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CHAPTER 1
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A MATTER OF TRUST

The snowstorm had blown east overnight. A deep blue sky and a bright but barely warm sun made the thick snow sparkle in the mountains. Down in Dummy Town, a trio of emaciated foxes explored the ravaged buildings, trashed campers and motor homes. Their footprints decorated the snowy carpet with a haphazard mosaic of circles and jagged lines.

Delores Deltino/Espinosa sucked in the cold air and took only a moment to appreciate the sun-splashed glistening terrain and the foxes’ artwork. She had little time to waste this morning.

Wilcox had arrived for breakfast stinking of whiskey and suffering a hangover. All the soldiers at the table noticed, but they maintained their code of silence. When their superiors caught one soldier misbehaving, they all suffered for it, especially the ones in Vasson’s squad. Vasson did not tolerate any unprofessional behavior from his troops.

Delores did her usual thing and made small talk with her former squad mates. Once they broke up into small group conversations, she took the opportunity to question Wilcox about Eastman and Santiago’s absence. Wilcox slurred something to the effect Vasson had sent them out on a secret assignment, and that was all he knew. After that, he informed Delores he had rewired that “fucking bastard radio for the last time,” and it was waiting for her in the usual place.

The news about the radio was the other issue that concerned her. She had to get to it before someone else found it. The graveyard shift troops at the south side were near the end of their shift. She knew from experience they would be tired and not as diligent or alert. However, if she did not get out there soon the day shift would be there fresh as a spring daisy, and she would not be able to sneak through them.

Once she got out there, she found the only soldier who honored his duty to guard the tube was Sandoval, the brain-fried physical wreck from Sergeant Elmer’s squad. When Sandoval saw her, he acknowledged her with a salute and immediately resumed his task of visually scouring the terrain for enemy invaders. In his addled mind, Deltino was just another familiar soldier on guard. The rest of the guards on the south side were mingling far off in the smoking area in casual conversation. One of them pitched pebbles into the creek below, and the others counted aloud the number of skips on the water’s surface.

Now at the secluded area along the brushy cliff wall, Delores lifted the rock carefully so as not to disturb the snowy dusting on its surface. Wrapped in a double shroud of plastic zip-lock bags, the radio stared back at her from the shallow cavity. She tucked the whole thing in her waistband and concealed it under her parka.

From far off in the distance, the sound of aircraft engines caused her to look up in the direction of the noise. Two black helicopters slowly chugged into the airspace from the southwest. They reminded her of locusts, and these two impressed her as reconnaissance bugs in search of a grain field. She knew they were UEF craft, and she did not want to be out there should they land.

The alarm sounded at all four entrances to the tube, a soft bell ring tone that alerted the soldiers on guard to abandon their posts for the safety of the underground. They called to one another, and their footfalls pounded the snow beneath them. In another minute or so, someone inside would rev up the concealed snow blowing machines to cover their footprints.

She rushed to the front entrance just in time for Sandoval to wave her in before he secured the camouflaged door. Delores said nothing to the men and women who brushed past her to assume their interior posts or report in for fresh orders. They did not notice her in all the hustle and bustle of the moment. She was grateful for that as she strolled casually into the women’s toilet enclosure.

She took a long satisfying pee as she disassembled the small radio and removed the wiring. The thing was now permanently disabled, but that was not enough. She wanted to get rid of it. With Eastman and Santiago off doing who knows what for who knows how long, there would be little chance they would notice its absence for a long time. As for Wilcox, he was still a bit too drunk and too hung-over to recall he had directed Delores to deliver it to Santiago. She considered dropping it down the toilet, but it wasn’t small enough to easily pass through the pipes. Delores had no choice but to conceal the damned thing behind her waistband under her jacket until she could find some place to dispose of it. No one would notice. She hummed, “Row, Row, Row Your Boat” as she rolled the wires into a ball and dropped them between her parted legs into the toilet. For the first time in her miserable life, Delores felt she had control over something.

––––––––

[image: ]


ISABELLE HAD FALLEN asleep with Dillon, and both had overslept. She awoke first to the noise of the people in the corridor as they went to breakfast, their jobs, or school. The collective hissing from the men’s shower room across from their tent reminded her of the events of the previous night.

She turned over and looked at Dillon who was asleep on his belly, his face turned toward her on the pillow. His mouth was slightly open with the exquisite relaxation of deep slumber. He was still dressed in his clothing from the day before. She wondered if that would become a habit with him, since two nights ago he had done the same thing when Coltan slept over. He appeared too blissfully peaceful for her to awaken him, so she decided to let him sleep a while longer while she went to her room and dressed for the day.

Isabelle found the blood in her underwear when she removed them. It was a fresh stain of red, wet blood. The place between her legs also felt wet. Worried and horrified, she explored the area with her fingers, stared dumbly at the evidence when she brought her fingertips up to see. Her first and only thought was that it was some new symptom of the biting sick. She was too young, too ignorant to consider it was anything else.

