened the door so they could pass through, then secured it behind them.
“How do we get out,” Keith asked when he felt the change in pressure and heard the door being locked.
“We’ll call him from there,” his father said pointing to a phone on the wall, “He’ll ask for the word of the day and then he’ll open the door.”
Before they could go any further, a genial older man, who appeared to be in his early sixties, walked up to them.
“Dr. Maddow, this is my son Captain Keith Bishop, and his wife Terri, who I told you about earlier.”
“My pleasure captain,” he said as he shook his hand in a much stronger grip than Keith expected, “And to you too Mrs. Bishop.”
“Nice to meet you,” they replied in turn.
“I don’t know what would interest the captain in here as it is all mostly research and labs, but if you would like to see our programs here Mrs. Bishop, I’d be happy to show you around. Your father-in-law said you have a professional interest in this sort of thing.”
Terri was considering the size and scope of the laboratory as she examined her surroundings. “I’d love to,” she said with a winning smile.
“Good. Come with me,” Dr. Maddow said as he turned to lead her away.
Keith was making an appraisal of the man they were just introduced to when his father motioned for them to move along. He was friendly enough in his manner, but his eyes told another story. They were not what one would refer to as ‘evil,’ but they were cold and calculating, even while his overall demeanor was friendly. He did not seem the type to be happy about giving a private tour to a stranger, an unimportant one at that, but then again, maybe it was asked as a favor by his father.
“Why don’t we go back to my office? I have a number of things to talk to you about in private,” his father said.
“Okay dad,” Keith said as his thoughts were once again interrupted. His father was never an obvious person, which is why Keith was patient enough to know that for whatever reason he was brought here today, it would only be revealed when his father was ready to do so.
―
Friday 3:57pm
When they were back in his office, no one else was around. They went into a small anteroom and his father closed the door. After Keith took a seat, his father went to a small table holding a laptop computer. He touched the keypad, which brought the computer back to life. He picked up a small remote control device, and walked back and sat next to his son. In the manner of an accomplished orator, he began the slide program.
“Ten months ago this anomaly was discovered by a Spanish astronomer by the name of Dr. Rosa Alves. She, and her staff, calculated the trajectory of this anomaly. It was of no significance at the time, other than the discovery itself. When she found the anomaly once again, six months later,” he said as he progressively went through a number of slides on the power point presentation, “it was not where it was projected to be.”
“Now here is the problem. The size and speed of the anomaly was underestimated, possibly because it wasn’t that important, or more probably because they were limited to best guess information. While the size and speed difference wasn’t a major concern, what became a concern was the change in flight path,” he said as he moved onto another slide, which displayed a small bright object at the bottom left hand corner of the screen.
“What you see there, and here,” he said as he continued on to other slides, “Is our sun. Our nation’s most respected scientists and those of other nations, all concur on a trajectory that is within one-hundred miles from the sun, to possibly colliding with the sun itself. Since the sun is not solid like the earth, the results of an impact, or even anything closer to the one-hundred mile projection, will cause catastrophic conditions here on the earth.”
He advanced the slides forward showing simulated scenes resulting in such an impact. “In any event, the earth as we know it will no longer exist within a few days’ time. Best estimates are less than a twenty percent initial survival rate among all living creatures in the first stages, followed by predictions of less than five percent for any long term survival.” He got up from his seat, placed the remote device back on the table, and closed the top of the computer screen. He turned to his son in anticipation of his response.
“You’re serious,” he said already knowing the answer. While his nature was to be light hearted in relation to just about anything, and humorous when he could be, his father was not.
“Deadly serious.”
“That is what all of those trucks, and all this supposed exercise is about?”
“We have been preparing and planning for this for the last four months. This is just the final phase.”
“Who all knows about this,” he asked with a bit of suspicion.
“There are facilities like this around the world. Arrangements have been made to fill them all to capacity with both people and supplies.”
“And who determines who the people are?”
“People like me, people who are well connected, but most importantly people who can contribute to providing mankind with what we will need to repopulate the surface whenever it is possible to go back out.”
“What about the people on the outside―when will they be told?”
“They won’t. Some already know, others had to be silenced because of what they knew and what they were going to do with that information.”
Keith digested that for what it was. He had taken lives, and made decisions, which cost other people their lives. He was neither a fool nor a coward when it came time to make a tough decision. Nevertheless, at the moment it took some time to digest the scope of how his father, and others, had acted in cold blooded calculations which would knowingly affect billions of lives without their even being aware. Then he thought of his little brother. Frankie, Jr., was not a chip off the ol’ block. While the General was quite formal and conservative, little Frankie was the antithesis. Keith and his brother were always close, with Keith often running interference between the two. Frankie just could not adapt to life as a military brat, always moving from one place to another. In time, he did anything he could to upset the ‘old man.’ Eventually, he even went as far as becoming a journalist who used his platform to embarrass the military in any way he could while knowing his name reflected on their father. Keith did not agree with the lengths of rebellion Frankie went to, and often tried to reason with him. Their father had never been overly hard with his family, and he tried to accommodate them as best as he could. But once their mother died of cancer, Keith’s efforts were no longer enough to keep things from getting out of control. Frankie took her death harder than the rest of them, and even blamed their father. He was wrong, but his stubbornness just would not let him get over it. That was one way the two of them were just alike. “What about Frankie,” Keith asked with concern in his voice.
“I tried,” his father said in resignation.
“What do you mean you tried?” Keith said raising his voice.
“I called him. I tried to get him here with you and Terri. I thought maybe by using your name, it might have succeeded, but it was just a hope.”
“You can’t just let him go without telling him. Jesus Christ, why didn’t you just tell him,” Keith demanded.
“Tell him what,” his father retorted, “Hey son, everyone on the earth is going to be dead in a few days. Why don’t you come out here and live with me underground?”
After the reality of the situation set in, Keith knew his father had done his part, even if he could not really accept it at the moment.
“Honest to God Keith, I tried everything I could to talk him into coming here. After my last call, I think he thought I was just up to something and was even more adamant in refusing than he was with my first call,” he finished in a voice full of appeal.
Keith was actually surprised to hear that not only did his father try, but he did so more than once. He did not think they even talked anymore. And, maybe they didn’t. That was the problem.
“I’ve got things to do son,” he said gathering his composure, “We will talk again, but by now the complex is locked down. No one is entering or leaving. You will have a role here, just like everyone else. I’ll call for you in the next few days. It’ll be up to you to explain this to, and deal with, Terri. I don’t envy you that, but it’s your responsibility now.”
Keith looked at his father, still trying to process the many and varied thoughts racing through his mind, when the words dawned on him that he would be the one to break the news to his wife. She had a family too, and they were very close. It was not turning out to be the day he hoped it would be.
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The mass and speed of Ignatio-17 was greater than estimated. It was even larger than the impressive comet McNaught. This was of little interest though, once its true course had been calculated. There was not enough time to determine where Ignatio-17 had originated from, nor how long it had been in existence. That was of little consequence now.
This particular comet was composed of more rock than ice, and was highly irregular in shape. Coursing its way through the Milky Way Galaxy at speeds in excess of 25,000 miles per hour, there was no stopping what was to come. There was no ill intent on its part, as it had nothing to do with its own destiny. It was such a small thing in relation to the universe around it, yet it would affect so much.
Ignatio-17 exploded as it survived to reach the plasma and magnetically charged fields of the sun. This collision, occurring during the time of a Solar Maxima, set off a series of events that would forever change this part of the solar system. Sympathetic coronal mass ejections in alarming scale displaced massive amounts of electromagnetic radiation. One of the greatest of these was directly in line with the earth. It took less than two days for the full force of the solar charged particles to set off a geomagnetic storm of unprecedented size and scope. The first indication that something significant was taking place was the sight of the Aurora Borealis being visible throughout the world. What followed that picturesque scene was devastating. The massive amounts of solar and cosmic radiation that passed through the magnetosphere caused an almost instant change in the earth’s axis. With this shift came the expected tectonic plate disturbances.
Earthquakes of a magnitude that ripped continents in half took place one after another. Once dormant volcanoes mimicked their active brothers, filling the sky with volcanic ash and the land and seas with molten fluid, rising up from the depths of the earth. The polar caps were no longer such, and began melting as the increasing temperature of the planet and the rising seas claimed their share. Electrical storms crossed the landmasses as they ruptured and broke apart scattering the last vestiges of civil development.
In collusion with the earth changing events, were the byproducts of civilization itself. Adding to the already elevated radiation levels was the destruction of the many nuclear reactors throughout the world. Some were swallowed up by the ground itself, others were ejected into the rising water, and some were simply ripped apart as their radioactive materials were released without restraint. Their ensuing meltdowns formed ‘hotspots,’ void of life, and added to the already rising planetary radiation levels. Refineries were ignited as they expelled their seemingly endless supply of natural fuels. There was no corner of the earth that remained untouched from the calamity.
Solar flares continued their assault for the next forty-eight hours as the earth convulsed and moaned through its forced readjustments. Eventually, volcanoes subsided, tidal waves receded, and electrical storms lost much of their tenacity. The tectonic shifts that occurred were such that after years of agitation, they had finally separated to a degree that would inhibit any further significant activity.
—
The earth was calm once again, but it bore no resemblance to its former self. The skies were a gray and violet hue resulting from the accumulated amount of volcanic ash in the atmosphere combined with the ionized particulates remaining in the clouds.
The seas were now all a deep blue losing their once pristine beaches, white sands, and clear waters. Debris was everywhere. Wind and waves were the only sounds dominating a once vibrant landscape. The birds were gone, the mechanical noise of the cities no longer generated their unnatural sounds, and the sky was hidden. The sun was trying to pierce through the cloud-covered skies but with little effect. Life did still exist on this planet once threatened with overpopulation. Whether or not that life could continue, was yet to be seen.
―
On what is now known as Day One, the records indicate that global military and civilian systems warned of the impending solar event several hours before impact. Some observers believed the levels of charged particles recorded were the result of malfunctioning equipment, while others turned their attention to the end result. Because of this, the warning had little effect. Those secure facilities that remained opened, allowed some others to enter their protection, while the greater number paid scant attention to the conflicting and fragmented reports. The storm penetrated earth’s atmosphere in the early afternoon. By nightfall, mass panic was worldwide. The entrances were made secure before the day’s end.
Those who made it to the DUMB’s felt the upheaval around them. Some facilities were torn apart from the separation caused by massive tectonic shifts, making their efforts to reach safety in vain. What no one could know at the time, aside from those in the international space station, was that where there were once seven continents, there were now eleven. The world was transformed to the point of being unrecognizable to any of its remaining inhabitants.
* * *
Hours after the first, and final, transmission from earth in relation to the massive solar storm, the six members of the international space station looked down on the planet in utter astonishment. No matter what other thoughts tried to break through their concentration, nothing could counteract the mesmerizing effect of the scene unfolding so many miles below. The landmasses were literally separating into smaller segments with some areas seeming to disappear under a rising sea. Smoke from active volcanoes covered much of the sky. The progression was as if it was in slow motion, yet the onlookers knew it was anything but. The earth appeared to have changed its rotation from the dramatic convulsions it had experienced. After an indeterminate amount of time, one crewmember finally spoke the words they were all thinking;
“It’s over. It’s all gone, they‘re all gone,” he said in a hushed voice.
No one could utter a word in reply. A few remained uncontrollably locked in concentration; others could not watch for one more moment. Sometime later, they discovered the body of the only crewman who dared speak hanging from the ceiling, in his quarters. While they all understood, and some even considered it themselves, they could not talk about it. They sent the body into space.
Their attempts to make contact were in vain, as they knew they would be. They rationed their food and drink to make them last as long as possible even though they knew the inevitable. Not one of them had the courage to talk about that. The one wish they all had was to return yet again to the beautiful planet they once knew; not to be with family and friends, all of whom they believed to be gone, but to experience and see first-hand the evolution of this new earth.
* * *
11.37 degrees latitude, 88.70 degrees longitude (near the southern end of the Middle America Trench, Eastern side of the pacific ring of fire)
Twenty-one days prior, satellite images reported the departure of the Borei class submarine, the Alexander Nevsky, from its homeport in Vladivostok, Russia. Five hours ago, SSN-775, the USS Texas, a Virginia class submarine, identified the noise signature of the Nevsky just before it came to a complete stop near the ocean’s floor. The Nevsky knew something else was out there, but its crew had yet to identify what and who it was. It was a game of ‘cat and mouse’ regularly played by the two Super Powers.
It was during this time that the cataclysmic events were taking place. Even in the great depths of the Pacific Ocean, those earth-changing events did not go unnoticed or unfelt. The turbulence in the water was such that both vessels had to break silence and initiate emergency power to maintain control of their crafts. It was not only the shifting of the tectonic plates, which affected the force of the underwater currents; it was the sudden eruption of magma through once dormant hydrothermal vents in the sea floor. Unfortunately for the Nevsky, it navigated itself right above one of these vents as it released its molten fluids. The massive craft became impossible to control. Alarm bells were ringing in every compartment.
The Texas immediately ascended the depths to escape the throws of the currents. When it was evident that the seas above were as perilous as those below, it found a manageable condition moving at a depth of thirty fathoms.
It was another twelve hours before the waters were calm enough to come to periscope depth. The captain’s first look showed no cause for alarm. There were seven to eight foot seas, and the sky was a dark gray. He instructed his chief radioman to send the encoded burst transmission prepared earlier. And then they waited.
While the Texas was waiting for a reply, the Nevsky found itself in serious trouble. There were radiation leaks in five of the sixteen missile tubes. Although bad enough in themselves, they were minor in comparison to the damage affecting the vessel’s reactor. The ship was dying; it was just a matter of time. When the crew managed to contain what they could, and generate enough power without causing more damage to the reactor, the captain made the decision to surface. He knew there was no other choice.
Following their slow ascent, the Nevsky waited near the surface until the waves abated. Captain Leonid Bardin preceded his executive officer, and the watch crew, onto the conning tower. When the outer hatch released, he felt the heat from the wind. It was much warmer than he anticipated. He looked in all directions and saw the same thing. A disturbed sea, a gray sky, and off in the distance what appeared to be a fluttering red light, which cast its glow off the sky above. It was a surreal scene as the clouds were unnatural in appearance.
One of the watchmen announced, “American submarine, southeast, two-thousand meters.” When they all turned to view the craft, it too was sitting on top of the water in full view with its own crewman watching the Nevsky.
Captain Bardin reached for the intercom, “Captain Lieutenant Orlov to the conning tower.” As he waited for his engineer, he removed his 8X56 Zeiss binoculars from their case. They had belonged to his father and they were passed onto him as a gift for his first full command. He studied the other submarine as he waited. There was little he could do. His was not a ‘hunter killer’ vessel with the speed and maneuverability to match the American sub, especially considering the shape they were currently in.
“Yes my captain,” Captain Lieutenant Sasha Orlov said as he stepped outside and saluted his commander.
“What news do you have for me?”
“It is the same my captain. The radiation levels are reaching the critical stage and there is nothing we can do to contain them. In a few more hours it will be perilous,” he finished in blunt efficiency.
The captain said nothing, looked back toward the other vessel, and asked his executive officer whether radio communications were as yet operable. They too had been attempting to send and receive signals to their own commands.
“No sir. Nothing, sir.”
“Very well, signal the Americans and tell them we request assistance.”
His executive looked at him, understood the gravity of the situation, the responsibility placed on his commander, and instructed one of the crew to signal the Americans to approach. When they were within a few hundred yards of each other, the Alexander Nevsky launched an inflatable boat with four crewmembers from their side. Two seaman, and two officers, all unarmed, made their way to the Texas. When they came to its side, a flexible ladder was lowered to allow them to board.
“Sir, Captain Lieutenant Orlov, and Senior Lieutenant Lukin of the Alexander Nevsky,” Orlov said in heavily accented English as he saluted.
His salute was returned. “I’m Commander Weston, captain of the USS Texas, and this is Lieutenant Gonzalez my exec,” he said while exchanging handshakes.
After the Russian sailors had been searched for weapons, their enlisted men remained topside, while the two officers were led to the galley. They sat down to a cup of coffee, and waited while the commander and his senior staff made their way in. They stood as the commander entered.
Jared Weston was a green-eyed thirty-eight year old who wore his red hair cut close to his scalp. At just under six feet tall, he carried his lithe body with authority and confidence. He took his job seriously and was known as a consummate professional. He came from a rural upbringing, and worked for everything he accomplished, including paying his way through college. It was not the natural route for a future commander of a naval vessel to come from a private school, but his talents were recognized early on, and his work ethic allowed him to move ahead of others. His parents were of little means, yet they provided the principles, which made him who he was. He was a man, and he should be able to make his own way. He was very proud of the career he made, and this was going to be, no doubt, one of the most interesting events in it.
They sat down.
“And what can the United States Navy do for our Russian friends?” Commander Weston asked.
There was no time to waste, and no purpose for deception, even to ‘save face.’ “The Nevsky is dying. An undersea explosion of some type caused several leaks within our missile tubes, and more importantly, in our reactor. Captain Bardin sent us here to ask that you save our crew. There are one-hundred-thirty men on board. If you could take us to the nearest port, we would be indebted to you.”
While he digested this information, he studied the face of his Russian counterpart to see if there were any signs of deception. He knew something was wrong with the sub, but he did not know if he was hearing the whole story, and he did not want to make a hasty decision until he was sure that he did. “Have you made radio contact with your superiors,” Commander Weston asked.
“Our communications and much of our electronics are not functioning,” Orlov said.
Ascertaining this was important because they too had problems with their navigation, communication, and much of their other electronic instruments. There was no need to disclose this information at the moment. “How was your ship damaged, and what do you make of the surface conditions,” he asked to see if they knew anything more than the crew of the Texas did.
Orlov was at first curious by the question, then contemplative. He had a good idea of what might have caused the damage, but he had not stopped to consider the strange nature of the environment he saw when he came out of the sub. “We believe some sort of underwater eruption damaged our vessel. We didn’t come into contact with any structure, and there were no onboard explosions. It was something external,” he finished.
“What about out there,” Weston pointed with his thumb indicating the strange weather conditions.
“I don’t know,” Orlov said.
They sat there studying one another. It finally dawned on the young Russian about what had concerned the Americans.
“Commander,” he began, “We have received no radio instructions, nor do we believe we are at war. We saw the red sky to the east, but we both know there is nothing in that area which would be targeted by either of our countries. I am here only for the sake of our crew.”
While he considered that statement, he said, “What about the Nevsky?”
“The captain will stay on board to scuttle her,” Orlov said in a somber voice.
“How do I know he won’t believe we are really at war, knowing that his ship is dead, fire his payload at their prearranged targets then be happy to go down with his ship knowing his crew is safe. That would be quite a coup,” Weston challenged.
“Commander, I can only give you my word as an officer. We only wish to save our crew, and you are our only hope.”
While he studied the young man, commander Weston issued the orders to his exec, “Get out as many inflatable craft as we have. Tie them to each other and send a skeleton crew to deliver them to the Nevsky. Have the Chief prepare quarters to accommodate our guests. Make sure they are all searched prior to coming aboard, not so much as a pocket knife gets on.”
“Aye, Aye sir.”
“Thank you commander. I can assure you, this is no trick, and I only wish we would have never met under these circumstances,” he said offering his hand once again.
―
It was an uncomfortable feeling allowing almost as many ‘enemy’ crewmen on board as the Texas itself had. The transfer had gone quite rapidly. The crew of the Nevsky was searched, escorted to the area made ready for them, and held under guard. All but six had boarded the Texas. The captain, his political officer, and four other seamen had decided their fate was with the Nevsky.
When the last of the Russians had boarded, Commander Weston saw the Nevsky prepare for submersion. He too ordered the Texas to dive and monitor the other vessel as best as they could. If they detected any outer doors opening, indicating a possible missile launch, they would sink it themselves. He did not know if all of his systems were operational yet, but he knew his craft was much faster. If all he could do was ram it, then he would do it.
It was a nervous time for everyone, including the Russians.
Fifteen minutes later, it was apparent what the captain of the Nevsky was doing. They were at the edge of the ‘trench.’ He was taking his sub in a deep angle dive, which would eventually cause it to rupture. If that did not happen, it would simply remain on the bottom as those on board would be helpless in a matter of hours anyway. They would wait.
When it was determined that the Nevsky would never be heard from, or seen again, Commander Weston ordered his crew to take them to the surface, and to bring Captain-Lieutenant Orlov to the conning tower.
“Captain, our communications, and much of our other electronic navigation systems are not functional. They haven’t been since whatever happened yesterday,” he said deciding a bit of truth was in order.
Orlov simply nodded in understanding at both the statement, and the reason behind it.
“I came back up to get a good look at where we are in relation to what is lighting up the sky there on the horizon,” he said pointing to the east.
“That should be Nicaragua. I’m afraid based on what you said about how you were damaged, and the gray sky with these heavy clouds, that that light is an eruption from the Masaya volcano. The only way to know is to go have a look. We’ll get as close as we can to confirm what we can. I’ll expect you to manage your crew, and we’ll let a few at a time come topside to get some air so they can see things for themselves.”
“Thank you Commander. I appreciate your offer, as will my crew.”
“Hopefully we’ll be able to get you safely ashore and on your way home. We should know before the day is over. Keep yourself handy.”
“Yes sir,” he said as he saluted and left the tower.
―
 They were unable to make it closer than a few miles from shoreline. The ash was quite heavy even at that distance as the sub, and those standing outside, were soon covered in the gray colored flakes. It was obvious that there was more than one active volcano in the area. The light visible on the darkening horizon provided the evidence.
Commander Weston made course adjustments to move the Texas as far from the fallen ash as possible, while still maintaining visual contact with the coastline. This was how they had to navigate. The stars were not visible, and their navigational equipment was still inoperable. The officers of the Texas stood two-hour watches along with one of their Russian counterparts, and two additional seamen, while they sailed along at a steady fifteen knots.
The scene was much the same through the night, and on the following day. Early in the morning, they came near to shoreline where a sizeable city had once been. It was a macabre scene. Dead bodies were everywhere, floating in the water and lying on the ground. There was no standing structure in view. Fires had obviously swept through the area, but none was yet still raging. The crew of the Texas examined it with the naked eye, and when composure allowed, through the nearness of their powerful binoculars. They passed by several such towns, all of which shared the same fate, until the commander gave the order to steer further out to sea.
When they estimated their distance, speed, and relative positioning, it was believed they would make San Diego in twenty-eight hours. Twenty-eight hours later and the city was nowhere to be found. For the next twelve hours, they continued north along their current route. What was supposed to be the California and Western coast of the United States was instead a combination of sea stacks and sheer rock face hundreds of feet high. Morale among the officers was becoming grim. It was time for a decision.
“Reverse course, maintain current speed,” Commander Weston ordered. He said nothing more until the next day.
When they returned to an area estimated to be near the California-Mexico border, the USS Texas came to a stop. It was the first area they found that allowed passage inland before they came to the rocky cliffs. The carnage was visible on shore, but the crew did their best to ignore it. Nothing could be done about it in any event. After a meeting with all of the officers on board, they emerged from the galley and began the preparations agreed upon. The Texas would be abandoned.
“This is Commander Weston,” the captain said into the vessel’s intercom, “Prepare to go ashore. Make ready all available craft, and secure all movable equipment, both personal, and functional. Make haste, but don’t leave anything of value behind, especially rations. That is all.”
It took more than seven hours to vacate the sub even though they were only a few hundred yards off shore. Once that was completed, a skeleton crew returned to the Texas to move her further out to sea. Once there, precautions were taken to secure the weapons systems. After one last look around, commander Weston gave the final orders to his crew. Orders he never even considered before this day. “Seal it up,” he said to the welders, “Seal it up tight.”
He stood by as the men did their work. When they were finished, they paddled their boat to shore to join the others who were establishing a makeshift camp. They did so as far from the smell of the carnage as possible. A few men were brave enough to search about through the ruins, but they returned finding little of value.
―
It was a somber night. They posted a guard more because of training, than out of any real necessity. They did not even hear the call of animals that night. No barking from dogs, no cries from sea gulls ever present on the shorelines, and none of the unnatural sounds indicating the presence of men.
After they made a quick meal for breakfast, Weston addressed them all with Captain Lieutenant Orlov translating for his compatriots. “It’s obvious we cannot stay here. Since none of our directional equipment works, and celestial navigation is not available to us, we have estimated a course, which should intersect with the center of the United States. If we come across anyone, or any form of communication along the way, so much the better. I’m sure we can all make guesses as to what we think happened. I’m also sure that we will be much better served if we remain together, and support one another. We don’t know what we are going to find out there. But, if we stick together, I’m sure we can handle it.
“What I want to do now is divide everyone up into manageable teams under each of our officers. We will be in mixed company to learn to communicate with each other better. You will obey the orders of your appointed officer regardless of uniform. We will spend the rest of this day getting ready for the move.
“We’ll need to go into the town and secure any wheels, or wheeled vehicles, which we can use to transport our equipment and supplies as well as any viable supplies we can find. I’ll want all of the specialists to look for materials of their trades to include medical supplies. If you think we need it, and we can transport it, bring it.
“Any questions?” There were none. The gravity of the situation maintained control of the general attitude for the time being. What was incumbent upon their officers was to prolong that control.
“Very well; Chief Stewart has the list and he’ll break you down into your respective groupings. We have a lot to get done today, so let’s be serious about it,” he finished with a tone of authority, but without an acknowledgement of his rank, which is customarily followed with an ‘aye aye sir,’ or a ‘yes sir.’
Two-hundred fifty-seven naval personnel, which included ten enlisted women from the Texas, set out to find the answers to what had caused such devastation in such a short period of time, and to find anything resembling the life they left behind.




[image: ]

THREE 
[image: ]




After several weeks of reconstruction projects, the people in the mountain complex turned their attention to daily routines. It was a grim time where activity of any kind provided needed distraction from the tragedy they had survived. Emotions ran high and tempers were short. The best therapy was work and time. Everyone lost loved ones, and while it was human nature to want to survive, that survival provided little comfort as time passed. Not only did the loss of family and friends weigh upon them, the loss of a life they had envisioned was now gone. Uncertainty and the unknown prevailed.
Several of their number, however, were not plagued by such thinking. They were the ones preparing for an event such as this, knowing long beforehand that it was a certainty. The preparations they made went far beyond their initial survival. They planned for all contingencies involved for an indefinite stay underground, and what would follow. They knew people needed structure, routine, and satisfaction in accomplishment. But most importantly, they needed hope. Hope of a return to what had been, hope of a future not living underground. Hope for themselves. Hope for their children. They gathered many of the best and brightest into the complex under the guise of an exercise. These were the ones who would shape that hope. The scientific advancements known to the government and military establishment were much farther along than those whose progress was hindered by the many bureaucratic layers that existed in private industry. Geneticists, biologists, pathologists, and engineers of all sciences were recruited without their knowing their actual roles. They were assigned to labs with technology and equipment with which even they were not familiar. This served to both placate them, and make them useful for the promotion of the goal to inhabit the surface once again.
Without the ability to grow food underground, geneticists built upon the already available science to engineer designer foods. These foods resembled protein bars. They could be made to taste like any known food, and shaped into different forms. It was one more thing to which people needed to adjust. It was more nutritious than food grown naturally, and it tasted great, it was just unusual.
A fresh water supply was no problem. They had tapped into separate underground aquifers many years prior, and while the sources were pure, they also maintained a filtration system. Power too was unlimited. A geothermal power plant had been in operation providing electrical power, hot water, and steam to power most of their earth moving equipment. Natural gas was also integrated into the facility, though the decision was made to limit its use to necessity.
These basic needs, however, were not enough to maintain order. The people had to appreciate and understand life in a new light. This would be accomplished in a variety of ways. Just like basic trainees in any military, they had to be trained to forget their former lives. Their dress changed, their vocabulary changed, and their thinking changed. While people both in and out of the military pursued advancement based on authority, recognition, titles and money, those were to be a thing of the past. Self-advancement was not conducive to the ultimate goal. A collective effort was. The challenge here was in stimulating the initiative with new rewards, a different mindset. This was all taken into consideration by those few who were actually controlling the sum total of all the parts. They would accommodate the needs of people as much as they could, they would reason with them when necessary, and they would punish them when warranted. Nothing would interfere with their main objective. In time, they would once again walk upon the surface of the earth. If they succeeded, it would be a world made in their image.
―
The last time he and his father talked, it had been brief. Keith did not entirely forgive his father for his brother’s fate, and his attitude did not improve after having to deal with his wife. She was inconsolable for the first couple of weeks. She managed to deal with the catastrophe itself, the loss of her family, and the understanding that her father-in-law knew it was going to happen but did nothing to help them. She eventually made progress, and had accepted the consequences of the first two. He did not think she would ever forgive his father. But then again, he did not know if he would either. The two of them just viewed matters from different perspectives. He could not completely fault his father’s actions, but there were still some things that could have been handled better, at least in his mind.
Terri benefited from her work in the lab. She was assigned as an assistant to Dr. Maddow. Keith still did not know what to make of him; he just couldn’t quite figure him out. Terri said she would become a doctor herself in a matter of time through the work she was doing; Maddow had promised that. She said she was also learning things she never even heard of before. Nothing in comparison to what college or her work at the hospital had offered. She worked and studied beyond her assigned eight-hour days. He did not mind that this encroached on their time together. Anything to help her recover from the trauma was worth it.
Keith received a call to report to his father’s office. When he arrived, he noticed some changes. His junior aide, who had initially brought them to the mountain, was not wearing a uniform, but rather a pair of blue overalls with only a name patch affixed to them. No title or rank was indicated. He was offered a seat and waited until his father was ready to see him. He started to ask about the uniform change when his father’s voice came over the intercom letting his assistant know he was ready to receive his guest.
“How’s Terri doing,” he asked as he stood to greet his son when he walked through the door.
“She’s doing okay now. Work has been good for her, but I think it will be some time until she is anywhere near her old self again.”
“Good. Martin said she’s been an eager and apt student.”
Keith simply nodded having nothing to add, and waited for his father to get to the reason for his being summoned. He also noticed that his father was no longer wearing his uniform, but rather a business suit. The rest of the room looked the same. He still had the pictures of his superiors on the wall, all the way to the President himself. Keith wondered if this was out of respect, or if his father believed these men had also survived in facilities such as the one they were in, and he would find himself once again under their authority.
Breaking through his line of thinking, his father began, “Keith, there is obviously a lot more going on here than you’ve been made aware of. This complex has been under development continuously since the early 1960’s. Although this wasn’t what was envisioned at the time, it is serving its ultimate purpose now; and it will have to for some time. We have a sustainable environment for the number of people we have here. There are measures we will have to take to keep that viable. Some of which will be welcomed, others that won’t.”
“For example,” Keith interrupted.
“For example,” his father repeated calmly, “We have many vaccines and medical advances at our disposal to ensure no disease will affect the quality of life here. They existed on the outside, but were not in sufficient production to publicize. On the other hand, our population must be controlled for our resources to meet the demands.” He let that sink in for a moment before continuing. “Our only goal is to return outside. Nothing is going to hinder that. Everyone will come to understand this, and it is our hope to work together toward that end.”
“And if they don’t,” Keith asked.
“Then, they will have to be dealt with. We are talking about civilization Keith; a new world, the continuation of our species. Individual aspirations cannot interfere with that.”
 “So what do you want from me,” he asked somewhat confused. He was still adjusting to the new world he found himself in through no design, or thought of his own. Long-term goals and planning had yet to even enter his mind.
His father looked him in the eyes and held them as he continued, “I need you to handle matters of security; not just controlling who goes where, but enforcing the rules. Rules established now, and rules established once we get outside. People function much better when they know there are boundaries, well-defined boundaries, and that they will be expected to abide by them. Those guidelines will be made known soon, and as such, the system for administering them has to be in place.”
“Okay,” he said following the simple logic behind the statement.
“You will be in charge of two hundred and fifty men. You can choose which of those will act in positions of authority. You can assign training, and duties, as you see fit. I will give you the few requirements I’ll need for full time postings. Your men will be equipped with riot batons instead of any kind of lethal weapons. All firearms will be confiscated and secured until we make a foothold on the surface. In time, you’ll need to retrain in military tactics and weapons for our eventual exodus. You report directly to me, and your men answer only to you.”
“So we just train and let people in and out of doors until we’re ready to get out of here?”