She pulled up her soiled underpants, rushed panicked to Dillon and shook him awake. The moment he opened his eyes and squinted sleepily and questioningly at her, she whispered urgently, “Din! I got blood in my pants! My blood’s fallin’ out!”

He opened his eyes fully when her words registered in his sluggish brain. She knelt over him in only her soiled underpants, and he could not help but notice she had developed small breasts. Embarrassed for both of them, he sat up quickly and draped the blanket around her. “Isa, you can’t come in here with no clothes on!”

His admonishment flew over her head. “I got blood in my pants! Look!” She pulled down her underpants and directed him to see it.

He saw the blood. He also saw the beginnings of wispy thin brown pubic hair. He immediately surmised she had just gotten her first period. However, she was too young to be menstruating. Yet, he had just seen further evidence that her body was maturing into that of an adolescent.

Her eyes welled. “Is it the biting sick? Am I gonna bleed to death?”

Dillon was still barely awake. “Pull up your pants.” After she minded him, he asked, “Are you in pain? Does it hurt down there?”

“No. It don’t hurt. It’s just bleeding. It won’t stop.”

He noted the panic in her eyes. “Okay, Isa...” He secured his extra blanket around her and gently gripped her arms. “Don’t get all tore up, now. I want you to calm down. Calm down, I tell ya.”

She shook her head desperately. “I’m bleedin’ to death, Din!”

“You’re not bleeding to death. I think I know what’s going on, and it’s got nothing to do with the biting sick.” He hugged her in an effort to calm and reassure her. “Eensybelle, how old are you?”

“The mean doctor lady at the cage said I’m five.”

“How old were you on your last birthday?”

“I don’t know...”

All children proudly tracked their ages right down to the “halves;” I’m five and a half; I’m six and a half; Dillon knew this. He could not understand how Isabelle could be ignorant about her true age. “How old did your mother say you are?”

She looked confusedly at him. “My mama’s dead.”

“When she was alive, what did she tell you?”

“I don’t remember.” Her face crinkled up, a prelude to tears. “I don’t even remember what she looked like no more...”

After she said that, Dillon realized he could not recall his own mother’s face. The realization was painful to him, and he understood the child’s pain. It made him want to cry, too. He reminded himself then that he was the parental figure in their relationship, and he could not reveal any weakness that would make her feel vulnerable. He assumed his parent persona and instructed her in an authoritative tone of voice, “You go get dressed, and we’ll go together to see the doctor.”

She began to panic again at the thought of the doctor. “They’ll find out I still got the biting sick! They’ll find out I was sick last night and you gave me your blood, and it’s your blood fallin’ outa me! They’ll lock me in the ice-lay-shun room!”

“You don’t have the biting sick, Isa. You being sick last night could have been for any reason.” He gazed assuredly into her desperate eyes as he continued in a whisper lest someone nearby might hear and misinterpret. “I promise you, I won’t ever tell anyone what happened. I will protect you, Isa. Now, trust me. Do what I tell you. I promise you, no one will ever know what we did. That’s a secret forever between you and me. Okay?” He could tell by her downturned lips and trembling chin she was still not convinced, and it frustrated him. He persisted with a comforting smile, “Eensybelle... We’re a team. We’re gonna stay a team, you and me. And, remember something else.”

“What?”

“You’re a warrior. Warriors are brave. Be brave for me. It’s gonna be fine.” He released his grip on her arms, sat back and reached for a cigarette. “Go get dressed. Leave the rest to me.”

––––––––
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TREVOR RECEIVED THE soft buzzing alarm on his squawker and raced to CSS, the Communications, Security and Surveillance room. He leaned over Glenda’s shoulder and watched the two copters on the monitor. The copters had reached their airspace and now hovered low over Dummy Town.

He failed to hide the tension in his voice as he blurted, “What are they doing?”

Watching the zoomed-in view on his monitor, Mitchell answered Trevor’s question. “They’re taking photographs. More than likely, they’re sending them to headquarters.”

They watched as one of the copters lifted and swooped toward the hill above the lava tube that hid Alpha Base.

“Aw, shit...” Mitchell brought up a parallel view on his monitor, the second a view of the airspace over the lava tube. Trevor stepped up behind him and leaned over his shoulder, watched with Mitchell as the craft hovered and then moved slowly over the top of the hill above them. They saw a figure in military garb lean out and take photos. A telescopic lens protruded from the face of soldier’s camera. The soldier then pressed his earpiece, listened, and then replied into a transmitter attached to the earpiece. Mitchell’s jaw went tight, and he bit his lips. “I guess they got it. They know where we are. Dummy Town didn’t fool them.”

“We’re not sure of that!” James remarked from the monitor at his station. “Could be they’re just nosing around.”