“No. There is a lot of work going on at the lower levels of the complex. You will need to patrol those areas as well. This place is a lot larger than you think, so your two hundred and fifty men won’t seem like all that many. In addition, you will need to influence their thinking when it involves enforcing rules they do not like or agree with themselves. You will have to stand apart from everyone else.”
Keith was digesting what was being said, as well as what was not being said. “You said no weapons, what about uniforms? I see there have been some changes already.”
His father smiled, “Yes. Your security forces will be the only ones in uniform. It will be dessert brown fatigues; not because they match the working environment, but because that is what we have on hand. They will only have a name patch, no rank, the same as everyone else.”
“What about you and the suit,” Keith said nodding toward his father’s attire.
“This is one of the changes that are necessary. Things are different now. People are going to have to think differently. I am no longer a general officer. I am a director. It might not seem different because I am doing the same things, but we all need to think along the same line. There is no longer the division of Army, Air Force, Marines, Navy, and civilian personnel. There are those who are supervisors, and those who are assisting them.”
“And you think that will work,” Keith asked with some skepticism.
“In time, yes. Everything has changed, and other changes will be needed.”
“What if I don’t want to be your security chief, or officer, or whatever,” Keith asked.
“Then you will be assigned something else, most likely something not as interesting. Everyone here has to contribute Keith. There are no free rides.”
Something about this whole conversation troubled Keith, but he could not figure out what it was. It was surreal in concept, yet he knew it was practical. His father had obviously planned everything out to the last detail, while he was considering it for the first time. Keith did not like going into a situation only knowing part of the story, but he also knew his father would only tell him what he wanted him to know, and when he wanted him to know it.
“You said I get to control everything?”
“Everything; you only report to me,” his father said.
“When do I start?”
 “Right away, there is a small auditorium capable of handling your work force two levels down. You will run everything from that level. Brian will take you there now and show you where your offices and equipment are located.”
Keith smiled at his father, not in an appreciative way, but in a way of understanding. His father never made a move without knowing the likely outcome beforehand. His father returned his smile. They stood and shook hands as his assistant entered the office, obviously signaled in some way by his father.
“Oh,” Keith said turning back toward his father, “What do I call you now that it is no longer General?”
“Dad will be fine when it‘s just us. Mr. Director or Director Bishop would be more appropriate when others are around.”
Keith nodded his head in understanding.
―
Before going to meet his new recruits, Keith was shown into the offices set aside for his new department. There was an outer reception area, with several glass walled offices lining the back wall. His office was at the south end where it could overlook the entire facility. At the opposite end was a door leading to a locker room, break room, and shower facility. Just before that were the holding cells.
He was led to his desk and asked to sit down. “Please place your right thumb in here,” Lucas said extending a portable electronic device. When he did, there was a wave of green light that moved across the screen followed by a sound indicating it was finished.
Lucas looked at the small screen, pressed a few keys, then turned the device and held it directly in front of Keith’s left eye, “Hold still, please. And try to keep your eye open and focused on the red light.” Keith did so until the small machine made the same noise it did while tracing his thumb. While he waited, he watched his father’s assistant go through what seemed to him to be a rather complicated process. When he was finished typing on the keypad, he slid a plastic card through an electronic reader on that same device, then he handed the card to Keith.
“This is your identification card. It is an ‘anytime anyplace’ access card. At some stations, you will also need your thumbprint to gain access. You also have access to the facilities SCI or Sensitive Compartmented Information areas. You will need a retina scan to gain access to them. Those are the three levels of security we have here” He placed the machine back into the briefcase. “I’ll come back tomorrow to issue the remainder of the identification cards, and thumb scans. You will need to select five men to function as your shift supervisors who will need all of the same clearances except for the SCI. There are the folders containing the records of those who seemed best qualified for those positions,” Lucas said pointing to the stack on his desk. “Those are the rest,” he said pointing to the piles on another table. “Of course you can choose anyone you want, but I would suggest you don’t take too long because you will need help putting together a roster, assignments, and schedules right away.”
“Sounds like I’m not going to be getting much sleep anytime soon,” Keith said in a friendly manner.
“Probably not; but then again, having your days filled isn’t such a bad thing,” Lucas offered.
When they walked out of the newly designated Security Force offices, indicated by a sign above the door, they went across the corridor to a locked door requiring a thumb scan for entrance. He had Keith open it to ensure his clearance was in fact activated. When they were inside, Keith saw it was an equipment room filled with a variety of tactical supplies, everything except firearms and ammunition. “This is your equipment room. You will also need to control who gets access beyond your supervisors. I recommend you limit that.” Keith nodded in understanding. They went back out into the corridor and secured the vault like door behind them. Keith was led into an auditorium filled with men talking to each other.
“They’re all yours Chief,” Lucas said signifying what title he would be recognized by, “I’ll see you tomorrow to finish issuing the ID cards and clearances.”
“Thank you,” Keith said as Lucas walked out of the room.
He turned toward the men seated in the now quiet auditorium. He never had a command such as this, at least not one of this size or composition. It was a new outfit, with a new commander, and a new line of work. But it was his now, and everyone here would assume he would, or at least should, know what he was doing. “Hello. My name’s Bishop. I’m your new Chief….”
* * *
The crews of the Texas and Nevsky continued inland on a northeasterly course. It was slow going as the terrain was difficult to navigate, and everyone seemed to be dealing with chronic fatigue. The first few days were the most challenging as the carnage among the densely populated areas along the coast was abundant. They salvaged what they could, and moved on as soon as they were able. It was not long before they became numb to the devastation surrounding them. The area ahead was a dry wasteland. The vegetation was brown, the air was dry, and the only existing sounds emanated from themselves, or the occasional feint breeze. The sky was ominous looking with its overcast skies, and dark low hanging unnatural clouds.
They eventually came to less populated areas where former villages were evident. Among these, they found survivors. They were even more despondent and detached. They came along willingly, and offered no resistance to instructions, the majority of them speaking only Spanish. They tried to comfort one another as they went, but that soon became nothing more than hollow words.
In time, their ranks grew to more than twenty-five hundred men, women, and children. Everyone carried, or assisted in pulling, much needed supplies on their makeshift wagons. It was in the last town they came upon when they found several students, and teachers, from a once popular university. It was from them that Weston, and his crew, learned about what had taken place. They knew now that their decision to leave their vessel and turn inland was the right one. It also explained the physical effects people were experiencing.
Seventy-two days after leaving the Texas, and not nearly as far along as they thought they should be, they came upon a scenic valley. The opening appeared before them only when they were at its edge. The first sign of its presence was in fact the sky above it. It was clear. Sunlight was breaking through the cloud cover. The first clear rays of sunshine any of them had seen in over two months. It was a majestic sight that stood out in a world of destruction. Though their spirit was taxed, their hearts were energized by the promise ahead.
The long train of people, and the supplies they were able to bring with them, continued in their ranks until they all came to a stop to take in the now overwhelming view. It was a valley unnatural in appearance, especially considering the surroundings. The valley walls rose to a thousand feet on both sides. It was lush and wide. There were both deciduous and evergreen trees standing tall on its floor. A waterfall came out of one side of the valley, with a narrow river running through its middle. Birds were in the air, and animals were seen moving in the grassy fields below. The only way in was where they were standing now. Nobody could say a word as they were consumed by the grandeur of the scenery surrounded by a world of death and destruction. Some people even began to cry.
After some time had passed, they moved on to the floor of the valley. They set up camp that evening and enjoyed clean water and star filled skies.
One of the university staff, a Mr. Bayek, who had joined them, was a natural science professor. He spent the evening discussing with Commander Weston, and his officers, the likely causes of this unnatural valley. “Actually,” he said, “I wouldn’t be surprised if there were other areas such as this.”
“What makes this possible,” Sasha asked.
“I think a number of conditions have to be met. This is probably an area affected by a magnetic shifting of the poles. If the ground conditions are just right, this valley is most likely operating as a natural electromagnetic field of sorts. That would explain the sky as well,” Mr. Bayek explained.
From what little his audience understood about such things, it sounded reasonable to them. The fact was, there was life in this valley and it was much more appealing than what they had just traveled through.
“I’d like to take some readings with the equipment I have and see what more I can learn. But, I’d bet this is as good a place as we can hope to find,” Bayek offered.
“Sure,” Weston said, “I don’t see any reason why we can’t spend a day or so right here and recuperate while we see what we have here. In fact, I’d like to send along some of my men with you, just in case, and when you are finished, we’ll go over your findings and decide on our next course of action.”
Mr. Bayek nodded his head in agreement and said, “We will go first thing in the morning. You can send whomever you like, and I’ll bring some of my students as well.”
As their meeting came to an end, Weston invited Sasha, whom he had become rather fond of in the past few weeks and his former executive officer, Lt. Emil Gonzalez, to remain behind. When they were alone, Weston explained what he wanted. “I think it’s safe to say that we have an opportunity here. I don’t believe we will find what we had hoped to find. I intend to make a go of it here. How do you two feel about that?”
“Sounds fine with me skipper,” Emil said. It was an easy decision for him. The Navy was his family. His mother had died when he was young, and he never really got along well with his father. He doubted that he was still alive and he had no real intention of trying to find out. He did not feel bad about that, and when he took the time to think it over, he never did come up with an answer as to what that said about him.
“Yes. I think it is good idea,” Sasha said in his heavily accented English. It was a little different circumstance for the Russians. They were far from their homeland, and knew the realities of trying to return.
“Okay then. I want the two of you to select ten men from our crews and explore the valley. Go as far as you can, and map out as much as you can. I think it would be best if we were to divide this crowd into manageable groups. If it is as good as it looks, we may just be able to make a fresh start here.”
His two junior officers nodded their heads in agreement. At first light, they would gather their necessary supplies, and head out into the valley.
―
People were becoming more restless as time passed. Many were showing signs of sickness, and all were made weak from even the slightest physical effort. It was agreed to establish a semi-permanent camp. The water was safe to drink and the conditions in the valley were virtually free of radiation. Weston was finding himself more and more the authority figure as people deferred to his judgments. It was a natural affect stemming from their behavior since they had first met him. They needed a leader, and by default, he was theirs.
Ten days after they set out, Sasha and Emil returned with their men. They looked exhausted, but better than the ones who had stayed behind. While the rest of the men found themselves a place to rest, the junior officers came to see Weston. “Sir,” Emil started saying before he was interrupted.
“Call me Weston, Emil; you too Sasha. Our Naval service is behind us now.”
They nodded in unison. “Here is a rough outline of the valley,” Emil said handing a sheet of paper to Weston, “The valley floor maintains the same distance from the rim throughout its entirety. There are only two other openings into the valley, one at the opposite end, which is roughly nine miles distant, and one on the north side approximately four miles from here. That is the larger of the two. The one on the end is almost a choke point only manageable by foot.”
“What about natural resources?”
“Trees, grass, water, all through the valley. We saw herds of elk, deer, cattle, and a variety of other stock and wild animals, and fish were jumping in the lakes. We saw a few hot springs as well, although we didn’t test the waters, only saw the steam rising off them. We figured we should get back as soon as we could.”
“What do you think of it Sasha?” Weston asked to ensure he knew he was also included in the decision making process.
“Very good…. Better than that,” he said pointing toward the direction from which they had come.
“Okay. We’ll have another meeting tonight. You two go knock off for a few hours, and I’ll spread the word to a few of the others who will be involved with making these decisions.”
―
They sat around the fire as the sky above them finally gave way to the night. The stars were visible as they spoke quietly to one another under their blinking light. The valley itself was filled with noise in comparison to the world around it. The waterfall, and its small river, coursed through the valley floor in an endless cycle. It was a comforting sound, which lent itself to relaxation. Not in an ideal way, but in a manner which none of those present had experienced since the day of the event. Many of the people were suffering from exposure, others were traumatized, but hope remained alive.
Weston, Emil, Sasha, Mr. Bayek, Lt. Lukin, Dr. Ramirez (who was among the first group of survivors found), and Chief Stewart were present.
“We have a number of things to decide,” Weston started by saying, “The most important thing we have to focus on is survival. You all have expressed your desire to make a go of it here. Since there are only three access points into this valley, I think it is prudent that we divide our numbers to settle at those three points. It will serve as a protection for us to manage whatever else may find its way here, and will act as a point of reception for those who may wonder in as we did. I’d like to have your thoughts on how we go about that.”
Therein followed several hours of discussion leading to what they hoped was a strategy for success. Every possible scenario and consideration was deliberated. When they finished, they were in agreement. They decided for the sake of returning to familiar customs, they would name the three villages. The place they were now would be called Gateway. The village on the opposite end of the valley would be known as Bardin, named after the captain of the Nevsky. And the village in between them would be called Mezzo, according to its location. Weston and Sasha would remain in Gateway, Emil and Lukin would go to Bardin, and the Chief “Stew,” Dr. Ramirez, and Mr. Bayek would settle at Mezzo. Their thinking on this was that while medically trained people would be at each village, anything requiring significant attention would be able to be handled in a centralized location.
It was agreed that the main considerations would be the division of assets. Half of the people would remain in Gateway, while the other half was split between the two other villages. Women were to be divided evenly because their numbers were much less than those of the men. Anyone of special abilities and talents, whether they involved medicine, science, agriculture, construction, and so on were separated into three groups. Those who were to move on to Mezzo, and Bardin, could take as much of the materials and supplies as they could transport. The reason for this was that four days journey from Gateway was a city that offered additional supplies. They did not know what other resources might be available for the other two villages outside of their locations.
They agreed to conserve as much of the natural resources available to them in the valley itself. Even the animals were to be managed to ensure sustainable and healthy numbers. Now it was time to get some rest before carrying out their stratagem.
When morning came, anticipation was high; as rumors had circulated that something was about to happen after two weeks of idleness. Everyone gathered around a raised mound of rock where Weston eventually made his appearance.
“As you know we sent scouts into the valley. We are going to set up two villages in addition to this one. We will need a collective cooperation among those who wish to remain here to conserve what we have available, and to build on that. If any of you wish to move on from here, for whatever reasons, you are free to do so. If you do not find what you are looking for, you are welcome to return. For those who wish to leave, we will give you provisions to help get you started on your way. We ask that you decide now, because there is much work to be done.”
After these last words, Weston stepped down from the rock formation, and walked to the supply area. Three dozen individuals waited there to receive what they could carry. They had their own reasons for wanting to move on. Some were motivated by a search for remaining family members, while others were just too traumatized to willingly accept that this is what life had become. Weston shook their hands and wished them well as they walked out of the camp. They were last seen cresting the ridge of the northern escarpment heading east. They would never be heard from or seen again. After another twelve months, their own numbers indicated the harsh reality of their new world. Little more than six-hundred remained in the valley.
* * *
While introducing himself to his new Security Force, Keith recognized two faces in the crowd. He had no idea how they could possibly be here, but he was happy to see someone familiar. When he was finished, he stood by the door shaking each man’s hand and welcoming him onboard. The two individuals, now smiling as they reached him, were told to stand off to the side. When everyone else had gone, Keith closed the door and turned to the men.
“Not that I’m not glad to see you two, but how in the hell did you end up here Wallace,” he asked of former Special Forces Sergeant First Class Ronald “Tiny” Wallace.
Wallace was not only a few inches taller than his former Captain, but also about twenty-five pounds heavier. There were no small features on the man. “Me and Cam took a detail to bring some of our equipment to the mountain. The old man himself assigned me to it and ordered me to stay with it until it was returned. If I dared come back without it, he‘d have my ass.”
Former Sergeant Ritchie “Cam” Camarillo was the antithesis of the other two men. He stood five feet seven inches tall, and weighed one-hundred fifty-five pounds soaking wet.
“They allowed you to stay after you brought…. what did you bring anyway?”
“We brought all of our Nett Warrior systems. The Colonel was pissed too, but he couldn’t do anything about it. He was afraid he wasn’t going to get them back. I guess he was right,” Wallace said solemnly. “Anyway, after we waited in line for hours, we finally made it inside. The officer in charge seemed interested in what we had, and gave us an escort to where it was to be taken. Since I wasn’t planning to leave until I got our stuff back, we hung out with some of the quartermaster guys. A few hours later we found out we were here to stay.”
“Yeah,” Keith said in understanding.
“How’d you get here sir, if you don’t mind my asking?”
“My father, invited me and my wife for a tour,” he said looking both men directly in the eyes. They nodded in understanding.
“Well, since you are the only guys I know in this outfit, guess who’s gonna be my new assistant and chief clerk,” Keith said with a grin.
“A clerk,” Camarillo said with resignation.
“Yeah, afraid so Cam; at least until we get outside again.”
“When is that gonna be sir,” Wallace asked.
“I don’t know Wallace, probably not for some time. But we will have to be ready for when it happens, and we’ll have to do our part while we are in here.” They nodded their heads in understanding. “Both of you come with me to the office. I’m going to have to pick a few supervisors for the shifts, and I want your input because you will have to work closely with them too.”
―
The following morning Keith sat in his office looking over the files of the five men he had decided on the previous night. Wallace and Camarillo sat in the outer office with those men. Keith waved his hand to let Cam know he was to show the first man in. The first four were all middle-aged men who had civil criminal justice experience. For what they were going to do while inside, he thought they were the best men for the job. Like his father, Keith thought the best solution to a problem was to put the proverbial round peg into the round hole. All four seemed competent enough and that settled his first order of business. The last man was something different. When Keith read his file, he wondered if it would have made more sense to let him run this operation. He was a former F.B.I. Special Agent in Charge of the Phoenix Arizona office with fifteen years of experience.
Keith thought there might be some animosity between them once he learned that his new chief’s claim to fame was being his father’s son, so he decided to feel him out to see if he might want some kind of reassignment. Keith gestured for him to be shown in. He stood behind the desk and offered his hand as he approached, “Nice to meet you Trent, my name’s Keith.” As the two men shook hands, Keith first noticed his eyes. There was a smile on his face, but that did nothing to hide the coldness of those eyes. Keith had taken other lives in the line of duty, and he knew the look of those who took pleasure in it. He was looking at one such person now.
“My pleasure,” Trent Gibbs said as they both took their seats.
 When anyone was able to focus on him without being repelled by those eyes, they noticed a very ordinary man. He was of medium build and average height with no other distinguishable features including his brown hair and brown eyes. There was an aura of confidence around him, however, and those who had worked with him, knew that aura was grounded by achievement.
“I’m not one to mince words so I’ll get to the point. Looking at your experience, you are much more suited to this position than I am. But, it’s been entrusted to me and I intend to do the job. That being said, would it pose a problem working under me?”
“Not at all,” Gibbs answered instantly.
“Why not,” challenged Keith.
While there was no mirth evident in his eyes, there was an expression of either amusement or respect or both emanating from the former fed in response to the question. After a moment, he replied. “I don’t think we will be here, underground, forever. I believe, sooner than later, we will make our way outside. Things will be different. What I once was is no more. What you once were will probably be again. I am content to wait and do whatever is necessary until that time comes. It may be that I will inherit what you are doing now, or that I will be given a chance to do something similar outside. I do not see us as competing for anything.”
Keith thought about that. It made sense and there was really no glamour or perks relative to either man’s job. It truly was a completely different environment. He could see now what his father was accomplishing with discarding military uniforms and rank. People were not being paid; they could only draw rations and equipment. Incentives were collective not personal.
“Okay. I already have my shift commanders. What I had in mind for you was to handle all investigations; anything assigned to me by my superiors, as well as anything that presents itself over time. Until such work is necessary, you will assist in training rudimentary investigation and interrogation techniques. What do you think?”
“I’d like that.”
“Your office is two doors down. All reports come directly to me. You are separate from the shift commanders and they will be told that. You can have two men to assist you. When you know who you want, let me know.”
“There is one man, a former agent of mine actually, who I would like.”
“His name,” Keith asked as he picked up a pen.
“Culver, Ryan Culver.”
Keith wrote the name on a pad of paper, “You got him. Whenever you have another name for me, give it to Wallace. That’s the big man outside the door. He’s my assistant,” he said getting to his feet.
They shook hands once more as the man left his office. He signaled for Wallace to enter. “He took the job. I don’t think he’s going to be a problem, but you let me know if he gives you or anyone else a hard time.”
“Don’t worry about me boss, I’ve dealt with stranger cats than him,” Wallace said.
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Shortly after Terri left their apartment, Keith decided to explore as much of the complex as he could. Terri had adjusted well by keeping busy with her work. She was excited by the prospect of getting her doctoral degree in a few more years and was focusing her time and efforts to accomplish that. That was fine with Keith. Their relationship was back to normal, considering what they had gone through, and he was engaged in his own activities.
Everyone in the mountain was required to pursue educational courses. If they already had a degree in one discipline, they had to take up another. It was reasoned that if someone had special skills in one area, then they would be much more beneficial to their fellow survivors with two or more. It was a productive way to use their time anyway. There were no days off, and people who were pursuing a degree could trade working hours with educational hours. Once they completed a degree from their educational center, there was no further obligation to pursue another. If someone wanted to obtain multiple degrees, it was their choice. The extensive computer network that they had facilitated study of any curriculum one desired. It was the culmination of more than a century’s worth of education collected from library and university databases throughout the world. All of the world’s literary classics, and educational disciplines, were available at the stroke of a few keys.
The only time people were excused from work was due to injury. There was no allowance for time off due to illness because no one ever showed signs of being sick. Some reasoned that the series of inoculations they all received was responsible for this. Others said germs did not live underground, and yet others claimed that their food was enhanced with vitamins and minerals, which kept diseases in check. It was all a conspiracy to keep them working they joked.
They had their very own radio station. It was integrated into the computer system as well as broadcast through their internal communications terminals. They broadcasted three different programs featuring a variety of musical programming. There were TV monitors in the majority of workstations offering a limited in-house video stream. At several predetermined times of day, news was scheduled. This ranged from changes in work assignments, to educational opportunities, and even the occasional crime, mostly involving petty theft. If it was not taped, a news presenter would from time to time offer the latest weather report which was enough to lighten the mood no matter where they were, and what they were doing.
Keith stepped onto an elevator, slid his card through the magnetic reader, and selected the bottom floor. He rode in silence as he descended alone ten stories below his living quarters, watching the numbered floors count down as he went. When he reached bottom, the door opened and he stepped into the sweltering heat. He appreciated the air handling systems regulating the floors above. There were no computers here so it did not warrant similar regulation. The walls were solid rock, and the floor was compressed stone and dirt. Emergency lights could be seen down the individual corridors. Most of their equipment ran on compressed air, but the smell of natural gas was also present. He looked around to get his bearings, and headed toward an office located in the nearest tunnel.
“Hey Chief,” a stocky man in glasses said. “Is there something we can help you with?”
“I just wanted to take a look around, if it isn’t a bad time.”
“Sure. Give me a minute and I’ll take you myself. I need to get out of here for a while anyway,” he said indicating his office. After the engineer finished with what he was doing, he grabbed two helmets from a shelf along the wall, and handed one to Keith. Once he was ready, they left the office.
“This tunnel,” he said leading the way, “is being excavated for minerals. The men in their white coats upstairs put in requests all the time. We need several pounds of this; we need a hundred pounds of that, as if we just keep everything on a shelf down here made to order.”
Keith looked at the man and smiled. He was not speaking for entertainment purposes, but matter-of-factly. When they reached a junction, they turned to the left.
“This was one area where we discovered pockets of natural gas. We use a lot more caution here as we tap and capture as much as we can. It is piped throughout the complex. Even with geothermal energy, we can’t pass up the chance to tap into other resources. I think they are actually running a pipeline to the top, the top, top, for when we get outside.”
Keith was amazed at the size of the tunnels. It was a major operation. After what seemed like another mile of walking, they came into an open cavern. At the far end was a tubular shaped machine with half a dozen men surrounding it. They walked up.
“You gonna’ be runnin’ anytime soon,” he asked the man who appeared to be in charge.
“Just about to fire it up,” the man replied.
“Let’s stand over there and you can see this thing in action.”
“What’s it called,” Keith asked.
“It’s a TBM, tunnel boring machine.”
Keith nodded his head signaling his understanding. It was massive; at least thirty feet tall, he estimated. When the machine was starting up, the others walked to where they were standing. It was a sight to see for Keith, business as usual to the others. After a few minutes, his stocky escort indicated they should be on their way. When the noise diminished to the point that they could resume normal conversation, they continued on their tour. Keith was shown where they tapped into the aquifer providing them with water, and even how the geothermal power was generated.
When they returned to the office, Keith shook the man’s hand and thanked him for his time. It had been quite an educational and interesting experience. “No problem,” the man said, “we don’t get many visitors down here; in fact, hardly any at all.”
―
The next level he went to was the quartermaster or storage facility. It too was enormous in size. It looked like the same boring machine had gone through here at one time. These corridors however, were separated by steel link barriers with a door in each section. Pallet stacked upon pallet could be seen through the chain links. Few people were observable behind those transparent walls. He walked to the nearest one and examined the contents. There were canned goods, dried foods, lights, mechanical parts, and batteries; anything and everything imaginable. He saw more barriers beyond this one, and turned to see that the other corridors were all arranged the same way. Nobody noticed him as they all continued about their business and he returned to the elevator.
After he ascended a few floors he heard, “Hey Chief, you copy,” the faint scratchy voice announced from his radio.
“This is the chief. What do you have Cam?”
“Chief, your father said he wanted to meet with you. He is coming to your office. I said I hadn’t heard from you, and nobody answered at your quarters.”
“Yeah, I was in the lower levels. The radio doesn’t reach that far. In fact, I doubt it would work any further than where I am right now….I’ll be there in about ten minutes,” Keith finished.
“Got it Chief; ETA, ten minutes.”
He swiped his card and pressed the button for the third level. The number panel inside the elevator was the opposite of what was found in traditional elevators. They numbered from the top down because the only ones that changed were the ones below, which made the uppermost floor, the one his apartment was on, number one.
It had been a few months since he last saw his father. He decided it was best to keep his distance for now. He had not quite forgiven him and did not know if he even wanted to. Whatever he wanted with him was sure to be interesting. It always was.
When he reached his office, Cam indicated that his father was already there. He walked into his office and closed the door. His father was attired in a dark blue business suit, looking like he was fresh from the barbershop; clean-shaven and well-manicured. Keith took his seat behind the desk. “You’re looking well,” Keith said.
“You’re looking good yourself. And I’ve been hearing good things about you,” his father said.
Keith’s expression indicated he was interested in who was providing reports on him, and what exactly that meant, but no explanation followed. “What can I do for you Dad?”
“I’ve just come by to bring you up to date on a few things since I haven’t seen you for some time,” he stated in tone which Keith knew to be accusatory, but not pointedly so.
He continued, “We now have what you could call a board of directors: myself, Dr. Marrow, and Jim Forrest my former senior aide. There are a lot of preparations we need to consider, and not all of them are about what is going on inside.” He let that sink in for a moment.
“You’ve done a great job with your duties here but now we need to add another element to your mission. One of the lower tunnels is essentially unused. It will serve as your new training area. In your armory, there should be a number of paintball guns with all of the supplementary equipment. If you require any more or any additional materials, just let Brian know and he’ll take care of it for you.”
“Okay, we get to shoot each other with paintballs. To what end?”
“You will need to train the men in combat tactics: defensive, offensive, search, and retrieval.”
“Why?”
“You tell me,” his father challenged.
Keith thought about it for a moment and said, “You don’t know what we’re going to find when we get out.”
“That is the general consensus, and what we would like you to limit it to when you explain it to the men. To be more specific, we expect to find both animal life and MuTerra.”
“MuTerra?” Keith asked in confusion.
“Sorry. That is the terminology used in our reports. Mu is short for mutant, and terra means earth or land― ‘mutants of the land.’”
“So what; we’re just going to kill them?” Keith asked in anger.
“If need be,” his father said evenly as he held his son’s gaze.
“We don’t know what we will find Keith. We don’t know if people will be aggressive, hostile, or passive. The same goes with the animals. There is more, but you can understand that precautions need to be taken.”
“What is the more,” Keith asked.
After pausing to study his son‘s face, he decided to go on, “I can see you’re not going to think this through without getting into a fight, so I’ll explain what you would have been able to come up with yourself, given a little time and effort.”
Keith leaned back in his chair indicating that his father would indeed have to spell things out.
“Who else do you think might be out there,” he asked his son.
Keith just looked at him not able to come up with anything in reply.
“How about others like us? We are not the only facility in the world built underground and prepared for such catastrophes.”
That announcement caught Keith unawares. Of course, he knew there were other underground military facilities. Why hadn‘t he thought of that before now, he wondered as they sat in silence. When the moment passed, Keith replied, “So it’s a race then, to see who gets out first to stake their claim.”
“That is a reasonable conclusion, but one that doesn’t have to be as ominous as you make it sound.”
“Are we in contact with any other facilities,” Keith asked.
“Unfortunately, no, we did have a communications system set up, but it has either been a failure, or those we were connected to no longer exist.”
“You said retrieval earlier. What did you mean by that?”
“Exactly what it sounds like; if there are MuTerra....”
“You mean people dad. People like Frankie,” Keith interjected.
“Don’t get your hopes up on what these ‘people’ will be like. They have been exposed to radiation not only through their skin, but also through what they have been eating, and drinking. It is unknown to what extent they have been changed by such prolonged exposure or what effect it has had on proliferation.”
The fact that his father was talking in technical terms, and with such a lack of emotion, annoyed him. It was not personal, and he knew he was getting a narrative of some study that was already generated on the subject, no doubt in great detail, but it annoyed him just the same.
“If Frankie was out there, wouldn’t you want to find him,” his father asked.
It was a ploy, and Keith new it. He also knew that he was better off keeping his mouth shut until he learned all he could. He left that challenge go and changed direction. “Okay. So you want us to retrieve people; for what purpose?”
“We’ll have a contained facility to study them. They will be kept alive and cared for. They do us little good if we were to let them die. But, even more importantly than that, we want animals; primarily anything resembling domesticated animals.”
“Why?”
“We have a cryogenic lab here. It is quite extensive. Our geneticists have preserved one female and one male of each domestic animal. They are confident that if they can test those animals that have survived on the surface, they should be able to use stem cell regeneration to reverse or improve any deformities. They are not as confident that they can re-create or clone those same creatures from a test tube, but if that is all they are left with, it will have to be worked out. It would be much easier to work on the living, or so I am advised.”
“So, we have to be ready for mutant animals, mutant people, and possibly others, who like us, may be out there looking for what little there may be to be had?”
“Simply put, yes.”
“I’d like more men.”
“Right now, we don’t have any. I suggest you restructure your organization to accommodate a two hundred man tactical team, and train as necessary.”
“That isn’t going to go over very well. We’re not exactly putting in overtime now, but that will consume a lot of additional hours.”
“You can reduce your operations on the lower levels. Limit them to response only. Training is education, which they can use in lieu of classes. Whether or not they like it is immaterial. It needs to be done, and it’s going to be done,” he said with a voice signifying it was an order.
“I suppose I can assume that any other underground survivors would be making the same preparations as we are?”
“I believe that is a safe assumption.”
“What level did you say our new training area is on,” Keith asked indicating his acceptance of his orders, and that their discussion was over, for now.
* * *
The fact that their numbers had been depleted as they were, forced the survivors to all but vacate the smallest settlement of Bardin. After five years of having to bury three out of every four settlers, it was decided that they would relocate to the other two camps, with most of them going to Mezzo. They constructed traps and closed as much of the passageway, leading out of the valley, as they could before they left. It was now a small outpost consisting of eight man teams, which were rotated on a weekly basis. They were charged with defending the access point, or at the least, providing an early warning system for the inhabitants of the other two villages.
There had been occasional new comers to the valley. Some were in such a poor state of health that after a short time, they too had to be interred. Others survived to help shore up their ranks. A few continued on, only making a brief stopover, on whatever quest impelled them.
There were two primary concerns for the people of the valley. One was the wild beasts inhabiting their borders. These ranged from packs of what resembled wild dogs, to predatory cats, and the feared rock wolf. It was called a rock wolf because that is where it lived, in the most uninhabitable and roughest terrain in the outer regions. It was black in color, with golden eyes. Most of the creatures outside of the valley had golden eyes. The rock wolf stood four feet tall, and was almost as wide. It could cover a considerable distance in one leap, and its speed was unmatched. If it came upon a man unawares, little could be done in defense. Nothing dared to stand in its way.
While the rock wolves seldom ventured into the valley, other creatures did. One such creature was once as human as they were. At first, they were seen as just unhealthy survivors wandering around on their own. They were offered food and shelter, but they never uttered a word or interacted with them in any way. That lasted until the first one started to eat one of the settlers of Mezzo. It became apparent that when these golden-eyed brutes smelled fresh blood, from either man or animal, they went into a kind of uncontrolled eating frenzy. They were not necessarily large or muscled, but their sinewy appendages were able to exert great strength and allowed them to move at speeds faster than the average person. They were barely clad, if at all, and wandered about aimlessly. If they were encountered outside of the valley, they seldom paid any attention, unless, of course, there was blood in the air. They gave no thought to numbers or strategy. If they smelled blood, they would attack. At times, they were seen in small groups, but for the most part, they walked alone. They were called Raveners. The inhabitants of the valley avoided them as best they could. They still recognized them to have once been human, and they too were dealing with changes and mutations of their own, which they could not alter; but the savageness was too much to tolerate in close quarters.
When they sent scouts to travel abroad so they could add to the mapping and cataloging of their surrounding area, they soon came to understand they had the choicest land. To keep it, they would need to defend it. And indeed, they had done that well. Only the most desperate of all the wild beasts would attempt to enter the valley now. Those that did ended up becoming prey themselves. Even the rock wolf found other victims more easily preyed upon than descending into the valley.
More fearsome than the creatures inhabiting the lands above were the electrical storms. They often came up without warning, and were the cause of many deaths. When it was possible, they held close to rock formations, cliffs, and trees to seek shelter in the event of a storm. There were no recognizable signs as a prelude to these storms, and they only occasionally produced rain with their abundance of lightning and thunder. They were beautiful in appearance, if you were far enough away, in that they turned the sky into a color of mixed purple, blue, and silver. It was another matter altogether when you found yourself in one. The experience was quite terrifying.
When it was determined that their exploration of the outer lands had shown no other hospitable areas, they resigned themselves to the valley. They had only those resources from which to draw on for uncontaminated food. Whatever other food, or water sources, were being utilized by the wild beasts outside of the valley, were yet to be discovered. Of the original village leaders who entered the valley, only Weston, Sasha, Emil, Dr. Ramirez, and Mr. Bayek remained.
* * *
There was excitement inside the mountain complex this day. For the past several days, their broadcast network had said that an important announcement would be made this morning, generating a buzz of rumor and speculation. When the time came, activity ceased and all eyes were glued to the monitors.
It began with the normal daily reports before the director, Mr. Frank Bishop, appeared on the screen. “First of all I would like to express my appreciation for all of the hard work that has been accomplished to get us to where we are today. We are living in momentous times, and I feel confident in saying that the best is yet ahead of us. The reason I say that is because we will determine what our future is to be through our collective efforts. With that in mind, the future has to begin now. We will soon begin plans to establish a staging area for outside operations. With the unanimous agreement of the board of directors, we feel it is time to increase our numbers. We now have the resources to accommodate a larger population so we are hereby lifting the restriction on pregnancies. The only requirement we are instituting is that any couple wishing to have children needs to come by the dispensary for a complete physical involving both parties….”
The remainder of the broadcast went unheard by many as the buzz of emotion enveloped those listening, especially the women. There was to be a new maternity ward built next to the existing dispensary. Its completion date was in time for the first expected deliveries. Rations would be increased accordingly with special supplements provided to the children. For those who were single, this was still good news. It meant they were one step closer to walking, once again, on the surface of their planet. It would also add an element of normalcy having young children around. The couples started calling in appointment times to schedule their physicals immediately.
―
The ninth wedding anniversary for the middle-aged computer programmer, and his wife, who happened to be ten years his junior, was in three weeks. They had taken their physical examinations required to start their family. When filling out his questionnaire, one question asked if he had any previous children, and another if he had ever tried to father them. He answered no to the first, and yes to the second. When it came time for the physical itself, he was asked to provide a sperm sample. He learned five days later that it was impossible for him to have children. They said that his sperm count was such that he was for all ‘intents and purposes,’ sterile. He was upset and did not want to break the news to his wife just yet. He decided he would wait until sometime after their anniversary.
It was another six weeks following their anniversary when his wife broke the news that she was pregnant. He had not yet told her about his test results, and shared in her excitement. His excitement was not quite as enthusiastic as his wife’s, as he was torn between doubt and speculation. Maybe they were wrong, he said to himself. He wanted to believe that. He had to believe that. However, there was still suspicion in the back of his mind.
One morning when he was heading off to one of his classes, prior to work, he decided to delay in hopes of quieting his fears. He kissed his wife goodbye, and said he would see her at dinner. They both finished their day’s work at the same time. He walked out of their small apartment, and down the same sterile looking corridor he did every day. He continued for another minute then he turned to retrace his steps. When he was sure nobody else was in the area, he stepped into a supply room and closed the door until he was just able to see the door to his apartment.
After a few minutes, which seemed much longer being alone in the dark room, he was beginning to feel foolish. “Maybe I should visit the doc again and see if there may have been a mistake,” he said to himself in a low voice.
Then he saw, and heard, someone coming. It was from the opposite direction. He closed the door as far as he could while maintaining a view of his apartment door. It was a coworker of his wife’s. He was a young handsome man about her same age. He stopped and knocked on their apartment door. A moment later, the door was opened and he went inside. A stream of thoughts passed through his mind while not one of them registered in any meaningful way. He was standing in the hallway now not even realizing he had left the security of the storage room. He set down his briefcase, and walked to his door. As he swiped his card to gain entrance, he did not know what to think or what to say. Maybe it wasn’t what he thought. Maybe it was just a coincidence. 
The apartment only had two rooms with a small bathroom. They were not in the kitchen-living room. He heard them in the bedroom and the sounds were unmistakable. Without a conscious thought in doing so, he picked up one of the glass and metal lamps off an end table, unplugging it as he did. He walked into the room quietly noticing the young man on top of his wife with his back to him. When he was directly behind him, still unnoticed, he swung the lamp, using both hands, connecting with the back of his skull. The man rolled over onto the bed alongside his wife, stunned by the blow. Before his wife could react in any way, he moved alongside the bed and continued to assault the semi-conscious man until he stopped moving. He was still alive so he grabbed the base of the lamp and stabbed the broken glass end directly into his neck. Blood was all over the bed now as it was obvious he had cut through the man’s carotid artery.
His wife had been screaming for him to stop, reaching for his arms in the process, but he did not take notice until he was finished. When he did, and for reasons he could not at the time explain, this infuriated him even more. He grabbed her by the neck and forced her down into the bed. At first, she was fighting him; kicking and grabbing for his arms to break free from his grip until she eventually lay motionless. He still did not relinquish his hold on her. “Why did you do this to me….why….why?” he said to her repeatedly, shaking her each time he said it.
When he finally let her go, it was obvious that both his wife, and her lover, were dead. He felt nothing, no remorse, no sorrow, no pain, no loss. He was numb. He went into the bathroom and cleaned himself absentmindedly. When he was finished, he walked out of their bedroom not bothering to look at the gruesome scene on the bed. He went to a cupboard and took out a bottle of wine they were saving to celebrate the birth of their baby. He uncorked it, and poured himself a glass. When that was finished, he poured another and dialed the number for security.
―
 Crime could not be tolerated in their closed society. However, there was still a system in place to determine the appropriate punishments. The investigation office of the security forces handled all complaints of theft, assault, destruction of property, and so forth. When their reports were finished, a copy was forwarded to the board of directors who determined the penalties. For minor infractions, anything from extra duty, to a loss of rations could be imposed. For more serious offenses, four cells were maintained in the security force department where people could be confined for a set period. In the most severe cases, individuals were sentenced to banishment. This, in effect, was a death sentence.
There were several tunnels large enough to accommodate foot traffic and small utility vehicles, which lead toward the surface. They varied in direction. One of these was reserved for this purpose, as there was no known surface population in the vicinity. There was a two-door sally port built in the tunnel, with a vacuum, which allowed for the area between them to be pressurized and afforded a measure of protection from the outside.
Inspector Gibbs saw it as his duty to carry out the expulsion. He and his men escorted the man to the sally port, and closed the door behind him. They gave him no supplies of any kind. Once the outer door opened, the man walked through it willingly to accept his fate. The tunnel was cool and the air felt fresh. It was something he had not experienced in the years inside. The tunnel wound its way another thousand yards before he came to its opening. He looked at the horizon noticing the broken clouds in the skies, and several rays of sunlight. The air was warm, and there was a slight breeze. It was beautiful, he thought, but it was also death. This he knew.
He made his way down through the rocky slope, and through the foothills. Even though his life had changed in ways he never expected, and he had done things he could never have imagined doing, he was at peace, not a peace of contentment and tranquility, but a peace of finality.
Several more days passed as he noticed the signs of water depravation. The air was dry, and he no longer produced any sweat. He thought about moving only at night, but it seemed pointless. There were more trees the further he traveled from the mountain, so he knew water was available. He also started seeing telltale signs of animal life. Tracks were visible in the loose ground and an occasional set of bones lay bare. He found a small pool of water in the shade of a large boulder. He used both of his hands, cupped together, to drink his fill. In the process of doing so, he scrapped his right forearm causing a small flow of blood. He ignored this as he slowly drank until he was completely satisfied. He washed and cleaned his cut while drying it with the sleeve of his shirt.
The night was very pleasant, and he was feeling the restorative effects of being re-hydrated. In the morning, he decided he would make a serious attempt to find food, hunting it if necessary. What he did not realize was that there were already hunters in the vicinity, and they, too, were hungry. The trace amounts of blood on his sleeve were as noticeable to a Ravener as smoke from a fire was to a normal human. It did not take them long to locate their prey. Once they did, only the night could hear his screams, as he was eaten alive suffering a death too horrifying even for a nightmare.
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They met together twice every month. Once, as two thirds of the board of directors meeting, and another time when it was just the two of them. They started this journey together many years before. While they gave the impression of promoting a common goal among those they served, they in fact left nothing to chance and were quite skilled at manipulating matters to develop as they designed. They were approaching one such stage now.
“Have you been able to duplicate the serum Martin,” Frank Bishop asked.
“No. It seems that using genes from live planaria is the only way. Trying to duplicate the results from treated hosts does not have the same affect.”
“How much do you have left?”
“Not enough,” Martin Maddow stated pointedly, “If you want to move forward, I suggest we start now. I will be able to treat one person, as it is, maybe two. But I would like to make sure the first one takes before attempting another.”
“I thought you were going to keep more in reserve,” Mr. Bishop said accusingly.
“We only need one. Just make it the ’right’ one,” he replied evenly.
The two men looked at each other understanding that there was no point in argument, or unnecessary diversions. They each played their part, and they would continue to do so until they had achieved their ultimate goal.
“Keith,” Mr. Bishop said.
“Is that because he is your son, or the right person for the task,” Maddow asked.
“Both. He has always been able to overcome anything he was faced with. He is also someone I can control. As long as his wife is happy, he is happy. And as long as his wife is safe, he will do what is asked of him.”
Dr. Maddow nodded his head in understanding. “I suggest you tell him as little as possible. I’ll keep his wife busy while he is undergoing treatment. Let me know when he is ready.”
“Tomorrow morning. If there is a problem, then I’ll select someone else and have them ready. But this needs to be done now.”
―
The problem with humanity was aging. Man could learn a wealth of information during his life, only to pass on a limited amount of that knowledge to the successive generations. Even with that vast amount of accumulated knowledge, it still takes years of dedicated study to understand everything that preceded them, giving them less time to add to it.
The government financed their scientific researchers to undertake unprecedented, and even unethical, steps to develop a modern ‘fountain of youth.’ Dr. Martin Maddow, molecular biologist, and clinical director for project F.O.Y. spent more than thirty years with some of the nation’s top scientists attempting to manipulate the genes that control cellular activity.
Cellular multiplication had to be kept from degenerating with time and age. Also, genetic and health factors had to be self-adjusting in order to limit the effects of environment and heredity. In a perfect state of existence, free of disease and environmental stress, a body should be able to regenerate itself in perpetuity. Since it was impossible to achieve the necessary control over the environment, focus turned within. The determination was made to target two biological aspects: cellular regeneration, and the lymphatic system. It was theorized that if cellular regeneration could continue without interruption, or decrease, in an environment free of disease and internal stressors, then the body would continue to not only live, but live in the same condition that existed at the time of treatment. In other words, a man treated at the age of twenty-five would continue to look, feel, and have the same abilities and traits of that twenty-five year old regardless of what age he lived to be; possibly to infinity.
Each scientist worked independently with only Dr. Maddow being aware of the cumulative results. They were released from duty after each advancement that they made, and replaced to keep the integrity of the project intact. In some instances, Dr. Maddow himself furthered the work so as not to allow sensitive information to find its way into university labs and other independent facilities that provided their talented members. The closer he came to achieving his goals, the more reclusive and silent he was when it came time to report to his superiors, save one. He was working with only a few assistants, none of which was from outside organizations, by the time congressional oversight had all but pulled the plug on financing the program. It did not matter to him as he had achieved what they all thought was impossible.
He chemically spliced a planarian gene with a similar human gene. When this was introduced with a human stem cell, it resulted in daughter cells, which replicated the properties of regeneration found in the planaria. With this ability, he was able genetically to reengineer human DNA. By doing so, he eliminated the natural errors within normal DNA replication and the effects they produced. Not only was continuous, error free DNA replication possible, but also the regeneration of damaged cells, eliminating the decay and aging of organs and body tissue.
The second phase of this process was introducing the planarian gene with a hematopoietic cell. This success culminated in an intra-osseous infusion. By having such regenerative abilities within the bone marrow, the host would be virtually disease free, and have an immune system capable of fighting any form of known infection or other intrusion. When he was sure of the results, he became the first test subject. The one person who had discovered sufficient details about his work, not by his own understanding of genetics, but rather by being shrewd enough to have a spy amongst his staff, was a lieutenant colonel named Frank Bishop who, in time, became the second subject. Together they officially shut down project F.O.Y. They had remained in close professional contact ever since.
―
Keith’s father called earlier in the day and asked him to come by his apartment when he was through. It had been relatively quiet, for the security department, ever since the killings and the subsequent expulsion of someone many of them had known. It was a reminder of the consequences that had to be paid for such actions. Keith did not disagree with the punishment; it was however, an indicator of the significance in the role he and his men played. At least people didn’t have guns in here, he thought. When he reached his father’s apartment, the door was opened before he could signal his presence, probably a security camera. 
“Hello son,” he said extending his hand, “Come on in.”
Son, not Keith; he must want something.
“Have a seat, I’ll be right with you,” he said as he turned to leave the room.
His father’s apartment was only slightly larger than his own. Keith did not concern himself about such things, and probably would not have even noticed this difference if it was not for Terri commenting on it the last time they were there. Things like that mattered to her. His father returned with two glasses filled to about an inch deep with an amber colored liquid Keith assumed was Scotch whiskey. He handed one to Keith and took a seat. They both took a sip enjoying the warmth of the highly controlled, and hard to come by, liquid.
“Okay. I got the Scotch, and the friendly welcome. What is it you want dad,” Keith said directly.
His father smiled and said, “We need someone to undergo some important treatments before we can safely return to the outside.”
“Who’s we?”
“The board of directors of course; but in a sense, everyone inside.”
“I assume you have me in mind for this job. Why me?”
“I can’t think of anyone more capable or trustworthy.”
Keith was not exactly buying that line, but his father was not known for flattery either. “What do you need me to do?”
“Go outside,” his father said evenly.
Keith raised his eyes in surprise, “Isn’t that a little bit dangerous, in fact suicidal?”
“In the condition you are in now, yes.”
“Condition; what do you mean ‘condition‘?”
“I don’t plan on sacrificing you son. In fact, just the opposite; you would undergo a procedure which would make the environmental factors outside harmless to you.”
“Why don’t you just treat everyone and we can all leave,” Keith responded.
“Because we can only do one treatment, otherwise we would. An element to the procedure must be obtained from outside. To do this, we not only need someone to go out there, we also need him to come back.”
“How sure are you that this will work?”
“One-hundred percent.”
Keith raised his eyes in question, “What makes you so certain?”
Frank Bishop took another sip from his glass, and considered his next words before replying. “How old do you think Dr. Maddow is,” he asked his son.
“I don’t know. I’d guess a few years older than you. Why,” he said wondering where the conversation was going.
“He is seventy-five.”
“He sure looks good for his age.”
“It is more than looks Keith. I’ve known Martin for almost twenty-five years. He looks the same now, as he did when I first met him. He is as healthy now as he was then. The man is a genius. And I mean that in a literal way.”
“Okay. So what you’re telling me is that somehow your friend has found a way to continue to look younger than he is and to stay healthy―so what?”
“It is more than that Keith,” his father said annoyed slightly by his son’s flippancy. “He can do things; you’ll have to ask him for the technical terms, to make your system immune to the conditions on the surface. He can then do the same for everyone else if you are successful in obtaining what he needs to achieve that.”
Keith thought about that statement, and the whole conversation. He knew his father would not want him simply to do something that would cause his death. He also knew his father might not tell him everything, but he had never before told him an outright lie. “What does this treatment involve, and what is it I would need to find?”
“First you need to let me know if you are willing to do it. If not, then you don’t need to know, and I’ll have to find someone else.”
“I’ll do it. I think you knew that already Dad. You know I’m not one to put something off on someone else’s shoulders just because it might be a little dangerous.”
His father nodded in acceptance. “The procedure will not be painful, and it is done under sedation. I’m told you will be injected with several chemicals, all of which are safe, and some of which will need to be placed into the bone marrow. As to what it is we want you to find, it is a small worm called a planarian. They are generally less than a half inch in size, and are located in water, and sometimes under logs or in moist soils in humid areas.”
“You’re telling me that miniature worms are going to allow everyone to get out of here, and go back outside,” he stated skeptically.
“Yes.”
It was beginning to sound surreal. If he did not know the individual who was telling him this as well as he did, he would have laughed in his face and walked away. But he did know him, and he was saying it. His father challenged Keith throughout his life. He asked more from him than he did anyone else he knew, including his brother. He never lied to him, at least not that he ever knew of, but his father was also a very reserved man when it came to discussing anything of a personal or intimate nature. Keith respected him more than any other person he knew. But, he also realized there was another side of him that he would possibly never know. As incredulous as the conversation seemed, he found himself saying, “When do I start?”
―
The following morning his father escorted him to a private lab located behind several secured doors. This was not the lab in which Terri worked. In fact, it did not look to Keith like anyone worked there at all. Dr. Maddow explained some of the treatments he was going to receive, but in a way that Keith understood little more than when he had walked in. There was one attending nurse who Keith did not recall seeing before. That was strange, as he knew most of the people inside the mountain, at least by sight. After he was prepped by the nurse in another room, she wheeled him back out on a gurney. His father was gone.
“This is going to make you sleep. You won’t remember a thing,” she said as she injected the drug into his IV tube.
Dr. Maddow dismissed her and said he would notify her when she was needed again, and to remain ready to return. She was a little taken aback by this, but she did as she was told. You don’t argue with doctors, and never with Dr. Maddow, she knew from experience. It was unheard of for a surgeon to operate alone, and this is what caught her by surprise.
Once he was sure the sedative was in full effect, he started with the first of several procedures. It was an injection of the same treatment he had received himself and had given to Frank Bishop. This one went into the bone marrow of the femur. He injected both legs to ensure success. When this was finished, he completed a series of other injections. Some went directly into glands, others into muscle. When these were complete, he moved the straps alongside the gurney across Keith’s body and cinched them down tight. He moved the IV line out of the way, released the catch from the bottom of the table, and rotated it until the patient was now upside down and facing the floor. He locked it in place and reached for a metallic device, which resembled a brace. This he secured around the patients head. He placed the long hypodermic syringe into the slot specifically made for it. When he was sure that it was lined up with the brain stem, he slowly pressed on the part of the device that held the needle. Once this stopped, he depressed the plunger of the needle itself.
Having completed this, he removed the metallic device, returned the patient to his original position, and removed the straps. All of the vital signs were good, but he knew that would change. He detached the IV bag containing the sedative, and replaced it with a much stronger one; however, it was labeled the same. The entire procedure lasted nearly one hour. He went into a glass walled office and turned on the portable monitor, which displayed the patient’s vital signs. He sat down and called Frank Bishop. “It’s done.”
“I take it everything went well?”
“Fine; I won’t know for sure until I take some tissue samples to determine the full effect. I’ll do that in twenty-four hours.”
“What else did you do to him? You weren’t exactly clear on that earlier?”
“I just made him a little better is all. What I did for us, will allow our bodies to live indefinitely. That is, unless we experience trauma we are not able to recover from.”
“I know about us, what about him? And put it in terms I can understand.”
“Okay. He’ll need to do more than just survive the elements. He’ll need to be able to deal with anything he is faced with, and to deal with it alone. His immune system, as you know, will control the things he can’t see. His physical properties are what I manipulated. I injected a chemically modified form of follistatin, which will help temper the cellular activity from the cell regeneration, controlling both proliferation and differentiation. In other words, his regenerative abilities will work even better than ours does. This chemical will also increase his lean muscle composition nearly threefold. It will not be a threefold increase in size so much as it will be in strength. Another treatment was for his senses. His vision, hearing, motor skills, and so on will function at a heightened state.”
“Won’t his body burn itself out?”
“Not at all, I didn’t put his systems into overdrive, just enhanced them; a state beyond reach by natural means. The regenerative abilities I hope to see will easily accommodate any increase in performance. Even his sleeping needs will diminish.”
“When will he be ready?” his father asked.
“I want five days with him. Some things will show up sooner than others will. I want to make sure we have the best chance to ensure we get what we are sending him out there for. Nothing can be left to chance.”
“I agree.”
“I’ll need to have some follow up visits before we send him out. Say, two months.”
“Okay.”
“I suggest you also take care of things with his wife. I can keep her busy while she’s at the lab, but I don’t think she knew he would be gone for this long and why.”
“I’ll take care of it. Call me when he is about to come out of sedation. I’ll want to be there.”
―
The nurse was instructed to administer enough sedation to keep the patient under. After three days, she had increased the amount to a level that worried her. When she called the doctor, he asked her to relate his vital statistics then instructed her to continue as before. By the next day, his amount of sedation was seven times greater than what they started with. On the fifth day, Dr. Maddow had returned to examine the patient himself. He listened as the nurse made her report, while analyzing his chart at the same time. He thanked her for her help, and advised her to return to her normal duties as the patient was going to be released shortly. It was with relief that she left. She did not know what exactly was going on, but she had never seen anything like it before.
He now made a call, “As soon as you can, stop by; I would like to show you something,”
“I’m on my way,” Frank Bishop said from his extension.
―
Dr. Maddow was talking while removing a scalpel from a metal tray. The only word that really registered with Keith’s father was “watch,” as he grasped the scalpel, holding it in a downward stabbing position, and did just that to Keith’s upper right forearm. His father reacted as anyone would. He flinched in shocked surprise. He was about to say something when he realized the doctor was still talking to him. “This is the third time I’ve done that.”
“Why,” Frank Bishop asked.
“Look,” Dr. Maddow said while pointing to the wound.
He did not need to be told to look, as he had not yet taken his eyes away. It did not seem to actually go in as deep as he would have thought, and by now, the blood had already stopped flowing.
“His response to, and recovery from, injury is like nothing ever seen before.”
“Where else did you do that?”
“The same place. His muscle is so dense, that injuries such as these will heal quite rapidly. Areas without significant musculature will heal faster than normal as well, but not like this.”
Frank Bishop saw no other puncture wounds and no telltale scars.
Knowing what was on his mind, Dr. Maddow continued, “The other two were yesterday,” he said as he took a cotton swab containing alcohol and rubbed it on the wound. When he was finished, the wound was little more than a red line. “Just imagine commanding an army such as him,” Maddow said pointing at Keith, “His ability to fight off the effects of sedation was astonishing. His system would function the same with any drug or chemical”
“One thing at a time… Are you sure he is going to be….normal. I mean, will there be any adverse side effects?”
“Not that I would predict, no. As far as normal goes, he will be functioning on a different level than any of us. That is part of the reason I want the follow up examinations. I will need to help him understand himself in a way he will accept, without explaining what it is that’s been done to him,” Dr. Maddow said.
―
Several minutes after his IV was removed, Keith regained consciousness. While reclaiming his senses, he sat upright in the bed. His father was at his side.
“How are you feeling,” Frank Bishop asked.
“Good,” Keith said while stretching his arms. “Great … actually.”
“I’m glad to hear it. Martin said you can go whenever you are ready.”
“Fine with me,” Keith said as he continued to move and stretch different parts of his body while getting to his feet. He really had never felt better, he was thinking to himself.
“I’d like to talk to you about what to tell Terri and your staff should they ask any questions,” he said while Keith was getting dressed.
Keith looked at him while waiting for him to explain.
“The procedure took a little longer than expected. Your absence has to be explained. It isn’t time yet to get people’s hopes up by telling them we are close to sending someone outside. I’d like to keep it simple for now, and for the near future. Some of these tunnels are quite lengthy. In fact, one of them was supposed to link up eventually with another facility on the other side of the mountain. It never materialized, but people do not need to know that now. Let’s say you were exploring that area to see if the passage was still open.”
“Okay. But I don’t see why a day away needs a creative explanation,” Keith said.
“It was a little longer than a day, and we can use this story again until it is time to reveal what we are doing to everyone” his father said before changing the topic, “Let’s just make sure you do what the doctor tells you, and we’ll go from there.”
―
When he returned to his apartment, Terri was not home. He looked through the cupboards to see what they had to eat. His appetite was immense. Once he started eating, he could not stop. The high protein food they created wasn’t the same as ‘all natural,’ but it was sure satisfying now, he thought as he ate. What he did not know was that he was compensating for the changes his body was already experiencing. Soon after he had finished eating, he heard the sound of the front door opening. He remained in the other room while waiting to surprise his wife. When she entered, he said, “Hey lady, if you don’t expect your husband anytime soon, I can think of something we could do to occupy the time.”
“Keith,” Terri said happily, as she walked to him and wrapped her arms around him.
“Hey honey, how are you?” he said returning her embrace.
“Me? How are you? I’ve missed you.”
“It hasn’t been that long baby,” he said thinking back to his conversation with his father. He held her close to him once again and turned to see the calendar they had hanging on the wall. As each day passed, they marked it with an X. There were five more X’s on the calendar than there were when he went to the lab.
“Is the calendar right honey?” he asked her.
“What? Oh, no, I just didn’t get to it today.” She walked over and marked off another day.
Six days, he thought. It seems like it was just yesterday.
“So, did you find anything on your hike,” she asked as she started to change from her work clothes.
He sat on the bed. “No. But I may need to go out again to explore further.”
“Yeah, your father told me what you were doing. It must have been exciting. I don’t get to see much outside of white lab coats and microscopes.”
“Well doctor, we each have our role to play,” he said in banter.
“I don’t think I will ever get tired of hearing that,” she said as she stopped undressing to look at him.
“You shouldn’t. Be proud of yourself, I am.”
She smiled at him. “I only wish my parents could see me now,” she said wistfully.
“I know honey,” he replied as he came near her, “We do the best we can, and take it one day at a time.”
They embraced once more. “If you don’t have any plans I thought maybe we could ‘play’ a little doctor,” he said while leaning his head backwards to look into her eyes.
She leaned forward and kissed him tenderly on the lips. When he started to return her kiss with more intensity, she backed away and said, “We can’t. I mean we can’t right now. That’s why I’m home early. We’re having a little get-together over at Matt and Tracy’s, just a bunch of us from the lab.”
“Wonderful,” he said without much enthusiasm.
“Get changed, you’re going too,” she said matter-of-factly.
“I’m not really…” he started before he was interrupted.
“You’re going. I haven’t seen you in a week, and I can’t back out of my plans now. When we get back, we can discuss what you brought up earlier.”
He knew there was no sense in trying to get out of it. He didn’t want to leave her anyway, but he was not exactly thrilled with the idea of having to make small talk with people with which he had virtually nothing in common. He would call Cam when they were finished with their party, and would tell him that he would see him in the morning.
* * *
Life in the valley was improving. The population had finally stabilized, and was beginning to increase for the first time. They had buried close to seventy-five percent of those who had initially made the journey. Instead of burying them in the valley itself, they made the effort to find an area suitable for digging out on the rim, and transported them to avoid polluting the area, and to escape the constant reminder of the dead. At first, the birth rates were under ten percent. That is, less than ten percent lived beyond their first year. Now it was reaching almost forty percent.
Over the years they completely removed every viable piece of equipment, building material, and other furnishings from the nearest ruined city. They brought these provisions to Gateway, and carried them to the other villages as necessary. Now, there were only two. Bardin was simply a manned outpost. The elders, or leaders, of each village remained the same. There was no need or feeling of competition as they all knew what must be done to survive. There was no glamour, notoriety, or riches to complicate what was an already arduous life.
They all dealt with the effects of exposure to the radiation. While there was no significant radiation in the valley, they had been contaminated prior to reaching it. Their food and water supply also affected them. Some had lost all of their hair, their teeth, and a few lost the ability to speak due to deterioration of their vocal chords, while many of the young, developed more obvious deformities through birth and growth. There were those who went through secondary growth spurts, long past the age for such things, and became almost as giants among them. Others gained some curious abilities such as being able to see at night, and for some their skin became as tough as rawhide. Those who were no longer severely affected by the radiation were the ones chosen to explore the regions outside of the valley. They hunted, gathered, and learned. They had made a determined effort to keep the balance, within the valley itself, as it was. They were producing crops, not much at first, but more each year as they produced more seed, and made sure the animal population remained healthy. The animals knew to stay in the valley through their own instincts, but it was troublesome when the creatures that lived outside found their way in.
It was one such animal, which had gotten the attention of the hunters from Gateway. The tracks were discovered that morning by a young man at the side of the valley stream. They belonged to the great cat. It appeared to be a hybrid of the jaguar. It was dark brown in color, and much larger with prehistoric type features; large curving teeth and oversized paws. It was rare that they ever saw this particular beast, or even the signs of them, on the rim, but with one making its way in, they had to rid themselves of it and fast. The damage they could do to their herds, and other animals, was too great. Let alone if one of the villagers should come upon it alone.
Instead of tracking it, they decided to lure it to them. The firearms they had were of no use. The ammunition had been spent years ago. They crafted their own bows, crossbows, and spears along with an array of smaller weapons. While on their way to the place where they intended to set their trap, one of the men killed a rabbit. They left the bolt in the animal, and tied a thin rope to it.
One member of the party climbed a pine tree, and suspended the rabbit until it was about five feet off the ground. Another took his knife and sliced the rabbit open to allow its entrails to spill out and for the rest of the blood to drain. The man in the tree sat quietly with his small crossbow and spear, while the others took their places nearby.
It was well into the afternoon when they were aware of the presence of the predator. Sounds from birds and other small animals had ceased. The only thing that could be heard was the mild breeze sifting through the leaves. They knew it was near and no doubt, the beast could smell them. It was hoped the easy meal was too much of a temptation for the cat to pass up. When they finally saw it, they remained calm, yet excited. The cat took his time approaching the bait. He looked at his surroundings and sniffed the air periodically. He walked slowly to the hanging pile of fur and blood and sniffed once more. As soon as he was directly below the man in the tree, the hushed thud of the bolt from the crossbow struck the cat between its shoulder blades. Rather than making its escape, this only managed to anger the beast. He snarled and let out a cry as he extended his great claws and began to climb the tree toward his attacker.
With his crossbow now dangling from a string on his side, the man in the tree clutched his spear. It was a spear constructed of solid metal with a very sharp and virtually unbreakable tip. When the cat was almost on him, he thrust the spear into the beast, missing the center of its chest, but striking the bone of its front shoulder. The hunter barely kept his balance from his effort, but was able to hold himself to the tree with his weak side arm. Falling would have meant certain death. His attack was enough to encourage the beast to turn aside. He bawled once more as he retreated to the ground.
When he was once again on the ground, he was not quite ready to leave his intended meal, or the possibility of getting to his attacker. By then, two other hunters had moved within range and fired bolts from much larger bows. They struck the beast, one on each side, and this solicited a violent and angry response. The cat would eventually die from these wounds, but not soon enough to ensure their safety. It turned on the men as they quickly retreated, and gave chase. When it emerged from the corner they had rounded, another bolt let loose hitting the large cat in the chest. Immediately after the creature stopped, in reaction to this last attack, another hunter ran up from the beast’s blind side and drove a metal spear into him piercing the heart. He pinned the beast to the ground, and held him there until he no longer moved, being careful to stay out of the way of the sharp claws.