Mitchell responded with fear in his voice, “That one’s spending too much time over our heads, James. They know something.”

Damn it!” James hissed through gritted teeth. Good sense told him he had to agree with Mitch. He promptly unbuckled his radio and spoke into it with a tense voice that hinted his alarm. “Vasson! I want you to beat the shit out of Santiago—whatever it takes! We got choppers over us. Find out if those two got any transmission out. Find out who their superior is. Find out everything you can. I don’t care if you have to torture the mother! Find out everything! Over...”

Vasson’s resolute answer came over, “Roger that! I’m already there!”

James closed his eyes and tapped the radio against his forehead in a relieved, almost thankful manner. After a second, he replied to Vasson, “I know I can count on you. James out!”

He inhaled a long breath and let it out slowly. He had reached his limit with Santiago and Eastman’s stubborn silence. There was no more time to waste with his past technique of patient, humane interrogation. The two had not succumbed to reason, nor had they taken the threat of torture seriously. It was time to get tough, time to break with all that “human rights” garbage and beat the truth out of them.

James’s desperation and rage surfaced. He called back to Vasson, “Vasson! James again. Don’t hold nothin’ back! Over!”

Vasson sounded both eager and relieved. “Roger! What about Deltino? You wanna put her in custody?”

He was glad the Sergeant reminded him, “Yeah! Have her placed in the holding cell up here on Level One. Over and out!” James clicked off.

Trevor stared at him disbelievingly, “You’re resorting to torture?”

James face was tight with determination. “Damned right!”

Trevor shook his head solemnly. “I can’t condone that...”

James snapped at him, “You’re in no position to decide! We’re gonna do what we gotta do! I should’ve done it yesterday! If you disagree, Rolardy, take your bleeding heart ass outa here!”

Trevor stood from his bent position over Mitchell’s shoulder. He sucked in a breath and observed the near panic on James’s dark face. He finally replied in a soft, consenting tone of voice, “Under the circumstances, you’ll need me here.”

“The second chopper’s heading to Dummy Town,” Glenda reported. “Looks like the first one’s landing there.”

“Shit...!” James said under his breath. He turned his attention back to the monitor, considered his brief altercation with Trevor much less important for the moment. He watched two soldiers disembark from the whirlybird with guns drawn. In the next moment, he punched numbers on his radio and spoke into it when Sergeant Elmer picked up the call. “I want you and some of your squad to evacuate all residents and nonessential personnel to the Fourth Level C Cavern until further notice. Put the hospital on alert and have them evacuate their non-critical patients and release all non-essential support staff. You got that, Elmer?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Take over all Vasson’s squads and put them on red alert, the same with your troops. Over.”

“Roger!”

“James out.” He clicked off his radio and set it before him on the desk. The second helicopter landed at Dummy Town. He turned halfway to Trevor, said over his shoulder, “Rolardy! Go assist with the evacuation.”

Trevor saluted, “Yes, sir!”

––––––––
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DILLON AND ISABELLE reached the hospital just before Sergeant Elmer notified the medical personnel of the evacuation. Doctor Macky immediately swept them into the exam room when Dillon explained Isabelle’s condition. As she swung the curtain around the exam table, she instructed Dillon, “Wait on the other side of the curtain.”

“No!” Isabelle protested. “Din’s gotta stay! I want him with me. Don’t go, Din!”

Macky paused at the little girl’s fear. She said to her, “I’ll only have Dillon stay behind the curtain while you take off your pants and get up on the table. After that, I’m going to cover you with a paper blanket. After that, Dillon can come back in and be with you. Will that be okay?”

She relaxed. “Uh-huh.” As she removed her underwear, she called from behind the curtain, “You still there, Din?”

“I’m here,” Dillon assured her.

The curtain parted, and Natalie entered the space. It reassured Isabelle to see Natalie, for Doctor Macky reminded her of the mean lady doctor in Baker Creek, although Macky had always been nice to her. Isabelle preferred and fully trusted fatherly Doctor Quimby, but he was scheduled for the evening shift. Still, the little girl was certain Natalie would not let anyone hurt her.

Natalie grinned playfully at her as if she knew a secret. “I hear you got some blood in your pants.”

“I got a lotta blood.” She eyed Natalie with deep concern. “Din says girls bleed there every month when they get older. Is that true?”

Doctor Macky answered, “Yes, Isa. That’s true. We’re gonna find out if that’s the case with you. I bet it is.”

“Will I bleed there all the time?”

“No. Just for a few days every month.”

“Why?”

“I’ll explain that to you later. It’s nothing to be afraid of.” The doctor pulled the stirrups up and out. “Scrunch yourself down to the edge of the table and put your feet in the stirrups.”

“Stirrups?”

“Yes.” She patted the stirrups, “These things. They hold your feet in place and make you feel more comfortable. Slide down this way, now.” Isabelle obeyed. “Good girl, Isa.” She draped the paper blanket over the girl’s knees, adjusted it to cover her belly as well. “There! Now Dillon can come back in.”