They retrieved and cleaned their homemade arrows, and prepared the cat to be moved. Nothing went to waste in the valley. It was a hard life, but one that was getting more manageable as time went by.
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Keith was on his third and final checkup with Dr. Maddow. He had undergone every known, and previously to him unknown, test and examination a body could go through while still alive. He was not completely comfortable with his new condition and he was starting to wonder if in fact, he had made the right choice even though he had never felt better, physically, in his life. After satisfying his insatiable appetite through the first few days following the procedure, his eating habits had returned to normal. He at no time felt fatigued, nor tired, regardless of how many hours he was awake, or what activities he had been involved in. His mind was sharp and his senses acute. In fact, he had to learn to concentrate to keep from being drawn into conversations held across the room. Dr. Maddow had assisted him in adapting to these changes.
He only slept for about two to three hours each night, and sometimes felt like he did not even need that. This put a strain on him as he began to feel a bit alien, and not as close to his wife as he once was. He did not understand why this was happening, but Dr. Maddow had assured him it was only a naturally occurring adaptation. He did not know if he believed that, but he hoped it was true. He tried to focus on why he had agreed to this in the first place, to help his mind adjust.
After the last of the tests had been administered, he decided to ask the question that had been on his mind since his father first talked to him about the procedure. “If you had this same procedure, why do you still look old? I mean, obviously not as old as you are, but still not young either?”
Dr. Maddow turned from reading the medical charts he was holding to regard his patient, “I look the same now as I did when I was treated. It will be the same for you,” Dr. Maddow said.
“So what, we just live forever,” Keith asked.
“Forever is a long time. A lot can happen in time. And before you start to think you are invincible, keep in mind that your body is capable of repairing itself within its own limitations. Should you sustain more damage than it is capable of repairing, then you will succumb to whatever fate has in store.”
“What about Terri? What if we have children, would I pass on these characteristics to them?”
“That is an unknown. I haven’t been able to duplicate the performance of these characteristics of the planarian from treated animals. And so far, none of them have passed along any of their altered genetics. I don’t know why this is, but I am continuing to look for answers. As for humans, we will only know in time.”
It was a direct response, and one with which he could not find fault. While Dr. Maddow and his father were friends, he did not think friendship was in their future. The good doctor seemed, at most, tolerant toward others who did not exist in his same sphere of acumen. He, no doubt, made an exception with Keith because they were in a doctor-patient, or maybe a doctor-experiment, relationship.
When they were finished with his examination, Keith was shown what he was to look for when he went ‘outside,’ and where to look for it. The doctor did not tell him when he would be going, or anything else for that matter. Keith left the office and returned to work.
―
After looking through the daily log of reports, he saw a directive lying on the bottom of the pile. It was issued from the director’s office, a.k.a. his father, and signed by the three members of the board. His security forces were to begin training with real firearms; no ammunition, but rather re-familiarization and tactics. Keith assumed this was in preparation for the changes that were soon to come. He looked through the window of his office and motioned for Wallace to join him.
“Whatcha got Chief,” Wallace said when he entered.
Keith held up the paper, “Did you see this?”
“Yeah, I was gonna ask you about that.”
“I don’t really know any more than you. But I think we can both guess,” he said a little evasively.
“You really think we’ll be going out soon? I heard it wouldn’t be safe yet,” Wallace said.
“I don’t know, but keep your thoughts to yourself. We don’t need any unnecessary rumors spreading. Our ‘plate’ will be full enough as it is.”
“Yeah, ain’t that the truth,” Wallace said with a knowing grin.
Most people associate gossip with housewives, when the biggest offenders are people in the military. Nothing moves faster in the military than a good rumor.
“What do you think of selecting a few people to organize the training, then have them rotate staff through until they get everyone up to speed?” Keith asked.
“Sounds good.”
“I doubt this will be the last of the new orders coming down, so why don’t we get a little proactive,” Keith said as he held his attention. “My father said something about getting some small tracked vehicles, and possibly some four wheeled ATV’s. It looks like we will slowly evolve more and more into a military element and less of a security detail.”
Wallace nodded his head as he listened.
“What I would like you to do, and you can get Cam to help, is to select a training cadre; four of five men who have weapons, mechanical, and other skills to cover any possible aspect that will serve us best. They will be at it full time.
“Then, I need you to draw up a new table of organization enabling fifty percent of our force to become a mobilized military arm, thirty percent to cover everything we have going on inside now, and a twenty percent reserve to serve as support for both. Select the best men to head up each. Put the round pegs in the round holes.”
“Got it Chief; I get a month to get it done right?” he said in jest.
“How about by the end of the week? Pick the training staff first, let me know who, and then we’ll go from there.”
“Aye aye, Sir,” Wallace said snapping off a parade ground salute.
“Just get out of here and let me know when you have something,” Keith said ignoring the salute, and pointing towards the door.
―
He decided to place Wallace in charge of the combat team, and Gibbs in charge of the enforcement staff. He would be gone from time to time, and things were going to change. It was necessary for some of his men to assume greater roles. He was not concerned about Wallace. He was capable of handling it. Gibbs was another story. There was no doubt that what he had been doing was far beneath his qualifications, but the man unnerved him. He was like an emotionless robot. Nobody really knew much about him, and any attempt at friendship was politely but firmly rejected. His work could not be faulted, and his men were loyal. Keith did not know if he was like this before he came here, or if it was an effect of subterranean living. Others had ‘lost it’ down here, why not him? 
He had the next two weeks to prepare for what he thought would be requisite changes. After that, he was to go outside. He had mixed feelings about that prospect. It was both exciting, and a little intimidating. He saw what he was capable of from the testing with Dr. Maddow, but it was all an unknown. He did not know how he would react to visiting a world now alien to him. Would he find life? Would he find complete desolation? Would he be afraid? He was not fearful of what he might encounter outside, but what he might have to deal with in himself. It was a lot to ask to keep it from Terri. He shared everything with her and she was always supportive of him. Talking to his father was an entirely different affair. He assured Keith this would only be the case for the short term, and Keith would hold him to that.
* * *
Today was the day. He had not slept at all the night before. He was as much excited, as he was anxious. The story he gave Teri was the same as before, ‘he was exploring the far tunnels and wasn’t sure how long he would be gone.’ She understood, kissed him goodbye, and then went off to work. The part that bothered him most was the deception. Even though he, for the most part, believed it was necessary, he knew that at some future time she would realize he had lied to her, whether out of necessity or not. It just did not sit well with him. He picked up the metal clad suitcase, and went to meet his father’s longtime assistant. He walked into his office and set the case down.
“Hey Keith, I’ll be right with you,” Brian Lucas said as he was filing some papers.
Keith did not sense anyone else in the immediate area, which meant his father must be busy with other things. He thought for sure he would see him off. This was the biggest thing to happen to them since they had been locked inside the mountain. He shrugged it off.
“You ready to go,” Lucas asked.
“Ready as I’ll ever be, “Keith said with a smile.
Only five people knew what was taking place: his father, Dr. Maddow, Lucas, Jim Forrest, and Keith himself. Although, Keith was assured this was only a temporary arrangement as they planned to have more people involved once they had the information they needed, and Keith returned with samples for them to run tests on.
“I’ll take that for you,” Lucas said as he attempted to pick up the metal case. It weighed more than sixty pounds and the surprise registered on his face as he set it back down.
“I’ve got it. Thanks anyway,” Keith said as he effortlessly picked it up.
Ever since Dr. Maddow had practiced his ‘voodoo’ on him, as Keith would say to his father, he had been getting stronger by the day. It reached the point that he had to cut back on his exercise routine at the gym because others were starting to notice. You just do not get that strong, that fast, even if you were on steroids. He would only ‘push’ himself when nobody else was around to see him do so.
Lucas looked at him with both respect, and a little amazement. He pointed to the door and indicated they should be going. When they reached a series of other secured vault-like doors, Lucas passed them through each one while advising Keith that he could do the same with his access card and security clearance. Nobody else was authorized.
They came to a larger corridor and Lucas turned on the overhead lights. A glass walled and white paneled room was in front of them. Lucas explained the procedure. “When you go into the first room, remove every article of clothing, including any jewelry, from your body. There are undergarments, boots, and coveralls in your size, which you can put on in there. Then just pass through the next two rooms. I control entrance through this first door from the inside, all of the other doors between here and exiting the mountain are manually operated.”
Keith acknowledged his understanding with a nod of his head.
“When you return, there is a phone, with a directory, in the far room. Call me first at the office, and if I’m not there, call me at the apartment. I’ll come right away.”
“Okay,” said Keith.
“When you get into the first room, leave all of your clothes and equipment. Go into the second room and shower thoroughly, especially your hair.” He stopped for a moment and said, “I know you father said you were treated in some way to protect you from the radiation, but are you sure you don’t want a protective suit?”
“I think I’ll be okay,” Keith replied hoping he sounded more sure of himself than he really was.
“Alright, if you change your mind, we do have them.”
Keith nodded once again indicating he understood, appreciating the concern.
“Anyway,” Lucas continued, “wash thoroughly, then step into the small chamber next to the shower, close the door and follow the instructions. You will get a reading on the level of any radioactive particulates still on your person. There is a chart that will let you know when you are in a safe range. If you are above the safe level, shower again until the reading is within the safe zone. Then come into the last room and get dressed into your original clothes. If I am not here by that time, it won’t be long until I am. I can take an external reading from the room, and then let you in when it is safe.”
“What about the gear?”
“There will be others to deal with that. So don’t be surprised to see someone other than me, here, when you get back. They won’t, however, have the authority or ability to let you out of there so make sure you call me.”
“Got it.”
“Good luck,” Lucas said as he extended his hand.
“Thanks,” Keith said as he shook it and then turned to leave.
The passage leading to the outside was longer than he thought it would be. He reasoned that they must have constructed a series of control points after sealing the mountain complex, as he had to let himself through seven separate doors before he reached the final one. He somehow knew this was the one, and opened it with a little trepidation. The door gave way, but it took a significant amount of effort to break its decade old seal. The air was refreshing as it was the first noticeable sensation that greeted him when he passed the barrier established many years before. One look at the outside world was all it took to remind him that it was unnatural to live as they were living. Humans were meant to be above ground.
He stepped through the door, set his suitcase down, and inhaled a deep breath. No sense in taking any half steps now, he thought, if this is going to be the end of me… so be it. He closed the door behind him and thought about the day they first entered the mountain. It did not seem like that long ago, but that perception was impacted by where he was now. He took in another breath, and surveyed the area. It looked like some trees were showing signs of life, but they were mostly fir trees. It was quite rocky, but that stood to reason as he was on a mountainside. The sky was a heavy ominous gray with rolling clouds moving across the dim skyline. The sun appeared to be shining above the clouds it just was not able to break through with any direct light aside from the stray flash.
He picked up his case and started out. The area resembled nothing of its former self. There was no city beyond the foothills, and there was no noise beyond a slight breeze. The temperature was comfortable, but he was not sure if this was because of the time of year, or if it was always like this now. He stopped near a large boulder, and placed the metal case on top of it. He opened it and removed an array of instruments. With these, he collected samples and readings from the soil, trees, and the air. There was no water that he could see nearby, so he removed several of the smaller containers and placed them in the pockets of his overalls. This trip was going to be a one-day affair, so he decided to stay light on his feet and cover as much ground as possible.
He made a mental note of landmarks to keep track of his direction. The mountain was easy enough to find, but finding his suitcase again was another story. He half jogged, half ran as he went. The natural air felt great, even though he knew it could be deadly. After a mile or so, he came to a small clump of tall grass. It was yellowish brown, but still appeared to be alive. He removed one of his vials, and placed some of the grass, and the dirt, which clung to it, inside. The ground appeared to be dry on the surface, but he figured there must be some water not far below. He found a sturdy stick, and began digging as best as he could. When he was about ten inches down, he discovered muddy water trickling into the hole. He collected this as well.
He ran on for another few miles, barely feeling winded, and saw no other indication of standing water. Dr. Maddow had given quite an informative lecture on where to find the worms, or planarian as he called them, and what to look for. He saw nothing promising in the distance. He thought, it might even be possible that some of the samples he already gathered might contain the little critters. He decided to call it a day, and retraced his steps. He found the case with little trouble, and looked around the area once again before returning to the mountainside. It was an exhilarating day, but the main thing that stood out to him was the quiet. There were no birds or animals that he could see and no other sounds of life. That did not mean they were not in existence, he just did not see any. And no wonder, what was there to live on? It was a desolate place.
―
He went through the corridor and finally reached the sanitation room. He reached Lucas on his first attempt, and began his cleanup. There was an area set aside for his clothes and equipment. Once he had stripped down, he went through the shower and scrubbed himself harder than was probably necessary. Afterwards, he dried himself and went into the small chamber. The instructions were plain, and after he pressed the required keys, the reading appeared on the console. It was 0.00. He knew there was radiation outside by the readings he had measured earlier, and he knew he was supposed to be immune, but he was still surprised by the negative reading. I guess the ‘voodoo’ actually worked. While he was getting dressed, Lucas walked into the outer room. There was no one else about. He walked up to the door and spoke through the intercom, “How’d it go?”
“It was awesome. Just to breathe real air again, not this humid musty crap we live in,” Keith said.
“Yeah, well I don’t think we could breathe it all that long, so this will have to do.” He looked down at the console outside the door. “Everything looks normal,” he said as he entered the code that released the seal on the room. “Really, what is it like out there now?” he asked walking over to Keith.
“It’s different. The mountain is the same, but everything else is different. The sun was hidden by the clouds; there was virtually no water to be found nearby and very little plant life; no birds, no animals, and no people. It looked the same for a far as the eye could see, but my view was limited in direction by the surrounding foothills.”
“They say there are MuTerra out there,” Lucas said in a muted voice.
Before Keith could take exception to the comment and remind Lucas that the word for them was people, he realized no harm was meant by the term. The word had obviously taken hold and he did not think he would be able to change that now. “I didn’t see anyone or anything; there were no tracks or signs of life. But like I said, I only saw a small part of it. I’ll being going out again, and further afield I’m sure,” he said as he finished dressing.
―
When they returned to the office, Keith’s father was there along with Dr. Maddow and Jim Forrest. Lucas was also invited to stay for the debriefing since he was a part of the team now. Keith gave as complete and accurate a narrative as possible. Even so, the questioning seemed relentless. He knew that some of this was to satisfy a vicarious experience, the rest was for future planning. Dr. Maddow, not surprisingly, had more questions than the rest. Most he could answer, some he could not.
The determination was made that a team of research assistants would be assembled immediately. And, that Keith would be going out again soon. When their meeting was over, Dr. Maddow left to examine the contents he had brought back, Lucas returned to his duties, and his father dismissed Jim Forrest by stating he would like some time alone with his son. “How are you feeling,” Frank Bishop asked.
“Great. Whatever the doc did, worked.”
“Good. That is why this is so important Keith. If we are going to start over, people need the same protection you have. To obtain that, we need to give Martin what he needs.”
“I understand Dad.”
“The next time you go out, plan for several days. In addition to any samples Martin may want, I also want you to begin to map the surrounding area. Do the best you can and we can use the computers to refine it when you get back. You’ll be supplied with a recording device you can wear around your head. That way, we can see what it is we are dealing with. It should provide about six hours of recording time. Turn it on and off as necessary to complete as full a picture as you can. We’ll get you a portable shelter and anything else you think you will need.”
“Alright Dad, I’ll need to take care of a few things at the office before I go.”
“Think about your replacement too. It is likely that you will be spending more time outside and less at your desk.”
That announcement surprised Keith as he had become accustomed to both his job and his men. But he understood that change was coming.
—
“Can I get you something to drink Jim,” Frank Bishop asked his longtime friend and senior aide.
“Sure. I’ll have a little of whatever you are having,” he replied.
“Have a seat,” Frank Bishop said as he went to fix their drinks. When he came back into the living room of his apartment, he handed one drink to his friend, and carried the other one to his seat. It was a moment before either one spoke.
“Nice,” his friend said after taking a sip.
“Jim, it’s time we started making preparations to leave. To begin with, we’ll need to build a staging area outside the mountain where we can establish a foothold into our future,” Bishop said.
“Is it safe to go out yet? I know Keith just took a short trip out, but I thought the radiation levels were still beyond the protection capacity of the Demron suit for any sustained length of time?”
“There are other sources of protection, some of which are on a need-to-know basis.”
“I’m not in a position of need-to-know?” he asked in an agitated tone.
“That depends,” Bishop went on ignoring the retort, “on whether or not you would be willing to be the one to take charge of this next stage. You would be in complete control of pioneering man’s journey into the new world.”
“You make it sound as if it is an adventure, when it may in reality be a disaster.”
While he was not used to being talked to this way by his subordinates, he indulged his friend to maintain the appearance of Jim being his peer. He also knew how he would feel if the positions were reversed. Jim was no fool, nor did he want one for this undertaking. “If you think I want you to try something that hasn’t been thought through, and planned for, then you are mistaken. It would be a waste of time, manpower, and material to undertake something this significant if we were not ready.” He paused as he took a sip from his glass, “If I told you that the elements would not be an issue, would you feel differently?”
“If you could prove it, then I would.”
Frank Bishop smiled appreciating the candor. “I’ll set up a time for you to meet with Martin. He will be able to alleviate your concerns on this matter. That is, if you are willing to accept the responsibility?”
Jim sat there with any number of thoughts coursing through his mind. He knew his former boss was not a risk taker, at least not on a long shot, but this entire conversation caught him by surprise. He wanted time to think. “Let me see what Martin has to say. I’d also like some time to think it over.”
“Fair enough, I’ll call Martin in the morning and have him schedule a time to meet with you.”
―
“What do you think?” Dr. Maddow asked Frank Bishop on the following day when they were alone.
“I’d say we are ahead of schedule.”
“Yes,” the doctor agreed, “I’ll still be happier when your son is successful in finding what I need.”
“If they are out there, I’m sure he’ll find them.”
“They are. Those creatures are virtually indestructible.”
“It seems he is doing quite well and in a short period of time,” Frank Bishop said in regards to his son.
“Much better than we did. He went through the procedure at a younger age.”
“That and the additional steps you’ve taken,” Bishop added.
“Yes. It worked better than I had hoped. Every stem cell transplant was effective, every chemical enhancement was also not only effective, but sustainable due to the regenerative properties of the planarian genetic material administered to his bone marrow. His body is a self-sustaining and repairing machine.”
“He will serve his purpose,” Bishop said.
“And Jim?”
Frank looked at his friend, “I gather he was less than enthusiastic at his prospect of being the avant-garde of this expedition?”
“Actually, once I assured him of the precautions we were taking, and recognizing that your son had already made a successful and safe trip, he was quite eager. Fear of the unknown isn’t as bad when someone explains it in terms you can relate to. Few people understand the differences between ionizing and non-ionizing radiation, and what can be done to prevent and treat the symptoms they cause.”
“And what can we do for them?”
“First, we will need to send one physician along with the team. He will have potassium iodide and glutathione to administer as necessary. They will have a special diet of dried algae, beans, lentils, and other dried vegetables we have set aside for them. They will take daily supplements of spirulina and multi-mineral support,” he paused and looked his friend in the eye, “I really think they will be fine. They may not live as long as they would otherwise, but I don’t really think it will take that many years off of their lives.”
Frank Bishop nodded in acceptance. “I also told Jim he would be able to return periodically to provide us with briefings. I thought that was necessary to instill trust,” Bishop said.
“We should be able to deal with the decontamination, but I’ll want to limit his exposure to any others inside,” Maddow replied.
Bishop shook his head in agreement and said, “I think it’s time we go public.”
—
The internal broadcast and radio stations had repeatedly delivered a message, advising people to listen for an important bulletin to be delivered just prior to the finish of the first work shift on the following day. Because they operated in three separate shifts, and it would be more than twenty-four hours before they would know what the announcement was, this prompted speculation and rumors to run wild. It was once said that there was ‘nothing new under the sun.’ The monotony experienced underground made that statement even more profound. When the time came, all eyes, and ears, were waiting in anticipation.
The broadcast channels went silent from their regular programming, and remained that way for a short time while they were all tuned into the same frequency. Soon after, for those who were watching through video monitors, the image of Frank Bishop entered the screen. He looked directly into the camera, and began, “I am aware of the excitement and talk generated as a result of this announcement. I can now assure you that some of the more creative rumors will be put to rest.” There was the expected laughter from those who were in the studio with him, and throughout the facility. “We are finally starting our ascent,” He said getting to the point, “To date, we have had one successful exit and return from the mountain.” Even though he did not turn to see the expressions on the people near him, he did not have to. He knew everyone was paying close attention now.
“We are looking for volunteers to begin the next phase of our lives. We are building a staging area just outside the mountain. Every precaution in regards to personal health and well-being is being employed. Jim Forrest, whom you all know, will be in charge of the operation on that side. We are looking for volunteers who have construction and engineering skills. It is not just a matter of putting up structures, but of building an infrastructure that will allow us to finally leave our underground home.”
After the initial shock of the announcement, cheers could be heard throughout the complex. They did not get any of the details, but the fact that it was beginning was a cause for celebration. People started slapping each other on the back while others embraced. The thought of returning to a life they once had was enough to disrupt most of the activities for the remainder of that day.
—
For some, living underground for such a longtime, and the loss they suffered from the catastrophe, was more than they could handle mentally. It was a sad fact among those who were their friends, and even sadder still for those who were their close companions. There was hope among them that they would return to normal once they too made it back outside. It was believed that they had been kept in a special ward in the dispensary. And in fact, they had been for a period of time. During this time, visitation was allowed, although it was controlled. Once it was determined to be no longer expedient to their goals and resources, the board of directors ordered their expulsion, simply informing their family and friends that visitation was no longer possible. Many protested, but the complaints were ignored. Others were somewhat relieved at being released from the burden of seeing their loved ones reduced to madness.
The only other person, who knew this had taken place, was the one who carried it out, Trent Gibbs. While he worked for Keith Bishop in the manner of routine, he also was tasked by Keith’s father for duties he knew could only be entrusted to one such as him.
While Frank Bishop and Dr. Maddow were building a society based on idealism, they knew it was still necessary to have the services of the ruthless and cunning; services they controlled to further their vision of the future. Trent Gibbs was true to his word in not trying to circumvent Keith’s authority, and did what he was asked without question. He was also true to himself. He would carve out his own position in this new world, and he would write the script. While he followed his orders willingly now, in time, he knew there would be opportunities that he could take advantage of to further his own interests.
―
They met in their apartment shortly after the announcement by his father. When he walked through the door, Terri was waiting for him standing with an unreadable expression on her face. “It was you,” she said accusingly.
“It was me what?” he replied not understanding what she was talking about.
“You were the one who went outside,” she said.
He looked at her for a moment before speaking, “Yes it was.”
“Those trips in search of another underground base?”
“No. I mean yes. That was the cover,” he said meekly. He knew she would be hurt, but she was still standing there without any expression. For the first time in their marriage, he did not know what she was thinking.
“I’m sorry honey. I told Dad that I didn’t want to hide this from you. He said he couldn’t take the risk of any information leaking before its time. He also assured me it wouldn’t be kept secret for long. If it wasn’t me, it would have been someone else.”
“But it was you, and something could have happened to you, and I wouldn’t have known what or why,” she challenged.
He was not thinking about it the same way she was. She was more hurt with concern, rather than by any deception.
“I’m sorry,” was all he could say.
She walked over to him and wrapped her arms around him tightly. She leaned back and looked him in the eyes, then moved forward and kissed him tenderly on the lips. “I know how it is with your secret military ‘hush, hush’ stuff. But this… it’s just different.”
“I know,” Keith said.
She pulled away from their embrace, “What is it like?”
He looked at her realizing his fears could now be put to rest. She was not going to hold a grudge. “It’s desolate. It doesn’t look like it did before. There is no city, no buildings, few trees nearby, and no animal life that I saw. The sky is gray and cloudy, but the air was fresh. I had forgotten what it was like to breath air like that.”
She listened and filed the information away as he spoke. “What kind of protection did they give you for the radiation,” she asked with concern in her voice.
This was another area of conversation he had to sidestep with her. He was not going to lie, but he could not tell her what he had gone through either; not yet.
“They have Demron suits to protect against the radiation. They also have a decontamination facility between here and the outside. When I came back, all my readings were clean,” he said hoping that further explanations could be avoided.
They were as she moved on to another subject, “What did you do when you were out there?”
“They gave me instruments to take readings and collect samples. I guess that’s why they determined it was time to get started with their staging area project.”
“They―as in your father and my boss?”
“Yes.”
“Are you involved with this project?”
“No.”
She stood and stared at him until a slow smile began to take shape on her face. She went once again into his arms and stayed there with her head against his chest, “I love you,” she said.
“I love you too, honey,” he replied as he stroked the back of her head with one hand while holding onto her with the other.
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The weeks following that historic announcement were filled with excitement and conversations of what was in store for the future. The call had gone out for volunteers, and while hundreds of people applied, only forty would be chosen. Jim Forrest was given the final say on who went, as he was leading the mission. Aside from one physician, and a three-man security team, all others were to be unmarried and proficient in their respective fields. Before they made their departure, two weeks of classes were given to prepare them for life on the outside. They learned how to monitor their radiation levels, to operate the portable decontamination unit, and identified other dangers they would need to be prepared to handle. They were trained in basic first aid and taught how to maintain their general health with the special rations set aside for them. In addition, fundamental training in the use of construction tools and materials was provided. They would all need to wear more than just one ‘hat.’
The design resembled a large hangar with multiple offices lining the walls. Each had their respective purpose. The exterior of the hangar itself was constructed out of radiation absorbent panels. These and many of the other construction materials were being transported from deep storage holds around the clock. This would all take place at the original main entrance of the facility where those same supplies had been trucked in many years prior. A few vehicles, pallets of foodstuffs, and every necessary piece of equipment and raw materials on hand were stacked in the corridor just inside the mountain door. Once they were ready to begin, this area would be sealed with all future access limited to the work detail. They would move what was necessary outside, while setting up temporary shelter in the mountain itself. It was to be a temporary staging area until the outside construction was complete. Those who remained inside would be restricted from entering this area until the call came for their services.
It was estimated that the exterior frame would be finished within two months, adding another two for completing the more permanent living quarters. When the facility was capable of accommodating a full staff, other specialists would arrive. A radio and weather station was to be setup as soon as possible. Word had circulated that other people may have survived in underground bunkers around the world, so an external radio station was deemed appropriate. Scientists of varying specialties were necessary to study their new environment.
Those who were now ‘outside,’ were able to maintain contact through their closed circuit network with the ‘inside.’ Natural gas, water, and electrical lines were directly connected to their inside sources. It was almost as if they were just in another part of the mountain itself, but with fewer luxuries.
Jim Forrest was very motivated by his opportunity. He was in complete control of everything that went on outside the mountain. Not only was it his command alone, every step they made would be accredited to him in some way. He was in a position to influence the future of everyone who survived. He was looking forward to the challenge.
* * *
It was his ninth trip outside the mountain. The tunnel he exited was not as large as the main entrance where the others had begun construction. This one was only meant to handle foot traffic. On this trip, his mission was to cover as much ground as possible, so the supplies he carried were few. He decided to take a handgun with a few spare clips. He had yet to see animal or human, so he was not overly concerned. He also had his two knives, one in his boot, and one on his side. He never went anywhere without them. One thing that remained with him from survival school, and Special Forces training, was that a sharp knife enabled a person to carry out many other tasks, such as turning other implements into tools or weapons. It was more of a habit, than a necessity, but they remained with him ever since his first day here.
Aside from his wife being added to the list, no one else in the complex knew of his excursions. The process was the same each time, and Keith was enjoying himself. He only wished he could share the experience with Terri, but he knew that was impossible for now. He even thought about returning with a collection of flowers for her until he realized that it was an impractical idea. He was told that if he found what Dr. Maddow was searching for, others would be treated and be capable of leaving as well.
The doorway opened on the east side of the mountain, just as the main entrance did, the  difference was that it opened into a hidden area, not visible from afar, and it was almost one mile north of the other entrance. He started to jog as he welcomed the air into his lungs. His stamina was virtually unlimited, as he never seemed to tire. He could run non-stop. He only chose to walk when there was something to investigate or when he was just bored with running.
He headed north this day, along the rolling foothills. As the miles passed, he encountered more and more low growing scrub pines. He packed a popup shelter as he intended to go as far as he could on his rations. He was determined to find something new, a sign of life, a viable resource, anything. The clouds remained overhead, dark gray, and moving as if they were boiling in the sky, just out of reach, but his spirit was undiminished. He ran along old game trails, where he could find them, as these were often the most efficient routes to travel. The landscape along the foothills was bathed in muted colors from the lack of direct sunlight.
His first day was uneventful, but pleasant. As the skies grew darker, and the ambient light from the sun subsided, he built a small fire and made his camp. He was not sure if it was the time of year, or if the environment was starting to change, because he did notice that the cloud cover was lessening in intensity making the days seem longer, and the skies seem brighter in comparison to his first journey outside of the mountain. He stared into the fire and watched as the sparks rose into the night, and the kindling crackled as it was reduced to bright colored embers. It was not normally a smart thing to do, as his vision was impaired, but he had not come across anything yet, which posed a threat to his presence. He thought back to the camping trips they had when he was young. His mother, father, Frankie and he went camping at least once every year until his mother became too ill. That was when their family life changed. While she was alive, they were a family. She was not only the central figure; she was the glue that joined each individual to the other. When she was gone, they became separate, remaining a family only in name. Keith reflected on those memories. They were two distinct chapters in his life; the life with Mom and the life after Mom. Once the fire died down enough to not pose any danger of spreading, he crawled into his tent. He slept soundly for the few hours that were now normal for him. When he awoke, he ate, drank some water from a nearby stream, and secured his shelter. He made an early start.
―
He crested a small hill and saw a forested valley below. The fir trees were thick and tall. As he walked down the slope to enter the trees, he thought he saw a movement. He stopped. He did not notice it again, and he heard no sound, so he continued on. When he had gone several hundred yards into the forest, he detected movement once again. This time he was sure. He started on a parallel course to try to intercept whatever it was. He drew his handgun and walked as quietly as possible taking care where he placed his steps. He stopped at a small break in the trees that opened into a clearing, and saw the form of a person lying on the ground drinking from a puddle of water.
He decided to wait a moment to think on how to approach this. He did not want to scare the person away, but he did want to make contact. He replaced the pistol in its holster, and walked out into the open. Even though he was a few hundred yards away, he could see the individual was not in very good shape. He was raggedly dressed, and had an unhealthy look about him, which was only enhanced by his lack of any significant body weight. Keith’s eyes were as enhanced as were his other senses, which aided in his perception. This was something that took some time to get used to, but he could see where this ability would benefit him in circumstances such as this one.
After he took a few more steps, the person stopped drinking, and looked his way. It was as though he could not see him, although he was close enough, but was rather sniffing the air. He was quite emaciated. His hair was long, but thin and straggly. His eyes were sunken, and his skin was pale. There was no muscle tone, and only a minimum amount of clothing still hanging from his body. Keith decided to speak. “Hello. Who are you?”
He did not speak, or even acknowledge that he had heard him, he simply returned to drinking. Keith walked a little closer. “Hi there,” he said hoping to solicit a response; nothing. When he got off the ground, Keith stood still. It looked more like a creature than a man. Maybe they were right in calling them MuTerra, Keith thought. They would hardly pass for human. “Do you have a name? Do you live near here,” Keith tried once more.
The creature looked his way again, sniffed the air in his direction then walked off as if he did not exist. Keith decided to follow him, but at a safe distance. When he walked past the waterhole, he noticed it was quite brackish, something only a desperate creature would drink. He was easy to follow, as the smell was unmistakable. At no time did he ever look back or give any indication of concern that he was being followed.
After a mile or so, the creature walked into a cave. Keith decided to go in as well. It was a large cave just on the edge of the forest found amongst the large rocks aligning a hillside. He waited until his eyes became adjusted, then he moved on. The stench was increasing as he made his way. Soon, he came to an open cavern. It was as wide as it was long. He stopped and noticed even more of the creatures. There were about twenty of them. They did not talk, they did not even move around much. They were just there, some sitting, some standing. He stepped cautiously along the wall, but not one of them seemed to take notice or care that he was among them. When he came to a side passage, the smell became almost unbearable.
He looked inside the passage and saw a large pile of rotting bones; very little remained other than the bones themselves. He could tell some were human, and others were from a variety of animals. He decided these creatures were indeed not human, but had become something else altogether. He removed his pistol once again, and retraced his steps. They did not try to follow him as he left the cave.
He was not afraid of them, but he still decided to put some distance between himself and the cave. They did not look very healthy, but he was not interested in any unnecessary confrontation. He continued north at a healthy jog. As he went, a few things became clear, there were people alive out here, those in the cave, and those who they may have preyed upon. There was also evidence of wild animals. The bones were too new to be of long dead carcasses. He only hoped that what he found next was not as wretched and revolting as what he witnessed in the cave.
―
Two days removed from his experience in the forest, Keith found himself in a valley full of wild grass. It was yellow in color and tall. He collected some for study. He also noticed the ground was marshy. From this, he went to several standing pools and collected samples of water in the hopes that he would find what Dr. Maddow was so interested in. He marked them and placed the vials into a pocket on the inside of his jacket.
He heard the noise before he saw them. There was a pack of dog like creatures walking along the rim of the basin. They spotted him and they were acting as if they were trying to avoid him. He did not think they were planning to attack, as they appeared to be rather small to approach something his size. They were smaller than a coyote, but larger than a red fox. Their coats were yellowish brown, similar to the grass, and they had a dark brown patch riding down the middle of their back.
They were not calling out to one another, and this was another reason he did not think they would try to molest him. He was wrong. As soon as the four dogs were within twenty yards of him, they started to growl and run straight for him. He had little time to draw his gun and fire as they did so. He took aim at the closest one and fired. The gun bucked in his hands as he acquired his next target. The first two went down in cries of pain, while the other two continued their assault. A third one absorbed two quick rounds in mid-air as it jumped at him. The last animal was now too close to fire at. Keith swung his free arm as the dog was in the air.
He struck the dog in his ribs with the side of his forearm. It was not a solid blow but Keith knew it caused damage. In fact, the dog had landed, turned around and growled at him. He did not seem as enthusiastic as he was a few seconds ago, and it was obvious he was hurting. Probably from broken ribs, Keith thought in the moment it took to consider it. He raised the pistol ready to fire once again, but the animal never came. He saw he was now alone, turned, and walked away in search of an easier meal.
Keith decided to return with one of the creatures. He sealed it whole in a plastic bag. It would surely be ripe by the time he made it back, but that would not be his concern. He knew they would want to examine every detail down to what it had been eating. He marked the bag the same way he did all samples he gathered, with the direction and distance from the mountain. This one was labeled 60 Mi. North.
* * *
Construction had been moving at a fast pace. Those on the inside could see images through their computer links. They were also able to keep in contact with their colleagues in this same fashion. Once a week, they even shared in parties via this link, both inside and out, as a way to keep up morale. Those on the inside wanted to get out. Those on the outside, wanted to finish their work, and be safe. After the newness of the adventure had subsided, the realities became heavier. They trusted in the measures they were taking in relation to protecting their health, but it was a regimented system. It also became a realization that they were not going to be entering the mountain facility again anytime soon. They would only see others when it was safe enough for them to come out too. This emerged as the new motivation to finish their work.
Eventually, the outside facility became functional to the point of having air-handling systems, recreational areas, and a hermetically sealed exit point. Just inside the exit point was a permanent decontamination unit, which allowed for both people and small recreational vehicles to pass through. The level of radiation was monitored daily. It was clear that it was decreasing, but it would be sometime before it would be safe enough to go outside without self-contained protective gear.
The recreational vehicles were battery powered, and only allowed travel for moderate distances without a reserve. There were solar cells on the top of the vehicles, but they only prolonged the battery life. They were not enough to power the vehicles alone. The facility staff grew to twice its original complement as scientists were kept busy examining whatever newly discovered items were brought in. They decided that they would not construct any other facilities, beyond the mountain, until the environment was safe enough to work in without protective gear. Many of those outside were comforted by that. They believed they had tempted fate enough already.
Frank Bishop was pragmatic enough to realize there were only two options for continued progress. One, was through medical enhancement, the other was time. One they could control once they found the means, the other they could not.
―
Keith had been in the apartment for little more than an hour when Terri arrived. “Hey, how’s my favorite girl,” he said as he walked toward her.
“Hi. I didn’t know when you were coming back,” she said in a sullen voice.
“What’s wrong,” he asked halting their customary embrace.
She looked in his eyes and knew she could not keep it from him. It was too big for her to keep to herself. “I have something to show you. In fact, it’s something that needs to be shown to everyone here.”
“Okay, so show me,” he said agreeably.
She removed a thumb drive from one of her pockets, and went to a laptop they kept in the room. Once it was turned on, she plugged in the memory stick, and entered the code necessary to open the file it contained. At first, he did not know what he was looking at. It was obviously medical data.
“What exactly am I looking for,” he asked her as he scanned through the pages.
“Here,” she said as she scrolled to what she wanted him to see.
He read it. At first glance, it did not register with him. He reread it. This time it dawned on him. They found a cure for cancer. “Hey, this is great. Is it true? I mean, does it really work?”
“Yes,” she said without much enthusiasm.
“Then what are you upset about. I agree, everyone should know about this.”
“Look,” she said as she scrolled back to the top of the report, “Look at the date.”
He did. The report was almost fifty years old. “That can’t be right,” he said.
“It is,” she replied as she replaced that thumb drive with another.
“What’s on that one,” he asked.
“Wait and see,” she said seriously. After she opened this file, she explained what it contained while he viewed its contents. “After I came across these records by accident, I noticed several references to what I later learned was a secret government project called ‘Artifice.’ I didn’t know what connection it had with the cancer studies, so I asked somebody to do some checking for me.”
While she was talking, Keith was putting things together as he read the reports.
“You know Lisa,” Terri said keeping his attention, “Her husband Greg works with those supercomputers in the archives and records department. I asked him if he could locate anything on some project called Artifice. He did, that’s what you’re looking at now.”
“This stuff has to be classified,” Keith interjected.
“It was. Even with his security clearance, he said he had to use a decryption program to access it. He only knows what he copied for me, he doesn‘t know the other part.”
As he continued to read, it became clear as the story unfolded. It started to display in his mind like a nightmare. The government found a cure for cancer. But instead of making it available to the public, they chose to profit from it. For decades, they collected money from cancer research and programs. Universities, treatment centers, pharmaceutical companies, and other institutes paid large sums of untraceable funds to a government account. A portion of legal taxation was also funneled into this account. What he was looking at now was a detailed log of where that funding went. It was used to build facilities like the one they had been confined to for more than a decade. The government took advantage of one of the worst diseases known to man and used it as a source of revenue to fund projects that were not only ‘off the books,’ but also away from any oversight or scrutiny.  Then he thought of his mother. She was one of the millions to die from this horrible disease. And yet, here he was not only alive because of her suffering, but working to further the effort. He looked her in the eyes, “Who else knows about this?”
“Nobody, only you. Greg knows about the money trail, where it came from and where it went to, but that’s it.”
He was trying to think, but his anger was growing and interfering with any rationality.
“What should we do,” she asked with a desperate note in her voice.
“I don’t know just yet. Don’t say anything to anyone. I’ll talk to my father and see if I can’t come up with more information or some better explanation. He might not know anything, but it wouldn’t surprise me if he did.”
“Keith, this is despicable. I’ve spent the last week going over this to see if it was all a misunderstanding. I haven’t been able to function at work, and I’ve only been able to sleep with help,” she said referring to sleeping pills. “I wanted to be a doctor all my life. Now that I find out what that means for some people, I no longer want anything to do with it. Martin knows something is bothering me, but I can’t say anything to him.”
“Don’t. Let me handle it. I just need some time to think,” he said as he took her in his arms. Terri was a delicate person. He could only imagine the hell she went through after discovering this information, he thought as he was going through his own emotional ride.
―
Keith went to his father’s office the next morning. He told Terri to go to work and do her best to put it out of her mind. The outer office was empty. Lucas was most likely running errands for his father. He stepped inside, went to the inner office door and knocked. “Come,” he heard from behind the door.
“I thought I might see you today,” Frank Bishop said from behind his desk. “I heard you brought back a dog, or at least a dog like creature.”
“Yeah, but that isn’t what I came to talk about,” Keith said seriously as he took a seat.
“Oh? Something bothering you?”
“You could say that; something that should bother you too.”
“Keith, if you have something on your mind, then say it. Contrary to what you may think, I actually do have a lot to do around here and I don’t have a lot of time for melodramatics,” he said stiffly.
That was enough to start Keith off a bit more abruptly than he had originally prepared in his mind. “What do you know about a project called Artifice,” he said in a challenging manner.
“I’m not sure what you are talking about,” his father replied a bit too easily.
Keith detected the pretense. “You know, Artifice,  Cancer, money, underground bases, that kind of stuff.”
“Where did you hear about this ‘Artifice’ and what did you hear about it?”
“You first. Did you know about it,” Keith challenged.
Frank Bishop’s face was unreadable. He sat there looking at his son for some time before he replied. “I know about ‘Artifice.’ I know what it was, and why it was. I wasn’t part of it other than functioning here as an end product.”
“And you’re okay with that? The ends justify the means?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“But it doesn’t seem to matter to you.”
“It’s in the past. Nothing can be done about it now.”
“Yes there can. People have the right to know.”
“Don’t be foolish. What good can that do? All it would do is to stir up a lot of hard feelings and old memories. Those people are dead. Nobody here will ever have to deal with that disease again.”
Keith looked at his father in surprise, “You don’t think they have the right to know?”
“We are not talking about rights. We are talking about necessity. What good can come of it?”
“Did you know about this when Mom was diagnosed?”
Frank Bishop looked directly at his son, “No. I didn’t learn anything about it until a few years ago when performing a review of all the classified files. Which brings me to the question, how did you find out about it? I remember having all of those files encrypted.”
Keith knew it would not take his father long to figure out Terri was involved. She was the practical medical connection, but he would not let on to who had assisted her in retrieving the other files. “Terri came across some old medical records which were not encrypted,” he answered hoping it would satisfy that issue, “She showed them to me. I guess you could say she was pretty upset by what she found.”
His father accepted what he was told, but made a note to do some further checking. He decided to let Keith know he was aware of not being told everything. “And those medical records mentioned military bases, did they?”
They locked eyes, but Keith did not respond to the statement. “People have the right to know Dad. I told her to keep it to herself for now, but it’s going to come out one way or another. This is just too big to keep hidden.”
His father sat there in silence as if considering a course of action. Just when Keith thought he was about to protest, he surprised him. “You’re right. It is too big, and it is now unlikely to be kept hidden anyway. But, I think, as the Director, I should be the one to explain it. Give me a day to prepare. Can you two keep it to yourselves for that long and let me do it the right way?”
Keith, surprised by the turn of the conversation said, “Sure.”
“Okay, tomorrow then.”
―
Keith gave a recounting of the conversation he had with his father later that night to his wife. They both slept soundly, and looked forward to the next day with mixed emotions. She was glad the burden would no longer be theirs to bear alone. He was glad his father reacted the way he did, and felt others had the right to know what had made their survival here possible.
Keith sat at his desk wondering what life would have been like in a cancer free world. He also wondered what life was like outside now. Not just in the few places he had gone, but everywhere. He did not mention the emaciated human like creatures he ran into on his last trip during his last debriefing. There was enough talk about what was outside without adding stories of ghouls to the picture. He would find them again to see what more he could learn about them before making that information available. He thought about that as he reconsidered his father’s response. He too withheld information, which he thought would do more harm than good. It was not exactly the same thing, but it made him think about it.
“Hey Chief,” Cam said breaking his train of thought, “Got a call from Gibbs. He’s in the west tunnel and said you need to come out and see what he found.”
“The west tunnel? There’s nothing there….is there?”
“Not the last I heard.”
“He didn’t say what it was?”
“Nope, just said I was to tell you he thought you should go out there.”
“Alright; not much going on around here anyway. I’ll have my radio if you need me.”
―
Keith walked through the passages greeting people as he went. The corridors he walked through were products of necessity. They were impersonal walls of conduits, stone, and metal occasionally interrupted with glass windows. There was nothing comforting or ’soft’ about them. The west tunnel was mostly unused. He had to descend two levels to get to it. When the elevator opened, he walked into the corridor to which Gibbs had called him. He was still uncertain about the man because he could never engage him in any informal conversation. Gibbs had a talent for avoiding answers to any personal question he was given.
Keith was wearing his utilities, carrying only a radio and his two knives. He did not carry any munitions or control devices as the rest of his men had recently started to do. There wasn’t much he couldn’t handle with his hands alone. His knives were just a long time habit. There was no sound of any activity from the tunnel, and no signs of life. The area was well lit for it being so far out of the way. He tried to reach Cam on the radio to see if he could get an exact location for Gibbs. There was no answer so he figured he was too far away. He finally came to one of the many vault-like doors within the complex. He spun the handle, and the door opened. He called out Gibbs’ name, but there was no reply. He walked on and decided he was going to have a talk with his men when he got back to explain his desire of relaying more detailed information when they called him for assistance.
The few doors along the passage way were all closed so he assumed Gibbs was not behind any of them. He did not think anyone worked in this part of the mountain anyway. He came to another vault like door, similar to the first, but this one was opened. When he stepped through, he saw his wife lying unconscious on the ground about twenty paces away.
“Terri,” he said as he ran over to her.
She was lying on her side, and he rolled her to her back gently. She was breathing normally and she looked fine. He continued to talk to her to see if she would awaken. As he did this, he heard the door close behind them. “Hey. Is that you Gibbs? We need some help in here,” Keith said looking at the door. He got off the ground and walked back to it. It was locked. He pounded on it with the palm of his hand, “Hey. Open the door. We need help in here.”
A look of relief came over him as he saw the image of a person coming near him through a small glass panel in the door itself. It was Gibbs. “Hey, get some help. My wife is in here. She seems okay, but she isn’t responsive… Open the door, will you?” he said hurriedly.
Gibbs just stood there expressionless looking at him through the window.
“Gibbs, open the goddamn door. You’re starting to piss me off.”
Gibbs did nothing.
“If you don’t open this door now, you’re going to see a side of me I guarantee you won’t ever forget,” Keith said with as much menace as he had ever felt.
Gibbs turned to a control panel along the wall and typed in a code. The next thing Keith heard was the sound of compressed air being released, like a vacuum seal. He turned to see that the far wall also had a door in it, but smaller than the one he had come through. It was now open. He then realized this was the tunnel used to expel people from the facility. He had never been this far into it as Gibbs always volunteered to handle that job.
He turned once again and said, “Gibbs don’t do this. I’ll leave, but let my wife back in,” Keith pleaded with him.
Gibbs turned and walked away, as Keith continued to call out to him.
“Son of a bitch,” Keith said out of frustration, and to no one that could hear him as he walked to his wife.
Keith knew Gibbs had done what he was told to do. There was only one person who passed this sentence on them. Only one person who was ruthless enough not to care about losing every single family-member he had if it interfered with his plans.
Keith smelled the air coming through the open door. He knew the smell. It was the outside. He sat down next to his wife and cradled her in his arms. The door could be closed, but it did not matter. They would die if they just stayed where they were.
―
Keith stroked his wife’s hair as she lay across his legs. He looked at the wall in a blank stare as the realities passed through his mind. The tears he‘d shed had long since dried leaving only their salty trail down his face. The only thing that really mattered to him was with him now. The reality they faced was time. They were all educated on the effects of massive amounts of radioactive exposure. Body cells would die en masse. A person would then experience fatigue, dizziness, and shortness of breath. Feelings of sickness and discomfort would follow. If the amount of exposure is high enough, internal bleeding occurs. It was not a pleasant way to die.
Eventually she stirred from her sleep. He was not sure of the time, but they had obviously given her something strong to affect her for so long. He looked at her as she raised her face to his.
“Hi there,” she said with a faint smile and kissed him chastely on his lips.
“Hello,” he said in reply.
She struggled to regain full control of her body, but sat up on her own. “What is that smell?”
“The outside air,” he said as he pointed toward the opened door.
She looked at the door, then back at him in horror. She realized what was going on, even though the fog from her mind had not fully dissolved. She looked at his expression, then back at the door again. She placed her head in her hands and started to sob. He placed his arm around her shoulder. It was not overly long, nor extreme. It was an emotion of certitude, which he understood. She wiped the tears from her eyes and turned to him, “I’m so sorry Keith.” She assumed their fate was the same.
“No, I should never have trusted my father. If I would have just dealt with it myself then this wouldn’t be happening.”
She smiled at him in appreciation. No matter what she said, he would not let her take the blame. It did not really matter anyway. She lifted herself from the ground, and he followed. Once she was sure she had her balance, they started on their way.
“It is really a nice change. I haven’t felt the outside in a long, long time,” she said as they walked along hand in hand.
He knew what she meant, but he could not say anything in reply. If he did, he would have lost control of his emotions. Instead, his anger steeled his resolve. He would give her as much support as he could until it was over.
―
They came to the opening and saw a rather pleasant sunset. Terri was tired and said she wanted to stay where they were and enjoy the view. “It’s not like we have any pressing engagements,” she said wearily.
He nodded and found a comfortable place for them to sit.
“That is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen,” she replied as they gazed through the broken clouds to see the red colored horizon.
He understood what she meant. These moments would be precious to her. They remained where they were until morning. It was on the western side of the mountain complex, in an area he had never been before. It was likely at least a three-day journey to the main entrance on the other side. They were not going in that direction.
He set the pace and found the easiest route through the rocky slope of the mountainside. There was no trail, but he did recognize the faded signs of previous travelers. His thoughts went to those few who had been expelled over the years. He wondered if he would come across their bones along the trail. Or maybe, he thought, there were more of those creatures he found in that cave that took the bones as well. He did not think it would be good if Terri saw either. He pushed the thought out of his mind.
The terrain on this side was not the same as the other. There were more mountains and hills in the distance compared to the wide-open spaces on the other side. Terri was able to keep up if he kept the pace slow. They rested frequently and walked more out of a necessity of having something to distract their attention than for going to anywhere specific. They came across some small streams and drank their fill. They saw no animals or any other signs of life. He was able to forage some edible plants and berries. He knew they would not be much help, but it had a psychological benefit for his wife. After six days, she said she could not go any further. She sat on a large rock, and gasped for air. “This looks like a nice spot,” she said as she tried to catch her breath.
He sat next to her but did not say a word. There was nothing to say. She leaned her head into his shoulder and her breathing eased a bit. She nodded off for a few moments then lifted her head from him. “I know the timing for this is terrible, and I debated on whether to let you know, but I have to tell you. I’m pregnant; about 3 weeks now. I wanted to wait until you came back from your last trip, then it just wasn’t the right time to say anything. I’m sorry.”
He did not trust himself to speak. He did not say anything. He pulled her to him and kissed the top of her head. He held her there and realized that she was no longer breathing. Her face was peaceful. The ground beneath her feet was covered in blood. She had been coughing up small amounts of blood the previous night, but she had not complained to him about any other problems.
He pulled her back to him and held onto her until the remnants of the sun started their slow descent into the skyline. When he finally released her, there were no more tears to be found in his body; not now, not ever again. Even as the darkness cast its shadow, he did his best to dig a proper grave. His heightened sense allowed his vision to adapt to the minimal light available in the shadow of the mountains. It was a shallow grave, but it would suffice. When the earth was packed firm over the grave, he started collecting rocks to place on top of it. They were the size of boulders, none of which an ordinary man could carry by himself. When he was through, he knew that no animal or creature could ever get to her remains. He was determined that she would not be violated any more than she already had been.
He wiped the sweat from his brow, and made a mental note of his bearings. They had been traveling west mostly because it was the easiest country for walking. Now, he would go south. He saw no reason to travel through the mountains as food supplies would be more difficult to come by. He knew wild life existed on the plains. He would find what he needed, and learn. He had a will to live now, which had escaped him since going into the mountain so many years ago. He also had a purpose. God help whatever stood in his way.
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Frank Bishop and Martin Maddow met not long after Keith and Terri had been expelled. It was Frank Bishop’s decision to use Gibbs for that. He knew he was the man for the job and explained his reasoning to his friend, “He isn’t like the others Martin. We’ll always need, and have always needed people like him.”
“I just don’t like him.”
“Neither do I, but then, we don’t have to.”
“I still need the planarian,” Dr. Maddow said.
“Nothing has shown up yet?” Bishop asked.
“No. We’ve certainly gathered much useful information from what Keith recovered, but still no planarian.”
“Then, we’ll just have to wait until Jim is up and running at full speed. We have suits and vehicles ready to go. When we can, we’ll send others out several at a time to turn over every rock and log within our available range. We‘ll tap into every water source there is,” he said confidently.
Dr. Maddow just shook his head because there was nothing else he could do. “Do you really think letting that information out would have been more than we could have handled?”
Frank Bishop knew the question was coming. Martin understood why the decision had been made, but he was not happy about it. Bishop did not think it was so much for the loss of his son, or another lab assistant in his department, but because his son was able to give Martin what no one else could.
“Everything we have done up until now has been calculated and controlled. I wasn’t about to let this set us back. We are ahead of schedule and the past is going to have to stay in the past. Our future is more than just survival; it is a way of thinking and a behavior to accompany that thinking. That starts with us. It will succeed and nothing is going to interfere with that. Not even my son or his naïve wife,” he said authoritatively.
While neither man was the literal subordinate of the other, they knew they were inseparable when it came to decisions. They each had their talents and shared the same vision. They only differed, from time to time, on issues like this.
“What about Lucas, he’ll have to be told something.”
“I’ll deal with him, and Gibbs will deal with his men. I’ve placed Gibbs in charge down there. He is working for me, and he knows it. You’ll need to deal with your own people,” he said in reference to Terri.
Dr. Maddow nodded his head in acceptance. He knew there would be some speculation, and even rumors, but over time other things would became the focus of attention. “How far along is Jim on sealing the dome,” Maddow asked moving on to another subject.
“He said a few weeks, a month at the most. He expects to have an airtight seal by then. After which, we can run tests to determine when we can start assigning more people to work out there.”
“Any word from communications?”
They had been trying, on all operable wave bands, and frequencies, to contact all other known underground bases, both foreign and domestic, since their first week of settlement.
“No, nothing.”
“What about the other information Terri found? Have you discovered the source?”
“Gibbs is working on it. I trust he will take care of that problem. There can’t be more than a few people who had the necessary type of clearance and access. When that is resolved, I’ll make sure it never happens again.”
“And your son? What if he decides to show up on our front door? What then?”
“You don’t know him like I do. He won’t hurt someone else to get to me. He isn’t rash or compulsive. I don’t doubt he’ll want to get to me, but he won’t do anything now. And, who knows, he might never get a chance to do anything. It isn’t a very friendly environment out there. From his reports, water and food are quite scarce. He still needs them to survive.”
Martin looked at his friend understanding the person behind the words. While they would seem cold to most, he understood him as a realist. He did not mince words and rarely took chances without the odds being handily on his side. If they were to survive, it would take the two of them to pull it off. He was not, however, in agreement with his assessment on Keith’s ability to survive.
“I hope you’re right. I still would have preferred another outcome.”
“So would I. But what’s done is done.”
* * *
He moved at a steady pace putting miles between himself and the mountain. The landscape took on a new personality the further he went. He was able to get by on what edible vegetation he was able to find, but he knew he was in need of something more substantial. He followed a stream to its origin and came to a deep pool of crystal clear water. It was not what one would call a waterfall, but rather a stream, which flowed out of the side of a rock formation. He saw fish moving in the water but had no idea of how to catch them. He decided to ‘try his luck’ anyway as a bath was in order.
He undressed and dove in. The water was as cold as he expected, and it made his heart race slightly. It was invigorating. When he looked into the water, he noticed something other than fish on the bottom. He dipped his head under and peered at the largest crayfish he ever saw. They were the size of small lobsters. There was no need for them to hide under any rocks, as nothing was big enough in the pool to prey on them. He swam over to his pile of clothes, and removed one of his knives. He dove under the water and drove his blade straight into the back of one of the scaly brown creatures. It fluttered its tail in alarm, and tried to move its pincers in defense. He took it to the side of the pool, cut off its head, and returned for more.
Once he had enough for a generous meal, he dried himself, got dressed, and prepared a small fire. The only meat worthwhile on the oversized crustacean was in its tail. He removed the white meat from each one and skewered them on a piece of deadwood. It was one of the best meals he had had in so long that he did not know what it compared with. It was not exactly lobster, and he didn’t have any butter to go with it, but it was delicious.
He moved away from the pool and found shelter for the night. He needed little in the way of comfort. The temperature, air, and other natural elements had little effect on him. He knew his skin was tougher than it had been before the doctor operated on him, and reasoned that it had something to do with his treatment. That was fine with Keith. It was one less thing he had to worry about.
While in the shadow of the mountain, he had felt small and insignificant. Now that he was in the lower country, that presence was no longer looming over him. As he viewed his surroundings, he considered how they affected his thinking. There was no sign of man, nor any man-made objects, only nature and wide open spaces. Inside the mountain, everything was man-made except for the mountain itself. It was a sterile and unnatural environment, one that conveyed the idea of duty and collective purpose. Now he was alone, and no longer a part of that shared purpose.
His thoughts then turned to his wife and their unborn child. Keith was always a ’loner’ at heart, that is until he met Terri. Their relationship was proof that opposites did indeed attract. She was a social ’butterfly,’ he was content to ignore people he did not already know. However, they had succeeded in building a good marriage, and an even better friendship. She understood him and accepted him for who he was. He often wondered what it was that attracted her to him as he thought her to be ’one of a kind.’ He wondered what life would have been like with a child. He had not thought about it seriously at any time before because there was always something to preoccupy their time, different goals different circumstances. He would never even know if it was a boy or a girl. The more he thought about it, the more melancholy he became. This is it. I’m going to run it all through my mind one last time, then no more. I can’t live my life in the past, and I can’t undo what’s already been done. Mother, Frankie, Terri and our child. I don’t know what I’m going to do yet, but whatever it is, it will be for them.
   ―
He returned to the water in the morning and made one more significant meal for himself before moving on. He took his time and studied the land before him. He walked along the side of a small hill staying below its crest so as not to silhouette himself against it. When he reached the far side, he sensed something before he actually saw it. One of the wild dogs he encountered north of the mountain was out on the prairie just ahead of him. It was lying on its side, apparently injured. He was not about to go near the maimed animal armed with only his knives, so he remained where he was.
A few minutes later, he saw movement off to his right. When it came into view, he noticed it was one of those emaciated humans. The creature walked straight toward the dog. Once the dog recognized the threat it started to growl and reposition itself for defense. As if unafraid, the human just kept up his pace. When it reached the dog, the dog tried his best to bite its attacker. With speed unexpected, the human grabbed and pinned the dog to the ground by its throat. Its attempts to defend itself with its legs were nullified by the creature’s putting his own knees on them, as it started to eat. It ate as any beast of the field, as it bent over and tore away at the animal’s flesh with its teeth while it was still alive. The savage brutality of behavior was something he had never witnessed before, especially when that behavior came from a human. Still, he could not turn away from it.
A short time later, the dog was no longer moving; just the same, the creature maintained its grip on the dog’s throat. Bishop did not feel repulsed by the event, but rather intrigued. This was not the world he came from; this was a new world, with new rules and a new way of viewing things. It was what it was. This was his life now and he had to adjust his thinking. Breaking through his concentration was the sight of another form coming into view. It was another human like the first. It stopped some distance off and made a guttural sound toward its companion. The first creature answered it with one of his own. The other moved closer. When it was evidently close enough, the first picked up the dead dog, tore it in half without effort, and tossed one piece to his comrade. They ate everything except for the bones. He remained there and watched the whole process. They were efficient and left nothing to waste. He did not think they were stimulated by sight, based on his brief contacts with them, but most likely smell. They probably smelled the blood and this stimulated their senses. He watched them until they walked out of sight, then he moved on.
―
By mid-afternoon, he came to an area crowded with huge boulders, many of which were taller than he was. Beyond them, he could see the beginning of a forest. In it, there was a mixture of aspen and pine trees. He made his way through the rocks when he heard a disturbing sound. It made the hairs on his neck stand on end. He reached for his knives, but by the sound of this new threat, he did not think they would be enough. The sheer power emanating from its growl was enough for concern.
When he circled one of the giant stones, he saw the pit and knew where the sound came from. He carefully walked to the edge. The pit was deep and wide. It must be more than fifteen feet to the bottom, he thought. The fearsome beast growled and leaped at the same time. It was magnificent. It was unlike anything he had ever seen. He stood there looking at the great beast as it returned his gaze unafraid, even while trapped. It was as wide as it was long, and it stood at least four feet tall. It had the face of a wolf, with its maw being more than twice the size of a gray wolf. It must weigh close to five hundred pounds, he said to himself. Its eyes were golden, and its cape was almost solid black except for a small gray patch on the front of its chest. Its nails more closely resembled claws, than nails. It was truly one beautiful creature. Deadly no doubt, but beautiful all the same.
Bishop also noticed a dead carcass on the floor. He considered this. Someone obviously dug this pit for the purpose of catching this animal. He didn’t think it was the humans he had seen, as they didn’t seem capable of such a design. He would need to be more cautious as he moved on. He would also need to come up with some better weapons, he reasoned. The great beast growled and once again had his attention. “Well boy, I probably am going to upset someone by doing this, but I just can’t let something like you end up as dinner. I’ll be back,” he said.
He moved off toward the patch of woods and selected eight small trees, the size the larger of his two knives could handle without too much trouble. Once he had these cut, he trimmed the branches and moved them to the pit. He slid the slender trees over the side at one of the corners keeping them close to one another while the beast moved back and growled again as he did so. Once they were all in place, he stepped to the side and said, “That’s all I can do for you. You’ll have to figure it out from here.”
No sooner had the last word escaped from his mouth, than the great wolf had scaled the pit in two bounds. Before Bishop even had time to react, he was standing face to face with the most magnificent, and no doubt dangerous, creature he had ever encountered. They were less than twelve feet apart, and Bishop was more excited than afraid. This seemed to confuse the animal, and understandably so. It was unlikely to have any equals.
“Well boy, I guess we can have it out here if that is what you think is best. But, neither one of us is going to come out of it in good shape,” he said more to himself than the animal. Though he hoped there was some sort of understanding, he stood his ground, and held his knives firmly in hand.
The wolf snarled at him revealing an extensive set of fangs. Bishop stood firm. In the next instant, the great wolf turned, made a few quick strides, jumped on top of a boulder at least nine feet high, and disappeared behind it. It was an exhilarating time for Bishop. It was a new world, his world. It had both beauty and danger. It was necessary to look at things in that light. Nothing was similar to his past, nor should it be considered in the same way. He felt alive. He also felt alone, but he could accept that, and in fact preferred it that way in his new circumstances.
On a not too distant hill, the men who set the trap looked on as their prey was set free. Not only was it set free, but it also left without attacking the human who freed him. It was unnatural. They remained still, as they considered the direction this newcomer was traveling, and made sure that the great wolf was out of the immediate area.
* * *
Three men were seated in the boardroom. At the head of the table was Frank Bishop; to his left was Trent Gibbs, and to his right sat Martin Maddow. They had just finished questioning Lisa Walker, an employee of Dr. Maddow, and close friend of Terri Bishop. They determined that she was most likely telling the truth about what little she knew about why Terri wanted to talk to her husband in relation to the historical records he had accessed for her. It was also agreed that she knew nothing of what Terri had found within their department. She had been quite nervous during the interview, but that was to be expected. She was informed that she could return to her assigned duties and thanked for her cooperation.
The next person they interviewed was her husband Greg. Through a process of elimination, it was ascertained that he was the one who defeated the security measures to retrieve the information on project Artifice. He was escorted into the room by two security personnel. Once he had taken a seat, they left the room. He tried to look as calm as possible. He had an idea of why he was here, but he did not think it was too big of a concern because he had the necessary clearances to review anything in his department.
“Mr. Walker,” Frank Bishop began, “It has come to our attention that you decrypted information on a secret government file on a project entitled Artifice. Is this true?”