Isabelle called out to him, “Din! It’s okay now. Come in!”

Once Dillon took his place at the side of the table and held Isabelle’s hand, Macky began with a non-invasive general exam. She leaned closely over Isabelle and examined her teeth. The girl’s teeth appeared to be adult teeth in the process of growing in. She asked her, “Did you lose your teeth in front, yet?”

“They fell out a long time ago. I lost the last one just before the biting sick.”

“Well, little one... how old are you?”

“Din already asked me that. I don’t know.”

“Well,” Macky smiled comfortingly, “I think, by the looks of those pretty teeth of yours, that you’re about nine or ten years old.”

Dillon could not believe it. He recalled Isabelle’s infantile speech impediment, her simple way of communicating; he considered her educational level and her tiny physical build. The only condition that hinted her true age, aside from her apparent early menstruation, was her development of maturing breasts. He brought all that to the attention of Doctor Macky, expressed his doubts and concerns.

“Her speech impediment and delayed learning was probably the result of the mord virus,” Macky replied confidently. “If you remember, those sick with the virus lost their ability to communicate through words, and all of them eventually lost their memory of their former lives. This is what happened to Isa. Her abilities and memories were probably just returning by the time she was brought here to Alpha Base.” She directed her next words to the girl. “I bet you’re doing very well at school. I bet you’re already way ahead of the other kids in reading. You are, aren’t you?”

Isabelle grinned proudly, “Uh-huh!”

“She has picked up fast with reading,” Dillon remarked thoughtfully. “Math, too.”

The doctor congratulated Isabelle, “Good for you!” That made Isabelle grin bigger.

In the meantime, Natalie set out the pediatric vaginal exam kit and set the instruments in place on the tray. Isabelle watched this with great interest. The instruments seemed mostly benign, but a few of them looked scary to her. “What are those for?” she asked the doctor.

“To examine the inside area between your legs.” Doctor Macky said gently.

“Will it hurt?”

Natalie flinched and looked away. She always dreaded the annual Pap smear and exam. The speculum was the worst part of it, the insertion, the twisting, and the spreading of the thing. It was never pleasant. She knew it would not be pleasant for Isabelle, either.

At that moment, there came a knock on the door, and a soldier slowly opened the door part way and peeked in. He looked inquiringly at Macky when she parted the curtain to view him. “Doctor?”

“We’re in the middle of an exam,” Macky replied.

“I need to speak to you right away. It will only take a moment.”

The lights dimmed twice. Macky understood this signal to mean there was danger of some kind, that all were to evacuate quietly to Level Four. She stepped outside the curtain and met the soldier on the other side of the door.

“What’s wrong with the lights?” Isabelle asked Dillon and Natalie.

Natalie spoke first, “That means we’re to be very, very quiet for a while.”

“Why?”

“It’s like a game,” Natalie explained, “Kind of like Simon Says. They want us to be quiet until they give us the be noisy again signal.”

“What’s the be noisy again signal?”

“The soft, pretty bell sound.” She whispered encouragingly to the little girl, “Let’s be very quiet so our team will win.” Natalie then felt Dillon’s concerned attention on her. She glanced at Dillon and gave him a subtle wink to tell him to keep his cool.

Doctor Macky returned and resumed the exam. Her assumption was correct; Isabelle had started her first period. It was unusual but not unheard of for a girl to begin puberty at such an early age. She again ordered Dillon away while Natalie gave Isabelle a fresh pair of underwear and showed her how to attach the sanitary napkin. While Isabelle dressed, Natalie joined the doctor and Dillon outside the exam room and closed the door.

“Do we have time to get our sleeping bags?” Dillon was asking. “It’s gonna be real cold down there.”

“Pick them up on the way down,” Macky said.

Dillon inquired, “What about the other patients? We can help evacuate them.”

Macky answered quickly, “There are no other patients today. Please go.”

Natalie lingered as Dillon led Isabelle out. She did not yet know what was happening and gazed at the doctor questioningly. Once Macky explained the situation, Natalie expected Coltan would already be at the hospital to escort her down to Level Four, but he had not shown.

––––––––
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COLTAN WAS IN THE LIBRARY working with Delores at the computer when the lights dimmed down, then came up, then dimmed again, and then came up once more. At that same time, Sergeant Elmer and Buddy Silverthorne approached them. Elmer pointed his rifle at Delores and ordered her to stand. As soon as she stood, Buddy positioned her against a file cabinet and frisked her while Coltan protested.

Buddy extracted the radio from her waistband. He tossed the radio to Sergeant Elmer, who caught it with one hand, “Is this what you’re looking for?” As he cuffed Delores, he informed her, “You’re under arrest.”

Delores’s eyes watered and her face flushed red. She addressed Sergeant Elmer as Buddy led her towards him, “It ain’t what you think.”

Elmer told her, “You’ll have your chance to explain it.”

Coltan demanded, “Somebody tell me what’s going on!”

“We got enemy choppers landing,” Elmer replied, “Go find your wife and head down to Level Four with the others.”

“What are you gonna do with Delores?” His concern for her was genuine, although he had never relaxed his guard around her and still had his suspicions. Yet, he had come to a point in their relationship where he felt she was very close to trusting him, and very close to accepting the truths in Scripture. He felt it was his responsibility to protect her.

“She’s going to the holding cell up here,” Elmer said as he steered her toward the library exit.

“I’ll go with you,” Coltan stated.

“Go find Natalie,” Buddy advised. “She needs you a lot more.”

“I will,” Coltan said as he accompanied them. “After Delores is settled in and I know she’s safe.”

Delores shot him an expression of surprise and gratitude that told him she had never expected he would want to protect her.

On the way out, Coltan with the two military men and a cuffed, crestfallen Delores Deltino, spotted Natalie, Dillon and Isabelle carrying their sleeping bags and Bibles down to the south end where the smaller caverns led to narrow dirt corridors that would take them down to Level Four. 

Coltan took hardly a moment to acknowledge Natalie, “I’ll meet you down there in a while.”

He knew Natalie saw the worry in his eyes, and that she somehow realized his concern was not about the evacuation or the enemy forces, but elfish Deltino. After he reassured Natalie, he diverted his attention immediately to Delores. “Don’t be scared, Del. They’ll only ask you some questions.” His voice carried back to Natalie as he brushed past her with the others, “Just be honest with them and tell them the truth.”

“They’ll kill me,” Delores replied.

“They won’t kill you.”

“I’m talkin’ about Santiago and Eastman.” She gazed at Coltan with terrified eyes.

“They’re already in custody,” Elmer said. “They’ve been in custody for days.”

Coltan found he inexplicably knew what was running through Delores’s mind. He sensed she had been wondering about the missing soldiers, and Elmer’s remark explained the mystery of their sudden absence. He then saw the images Delores pictured: the Alpha leaders tossing her into the same cell with them; tossing her in there as a final meal for the condemned. Coltan felt the terror she felt at the image in her mind. He felt helpless to do anything to lessen her fear as she begged them, “Please don’t put me with them! You don’t know what they’ll do to me!”

Elmer soothed her, “Relax, Deltino. We’re giving you your own private cell far away from them.”

The four rounded a corner into a narrow passageway. From the main corridor, the sound of murmuring and people running echoed through the space, and again Coltan received Delores’s fragmented images and emotional distress. The eerie clamor caused Delores to think of ghosts, and it brought forth a memory of a time in Africa when her company came across a concentration camp. That same noise rose up when they liberated the captives. Santiago had laughed, and he told her it was the “music of the damned.” At this moment, she felt damned.

Coltan whispered to her, “I’m right here with you, Del. I won’t abandon you.” She glanced sideways at him through tearful eyes, the color drained from her sweating face, her mouth downturned with hopelessness.

When they reached the holding cell, Coltan recognized it as the same place they had held Natalie the day of the Durham City rescue mission. He remembered how cold it was there, how Natalie had suffered with it. As they pushed Deltino into the cell and uncuffed her, Coltan asked the Sergeant, “Could she have a blanket? It’s freezing in here.”

Sergeant Elmer took note of the fact the prisoner still wore her parka. “She looks warm enough to me.”

Coltan persisted, “C’mon, you guys!”

“It’s up to James,” Elmer replied. He closed and locked the barred door, turned away and headed with Buddy to inform James at CSS.

Now alone with her, Coltan sat outside the cell. “Try not to be scared. They won’t hurt you.”

She curled up on the floor of the cell and wrapped her parka around her legs. “Did you know about this?”

“I knew you were a suspect.” To him, his admission negated all the effort he had put in to secure her spiritual salvation. Now she would never trust him. He regretted he had answered without thinking first.

She spit the word at him, “Bastard!”

He felt he earned that. “Yeah...”

“You sold me out!”

“No! How could I do that when all you and I talked about was the Bible? We never discussed anything about your work here.” He wrapped his fingers around the bars and peered pleadingly at her. “Think about it. Did I ever question you about anything else besides your spiritual beliefs?”

At this moment, she could not recall. She decided to turn the tables on him. “What do they want from me?”

“The truth.”

“About what?”

“I can’t talk about it. If I talked about it to you, I’d be crossing the line.”

“What line?”

“They’re the authorities. I’m not.”

“Will I get a lawyer?”

Coltan pondered that. It brought to mind a joke he heard about a lawyer denied entrance to Heaven. He used that as a springboard to lighten the mood. “This is a Christian community. I doubt we’ll find any lawyers around here.” She scowled at him, and he quickly realized his weak shot at humor was a pathetic failure. “Sorry, Delores.”