“It is,” he answered.
“What did the information pertain to?”
“It involved government funding generated from revenues collected from hospitals, universities, and other sources relating to the medical community.”
“Did you share this information with anyone?”
“Can I ask what this is all about? I am cleared for…,” he started saying before he was cut off.
“We’ll ask the questions for now. If you haven’t done anything wrong, then I would think you can answer our questions openly and honestly.”
He was torn between his loyalty to a friend, and to his own interests. He could draw his own conclusions as to why Terri wanted the information, and he also knew she was the Director’s daughter-in-law. He decided to tell the truth as he thought they already knew more than he did anyway. After a brief hesitation, he answered, “I accessed the file for Terri Bishop. I never knew it existed before then.”
Greg decided he made the right choice. Not one of the men before him registered any surprise at his statement. He thought it would be a formality now. Have his ‘ass chewed,’ or maybe face some disciplinary treatment for information security violations, or at most, be relieved of his duties and forced to work somewhere else. He feared this the most, as he loved his job, and there was no one better at it than he was.
“How many copies of the records did you make?”
“Just one.”
“Who, besides you and Mrs. Bishop, read it?”
“I don’t know. I guess she could have shown it to anyone?”
“And you?”
“No one, just her. I’ve seen files like that before and they don’t have anything to do with me.”
“Not even your wife?”
“No, especially her. We keep work out of our relationship.”
Frank Bishop sat there considering his statements. He turned and nodded to Gibbs, who then took his radio and called his men back into the room.
“Mr. Walker,” Frank Bishop said, “You will be confined until we have reached a decision in this matter. You will be notified when we have done so.”
As he was standing and preparing to walk out of the room, he turned and asked, “Am I being charged with some crime?”
“Good day Mr. Walker,” Frank Bishop said in reply.
―
When the door closed, Frank Bishop turned to Gibbs and asked, “What was on the file, and what do you think this is all about?”
Gibbs sat there, considered the question, and said without any emotion, “There were medical files and military files. Some from the doctor’s department,” he said gesturing toward Maddow, “and others which were obviously top secret. Whatever was on them is sensitive enough that you were willing to sacrifice the life of your son and his wife, and will do the same to these two. If I were to guess I would say it is something that either involves some type of bio hazardous weapon, or something which involves so many people that you cannot afford to let it be found out.”
Frank Bishop regarded him for a moment before replying. “Close… very close. It is important that some secrets remain so. Are you not the least bit curious as to what it is?”
“Mr. Bishop, I’ve worked for the government my entire life. I’ve done things most men could not do. Am I curious? To a degree; but I’ve found that when things don’t directly involve me, it is only an added burden to spend my time on them.”
“Mr. Gibbs, two things. First, you have demonstrated your trustworthiness to us. You will continue to carry out your current responsibilities, and in the future, you can be assured of greater ones. Second, what you said about the Walkers, make it so with as little attention as possible.”
Gibbs nodded in acceptance of his orders, and left the room.
“I still don’t like him,” Maddow said.
“But he is useful….Have you figured out how to explain the loss of yet another staff member?”
“I’ll just say she was requested by and assigned to assist Mrs. Bishop.”
Frank Bishop indicated he thought that would suffice, and believed they had averted an unnecessary crisis. The excitement of leaving the facility had diminished considerably as time passed. People were now a little more apprehensive giving consideration to what awaited them outside. The last thing they needed was a mutiny or any other serious distraction. Frank Bishop was determined to keep things on schedule at all costs.
* * *
What Bishop originally thought was a forest, was actually a section of woods surrounding a series of meadows. Some were filled with tall grass others contained the same large boulders that he had just passed through. He fashioned a spear out of a small tree, deciding it was time for a little more protection. If there were other creatures as big as that wolf out here, he would need it. It was three inches in diameter and seven feet in length. He took the time to sharpen one end to a point before moving on. He was covering a lot of ground but he was in no hurry. His senses were heightened, as the wide-open spaces were no longer surrounding him. If he were to encounter something here, his reaction time would be significantly decreased.
He walked into another section of the woods that had fewer trees, but contained many of the large boulders. He heard a padded noise behind him similar to what a four-legged animal would make while walking on the leave-strewn ground. He was still trying to master his acute senses. Sometimes he thought he was imagining things, but it often turned out that he had recognized the presence of something, or someone, long before he should have under normal conditions. Was it that wolf coming back for a dinner he thought he should have had before, he thought to himself while studying his surroundings. He moved on until he found the best place he could to position himself in case he was attacked. When he saw a flash of brown behind him, he knew it was not the wolf; not one flash, but three moving quickly through the trees. He jumped on top of one of the great stones, turned, and waited to face whatever it was with his spear in hand.
They slowed as they saw their element of surprise was gone. They did not move or act like the wild dogs of the prairie. These were cats. They were light brown, almost yellow, similar in color to a cougar, but with twice the bulk. There was no misunderstanding their intention. They stopped when they saw he had taken to higher ground, but only for a moment.
Methodically they spread out to surround their target. When they had reached their desired positions, they attacked with silent accord. But not all of them focused their attack on him. Out of his peripheral vision, he saw a large black mass swiftly closing in. He could not pay too much attention to what was happening outside of his immediate area as he had his hands full. His first swing at the cat was with the butt end of the spear. It was a solid blow to the front of the animal, which only succeeded in deflecting its first lunge. When it turned on him again, Bishop knew he had no time to waste because there was more than one to deal with. The cat came forward, mouth opened wide, exposing an impressive array of teeth which he intended to use on his victim. Bishop bent his spear forward, and drove it into the maw of the cat running forward as he did, pinning it to the earth. He held the animal secure with the spear in one hand while removing one of his knives to thrust into the lion’s ear with the other. It was dead a moment later.
Regaining his composure, and trying to clear his head from the adrenaline surge, he saw the unexpected scene playing out before him. One of the other lions was lying dead not far away. Its neck was unmistakably broken as it was contorted at an awkward angle. The other lion was busy trying to escape its new enemy. The great black wolf was snarling and dripping fresh blood from his mouth while keeping the lion at bay. Whenever the lion tried to escape, the wolf would leap ahead and use it sharp front claws to rake its hindquarters. It was surprisingly faster than the lion. Bishop could see deep crimson scratches on both sides of the cat while the wolf looked unscathed.
When the cat knew it could not get away, it turned to face the wolf. Without a second thought, Bishop grabbed his knife by its blade and threw it at the cat. The razor sharp blade sunk hilt deep into the beast near the middle of his rib cage. As soon as the cat let out a cry and turned to see where this new threat had come from, the wolf snatched the cat by its neck, and violently shook him up into the air, and back down again, breaking its neck in the process. The wolf turned to look at Bishop as he walked to retrieve his knife. He growled at him as he had done earlier in the day, but this time with fresh blood and fur lining his maw.
“I take it this is your way of thanking me,” Bishop said to the wolf with a slight grin on his face.
The wolf stopped growling and stared at this human who had shown no fear of him, who had in fact helped him. He stayed a moment longer then turned, went to the largest of the cats, picked it up as if it weighed nothing, and walked off.
“Okay boy. Eat well, and thanks.”
Bishop looked at the other two animals. There was no way he could carry them both, but he could take their hides, and de-bone them to get as much meat as possible to take along with him. He made a mental note to himself that not one creature he had come upon out here displayed any kind of fear. If he encountered something unfriendly, he would have to kill it and kill it quickly. He looked down and noticed his pants were shredded along his right leg. The cat I killed evidently got in a few swipes before he died. There was no pain, but there was blood. He would clean it when he came to the next water source.
As he was accustomed to do from hunting in years past, he cleaned out both animals removing their entrails and drained any remaining blood. After the second one was finished, he stood up and saw he was no longer alone. This was another aspect of adjusting to his heightened senses. Because they were so acute, he often worked to shut out things that did not affect him. One way he accomplished this was by keeping his mind engaged on other thoughts as he had been caught doing now.
There were seven men loosely encircling him. They were a rough looking bunch but did not appear to be threatening. It was evident that they suffered from some of the effects of exposure, but nothing like the other human creatures he saw feeding on the wild dog. He did not know if that was a natural ability or something determined by location. They had a mixture of homemade weapons, some of which were fashioned as crossbows. They were not pointed directly at him, but it would only take a slight adjustment to make that so.
“Can I help you,” Bishop said with as much calm as he could while closing the distance between him and his spear.
“Who are you,” The oldest looking member of the group asked. He was a light haired man and spoke English with a foreign accent.
“Name’s Bishop. Who are you?”
“Where do you come from,” the stranger asked.
Bishop decided he was going to be the one providing answers and he saw no reason to be hostile yet, since they were at least still talking. For some reason, he did not sense a threat in these men.
“North,” Bishop said pointing in that direction.
“You should not have done,” another man said pointing to the dead lions.
Bishop assumed they were sacred or something and that things were about to get interesting.
“I’m sorry if they mean something to you, they attacked me. I didn’t attack them. Three on one isn’t good odds, so I had to do what I had to do.”
“Three,” the other man questioned. “I see two.”
“Yeah, well, I had a little help. He took one with him,” Bishop said a bit lamely.
“The wolf,” the stranger asked in surprise.
“Yeah, the wolf.”
He turned to talk to two of the other men while those with the cross bows kept their weapons ready. When the brief exchange was finished, he turned back to Bishop. “We’ll take cats.”
“I beg your pardon,” Bishop said getting himself ready for more unpleasant business.
“You took our wolf, we’ll take cats,” he said in a firm manner.
Bishop realized that these were the men who set the trap; the one he sprung. He decided it was only fair. He was sure it would not be long until other trouble found him anyway. These people seemed as normal as he would likely find out here, and he did not need to make an enemy out of everyone.
“Okay. They’re yours. I thought you said ‘I should not have done’ before. Are these cats special or something?”
It took a moment until the stranger understood what he was referring to. “No. You bleed them,” he said pointing to the ground. “Much blood; Raveners come quickly.”
“Raveners,” Bishop asked.
“Raveners like us, but not like us,” he explained.
“Mohctp,” another one said.
Bishop thought about it. He must mean those creatures I saw on the plains and in the cave. I was right. It is the blood. Something else I’ll have to remember.
“Why the wolf no attack you?” one of the men asked.
“I don’t know. I have a way with people sometimes. Maybe some of that rubbed off on him,” Bishop said in his dry manner. It was clear that his wit did not register among this crowd.
The stranger gave commands as four of his men tied the two lions to wooden poles to make it easier to transport. Bishop walked to pick up his spear and was a little surprised when he was not challenged. They must believe I’m of little threat to them considering their numbers. That was fine. I’m glad to have some company. More than likely, I’m extra support in case they run into something more dangerous than I am.
They walked at a fast pace and continued on in the southerly direction he was heading. One of the crew remained at the rear. He was able to keep an eye on this newcomer, and their back trail at the same time. Bishop was content to let the others do the watching for him. If they were going to be hostile toward him, they would have already done something. If he were wrong about that then he would know soon enough.
—
The wolf remained at a distance listening to the humans speak. Once they were gone, he returned to feed on some of what they had left on the ground. He ate both of the livers and the hearts, leaving most of the rest. He was not sure why the humans left without taking them as they were considered to be the ‘choicest’ parts. He walked back to the lion, picked it up, and went on his way.
He returned to the crags, which were his home. Upon entering, he dropped his catch on the ground and walked toward his den. He saw the golden stares among the rocks as the faces of his pack looked on. After he passed them, they slowly made their way to the food he brought. He did not care. He provided for the pack, as was the custom. He was the largest and most successful hunter. Unlike the rest, he was not a pack animal at heart. He viewed them as weak because they were unable to function alone as he did. They were opportunists who sought to find the easiest prey. Even long dead things appealed to their hunger. He did not hunt out of hunger; he hunted for the challenge. The only creatures he stalked were predators, like himself.
He bedded down for the remainder of the day, in the protection of his den, knowing he would not be bothered, and thought about the human who helped him out of the pit. He was the first living thing the wolf had ever encountered that showed no fear of him. Even his own kind feared him.
He followed him after the human had moved on and thought him gone. He knew other humans were around, as well as some other predators. He smelled them all. As he flanked him in the cover of the trees, he saw the lions moving in. This was when he went on the attack. He killed the first lion with relative ease as he caught it unaware. The second lion was indecisive when it found itself between the human and the new threat from the wolf. Before it could turn to run away, the wolf struck it several times with its sharp claws inflicting serious wounds. The cat knew then he had to stand and fight. The great wolf had killed many cats before and took pleasure in doing so.
Before he went on the attack, the human threw something, which hurt the cat. When the lion had its attention diverted, he seized his opportunity. When it was over, the human walked to the lion, spoke to him in the same tone as he did before, and removed his weapon from the dead cat.
He sensed in this man creature a kindred spirit. He would find him again as he knew his scent. It was something to consider for another time. The sounds of the other wolves eating faded as he drifted off to sleep.
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It was well into the evening by the time they entered the valley. It was a careful walk down a well-worn trail to reach the valley’s floor. Bishop could see fires burning both inside and outside of the dwellings. It looked to be a permanent settlement. When he looked into the night sky, he noticed that it was different here. It was the first time he had seen the shimmer of stars since the event. It was one more thing he had taken for granted in the course of his life.
He was shown to a vacant structure and encouraged to remain there. He looked inside and saw a bed with a mattress along with a few other items indicating it was a residence of sorts. He decided to sleep outside instead. He was not sure how far these people could be trusted, and he did not like the idea of having walls around him until he knew.
He saw people moving about but no one came near to him. Once he made himself comfortable, he drifted off into a half sleep. It was an ability he learned in his early military days. It was made easier now because he never required much sleep.
Before the sun crested the peaks above, he was awake. He refreshed and washed himself in the freshwater stream below the dwellings, and waited on whoever it was that was going to pay him a visit. He saw small birds flitting about in the underbrush; a small herd of cattle was feeding in the distance, and wild flowers were in bloom everywhere. It was as beautiful a setting as he had ever witnessed. It looked untouched by the harsh outside world. The valley exhibited life while the area above represented death.
Two men approached him from the same trail they had traveled the day before. “Hello. My name’s Weston and this is Sasha,” he said while offering his hand. He was older than Bishop, had a full red beard, graying in places, and looked to be in relatively good shape.
“I’m Bishop,” he said shaking the hands of both men.
“Where did you come from? We don’t see as many strangers as we once did,” Weston asked.
“North, far north.”
Weston just raised his eyes realizing the man was cautious and not likely to offer too much information.
“An area like this?” Weston asked referring to the valley.
“No, in the mountains.”
They looked at one another, each taking a measure of the man before them.
“The reason I asked if it was an area like this,” Weston went on thinking he would try to break the ice, “is because there is no radiation here. That is why you see life thriving. Our resident professor says it is due to an electromagnetic field. Whatever it is, it allows us to live as we do. Not too many things survive for long out there,” he said indicating the land above the valley.
“No, I don’t figure they would. Seems a bit hard and to the point; kill or be killed.”
Weston smiled. He liked this man. “I heard you did some killing yourself.”
“Yeah, your men took the bounty,” he said without malice.
“They told me you let the rock wolf out of their trap.”
“Rock Wolf; I didn’t know what it was called… Big thing.”
“And he is the biggest. I’ve never heard of anything ever escaping him alive, until you. He hunts alone, that is why we knew it was him,” Weston said. “How is it he not only didn’t attack you, but apparently helped you kill the lions?”
“I don’t know; maybe because I helped him out.”
Weston smiled at the reply, “I don’t think you will see much in the way of gratitude out there. It’s a hard life, like you said.”
Bishop just nodded.
“Okay. If you’re not in the mood to talk, that’s fine. We are friendly here toward those who are also friendly. We eat our afternoon meal as a community. You are welcome to come. I’ll send somebody for you. If you would like to look around, feel free to do so.”
“Thank you,” Bishop said in reply.
“Would you like someone to take a look at your leg,” Weston said noticing the tear marks and dried blood stains on his pant leg.
“No. I’m fine.”
“Up to you. Keep in mind that infection kills as quickly as anything out here.”
“I’ll do that.”
―
He decided against taking his spear as he saw no reason for it. He walked through the valley noticing life he thought only existed in his memories. There were all types of livestock, rabbits, squirrels, and even a beaver pond. Fish jumped out of the deeper pools of water, and children were playing the games children play. Nobody said a word to him as he walked along, but they were not unfriendly either, just cautious.
He walked in among hardwood trees with their overflowing canopies of limbs and leaves. The sky was clear here. The ground was soft and full of life indicating its richness. It was a little piece of paradise. 
When he was close enough to a few of the residents, he noticed the effects of the environment. They must have had to spend some time out of the valley, and that being the case, have suffered from exposure; some more than others. They appeared to be of mixed nationality though he could not be sure of which.
He spent the better part of the morning simply enjoying the scenery. It was the most pleasant experience he had since leaving the mountain. When he returned to the building he was first taken to, a young boy was waiting for him.
―
“Are you the concierge,” Bishop asked the young man.
He tilted his head in curiosity not understanding the phrase before he spoke, “I’m to bring you to dinner.”
“Then lead on maestro,” Bishop said teasing the young man.
They walked along the side of the valley wall. As they drew closer to their destination, Bishop could smell meat roasting. When they rounded a rocky outcropping, Bishop saw two large wooden pavilions. A large number of people were milling about around them. The boy must have figured they were close enough that this stranger would know where to go next, so he rushed off to join a group of young men playing not too far away.
There were several large adobe-like ovens and two fire pits between the structures. Two animals could be seen turning on a spit, and smoke was rising from the ovens. Picnic benches were lined in rows beneath the covered roofs. Bishop saw someone waving at him and noticed that it was Weston. He walked over and accepted the seat that was offered.
“Quite a place you have here,” Bishop said.
“Better than many alternatives,” Weston replied.
“What’s for lunch?” Bishop asked inclining his head toward the fires.
“Roast lion,” Weston said with a smile, “By some coincidence, the men brought two of them in just yesterday.”
“Good. Nothing I hate more than stale lion,” Bishop said returning the smile.
As the meal was served they made small talk. Bishop had never had lion before, and thought it was quite good. As they were eating Bishop said, “One of your men said Mochtp when we met. What does that mean?”
“Monster,” Weston replied. “He was referring to the Raveners. At least that is the name we’ve given them.”
“Why did he call it by that other name?”
“It’s Russian. Sasha here was an engineer on a Russian submarine. When we first came here, some of us were from an American submarine, some from a Russian sub, and the rest we picked up along the way. A few others found us over time. Everybody speaks some English, but we’ve become a mix of three languages. Sometimes, a word in another language just carries more meaning and we may revert to using it, as the man you spoke of did.”
“What exactly are the Raveners? I’ve seen them twice before. They look mostly human, but they don’t act it.”
“We think they were people who went mad, or at the least, survived physically when they probably should have died. But be assured, they are not human any longer. They will walk right by you, but if there is blood on you, you’d better be quicker than they are, because they will attack without a second thought. They can smell blood from great distances. They can run without tiring, their strength is more than that of an average man, despite their fragile appearance, and they are quick.”
“Do they ever come in here,” Bishop asked.
“They did in the past, but we’ve learned to keep the area free from what attracts them. We are careful in how we preserve and process our animals.”
“I saw one of them eat a wild dog alive, out on the plains.”
“They don’t care whether something is alive or not. I don’t believe they really think much at all. I’ve seen several of them attack a wounded lion before. The lion killed two of them before becoming dinner himself. They are more of a mindless animal than anything else.”
“Good to know.”
They retreated to Weston’s lodge after the meal. Bishop enjoyed both the meal and the company. He had not had fresh vegetables in the mountain, nor fresh meat. It was all genetically modified protein sources, created in their own labs. It was eating out of necessity, not out of desire. When the two men were alone, Weston offered him a seat.
“So, you know a little about us, and how we got here, how about you?”
Bishop looked at him and decided there was no threat in revealing himself. “Alright, we’ll take turns. You get an answer, you give an answer,” Bishop said reasonably, and Weston agreed.
“How did you survive in the mountains,” Weston asked.
“Cheyenne Mountain―underground military base. They had been preparing for something like this for a long time, and they knew about the event before it happened. My father was one of the ranking members on staff, and he ensured I was inside before it happened. I didn’t know what was going on until after the fact.”
“Makes sense,” Weston said.
“How many of you are out here,” Bishop asked.
“Now, we are about eight hundred and counting. When we first arrived, there were over twenty-four hundred of us. We lost about eighty percent of our numbers in the first few years. Our birth rate has improved and we are finally growing.”
“That must have been hard.”
“Very hard; I lost many of my men and many others I came to know.”
“I didn’t see that many people at lunch,” Bishop stated.
“We are divided into two villages; this one, and another several miles down in the valley on the north side. We used to have three villages, each protecting a way into the valley, but when the numbers became too few, we decided to reinforce the two, and keep a manned outpost at the third. It is a choke point at the opposite end of the valley.
“That was more than one question, so my turn,” Weston said with a smile.
“Why are you out here while your father is inside?”
Bishop looked at him, expecting the question at some point, but it still was a sensitive subject. “Let’s just say my father and I don’t see ’eye to eye.’”
“Okay. What is their goal? What do you think they would do if they found out about us?”
“I think they would take what you have. I think they would study some of you, but if you are asking if they would help, no.”
“But there are many of us that were in the service just like them. We’re fellow countrymen,” Weston replied a little taken back by the statement.
“No, you ‘were’ like them. Now you are what they call MuTerra, mutants of the land. They don’t get sick. They have been cured of every known disease. They are a perfectly functioning society just waiting to re-populate the surface and make it theirs. At least, whenever it is safe for them to do so. When that time comes, you won’t want to be in their way.”
“We’ve learned to adapt to and survive many things,” Weston said.
“Yeah, well, when they find this valley, and they will, those spears, and crossbows, and whatever other primitive weapons you have will do little against a well-armed, well-trained, fighting force. They have several hundred trained soldiers, some of them prior Special Forces like me, and they have the equipment.”
“We haven’t survived this long to go away quietly.”
“No, I don’t expect you did. And you now have an advantage.”
Weston looked at him in expectation of an answer.
“Me. I will not let my father succeed. And, after seeing what you have done here, I’m not about to let him ruin it.”
“But you only have a couple of knives and a wooden spear, how do you think you can stop him, yet say we cannot when we have greater numbers?”
“You have no idea what I am capable of. I’ll help you make preparations for the inevitable, but for now, just be glad I like you and I’m on your side.”
“You don’t seem to lack confidence, I’ll give you that.”
Bishop smiled at the response. “I’d like to see the rest of the valley. Would that be a problem?”
“No. I’ll send Sasha along with you. He’s become my best friend. He’ll make sure no one from the other village causes you any problems.”
―
There was a dual-purpose laboratory and clinic in Mezzo. The staff consisted of Dr. Ramirez, Professor Bayek, and four others. One of the others was a young man named Stephan. He was a student of Professor Bayek’s prior to their coming to the valley. His family was a casualty of the environment and passed on years before, which prompted Stephan to attach himself to Mr. Bayek. He lost his ability to speak as a side effect of the radiation exposure; he suffered with open sores and he was thought to have outlived his life expectancy. He was a delightful young man whom people took an instant liking to. He would not leave Bayek’s side for any reason. Mr. Bayek was of two minds about this. He had no children of his own, as he had never married, and never had any friends he would consider ‘close.’ He was made even more uncomfortable dealing with the affection and attention of a child, or childlike person.
While Stephan was an adult in age, his mental acuity had suffered along with the rest of his body. The only reason they could formulate in explaining his continual survival was an indomitable will to live. The two lived together and Stephan worked hard to do whatever he was tasked with.
Once a month, they went out on the rim to obtain specimens for study. At first, Bayek tried to explain why it was dangerous for Stephan to go along, and that he should remain in the village, but his attempts to restrain him were without effect. Stephan went anyway, and after the first few excursions, Bayek was happy to have the company. Where they traveled there was little threat from predators, and the extra set of hands proved to be valuable.
They would leave early in the morning with the intention of returning to Mezzo before mid-afternoon. To be caught out at night was an entirely different proposition. On this trip, they were returning to an area quite distant from the village giving them little time to work when they finally arrived. The area was abundant in its supply of fungus, lichen, and other samples of life they did not have in the valley. They had been successful in making several elixirs, which served to treat many different maladies. Bayek was one of the few who adapted to the radiation with no noticeably severe side effects, and this was why he was the only medically trained person permitted to leave the protection of the valley.
As they were almost finished collecting what they had come for, Stephan made a noise and gestured at professor Bayek. When he turned, Bayek saw four men in charcoal colored suits casually aiming automatic weapons while walking in their direction. There was no place to hide and no possibility of escape.
―
Before they left for their tour of the valley, Sasha escorted Bishop to their Smithy. He advised him that while it was a rare event for anything dangerous to be in the valley, it would still be wise to have better protection than a wooden spear. When they reached his forge, they found him working outside on a wagon. They shook hands as they were introduced, and the smith was quite surprised that not only could he not crush Bishop’s hand in his, it was in fact the opposite. The men smiled at each other in respect, and with the Smith, an added indication of surprise. Sasha explained why they were there and the Smith showed them inside.
“I’ve got some nice larger and some small crossbows. I make the metal darts myself, hollow on the inside. Different sized swords, shields, and a variety of other novelties,” the Smith said showing his creations with pride.
Bishop looked around, and thought he was living in medieval times. What he saw was of advanced design, but primitive when compared to the technology he was used to. He walked to a corner, and grabbed hold of what looked like a digging bar except that it was simply a piece of solid round steel more than two inches thick, and close to seven feet long. He picked it up and the weight felt good in his hands. “What about this,” asked Bishop.
“That’s just raw material. I haven’t decided what to do with it yet. Besides, it’s too heavy to be wielding as it is. It weighs close to forty-five pounds.”
“Can I take it outside?”
“Sure, if you want,” said the Smith as he followed him through the door.
Bishop swung the bar in a series of moves, walking as he did so, finally releasing the energy on a large boulder. It sent small pieces of rock flying in all directions. He had a smile on his face. He could only imagine hitting some living creature with it. Nothing would withstand that amount of force. He manipulated it as easily as someone would a wooden stick. Sasha and the Smith were impressed. “I’d like this if I could have it.”
The Smith looked at him in surprise. It had been sitting where it was for a long time, and he still had not figured out what, if anything, to do with it. “If that’s what you want. Would you like me to bevel an edge on it; make it into a spear or something?”
“No. Don’t trim it. Maybe just turn the ends into a point without removing too much material. Can you do that?”
“Sure, no problem. I could have it done by morning, tomorrow afternoon at the latest,” the Smith said reasonably.
“Great. Could I maybe just borrow something else until then,” Bishop asked.
“Absolutely, take anything you want.”
―
Sasha explained in more detail, the events leading up to finding their valley, and what they had gone through to survive until now. He described conditions outside on the rim involving both the dangers, and the payoffs of venturing out. He recited stories of others who had come and gone in search of another way of life, and of those who just refused to accept what fate had dealt.
Sasha also talked about hot spots, or dead zones, outside on the rim. They were areas completely devoid of life. Even the earth appeared dead in those regions. They reasoned it was because of an excessive amount of radiation, possibly due to a meltdown of a nuclear facility. He advised Bishop to keep his distance from such places. He explained their burial procedure. They discovered a place where the land accommodated a burial ground, and they transported their dead there. They were buried deep enough so as not to attract attention from predators, or from Raveners. Any animal remains which were deemed unusable, within the valley, were burned.
They hunted out on the rim as much as possible. They wanted the domestic and wild herds to remain healthy in the valley. They knew the animals were contaminated, but they reasoned that over time they were becoming accustomed to the side effects as their numbers had reversed their previous decline. The communities followed basic guidelines in behavior. If someone was determined to be a threat to the community itself, they were brought before the residents as a whole, and their fate was voted on. In most cases, they were simply banished. People worked together to ensure survival. They were really one family with one goal. Weston and Dr. Ramirez functioned as the leaders in the two remaining villages. It was not a position of prestige, simply one of responsibility.
Bishop was surprised by the variety of wild life they saw. He too explained what he could about his journey before entering their valley. Sasha was interested in every detail, often interrupting when he did not fully understand. Bishop thought he had probably made a fine officer with such an attitude for detail. Either that or his experience here facilitated an attitude to learn everything possible.
As the sun began its fade, they encountered people working in the fields. Structures could be seen; many of which looked similar to those in Gateway. He heard the name for the first time that morning. Now they were entering Mezzo. As they drew close, it was evident that they all knew who Sasha was, and no one knew who he was. They stared at him as he walked by, and he nodded and spoke a few unanswered greetings as they went. Sasha led them to the largest structure and walked inside with Bishop trailing close behind.
―
Bishop was introduced to Dr. Ramirez and his staff. A few others made their way to meet the stranger; the rest would do so at tomorrow’s afternoon meal. Bishop noticed that this village ran almost identically to the other. If it isn’t broke, don’t try to fix it, he reasoned.
After Bishop had answered, or at least tried to, every conceivable question they could think of, Sasha took him to his friend’s house to stay the night. He was a former shipmate from the Nevsky. They had a light dinner, and some homemade wine, while sharing stories.
As the shock of surveying their valley, and the life in it, dissipated, Bishop became more aware of the physical effects on the people it contained. Even the ones who had adapted were affected. He did not know how long they could continue, but if they had overcome the worst, they had passed the threat of extinction, and were in fact making gains in their population, their future here was likely secure.
Shortly before they were ready to bed down for the night, Dr. Ramirez knocked on their door, “I don’t mean to disturb you so late, but I thought you should know that professor Bayek and Stephan never returned from their trip today.”
Sasha and his friend had concerned looks on their faces.
Bishop said, “Trip? Trip to where?”
“Once a month professor Bayek goes out on the rim to find medicinal supplies. There is not much threat in the daytime, but the nighttime is different. They are always back before nightfall. I thought they might just be running a little late, but they are still not here.”
“Will you send someone out to look for them?” asked Bishop.
“No,” Sasha said, “Everyone knows we don’t leave the valley in darkness. There are those of us who see just as well at night, as we do in the day, but there is too much danger at night. We will wait until morning.”
“If something happens to the professor, it will be a great loss to us here,” Ramirez added.
Bishop looked at him with a degree of contempt. Ramirez understood the look. “Don’t misunderstand me,” he said to Bishop, “Everyone is important here. Professor Bayek is the one who has been responsible for much of our survival. What he has contributed has prevented many deaths, and allowed others to continue when they should not have.”
Bishop nodded in understanding, and silently berated himself for jumping to a conclusion when he had little understanding of life as it was here.
“We’ll go out in the morning,” Sasha said to Dr. Ramirez.
“I’ll go with you,” Bishop offered.
―
The search team had little trouble following the trail. There were eight in all. Keith noticed they were solid looking men, no doubt somewhat immune to the environment; one was a giant. Bishop had learned that some of the people had been affected with a second period of growth as a side effect, similar to an adolescent growth spurt, and thus became as giants among the rest. When they arrived at the scene, they saw boot prints in addition to the soft shoes made by the villagers. These prints led to tracks made by motorized vehicles. When they spotted these, they turned to Bishop.
“It could be a scouting party from the mountain. It is quite a distance from here, but they must have found a way to make it,” he said before he paused in thought, “If they have your men, which seems likely, there is nothing we can do.”
The other men were not happy, but they understood. All but one of their group had served in the military, and they knew what they would be facing if they continued in pursuit. They searched the area for other signs suggesting they had made an escape, but it was clear what had happened. They returned to Mezzo before nightfall and reported their findings.
―
The next day, as Bishop and Sasha were about to leave for Gateway, there was excitement on the path leading out to the rim, as professor Bayek made his return. The two men followed Dr. Ramirez, and a host of others, as they went to meet him.
The doctor walked up to his friend and embraced him. While Bayek reciprocated, it was clear that he was uncomfortable with that type of affection. “What happened to you my friend,” Ramirez asked.
“We were captured, I guess you could say,” Bayek said while taking notice of the stranger who accompanied them.
He turned back to Dr. Ramirez, “Four men, soldiers, in protective suits, came upon us as we were about to leave. They took us on their ATV’s and we headed north. We reached a heavily wooded area with dense thickets. One of the vehicles broke down so we stopped while they repaired it. They must not have thought we were that much of a threat because they didn’t pay close attention to us while they fixed the machine. We were able to make it a hundred yards or so before one of them noticed we were gone; Stephan went one way, and I went another. I saw them catch Stephan, but when they couldn’t find me, I think they gave up so they would make it to where they were going in time. It took me this long to make it back,” he said in a desperate tone.
“So they have Stephan. Did they try to hurt either of you in anyway? Did they say where they were taking you?”
“No, they didn’t hurt us, and they didn’t say where we were going.”
“Who is he,” Bayek asked as he looked at Bishop suspiciously.
“He is a friend who escaped from the same people who took Stephan,” Sasha said.
Bishop knew that was not the unadulterated truth, but he left it go. Bayek continued to stare at him with concern until his attention was diverted by the others who were leading him away while still posing questions.
“We should get back. I need to talk to Weston,” Bishop said to Sasha.
“It will only take us a few hours if we move quickly,” Sasha replied.
Bishop followed as Sasha led the way.
―
As soon as they reached Gateway, they informed Weston about what had taken place. “What will they do with him,” Weston asked Bishop.
“Study him, run tests on him, learn everything they can about him.”
“Will they hurt him? Is there a chance we could get him?”
“They will not release him, and they won’t let him into their society. Only those who found him and a few others will even know he exists. There is nothing we can do,” Bishop said in brutal honesty. “You need to start making preparations. They know people are out here now. They also know what direction to go to find them, and that it can’t be too far from where they were since they were on foot.”
“It’s something isn’t it,” Weston said in reply, “We try to find our way home, together with former enemies, and people from a foreign soil, only to find we are now the enemy of our own country.”
“That’s the reality you need to deal with. Nothing is the same, nor will it ever be again. It’s taken me a while to realize that, but it impresses itself upon me more each day.”
Weston nodded in understanding. “Why don’t you guys get some rest? I’ll have to talk to some of the men here and put together a plan. If you don’t mind, I’d like to solicit your input when we are finished.”
“Be glad to help,” Bishop said.
When he reached his temporary quarters, he saw the Smithy waiting for him―metal staff in hand. “It’s finished,” he said proudly as he held it out to Bishop. Instead of being polished steel, it was black. The surface was rough, and there were the telltale signs of points on each end just as Bishop had requested. The Smithy explained as Bishop was making his examination, “I thought it would only be a matter of time before it rusted on you so I coated it with a black epoxy resin I had. I also added some grit to it, so it will be a little rough on the hands until you get used to it. But I think you can manage.”
Bishop was surprised. It was a simple instrument but the damage it could do would be impressive, especially in his hands. He looked at it carefully, and then at the Smith, “I don’t know how to repay you for this,” Bishop said.
“No need. You brought in dinner the other day. We all do for each other what we can. If I need something, I’ll ask. The same goes for you. That is how we do things here.”
“Thank you.”
The two men shook hands as the Smith once again came up on the short end of their test of strength, before he went on his way. When Bishop went inside the house provided for him, he remembered he had not looked at the scratch marks on his leg since the day he received them. He pulled up his trousers to examine the cuts and noticed there was nothing to see other than some dried blood. He washed it away and saw there was no evidence of any wounds. He had not thought of it before, as he had experienced no pain from the time he was attacked. He knew he healed in ways that were not natural, but he did not think it was wise to push the envelope. He would help these people hold on to what they had. They were terribly outnumbered and outclassed when it came to the type of war that could be waged by his former men. He could only hope that they underestimated them enough to give him the advantage he would need.
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The outpost at Bardin consisted of a small wood-framed building not far from the base of the trail. It served two purposes. One, was to draw uninvited visitors to it, the other was to cause those same visitors to circle away from it. It was not used, as most would assume; that is, as a place to house people. The warriors who guarded this limited access point into the valley were the most skilled. They rotated their duties on a regular basis. Many of them were those of giant stature. They were well armed and well prepared to handle whatever came their way. They were miles from Mezzo and thus had to be self-reliant. They worked in groups of eight men. They were armed with crossbows, longbows, knives, and spears. Most of them had the ability to see at night just as well as they could by day. They had encountered no intrusions from this trail for over a month. Tonight, that was going to change.
Sound carried well through the draw. They heard movement before they first saw them. They counted twenty men, dressed in protective suits, and armed with automatic rifles. As they made their way down to the valley‘s floor, they systematically disabled, or averted, each of the traps that were set on the trail. When they came near to the bottom, it was evident by their movements that they saw the building and were not surprised in finding it. Four men had moved in pairs to encircle it, while the others remained in the draw.
As soon as the soldiers started their assault on the structure, silent bolts from the large crossbows greeted them. The silence was broken when one of the falling soldiers pulled the trigger on his weapon. A burst of ammunition flew harmlessly into the air as he crashed into the ground, but the sound resonated clearly in the night. The remainder of the soldiers did not know what had happened, and were reluctant to move as they did not see anybody else in the area. They started using hand signals to communicate with one another as bright flashes rained in around them. At first, it was surreal when they noticed the flaming arrows and did not feel they posed any significant threat. That moment passed, however, when the reality of the danger set in. Everywhere in the draw, except for the path itself, there were piles of tumbleweeds, pine branches, and other brush scattered about. The fire soaked arrows quickly set the area ablaze. The pine branches were the worst with their pitch exploding as they succumbed to the flames.
With that came the smoke. Once they realized there was no place else to go and visibility was not on their side, they made their retreat as fast as they were able. Several members had suffered falls and burns as they were not able to escape the fire unscathed. They would now be exposed to the environment. When they reached the rim, there was only one decision that could be made. They would return to the mountain and report what had happened.
―
The sound of the automatic gunfire could be heard throughout the valley. When people came out of their homes, light from the raging fire could be seen reflecting off the night sky. When Bishop joined Weston and the others who were standing near him, he said, “I think you better get ready. It looks like it’s already starting.”
Weston agreed, having already decided that himself, “We’ll go to Mezzo at first light,” he said to those around him. “Sasha will set up defenses here, both from the outside, and inside, in case we have to give ground and fall back to here, and I will take eighty men along to Mezzo.”
The men understood and made preparations to leave. Not one of them slept that night.
―
All eight warriors watched their retreat. When they knew it would be impossible for the intruders to return, they went to the four bodies lying on the ground. They kept to a safe distance as they looked over the bodies. One of them was still alive with a bolt protruding from his shoulder. He was face down but still had his hand on his weapon. “We can see you are alive. If you try to move your weapon, you will be killed. It is your choice,” one of the warriors said.
The soldier remained still. He was not sure if they were telling the truth, or bluffing. He decided to stay still a while longer and see what would happen. That lasted until the moment he felt the point of a metal blade at the base of his skull.
“Alright, I give up,” he said as he lifted his hand away from the weapon.
They helped him to his feet, removed his tactical harness, and all other objects he carried. He complained about the movement and the pain it cause his shoulder. They were unconcerned. After that, they removed his headgear.
“Hey,” he protested,” I need that….”
“Not in here you don’t,” the same warrior said. He then turned to his men and instructed them to remove everything from the other bodies. The bodies themselves would eventually be taken to the rim, but the clothes and equipment would go to Mezzo with the prisoner. They tied his hands behind his back, soliciting even further cries of pain. Three of them were tasked to transport the prisoner, and the other supplies to the village, while the others remained to secure the area.
Not long after they brought the prisoner and the confiscated equipment into the village, Weston arrived along with his reinforcements. He was directed to the village center where Dr. Ramirez was attending to the wounded soldier, with Bishop accompanying him. When the soldier recognized Bishop he broke his silence, “Chief, what are you doing here?”
“Trying to right a wrong; how about you?” he challenged.
Something in the way he said it made the soldier think he was not going to get any special treatment from his old boss. He remained where he was and said nothing more. By this time, professor Bayek had arrived and noticed the prisoner. Bishop turned to him as he walked in and thought he detected a sign of recognition between the two men. Weston walked over to the soldier after first talking to the men who had brought him there. They gave a detailed accounting of the events from the previous night before they left Mezzo to return to their responsibilities.
“What’s your name,” he started by asking.
The soldier said nothing.
“Peterson. His name’s Peterson,” Bishop supplied.
The soldier looked at Bishop in disgust.
“Okay Peterson,” Weston continued, “I don’t know if you realize this or not, but there isn’t much you can count on out here. You can either be useful to us or not. It is up to you,” he said evenly.
He remained silent.
“How did you know where to look for each of the traps we had placed on that trail?”
He did not answer.
“Why did you try to come into the valley through that area instead of just trying to establish contact with us here?”
Still no answer.
While Weston was questioning the prisoner, Bishop was paying close attention to Bayek. It was obvious that he was uncomfortable. He also detected a sign of recognition, which had passed between him and the prisoner after that last question. Bishop heard Weston say something else before he decided it was time to intervene.
“How is the boy? Have you hurt him,” Bishop asked in a conversational manner as he turned from his examination of Bayek to give his full attention to his former subordinate.
Thinking this was one question he could answer, and maybe get a bargaining chip in the process, he said, “He’s fine for now. But I don’t know what they will do if you harm me.”
Bishop smiled at him.
“Weston. You are questioning the wrong man,” he stated flatly.
Weston looked at him in confusion. Bishop pointed to Bayek and said, “Ask him.”
Professor Bayek’s eyes went wide at the statement. “I don’t know what he is talking about. I told you, I escaped, Stephan didn’t.”
“Yeah,” Bishop said, “But the only people who would know about you and the boy would be those who captured you and possibly a few people on the inside. That means the two of you,” Bishop said indicating both Bayek and their prisoner “have met already. It also means that somehow they knew how to get past the security measures, and know where the path of least resistance would be. I think you are a liar Bayek. You didn’t escape, they let you go.”
Professor Bayek was having a hard time organizing his thoughts as the weight of the allegations being made descended upon him. He could see it just as clearly in the eyes of the others.
“Let’s have the truth,” Weston said. “You might as well tell us why and save us all the time and trouble.”
When it was clear he could not hide it any longer, he confessed. “They have medicine, we don’t. They said they wouldn’t hurt Stephan or any of the rest of us. They said if they could find a way in, and take us by surprise, no one would get hurt and we could prevent any unnecessary bloodshed.”
“You’ve betrayed us,” Weston said.
“I’m responsible for saving the lives of many of the people in this valley,” Bayek responded self-righteously.
“And now you will cost many of those same individuals their lives.”
“This is no way to live. We are not savages. They can cure us. We can make things better,” Bayek challenged.
“You forget yourself. You do not decide for the rest of us. You’ve risked all of our lives on something you know nothing about, on people you know nothing about.” After a moment’s hesitation he said, “Tie them both up and keep an eye on them,” Weston ordered.
When they walked away from the village center, Bishop asked Weston what would be done with them.
“We will release them on the rim this evening.”
“Release them,” he asked in surprise.
“They have proved they cannot be trusted and are of no value to us. Releasing them is the worst thing that could be done.”
―
The reality of that judgment had more meaning for Bishop when the time came. He walked with the group as the two men were escorted to the rim. He remembered his own banishment and the environment that awaited him. Bayek had pleaded continuously while they made the ascent. Peterson did not understand this and appeared relived that he had an opportunity to make it back to the mountain.
Their bonds were removed, and they were pointed away from the valley warned not to return under punishment of death. Bayek took one last look at the people he had fought beside for his own survival then turned to walk away. When they were too far away to be heard, Peterson told him not to be worried about exposure, when they reached the mountain, they would be treated for any contamination.
“I’m not worried about contamination. I am one of the few who is not affected by it,” Bayek said sullenly.
“Then what are you worried about. We got away. At least you will be safe now. They are the ones who will have to face the consequences.”
“How often have you been out here at night?”
“Last night was the first time. Why?”
“We will never make it,” Bayek said with finality.
“I’ll look after you doc,” the young soldier said.
Bayek turned and looked at his companion. It would soon be dark enough that they would have to remain very close so as not to lose each other along the way. The cloud cover that evening made it nearly impossible for the ambient light of the moon to penetrate. Bayek knew the wounds on the soldier were suppurating. He also had blood on his clothing. He was afraid to remain with him, but terrified of being alone.
A few hours later, they stopped for their first break. Peterson was weary from his wound, and Bayek was not physically fit to begin with. They kept their conversation light, and were curious as to how the other had survived as they did. When they started off again, it was not long until they both heard a noise, in fact several noises. They looked around the nearby area for sticks sturdy enough to defend themselves. Those clubs provided a small measure of security. The cloud cover was breaking slightly, and a full moon could be seen. When it was clear that whatever was ‘out there’ was now closer, the two men moved ahead cautiously. Before they could move any further, the large beast was directly in front of them.
“Jesus Christ. What the hell is that thing,” the soldier asked while clutching his club.
“Rock Wolf,” Bayek replied.
“Wolf hell, it’s as big as a bear.”
“I wish it was a bear. Then there would only be one of them,” Bayek said.
As soon as he said this, the younger man noticed the golden eyes of other wolves moving in to surround them. They were well beyond the hearing distance of those in the valley. Their screams went unheard by any man, only to be lost on the beasts who hunted them.
* * *
Twenty men went out, four were presumed dead, and three more suffered from exposure. The after action report was made upon their return to the staging area. It was then relayed to Director Bishop. He had been going over the report, and the information they obtained from their captive several days prior. He did not think they had been lied to. It was more than likely a matter of the professor not being aware of much outside of his responsibilities. Some men fought, others taught.
There was no longer any reason for stealth. Lives had been lost and there was a chance that their source had been discovered. There was no question that they needed and were going to gain control of the valley. It was just a matter of when and how. He remembered that his son’s former assistant, in the security department, was also a former soldier in special operations. He made the call. A few minutes later, Ronald Wallace was shown into the director’s office. The two men shook hands before taking their seats.
“So how is work treating you Mr. Wallace?”
“We’re not very busy, but I could think of worse things to do, sir.”
“Well, not being busy in your line of work is a good thing,” Frank Bishop said with a friendly smile.
Wallace returned the smile wondering exactly what he was doing here, and how much small talk they would go through before he found out. It turned out to be very little.
“Did you enjoy your time in Special Forces? Have you ever participated in hostile action?”
“Yes sir, both.”
“What would you say if I needed you to do something like that again?”
“Sir?” Wallace asked in confusion.
“You know we have a small detachment from your department operating in the staging area right?”
“Yes sir.”
“They have encountered life on the outside. We knew there would be those who survived the event, but not how many, and in what condition they would be in,” Frank Bishop said capturing his full attention. “Last night, sixteen men, out of a twenty man team, returned from a mission in an attempt to reach out to one such group. Four are presumed dead, and three more are incapacitated for the time being.”
“Jesus,” Wallace said in surprise.
“We tried to extend a hand in peace, but were met with violence. It is our determination now to, a. exact retribution, b. gain a presence into the area they hold, and c. to ensure their belligerence is quelled. We need someone of your training and talents to accomplish this. Would you be willing to do it?”
“Yeah, I mean, yes sir. I would need to know everything about them, including the type of terrain they control.”
“They are to the south of here almost a full day’s ride in the ATV’s using spare batteries. There are an estimated eight hundred and fifty people living in a valley several hundred feet below ground level,” Director Bishop cited from memory. “It is estimated that about four hundred or so are able to put up any kind of organized resistance. They are armed with primitive weapons such as swords, spears, and bows. But, they also know the area well and used fire effectively on our team yesterday.”
He stood and motioned for Wallace to follow him to a nearby table. “Here is a rough drawing of the area. There are only three places where the valley can be penetrated, or so I was told. Here, here, and here,” he said as he pointed on the map.
“The Eastern, and most limited entrance, was tried already. I don’t think it would be wise to use that approach again, and it is only manned by a small force. The entrance on the West would extend the capacity of our re-breathing systems beyond effectiveness. That leaves us with the North entrance. I’m told the village below it is called Mezzo.” He continued, “If we take that territory, we can set up a secondary staging area, go to the East and remove their outpost. We could gain control of half of the valley within one day.”
“What about dealing with exposure once we are there? Won’t we have to come right back,” Wallace asked.
“No. The valley is what we call a ‘safe zone.’ When the event happened, the planet shifted its axis. One of the side effects was in creating areas like this, which are protected by an electromagnetic field. When you get there, it will look like you stepped back in time. You will be able to remove your protective suits and breathe freely in the valley”
“I don’t get it. Why would they attack us for no reason? Can’t they see that we are the same as them?”
“I don’t know. All I know is what happened. Do you think you can do it?”
“I can do it. I’d want to select my own men, sir.”
“You’ve got it.”
“And, I’ll need the right equipment,” Wallace said while thinking, “Forty men, two mortars, some light machine guns, grenade launchers, body armor, two full rations of ammunition and other supplies for each man, and restraining devices for the prisoners.”
“Done,” Director Bishop said immediately. “If there is anything else you can think of let me know. Select your men and get them ready. We need to get this underway as soon as possible. I want to give them the least amount of time to prepare for our response as possible. As soon as you have your operation drawn up, let me know and we’ll coordinate it with Jim Forrest. He will be your point of control once you and your team leave the complex.”
“Yes sir,” Wallace said accepting his orders.
―
“Do you think they will be successful,” Dr. Maddow asked his friend.
“Yes. We took for granted that we knew all we needed to know last time. Now, it doesn’t matter. We will take it by force and there will be nothing they can do about it.”
“And then what? What do we do with them?
“We will pacify them. We’ll treat them, provide for them, and use them for as long as we feel necessary. It won’t take long to divide them then take advantage of that division.”
“He said there were several water sources in the valley. I would like to include one of my people on the trip to bring back things that I’ll need to examine.”
“That won’t be a problem,” the director said. “Speaking of examining, what have you found out about the boy?”
“He died this morning,” Maddow said evenly. “He was highly emotional after the two of them were separated, and he never calmed down even when given mild sedation. I believe his panic attacks led to a cardiac event. They are doing an autopsy on him now.”
“Who all know about him?”
“Two of my assistants. When we are done, I will need someone to take care of the body though.”
“I’ll handle it.”
“I did get a look at some of his organs before I came here. To tell the truth, I don’t know how he survived this long.”
Frank Bishop said nothing.
“You do know we won’t be able to allow them to interact, physically, with any of our people.”
“Don’t worry about that. When they no longer serve a purpose, they will be taken care of.”
“What about your son? Do you think he is with them?”
Although he had been thinking about it, the question did catch him off guard. “I think the chances are slim. He went out of the West side of the mountain. He would have to change course purposely, and just happen to stumble upon a patch of land quite small in relation to the surrounding area. We might not have even found it if our scout team hadn’t stumbled across those two.”
“Maybe,” Maddow said as he got up to leave. “Let me know when your team is ready to go, and I’ll have my man come by.”
* * *
Bishop lodged with Weston, and a few other men from Gateway, in a room provided for them in Mezzo. Work was being done to protect what they called their home. This threat was different than any other they had faced before. This would be a calculated, well equipped, incursion. Bishop gave them as much information as possible explaining what they could expect. They sat in the village center, where they took their meals, and discussed their options.
“You’ll need to remove everything from your homes and these buildings. At least, anything you want to keep,” he told them.
They looked at him for an explanation.
“Okay. If it was me leading this operation, and one of the men I trained will no doubt be in charge, this is what I would do,” he said capturing everyone’s attention. “If I was turned back at Bardin,” he said indicating the East passage, “Then I would ignore it as it is too much of a choke point, and nobody lives there anyway. I don’t think they would want to travel to Gateway and have one of their flanks exposed to Mezzo. Plus, it’s too far out of the way. That leaves Mezzo. I’d level the village with either rockets or mortars, fire smoke into the valley, then assault with my men. You wouldn’t even have a chance to mount any kind of resistance. Once I captured Mezzo, I’d cut the valley in half, and secure each half, one at a time.”
“So you are saying there is nothing we can do but fight and die,” one of the men asked.
“Well you could, if that’s what you want to do. But I have an alternative,” Bishop said with a faint smile. “Is there anyone here who is good with computers? I mean, hackers, someone who can get into a system and take it over?”
“Moore. Johnny Moore. He was a crewman on the Texas. He’s always talking about what he used to do with them. I guess you would call him a computer geek,” Weston replied.
“I’d like to speak with him,” Bishop said.
“No problem.”
“If he can do what I need him to, then I think I have your plan.”
He had everybody’s attention now.
“Clear out the buildings, make sure there are no animals or people nearby, watch your village get destroyed, allow them to come in without resistance, and then defeat them without firing a shot or anybody getting hurt,” Bishop said with a large grin on his face while the others looked at him as if he was out of his mind. When he was sure he still had their attention, he explained his plan in full detail, “Here’s what you’re going to do…”
―
Bishop and Weston were talking amongst themselves while the others were busy making preparations.
“Are you sure there is not some type of compromise we could reach with your father?”
“No, none at all. What he has in mind is his perfect new world. A heavy price has been paid to get them where they are now, and he won’t jeopardize that for the sake of a few survivors.”
When he finished his statement, Johnny Moore walked up to them.
“Johnny, Bishop has some questions for you,” Weston said.
“Shoot,” Moore said.
“I hear you know a lot about computers. Do you think you could hack into a system?”
“What kind of system,” Moore said as he took a seat across from him.
“A closed net; you would have access to a monitor linked into that net.”
“I haven’t played with computers in years.”
“Since nothing new has come along,” Bishop said with a little sarcasm, “the technology is the same as when you last used one.”
“Okay,” Moore said not catching on to the barb, “What exactly do you want me to do?”
“The whole net functions together. They have a closed circuit radio and video broadcast system. I need you to access them, take control of them for a short period of time, and keep anyone from shutting you down.”
Moore thought about it for a moment. “I don’t think that would be much of a problem. I wouldn’t have time to set up a firewall, but I should be able to buy you a few minutes at the least,” he said confidently.
Bishop smiled, “A few minutes is all I need….Next question, can you make it out on the rim?”
Moore looked a little uncomfortable with that question. “I can make it okay.”
Bishop noted the hesitation in his voice, “What is it? I don’t need any surprises when we’re out there.”
Moore looked sheepish, “I get sick is all. I throw up. Once I do, I’m okay, but I hate throwing up.”
“Is it something chronic?”
“No. It usually just happens once about ten minutes or so after being out there. The doc never explained why it happens, but he is sure I’m like some of the others here who make it alright.”
“Will you go,” Bishop asked.
“To operate again? Yeah, I’ll go,” Moore said with excitement. “Can I bring one back?”
“You can bring anything you can carry. I don’t know how much good it would do you here though,” he said although he knew Moore was not looking at things the same as he was. If he wanted a computer to play with for a few hours, why not. “Meet me here before sunrise, and we’ll be on our way.”
“You got it,” Moore said as he stood up to leave.
―
“He still seems like a kid,” Bishop said to Weston after Moore had gone.
“He is. I mean, he still acts the same way now, as he did before all of this happened. I’m glad of that. It’s nice to have a reminder of the innocence lost.” Weston said, his thoughts reflecting on former times. Then he looked Bishop in the eyes, “Look after him. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to him.”
“Don’t worry.”
“You keep telling me that, but it doesn’t really help you know.”
Bishop’s smile was so wide that it became infectious. Weston was at ease for the moment, but that was once again replaced by the concern he had for the people who had become his family, and the responsibility he placed on himself for their well-being. He had a quiet childhood, a loving family, and a successful career. That was all gone. Although these people had become his family now, there was a difference. They looked to him for stability and direction whenever something presented itself they could not handle on their own. He, on the other hand, had no one he could turn to. Through no fault of his own, he carried the weight of responsibility for each and every member of their community. It was a matter of life and death.
* * *
Forty-one men suited up in the staging area. They loaded down both four and six wheeled battery operated vehicles with everything they could carry in addition to the soldiers. They would leave as soon as visibility allowed. The stories had circulated that a group of MuTerra killed several of their people while on patrol. They were going out to bring order to that part of their region. Wallace had no trouble soliciting the help he needed. There was the excitement, common before an operation, felt once again by those who had been dormant for so long. The previous night was filled with hours of preparation. Not that it was an intricate operation, but safety concerns and the limitations of their protective gear had to be considered.
To ensure communications could be maintained, they would drop off one man, at a halfway point, who was responsible for relaying transmissions from the team, to the mountain. Jim Forrest would be their operations officer. The few other staff working in the facility offered what help they could. They were scientists, but the excitement of the activity infected them as well.
Each man knew not only his role, but also the role of every other member. They had one chance to accomplish what they needed in the time necessary, and they were not going to fail. They lost friends, and they were not about to let the savages get away with it. Only Wallace knew that they would remain to occupy the valley once they reached their objective. He decided it would be counterproductive to have any additional fears play on the minds of his men. He had enough trouble maintaining control of his own. He thought it best to present that part of the mission as a fait accompli.
“Alright,” Wallace said to get everyone’s attention, “Let’s suit up. We leave in five minutes.” He walked over to Jim Forrest. “We’ll establish contact with you when we drop off our relay, then again right before we engage.”
“I’ll be waiting. Good luck,” Forrest said offering his hand.
“Thanks,” Wallace said before putting on his headgear.
They opened the outer doors while the remaining staff went behind the closed doors of their protected working areas. They filed out in a single line until the last man secured the doors. It was an overcast and cloudy day but not one indicative of rain. Aside from the few who were on the first raid, this was the first time they had seen the outside since before they were locked inside the mountain. They each experienced their own feelings about that as they went. They had time for reflection now, but soon they would have to focus on the mission.
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They left early the next day after a full breakfast. Moore was hesitant about eating until Bishop reasoned with him that he would need whatever nutrition he could get, and that it was better to have something to ’bring up,’ rather than nothing. True to his word, they were no more than two miles outside of the valley when Moore expelled most of what he had eaten that morning. They swung out to the east as they went. Bishop did not want a chance meeting between them, and any military force already on its way to Mezzo. By mid-day, they covered a considerable distance. Once Moore recovered from his sickness, he had no trouble keeping pace with Bishop. To their left, the mountain peaks could be seen reaching as far as the dark gloom, which cast its shadow everywhere outside of the valley. To their right, the open country was only disturbed by an occasional mesa standing as if in defiance of the land surrounding it.
They maintained their distance from the mountain range as they moved through the tall grass of the plains, and at times, followed the trail hidden inside of dry streambeds. They talked little, and that was fine with Bishop as he had a lot on his mind. The settlers were taking a chance on his course of action back in the valley, but he saw no other way to ensure their survival. He only hoped rationality would rule the day. His success in his own operation would have an impact as well.
As the evening approached, and the meager light, which penetrated the cloud layer abated, they searched for a place to make camp for the night. Even though there were no indications of rain, making camp in a ravine was a bad idea. They decided to take to the higher ground offered by a collection of moderately sized wild grass mounds. When they reached the middle of them Bishop stopped in his tracks, and Moore uttered his first words of the past several hours.
“Holy shit! It’s a rock wolf,” he said as he stood still, too frightened to move.
“Just take it easy Moore,” Bishop said trying to calm his companion.
The wolf looked at Bishop and he returned its gaze. There was no hostility evident, and Bishop instinctively knew this was the same wolf. “Whaddya say boy? It’s been a while.”
The wolf turned his head slightly as Bishop spoke. He looked briefly at the other man and could smell the fear. He did not warrant any attention. Fear to a wolf was weakness. Weakness had no use. He sat on his haunches still looking at Bishop.
“Well boy, we’re gonna stay here tonight. If you want to, you can as well.”
“Are you nuts?” Moore asked in shocked surprise. “I give him a minute until he decides he’s hungry and we’re his dinner.”
“No. We know each other,” Bishop said as he put down his staff, and removed the pack of supplies from his back. “Just stay close to me and don’t make any sudden or threatening moves. I think he’ll be alright.”
Moore wished he could be as sure, but he did notice that the wolf just watched Bishop as he went about his business. He heard the story that Bishop let a rock wolf out of one of their traps, the alpha male no less, but until now, he did not believe it. He stayed close to Bishop as he went about his business, while keeping a constant eye on the imposing animal.
“He won’t do anything to you. My guess is, we came close to his home and he came out to see who we were.”
“I’ve never heard of anybody meeting one this close, and live to tell about it,” Moore said still nervous.
“Moore, do me a favor.”
“Yeah?”
“Would you calm down, I can smell your adrenaline myself. If he hasn’t attacked us yet, he isn’t going to. Just go about your business, and try to ignore him.”
Moore finally took his eyes from the beast, “Ignore him? How in the hell do you expect me to ignore that,” he said pointing to the wolf.
Bishop smiled, “Just try, okay?”
It was an uneasy time for Moore as they set up camp. The wolf remained where he was, and watched the two men while they worked. When it came time to eat, Moore suggested he give the wolf some food to show he was friendly.
“I wouldn’t do that. I don’t think he would much care for what we have, and he is more than capable of feeding himself,” Bishop said.
Moore became more relaxed as time passed. The wolf got up and scouted the area. When he was finished, he returned to the camp and settled on the ground not far from Bishop. Moore swore he would not sleep that night, but the weariness of travel weighed in on him along with the withdrawal from the adrenaline rush. Bishop, used to sleeping no more than a few hours normally, stayed awake contemplating the reason for this visit. There was some kind of connection between him and the animal, and he knew it was not just because he had helped him. There was something more. While they did not speak the same language, he knew the beast understood him. Not only understood him, but seemed to support him.
―
Bishop awoke slowly as his senses came alive. Before his eyes opened, he could hear the sounds of the pre-dawn stirring, and smell the presence of his companions. He felt refreshed and decided to take stock of their surroundings before getting started with the final part of their expedition. The temperature on the high plains desert could fluctuate forty to fifty degrees in a twenty-four hour period. While Bishop was unaffected by this, he considered what it meant to others as he saw Moore wrapped tightly in his bedding.
When Moore finally stirred out of his slumber, he saw Bishop standing on top of the tallest mound looking toward the north. He also saw the rock wolf standing near him. By the time he packed his gear, the two had returned.
“I think we’ll make it before nightfall,” Bishop offered.
“What about him,” Moore said nodding toward the wolf.
“I think he’ll go along with us. At least we won’t have to worry about being surprised by anything.”
“I don’t understand how you can be so casual around him.”
“Maybe you just don’t understand him. Everything is trying to survive, but everything doesn’t have to be a fight.”
Moore was not interested in discussing the philosophical aspects of the subject, and decided to let it drop. They ate a small meal, collected their gear, and set out. Moore followed Bishop, keeping a close eye on the wolf while it scouted ahead of them.
Because of the darkness of the skies, storms were mostly undetectable until they were atop you. One such storm came unannounced that afternoon. The first sign of its presence was from the wolf. He veered out of the wadi they were following and crested its slope. He took one look back at his companions then ran off. Bishop and Moore also crested the shallow wash as the peculiar behavior of the wolf puzzled them. When they saw nothing in the immediate area, Bishop’s attention was drawn to the sky as purple flashes of light could be seen within the clouds themselves, not yet extending their destruction to the ground.
“We have to find a place to hide,” Moore said a bit frantically.
“What are you talking about,” asked Bishop somewhat confused.
“Look,” Moore said pointing to the back of his arm. “It’s an electrical storm.”
Bishop did not need to see the hair standing on the back of Moore’s arm; he could see it on his head. Although he had never witnesses an electrical storm, Weston had described them to him and he knew it was certain death to be caught in the middle of one.
They dropped back into the ravine and started off on a run. There was little sound of thunder, but that was not a true indication of how close the storm was. Normally one would avoid low-lying areas in the event of a storm, especially dry streambeds like they were in, as they flooded quickly from unseen water building up miles away. But an electrical storm was just that, lightening and static electricity with occasional hail. The only cover they could hope to find in time would be somewhere in the wash they followed.
Bishop ran effortlessly and soon began outpacing his companion. He could not concern himself about that as he sensed the storm getting nearer. The air was ‘alive’ around him, and they could both hear the first signs of the static discharges contacting the earth around them. One such crash was near enough to Moore that Bishop stopped to see if he had been hit. Unscathed, and filled with added motivation, Moore soon ran past Bishop without a hint of showing any signs of stopping. While the situation was not funny, Bishop had trouble keeping the smile off his face as he turned to follow. Bishop was once again in the lead after overtaking his partner. The crashes of lightning were increasing by the minute and he knew they had little time before the inevitable occurred. As he turned a corner, he saw where the ravine had been cut away on one side creating a cave-like cavity under its rim. Knowing they were unlikely to find anything better, they took refuge in the meager shelter.