“You Christians are no better than the rest of us,” Delores said sharply. “You all lie, sneak and deceive just like the rest of us sinners. You’re a fucking hypocrite, preacher boy!”

“I guess so,” he replied. “Don’t think I’m proud of it.”

“Too bad...” she muttered. She looked ashamedly away from him as tears pooled in her eyes. “For a while there, I was starting to think you were an okay guy. I shoulda known better.”

“I care about you.” He darted to one side as she spit at him. The spit missed him and landed in the corridor. “You shouldn’t spit at people. Not only is it trashy, it’s also disgusting.”

She spewed another his way. The second also missed.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2
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Mitchell watched a third and fourth helicopter land at Dummy Town. Marvin Baumgartner took the seat in front of the monitor James had just vacated. He stared, transfixed as the soldiers hopped out onto the snow with their weapons ready. They made a beeline for the log cabin where the first of the troops awaited.

Glenda keyed in a close-up view of the cabin and watched. She was so nervous she could barely breathe. “What do they think they’re gonna find in there?” she said perplexedly.

Marvin offered his opinion, “They might think there’s a hidden entrance in there to the underground.”

“Which tells us they know we’re hiding underground,” Mitchell added. “They know about the tube.” 

“I hope you’re both wrong,” Glenda said. She gazed worriedly at Mitchell. He reached over and covered her hand with his. She accepted Mitchell’s gesture with grateful silence. She was scared, very scared, and she hated to admit it.

Marvin felt as trapped now as he did on the rooftop at Durham City. He wondered how long it would take before more enemy troops arrived. How long would it be before they scoured the area until they found one of the hidden entrances to Alpha Base? What would happen once they got in? Did Alpha have enough troops to fend off this invasion?

He swiveled the chair to one side and glanced over the two hundred or so soldiers who had begun to gather in the main corridor, armed to the teeth, ready for combat. Sergeant Elmer was briefing them and organizing them into stations. Marvin expected to see Sergeant Vasson among them, but he was not there.

Sergeant Elmer quickly turned over sub-command to Buddy Silverthorn and another soldier whose name Marvin could not remember. Elmer saluted James and gestured with a nod of his head for a private conference out of earshot of the troops. The two men settled near the CSS entranceway.

Marvin caught only a snippet of their conversation; James would not engage in a firefight unless the UEF troops discovered and stormed the tube. For the time being, Alpha’s troops were to stand prepared but silent. There would be no offensive heroics, no itchy trigger fingers. James did not want to do anything that would tip their hand. A battle, even though Alpha’s troops far outnumbered the UEF party outside, would only bring the rest of the Bonito Valle Base onto their front porch, only this time they’d be armed with bombs and who knows what else instead of just rifles and cameras.

––––––––
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WITH HIS LEGS AND ONE arm broken, plus every rib shattered, Santiago still maintained his silence. He pit-too-eed two teeth onto the floor and ran his arid tongue over his bruised, swollen and bleeding lips. He glared at Vasson through his one eye that was not yet swollen shut.

“Still got nothing to say?” Vasson sneered.

Santiago grunted. The grunt was more in pain than an expression of defiance. His broken bones were painful enough, but the stickpins under the fingernails of his right hand produced unrelenting, throbbing, agony. Although he was at their mercy, shackled wrist and ankle, he would not concede to defeat.

Vasson turned his attention to Private Dury, his assistant in this interrogation. Dury was a fiercely patriotic American, and had no respect whatsoever for the emerging totalitarian World Government of the UEF. He and Vasson had many discussions about what they saw as the destruction of Democracy and the American way of life. Because their thoughts and feelings rang harmonious, Vasson recruited the burly African American for this endeavor without a moment’s hesitation. It did not hurt that Dury and Santiago had many run-ins in the past, and Dury harbored long repressed hostility toward the racist and arrogant Texan.

Vasson drew his dirty handkerchief from his pocket and stuffed it into Santiago’s bleeding mouth. He pressed his large hand over the Texan’s mouth to keep the muffling handkerchief in place while he eyed the hammer in Dury’s eager hand.

“Give those pins another tap.”

Dury smirked and tightened his grip on the handle, poised the hammer for a third assault on Santiago’s fingers. He stepped over to the miserable bastard, knelt before him, and wrapped his big, powerful hand around Santiago’s shackled hand. He squeezed the Texan’s fingers apart and secured one finger in the vice of two of his own. The head of the pin that protruded from under the fingernail glistened slightly in the pale light. Dury squinted threateningly into Santiago’s bloody, sweat-drenched, beaten face, waited patiently for Santiago to beg for mercy. Santiago only glared at him and clenched his teeth. Dury gave the pin a soft tap with the hammer. The pin popped further under the nail bed. Santiago let out a sound that was a combination of a groan and an insane growl, and he threw his head back in response to the pain and banged his head against the wall. He began to shudder from head to toe.

Dury paused long enough to offer reprieve. “Give up, dirt bag?”

Santiago gasped. Drooling spit and blood down his chin, he shook his head.

As if they were playing a very boring game, Vasson ordered coldly, “Hit ‘em all.” 

Dury impassively went down the line. The pin in the baby finger he inadvertently struck too hard, and it shot completely under the nail into Santiago’s knuckle. Santiago hissed and the handkerchief stifled his scream. His voice came in a weak slur as he begged them, “No more!”

Vasson removed the handkerchief and leaned his face into the Texan’s. “Who is Chadislaw?”

Santiago sobbed, “I don’t know!”

“How’d you get through to the UEF?”

“I didn’t!”

“Who else here is working with you?”

Santiago glared at him and spit blood through his broken teeth.

Vasson wiped his nose impatiently, balled up and replaced the handkerchief into Santiago’s mouth, and instructed Dury, “Tap ’em in all the way. If that don’t do it, we’ll start on the toes.”

Santiago visibly cringed at the thought of it. The fingers were bad enough; the same assault to his toes would be unbearable. Again, he gritted his teeth and tried to will himself not to scream at the anticipated pain. Dury did not allow him the time to think any more; he hammered the rest of the pins in until he thoroughly embedded them under the stubborn man’s fingernails. At this point, and with his stifled screams escaping his tight throat as furious growls, Santiago passed out.

Private Dury sat back and tried not to digest the sadistic horror of what he had just done. Although he hated Santiago and everything he stood for, Dury’s conscience began to convict him. He hoped Vasson would show mercy when he stoically asked him, “Do you want me to wake him up again?”

Vasson unclipped his extra two sets of cuffs from his belt and tossed them to Drury. “It’s time for his feet. The toenails.”

Private Dury hesitated. He felt sick with the idea that Vasson was thoroughly enjoying torturing this spy.

Vasson snarled, “That’s an order, Dury!”

Dury’s stomach clenched violently and he tasted bile as he squatted and began to secure the first of the two extra handcuffs around Santiago’s already cuffed to the wall ankle.

James’s voice suddenly ordered through Vasson’s walkie:

“Cease interrogation now, Sergeant. Maintain complete silence and remain at your post.”

Vasson answered James, “Roger that.” After he clicked off, he crossed his arms in front of his big chest and regarded Santiago as one would a festering sore. “Let the bastard rest and recover. We need a break, anyway.” He stepped out into the corridor and waited for Dury, who was obviously relieved, to get up and follow him. He glanced over at the small cavern on his left, “Too bad Eastman died so easily...”

“Yes, sir...” Dury replied regretfully. His regret was not due to her dying before they could extract a confession and information from her. Unbeknown to Vasson, Dury initially balked at the order to torture her, and hated every moment he inflicted pain on her. The torture of a female went against everything Dury held sacred. Maybe it was his upbringing by his gentle, widowed mother; but, whatever the reason, he had never had the urge to ever mistreat a woman. What made it even more difficult was Eastman’s loyalty to the UEF. Like Santiago, she had stubbornly kept silent. Unlike Santiago, the woman had not uttered a single whimper of pain. But suddenly, her body tensed up and she gasped in a wavering breath. Her eyes became round and huge as if a demon had just swooped down to consume her. Her body suddenly relaxed at that point, and she exhaled slowly. Her terrified eyes remained open, and her mouth froze twisted in a hideous gaping grin as if she had just been about to scream. Eastman’s sudden death came as an unexpected relief for Dury, but the final image of her face would haunt him the rest of his days.

Vasson wearily leaned his back against the cavern wall. “I need some coffee...”

––––––––
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DOWN IN LEVEL 4, ISABELLE buried her face in Dillon’s chest, “What’s going on? Why do we gotta stay down here?”

Dillon fibbed in order to keep her calm. “I think they’re just making us practice in case someone finds Alpha. We’re gonna be quiet like they told us to, right Isa?”

“I don’t like it down here.” She shuddered, and Dillon could feel it. She wanted to merge into his body where she could finally feel safe. 

He wrapped his arms around her and glanced to his side at Natalie. Wrapped snugly in their sleeping bags, the three of them rested against the wall of the large cavern. Natalie glanced back at him. She was trembling and tried to hide it under the cover of the thick insulated fabric. Dillon observed her trembling, and he reached and took her hand, gave it a gentle squeeze.

With her other hand that lay beneath her sleeping bag, she clutched Bonnie, her gun, and released the safety, just in case.

Carolyn had been looking for them since she arrived with the high school students. The moment she discovered them, she raced over and ducked next to Dillon. She unrolled and fully opened her sleeping bag, draped it over herself, curled close to Dillon and rested her head on his shoulder. “What’s going on? That alarm scared the hell out of me!”