They huddled together with Bishop allowing his companion the back portion of the grotto. The storm had reached its full intensity now. Bishop planted his staff in the dirt along the side of the cave. He did not want to lose it, but he knew it was not a good idea to have it too close. The two men said nothing as the storm raged on for what seemed like hours, when in fact it lasted about twenty minutes. There was not much use in talking as the noise from the electrical impacts were so loud, that they needed to shout to be heard even though they were right next to each other. When the storm subsided, they crawled out of their hole and examined their surroundings.
“Wow. I’ve seen them from the valley before, but that was the first time I’ve ever been in one, and hopefully the last,” Moore said in relief.
“It was something, wasn’t it,” Bishop said. “Look at that,” he continued as he pointed toward where they had been before taking cover.
The ground both in and out of the ravine had been scorched repeatedly. There were blackened marks on the rocks themselves, and here and there small patches of brown grass sat smoldering from the brief fires.
“I guess your wolf knew what he was doing,” Moore offered. “You think he made it alright?”
“I’m sure he’s been through it before. I think he’ll be fine,” Bishop said, as he believed. Being alerted by his unlikely companion was all the difference they needed to make it themselves. Now that he was no longer with them, he missed him.
Before that nightfall, the rock wolf had returned and they found what they were looking for. Tucked into the base of the mountain was a manmade structure, which stood apart from its natural surroundings. It resembled a typical military prefabricated building, except for the fact that there were no windows in its walls. Bishop dropped his satchel, removed from it a pair of binoculars Weston had given him, and examined the area. No one was in sight.
“I doubt they have any reason to send out patrols at night, but to be safe, we’ll take two hour watches to make sure.”
“Okay,” Moore replied.
“No fire tonight, so we’ll eat cold.”
After a few hours of sleep, Bishop decided to remain on watch through the night. Moore was exhausted and Bishop needed him to be ready when the time came. He doubted that they had already mobilized a team to send to the valley, and he did not see any signs of dust or noise to indicate otherwise, so he believed they were in good shape. If he was wrong, and they did not send out a force, which he thought highly unlikely knowing his father, he would go ahead with his plan anyway. He would wait a couple of days if necessary, but he knew Moore‘s effectiveness would lessen as each day passed.
―
Early the next morning sounds from the all-terrain vehicles aroused Moore from sleep. He slithered alongside Bishop and they lay side by side peering through their sparse cover at the spectacle before them. Forty-one men, and vehicles loaded with supplies, were counted among the contingent. Moore noticed all of the weapons and concern went out to his friends. “You think they will be alright,” he asked Bishop.
“I don’t know kid. The best thing we can do is what we came here for, do it right, then go help your friends.”
Moore nodded in agreement.
Bishop looked back at the wolf who was sitting and studying the two men, “You can go now boy. We appreciate your help but you can’t do anything for us here.”
The wolf turned his head as Bishop spoke to him. Moore turned to Bishop, “You really think he understands you?”
“Look,” Bishop said while pointing as the wolf walked away from them.
“I don’t think anyone will believe me when I get back and tell them who we had as an escort on this trip.”
Focusing on what they were about to do, Bishop returned his attention to the facility. There was no further movement, or sound, coming from the area after the soldiers had departed. He did not think there would be, as the size of the force that assembled was most likely all they would need. He decided to wait another hour before they moved in. That would allow enough time for the soldiers to put plenty of distance between them and him.
* * *
It was late in the day by the time they reached the perimeter of the valley so it was necessary to start their campaign at once. Their oxygen supply was their biggest concern. Wallace knew his men had to be thinking about this so he decided to put their minds at ease, and create a significant factor of motivation by briefing them. “Once we get inside the valley we can breathe the air. If you look at the sky above it you can see it looks normal, not like out here,” he said as every man did indeed see the difference after he drew his attention to it. “If we stay out here, we die. If we take our objective, we live. Any questions?”
There was none.
“Squad two, get the mortars set up and ready to fire on my signal. Squad one, secure a position on the ridge where you can see into the village, spot for the mortars, and discourage anyone from coming up here. Everyone else be ready with your teams to take our target. Questions?”
Again, there was none. By this time, each man among them could recite their orders verbatim.
“Okay. Move out,” Wallace said.
The men on the rim could not see anyone moving in the valley below, but the village was in sight. After the first few rounds were used to dial in the target, they unleashed a steady barrage firing for effect. The sound of explosions carried throughout the valley. Buildings disappeared as the remnants of them sailed through the air. Small fires were accumulating as a result of the destruction. After fifteen minutes of bombardment, the village was gone, and the explosions ceased.
Sure of foot, and with a precision born from years of training, the assault team made its way down into the valley with their weapons at the ready. The men were sweating in their protective suits and were running high on adrenaline. When they reached the remains of the village, they did not find one body in all of the carnage. Wallace removed his head covering. The air was fresh and clean. It was air he had not breathed in a long, long time.
Some of the other men followed his example, while most, still not fully convinced it was safe, decided to tough it out for as long as they could. “Get a perimeter set up, and search the area. Keep alert. I don’t know what’s going on here, but I don’t like it.”
* * *
Bishop was standing outside of the entryway with Moore at his side. The plan was simple. Only a few people operated this part of the facility, and they were mostly scientists. Bishop would take the lead, remove any threats, and Moore would stay close to him while he did so. Moore thought it was a good plan. The door was not locked, as it seemed unnecessary to those on the inside, and Bishop stepped through as if he was expected. To his surprise, they had security waiting just inside the door. It was a member of his former department. He recognized him, but did not recall his name. The man looked at him strangely, recognizing he was not one of the soldiers who left earlier, easily discerned by his clothing, but at the same instant showing a look of recognition. He did not reach for his side arm as he approached them. “Chief, is that you. What are you doing here….out there,” he asked.
“Well,” Bishop said as he took another step closer, “You’ll find out soon enough,” he said just before knocking the man unconscious with a perfectly placed right cross to the man‘s temple. As the man fell, Bishop caught him in his arms and moved him off to the side. He removed his weapon from its holster and the spare clips of ammunition it came with. He realized he had hit the man harder than he intended, and hoped he had not done more damage than necessary.
The building looked like any other warehouse on the inside. There was a wide-open space in its center with offices stretching along each side until they came to the mountain itself. The left side had four doors indicating four offices; the opposite side only had two. They would start with the left. When they came to the first door Bishop opened it, stepped in, and saw that it was empty. It was the same for the next one. Behind the third door, he found a man and women working together at a table. They did not pay any attention to him until he spoke. “I’m afraid you’ll have to stop what you’re doing and come with me.”
“What’s going on here,” the man said indignantly. “Does Mr. Forrest know about this?”
Bishop smiled, walked over to the man, grabbed him with his left hand, and lifted him effortlessly off the ground, several feet into the air. “Mr. Forrest soon will,” Bishop said as his eyes met those of the now frightened man, “You can either do what I tell you or I’ll put you through that wall over there. What’s it gonna be?”
“Okay, Okay. Let me down,” the man said, his eyes going wide with worry.
Bishop did so and motioned for the now compliant pair to walk ahead of them as they went to the last door. When they went inside Bishop found two others. One of them was his father’s former senior aide. He was seated by a radio while typing into a computer. When he turned his attention to the newcomers, the surprise was evident on his face.
 “Jim, get up. You touch one thing on that desk and it will be the last thing you ever touch,” Bishop said menacingly while pointing his newly acquired pistol at the man.
“Keith, what in the world is going on,” Forrest asked while showing no inclination to do as he was told.
“Jim, get up. Now,” he said pointing the gun directly in his face.
He did so, and all four of the prisoners were grouped together away from any kind of communications equipment.
“How many more people are in here, and where are they,” Bishop asked.
“Keith, you tell me what this is all about and we’ll go from there,” Jim Forrest offered.
“I’m doing the asking, and I’ll ask once more. After that, things will start to get real unpleasant. How many, and where are they?”
Forrest saw the seriousness of the matter. More importantly, he saw the seriousness in Bishops manner. He was not sure what it was about and could not think of any reason for such hostility. “Besides the security guard, which is where I assume you got the gun there is one maintenance man in the mechanical room on the other side; the door to the left.”
Bishop instructed them to sit on the floor, back to back, and bound their hands with electrical cords. He then secured them about their upper bodies accomplishing little more than simply buying time. It would not be enough to hold them indefinitely. He gave Moore the gun and spoke loud enough for everyone to hear him clearly, “If anyone gets up, shoot them. If any of them move, shoot them. If anyone starts talking to you, shoot them. Any questions?”
“No.”
“Good. If I hear a gun shot, I’ll understand. I’ll be back in a minute.”
The coldness of the conversation was enough to promote cooperative behavior, and Moore did his best to put on a look to add reassurance to Bishop’s last statement. He doubted he could really shoot any of them so he hoped his act was enough. Bishop left the room and walked across the building. He looked to where they had entered and saw the guard still lying on the floor where he had left him. He checked the room to the right first. It was a storage room empty of people. When he went into the door on the left, he ducked his head just in time to keep from being hit with a large wrench. The man was big. Not tall, so much as he was stocky. Bishop was not impressed and he did not have the time to waste. When the man stepped into his next swing, Bishop caught the wrench with his left hand, jarring the man in the process, and grabbed him by his collar with his right. He jerked him off the ground and threw him head over heal. The wind was knocked out of him as he lay groaning on his back. Bishop flipped him over with his foot, and grabbed him by the top of his trouser band carrying him to the center of the facility. He dropped him roughly on the ground and left to bring the others out.
When he had all of them together, including the unconscious security guard, Bishop spoke, “You have two choices. One, you can leave this facility with me, or two, go back inside. Stay where you are if you want to leave, go through that door,” he said pointing to the solid steel door at the end of the facility,” if you want to remain in the mountain. But I’ll tell you this, if you go back in there now, it’ll be a long time before you come out again.”
Still partially stunned at what was taking place, and somewhat fearful of the lunatic standing before them, they all headed for the door leading back inside carrying the unconscious guard with them. Jim Forrest was the last to go.
“I don’t know what you think you are doing here, but when your father finds out…,” he said before being interrupted.
“You tell my father he had better rethink his plans. You might also want to pay attention to something you will likely hear in a short while. Now go,” Bishop said waving his hand indicating their discussion was over.
When the last man went through the door, he fired a round from the handgun into the electronic lock. Moore jumped back, surprised by the noise, and the power to the unit went out while the circuitry burned within letting Bishop know it would be some time before it could be opened again.
―
The two men made their way back to the same office where they had found Jim Forrest. Moore sat at a computer terminal and started searching through the program files until he found what he was looking for. The one concern they had was that even though they were on a closed net, it might have been compartmentalized to the point of limiting access to the communications network to those on the inside. Bishop did not think it was a security issue, and as such, was available on every terminal he had used in the past, so it should be accessible here as well. It was. Once Moore was confident that he had accomplished what he was there for, Bishop said he had to take care of a few things before he came back to finish what he had started. Moore nodded in understanding without taking his eyes from the screen or uttering a sound.
Bishop returned to the vacant room next to where he had his run-in with the maintenance worker. He went inside, turned on the light, and confirmed what he had suspected. It was a storage area. Aside from personal and office supplies, there were also stacks of munitions. The latter was secured behind a locked cage. He left his metal staff outside of the facility so he had nothing with which to break the padlock securing the cage. He did not think it was wise to shoot it, in such a confined space, so he decided to test himself. He placed the gun in his waistband, grabbed hold of the lock tightly with both hands, and started to twist it. It was not easy but he was able to turn the steel lock until it bent, weakened, and then broke. After one side of the metal ring fractured, he stepped back and kicked at the lock. It was a solid strike, which, in turn, caused the lock to drop to the ground.
He searched until he found what he was looking for; several packages of Semtex 10, detonation cord, and a detonator. He placed these on the counter while looking through each of the individual storage containers. He continued to set aside select boxes and other supplies as he went. When he was satisfied, he moved everything outside of the room.
He took the Semtex and the detonation cord to the mechanical room. He walked toward the mountain itself knowing this is where any service connections originated from to join with their inside source. He found the main gas line, followed it to the wall, and turned the shut off valve to stop the supply. He then looked for, and found, plumber’s tools and fittings. He removed the section of pipe joined to the valve, which extended into the room. When he had it removed, he stuffed some of the Semtex into the pipe. He found an end cap and screwed it on the end of the shut off valve, once again closing the line. He molded the remainder of the Semtex around the outside of gas line. He turned the gas flow back on, placed the detonation cord into the plastic explosive then unrolled the cord as he backed out of the room.
He continued to unroll the cord as he made his way to the two remaining six wheeled vehicles in the building. He put this down and tried to start the first vehicle, but the battery was dead. The second came to life registering power at more than seventy percent. He turned it off and started loading all of the supplies he removed from the storage room. There was a security net laying on the ground, which he used to tie down his load and keep it from falling off. Satisfied with his work, he went back to see how Moore was progressing. “How’s it coming,” he asked when he stepped into the room.
“Up and ready. I don’t know how long it will take them to shut us down, but you should have a few minutes. I didn’t see anyone on there now, only some preprogrammed music playing.”
“Good, it won’t take long.”
“Just sit here,” Moore said offering his seat, “Look here,” he said showing him where the internal camera was, “and talk normally. I opened a picture on your screen so you will see and hear yourself, just like they will. Whatever you say will be recorded into its own file. If they don‘t erase it right away, they can listen to it again whenever they want.”
“Okay,” said Bishop.
“Whenever you’re ready just click the play symbol under the broadcast bar. That will give you access to the net, and initiate the recording,” Moore finished.
Bishop took a deep breath as he collected his thoughts. It was one thing to plan an operation; it was another thing to see it through personally. He had no doubts about what he was going to do. It was a time of closure, mixed with a little revenge. He looked into the monitor, clicked on the mouse, and saw his face appear on the screen while the music, which had been playing, went silent.
“This is Keith Bishop. Most of you know me, or know who I am. Right now, I am outside in the staging area. The staff, who were here, are now back inside. That was their choice. My wife and I were expelled, by my father, for stumbling across information you should all be made aware of. We found evidence which revealed that our government had the cure for cancer many decades ago. Instead of using this for the good of others, they chose to profit from this heinous disease to further projects like this facility. Enormous amounts of money collected from cancer research, treatment, and testing were siphoned off to make it possible for you all to be alive today. This, obviously, came at a great cost to others. My father was not only aware of this, but was willing to sacrifice the lives of his entire family, including my wife and his unborn grandchild, in an attempt to keep it secret. His goal of a pure society and what he envisions for your future is paramount. I’m here to tell you all that I’m not about to let him succeed. There are survivors out here. You call them MuTerra. I call them people. Many of them are just as normal as the rest of you are. They have fought, and worked, to survive in this harsh reality on the outside. They have earned the right to live just as much, if not more than any of you. What you do in there is your business. I’ll trust you to think on it and do the right thing. But for now, I’m going to have to extend the time it will take you to come back out and move as freely as some of you were. I’d suggest you find some place safe to hide in the next few minutes, and keep away from any gas lines if you value your life.” He clicked on the stop button, which turned off the broadcast of his message and image.
―
The effect on the populace was quiet disbelief. It was a moment before the last part of the transmission registered, and people hurriedly scrambled for their own safety. The effect on his father was another thing altogether. While he had no doubt he would see his son again, he did not envision their meeting like this. He was both impressed, and incensed, at what was happening. It came as such a surprise that he did not even have the time to try to have the message shut down before it finished. Every emotion he was experiencing was short lived as his son’s word proved true.
―
Bishop had Moore drive the vehicle as he held open the double doors. He picked up his staff and laid it in the vehicle. He pointed to the south along the trail made by the other vehicles that left earlier that morning, “Follow the tracks and don’t stop. You’ll know when it’s safe to wait for me.”
“You gonna be alright,” Moore asked a little unsure of what was happening now.
“Yeah, go. I’ll catch up,” Bishop said in way of a command.
Once Moore was at a safe distance, Bishop continued to unroll the detonation cord as he walked away from the building. When he came to the end, he connected the detonator, flipped the cover, and fired the signal without hesitation. As he turned to walk away, the building shuddered as it exploded. Pieces of debris flew in every direction. When Moore looked back, it seemed as though Bishop himself was engulfed in flames, but he kept walking as if untouched. Moore knew he was too close to the explosion not to be affected, but he walked on as if he was not.
Subsequent explosions could be heard but they sounded more distant. Bishop was not sure exactly how much damage was being done inside the mountain, but he knew it would not be pleasant. Any thought of innocents being hurt no longer invaded his mind. There was no such thing as innocence anymore. People made choices, then lived by them. That was it.
* * *
As they looked through the rubble, and that was all that was left, as there was not one building remaining intact, their curiosity was aroused. There were no bodies, no clothes, and no indications of anything other than the structures themselves. Wallace ordered his men to set up a perimeter. As they were doing so, Cam called out to him, “Hey Sarge, over here.”
Wallace was no longer a sergeant, but even for the many years they lived underground, he was unable to break Cam of the habit of calling him by his former rank. He did not mind it so much now as it seemed appropriate. He walked to the edge of the onetime village and saw where Cam was looking with his weapon at the ready. From the tree line, some few hundred yards out, there came a man walking while waving a white flag. Several other soldiers came near.
“Keep at the ready but no one fire unless I say so,” Wallace ordered.
When the man was close enough to be heard, he lowered the flag and spoke. “Is your name Wallace?”
Surprised at hearing his name from a complete stranger, Wallace answered, “Yeah. How would you know that?”
“You know someone named Bishop?”
“Keith Bishop,” Wallace asked.
“He never did say his first name. We usually only use one out here ourselves. His was Bishop; said he came from your mountain base.”
“Where is he,” Wallace asked.
“I think that is what we need to talk about. I’d like to speak with you before you destroy anything else we’ve worked so hard on,” Weston said, not unfriendly, but trying to set the tone of the discussion.
He thought it over and decided there was no harm in talking, “Come ahead,” Wallace said.
As he got closer, they could clearly see he was an American. Aside from a full red beard, and well-worn clothing, he looked as normal as they did. When it was obvious to them that he had no weapon on his person, they relaxed noticeably though they remained alert to their surroundings for any surprises.
“My name is Weston,” he said “former Commander United States Navy. I came here with my crew, the crew of a Russian sub, and many others who joined us on the way during the great event, as we call it. About twenty-five percent of our original numbers survived until now. There are a little more than eight hundred of us here. If you insist on murdering us, we’ll have no choice but to defend ourselves. None of you will make it out of here alive. Sure, you’ll kill a lot more of us, than we will you, but you’ll still die. And for what?”
Wallace looked at him, ‘You killed our men. They were here to establish contact with you, and you murdered them.”
“If that is what you heard, I’m afraid you are mistaken. I wouldn’t think someone trying to make contact with us would try to sneak in through a remote part of the valley, one hour after midnight, if it was for the purpose of simply making contact with us.”
Wallace thought that over, and could not deny the logic. They were not briefed on many of the specifics on what unfolded that night. “Get Carson over here,” he ordered. One of the soldiers left to find him. A few moments later they returned.
“Yes sir,” Carson said to Wallace.
“You were here when our guys were killed. Where and what time of day was it?”
“It was late, after midnight. East of here… steep valley, only a single trail down the draw.”
“Alright, go back to what you were doing.”
“Yes sir.”
“Okay, so what now. Do you just expect us to apologize, leave, and call it even,” Wallace asked.
“I’d expect you to take a little time to think about what you are doing. Why do you think you were sent here, to retaliate against us for killing your men? Do you think we are so bold here as to look for more danger than we already face? You think we want to attack our own kind with swords and spears while they have bombs and machine guns?”
Wallace did think about that now. At first, the mission seemed straightforward. But now, things were changing.
“We’re just trying to survive out here. There is enough trouble to be found without looking for more. We welcome you into our valley, but we’ll not leave what we’ve worked so hard to establish.”
Wallace was becoming more unsure of himself. He decided to move on to a subject he was more comfortable with. “You mentioned Bishop. Where is he?”
“He’s back at your mountain. He’s the one who described you to me, and explained how you would attack our village,” Weston said with a smile.
Wallace returned the smile now understanding why this was unfolding the way it was.
“He said he had a score to settle with his father. He and his wife were expelled from the mountain. Said it was something his wife found out about, but that his father wanted kept hidden. When he came here, she was not with him. I can imagine where she is,” Weston said evenly. “He told me this before he left. I can only guess it was for your benefit, more than it was mine.”
“Damn,” Wallace said.
“He said you are a good man and have a good head on your shoulders. He wanted me to think well of you to see if we should let you live.”
“Let me live,” Wallace said incredulously.
“Yes. By now, I don’t know how he was going to do it, but he said he would seal up the mountain for a time. Said he would get his message across ‘loud and clear’ to those inside. There is no way you could get back inside anytime soon, and by the time you did, those who sent you would feel you are just as contaminated as the rest of us.” Weston paused letting that sink into, not only Wallace, but also the others who had gathered around before he continued, “That wouldn’t make you any different than us.”
“I’ll be damned,” Wallace said shaking his head in disbelief of how this day was unfolding.
“He said you were smart enough to come to the right conclusion. So what is it?”
“Hey Sarge,” Cam said interrupting the conversation, “Look.”
Along the edge of the tree line, men, women, and children could be seen from one corner of the village to the other. Some were haggard in appearance, others looked normal. They were of all ages, sizes, and shapes. They had no weapons in hand as they stood there looking at their attackers. While the soldiers remained at the ready, not one of them thought about shooting at what they were conditioned to see as innocent civilians.
Wallace looked at Weston, “Say I believe you. I’m still gonna need more than your word alone.”
“Okay,” Weston agreed.
“I’ll stay here with my men, you keep your people away, and we’ll see if Bishop returns.”
“Fair enough.”
“Just keep your people back. We’ll have a guard posted. If we perceive anything as a threat, we’ll defend ourselves,” Wallace assured him.
“Mr. Wallace. Welcome to our valley. When Bishop comes back we’ll get together again and see what help you and your men will be in putting this village back together again,” Weston said as he stood, and offered his hand.
Wallace shook it and smiled as he picked up on the similarities in behavior between this man, and one who he both worked with, and respected more than most others.
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Two days after the explosions, the infirmary counted six dead, and dozens more wounded. The fires had been extinguished, and most activities returned to normal aside from the reconstruction efforts. Shock and frustration were the dominant emotions. Out of the disarray, several older men, along with their long-time assistants, stepped to the fore to assume control of everyday operations. When they regained a semblance of order, men were sent to arrest Director Bishop. He had not been seen, or heard from, since the announcement and subsequent actions of his son.
A search of his quarters yielded nothing so they moved on to his office. When they arrived, they found the outer door locked, but could see through the glass window that his assistant was inside. After refusing several attempts to persuade him to open the door, one of the men found a discarded fire extinguisher lying on the ground, and threw it through the plate glass. It shattered the window sending shards into the office. Two men went through the window, one after the other, and physically assaulted Lucas until he no longer offered resistance. Then, while the first man held him down, the second opened the door for the others.
The door to Bishop’s office was not a solid metal door like the one they came through, but it was still locked. At first, the men tried to reach him through the interoffice phone, but when that failed, they gave him an ultimatum to open the door. When they heard no response, they took turns beating on the door trying to separate it from its hinges. By the time the door was starting to give way, the sound of several shotguns chambering rounds could be heard outside in the corridor. It was loud enough, and distinct enough, to get everyone’s attention.
Several security guards were standing in the doorway, and outside the window, pointing their guns at the men inside. The one in the doorway moved aside as Trent Gibbs stepped into the room.
“You can go now. We’ll take care of this,” Gibbs said to the men.
“He’s got to answer for himself. We were told to bring him back, and that’s what we’re gonna do,” one of the men said in reply.
“No. I said we’ll take care of it. He’ll be confined to custody, and whatever follows will be according to law and order, not a mob,” Gibbs said firmly.
“We’re going to…” the man started again before being cut off.
“You’re going to go into custody as well if you interfere with my men. If you think you have to insist, then your custody will be spent in the infirmary until the buck shot is removed from your body,” Gibbs said with his naturally cold demeanor void of any emotion. “I’ll not say it again. Either leave here immediately or suffer the consequences of your decision.”
The men looked at each other until their resolve started to melt when they realized their disadvantage. They filed out of the room until the last man, the one who had spoken to Gibbs, turned, kicked Lucas once more in his side, out of frustration, and then left. They were turned to one side of the corridor as they were escorted away from the office.
Back inside, Gibbs knocked on the door and called, “Mr. Bishop, Trent Gibbs. You’ll have to come with me sir.”
After a few moments there was the sound of the deadbolt being released, and the door opened as an unharmed Frank Bishop stood in its opening. Two of Gibbs’ men helped the injured Lucas off the floor, while he escorted Frank Bishop himself. Shouts could be heard from the group of men waiting in the corridor, “Murderer,” “Criminal,” “Scum.”
The mob kept their distance as the guards maintained their defensive posture with their weapons making it clear that they would not be interfered with. Others looked on as the escort detail passed by the various departments on their way to the security section. When they rode down the elevator to their floor, Gibbs instructed the men to set up two control points, one at each end of their corridor. “Anyone who is not one of us needs to call me before they can come here. No exceptions.”
He took the prisoners into the main office where the detention facility was. “Call for a medic to be sent down here,” he instructed the desk sergeant. He walked the two men to the first of the four cells. He led Lucas into the first one and helped him to the bed. He walked out and locked the door. He opened the next cell for Frank Bishop. After he did, Bishop walked in then turned to look at him.
“Is there anything I can get for you Mr. Bishop?”
“No. Not right now. But I will let you know,” Frank Bishop said with a voice of authority.
Gibbs looked him in the eyes and gave a barely perceptible nod just before securing his cell.
* * *
When Bishop and Moore returned to the valley, the soldiers were already in the process of helping the others. Later on their first day, their actions, and the words spoken by Weston, had weighed heavily upon them. Along with this was the realization that there was nothing to go back to. They were here to stay.
The final straw was when several women from the village brought the men baskets full of fresh fruit. They had not tasted fresh fruit in many years. It was sweeter then they remembered, and it was all they could do to control themselves. It was decided then that they would negotiate a truce with Weston and the village leaders. From there, everything else fell into place. The men were ashamed as they were warmly welcomed by the others, and were now determined to make things right by contributing what they could.
As a further sign that Weston had indeed prepared for what they had expected from the assault, wagon loads of building materials appeared on the main trail adjoining the villages of Gateway and Mezzo. As time passed by, the soldiers became adjusted to their new surroundings.
Bishop and Moore descended into the valley cautiously. They passed the vehicles on the rim but saw no signs of life there. As they drew closer to the valley floor, they heard the distinct sounds of construction. When the village came into view, Bishop saw his former soldiers working alongside the villagers. He smiled with relief as he continued. When they saw him, they stopped what they were doing and went to meet their former boss.
Wallace was the first one there, “Damn, I don’t know if it’s good to see you or not,” he said offering his hand, “You really put one over on us.”
Bishop smiled as he returned his grasp, “I had to do something. You guys just got caught in the middle,” he said. He turned to acknowledge Weston, “You should be safe for a while now. I gave them something to think about.”
“I’ll bet you did,” Weston said with a grin.
“I have some supplies we brought with us. They’re up on the rim; medicine, supplements, clothing, and some other things.”
“I’ll send some men up to get them,” Weston said as he turned away.
“Hey Chief,” Cam said as he walked up. “What in the hell is going on? What did you do back there anyway? Are we really stuck out here now?”
“I’ll tell you what, why don’t the three of us find someplace to talk, and I’ll fill you in,” Bishop said as he led them away from the others.
―
The work continued progressing over the next few weeks. The feelings synonymous with significant change were starting to fade as the soldiers slowly assimilated into their new society. The rules of the community were explained to them and they found their own places within it. Wallace and Weston were natural leaders and soon discovered that they shared many of the same viewpoints. Bishop was glad they were getting along, as he knew they would need each other as time passed.
After dinner one evening, Bishop sat alone with Weston. “Well, it turned out pretty much how you figured it,” Weston said.
“Yeah, I guess it did. I’m glad for you, and my men.”
“So what do you see in your crystal ball now?” Weston asked jokingly.
Bishop looked up at him. He knew it was said in jest, but not completely. “I think it will be some time before they make it this far again. They’ll come, but I’m thinking it will be with a different overture.”
“I hope so. But we’ll prepare for either,” Weston said evenly. “What about you. You’ve seemed a little distracted lately.”
“It shows, huh,” Bishop replied.
Weston just nodded.
“I guess it’s time I moved on. This life isn’t for me. I feel I have something to do out there,” he said nodding his head toward the outer rim, “I don’t know what yet, but I feel it all the same.”
“The only thing I know that’s out there for sure is death,” Weston said seriously.
“Death is just a part of life. It can be found anywhere. It’s just that this isn’t the life for me.”
“I can’t say that I understand, but I will say that you are always welcome here,” Weston offered.
“I appreciate that. And maybe, one day, I’ll be back. If not, keep on doing what you’ve been doing. Wallace and Cam are good men. I’ve known them for a long time. I think they’ll be a big help to you.”
Weston nodded in agreement, “When will you be leaving?”
“Before dawn; I already said my goodbyes. I’m not one for send offs, so I’ll just be on my way before the village awakes.”
Weston placed one hand on his shoulder and said, “Take care of yourself, Bishop. Don‘t let hate be the driving force in your life, it‘ll kill you quicker than anything else out there,” he said before walking away.
* * *
While Frank Bishop had received all of the attention as the malefactor, his long-time friend, Dr. Maddow escaped similar criticism. He was replaced as the head of his department but was still allowed to work under observation by others. He accepted these adjustments without complaint and went about his work. Over time, he was viewed as harmless and somewhat flaky. He devoted all of his time studying flat worms. The others thought him odd and left him alone as he was not a distraction or reason for concern to anyone.
For the last six months he had been working with one of two samples marked 60 Mi. North; it was the only live flat worm he had left. He had divided the worm numerous times, and allowed it to re-grow to full size, while changing the water he kept it in, and providing it with high protein organic food sources.
When he examined the specimen today, he saw for the first time a complete and unaffected planarian. The few other specimens he experimented with eventually ceased to replicate themselves suffering from the effects of radiation. This one was different. Not only were there no signs of contamination, it was regenerating at a much faster rate, similar to those, which he first experimented with decades ago.
He sat back and looked at nothing in particular as a grin spread across his face. It was not one of joy, or happiness, but one of satisfaction. He had attained what he was searching for. Time was only a nuisance. It did not have the same meaning for him as it did to those around him.
* * *
As Bishop made his way to the rim, the sun was still a full hour from making its presence known. He headed toward the east. He had a small pack of supplies on his back and his powerful metal staff in his hand. He started to run as the cool air of the morning invigorated him. It had been some days since he experienced the satisfaction and state of tranquility he felt while running.
Several miles removed from the end of the valley, he encountered a more rocky terrain. It was not a mountain, but rather a series of buttes and plateaus. He slowed as he entered them knowing his view would be limited. There were signs of life among the rocks as a variety of hardy plants could be seen. It was a testament to the planet itself in its desire to propagate an array of life.
By mid-day, he knew he was no longer traveling alone. He could not see what was following him, but he could smell it and sense it. It seemed somehow familiar, but his sense of survival impaired any lengthy consideration. Whatever it was, it was not in any hurry to make its presence known so he decided to bide his time. When he came to an intersection at the end of the ravine, he saw the rock wolf standing off to the right side. He walked near to it.
“Didn’t expect to see you here boy. Did you come to say good-bye?” Bishop asked.
The wolf just turned its head a little at the sound of his voice.
“Maybe you’d like to come along. I don’t know where I’m going, but I certainly wouldn’t mind the company while I’m getting there,” he said to the wolf, and then turned to walk down the other trail.
The wolf considered this stranger once again. There was no doubt in his mind that there was some connection between them. It was unnatural, but it was there all the same. He left the wolf pack that morning on his way to his favorite hunting grounds when he caught the familiar scent of the man who had become a part of his life. He knew that once he found him he would continue with him. His pack was becoming more of an inconvenience as time went by. They were happy to have him provide for them, but he never fit in as the rest did. They were no more comfortable having him with them, than he was being there himself. He saw the man continue down the trail and made his decision.
When Bishop looked to his side, the giant wolf was walking with him. While he was content to be alone, the wolf’s company improved his spirits.
“Well boy, who knows what kind of trouble we‘ll get into? I guess part of the fun will be in finding out,” Bishop said in a cheerful voice as they walked together in search of their destiny.
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