Dillon shot her a reprimanding look. “Shhh!” He then nodded his head toward Isabelle to give Carolyn the message.

Carolyn understood. She gazed past him to Natalie, “Are you okay, Nat?”

“Yeah.” She, too, rested her weight against Dillon, snuggled as close to him as possible for both the warmth of his body and the comfort of his presence.

“Where’s Coltan?” Carolyn glanced around for him.

“He’s still upstairs,” Natalie said. “He said he’ll be down here soon.” In her heart, she knew soon did not mean directly soon. Once Coltan got distracted with something, he pushed other matters to the back of his mind. This time, the distraction was Delores Deltino, and Natalie could not understand what it was about the gruff unkempt soldier that demanded Coltan’s care and attention at such a perilous time. In Natalie’s perspective, Delores was a traitor who did not deserve any kind of compassion or support. Yet, that was exactly what Coltan was offering her. She found herself feeling angry with him, angry that he had chosen trashy Delores over her. When and if he joined them, Natalie had a few harsh words waiting for him.

“What’s he doing up there?” Carolyn asked urgently.

“I don’t know,” Natalie replied tiredly. “There was no time to talk.”

“Have you seen Ian? I can’t find him anyplace.” She peered around again, her eyes full of worry. “Joe hasn’t seen him, either.”

“He’s down here somewhere,” Dillon said. “I wouldn’t worry about him, Carolyn.”

“He isn’t down here!” Carolyn insisted.

“He’s probably helping at the hospital,” Natalie suggested.

“They sent all nonessential personnel down here,” Carolyn argued. “And, Ian wasn’t on day shift. He’s never on day shift, and he didn’t show up for school this morning.”

Dillon regretted he had not considered Ian or bothered to check his tent. He pictured Ian sound asleep within the warmth of his sleeping bag. He offered that possible scenario to Carolyn, “He’s probably dead asleep in his tent. He’s probably sleeping through this whole thing. You know how wiped out he is sometimes after a shift. An earthquake couldn’t wake him.”

“I’m still worried about him. What’s going on? Why are they sending us down here?”

“It’s just a drill, just practice,” Dillon said firmly.

Carolyn narrowed her eyes at him. “Why now? You’re so full of bullshit.”

Dillon returned her scornful expression, and then he subtly nodded to Isa and looked again at Carolyn to be certain she understood. She returned his nod apologetically.

Isabelle lifted her head from Dillon’s chest, “Ian’s probably on his way right now. Him and Colt might be on their way together.”

“That’s right,” Dillon told her. “So let’s be real quiet and show them we can follow directions. That’s what drills are for.”
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CHAPTER 3
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The UEF’s discovery of Dummy Town came easily via a combination of geothermal readings and old fashion air surveillance. It took sophisticated technology to scrutinize the rest of this rugged and heavily forested spot on the mountain, and through geothermic magnetic resonance imaging, Intelligence had detected what they suspected as buildings beneath the layers of volcanic and granite strata. In addition to that, results of the thermal sweep suggested the presence of animal or human life within the alleged buildings. Their equipment did not pick up the existence of any openings in the hillside terrain or in the floor of the tiny valley below it that would allow subterranean entrance. However, false readings of every kind frequently occurred with such equipment, so verification required utilization of actual human beings. 

Private First Class Cory Jones alighted from the chopper after Private Ferguson. Lieutenant Han had assigned Jones to explore the lower tier of the ancient rocky hillside, while Ferguson explored the hilltop area. Their orders were to look for signs of human habitation, see if there were any hidden or sealed off cave entrances, and to duly record their findings for the Big Brass.

Cory followed his orders with outwardly robotic obedience. Inwardly, he was burned-out. After what he had witnessed in the field and at C-Base, he had concluded their game plan and ultimate goal for the world was nothing more than another skewed attempt at world conquest for the elite by the blood of the peons. Cory knew they considered him a peon and, over time, he accepted that he would never rise above peon status, no matter how hard he worked or how intelligent he was. The elite had enough people at the top; what they required to keep their lofty position was more peons.

However, burnout among the peons was becoming epidemic. Those in power in the UEF had long ago anticipated that, and it was common (but unspoken) knowledge they were preparing an entirely new species of peon to replace the current crop of exhausted, cynical and completely untrustworthy peons—namely, the grunts, the soldiers, the civilian worker bees and their PTSD stricken offspring. The UEF’s once rumored W1 Psychological Sciences Program, aimed at retraining mords as grunt-work laborers and battlefield bomb detectors, had provided the UEF with a whole new supply of expendable collateral.

Not very long ago, Cory had considered applying for the program with the idea they would welcome his knowledge in the fields of veterinary medicine and psychology. Although military service and the plague crisis interrupted his college education, his years of hands-on experience first in his father’s veterinary practice and then as a volunteer crisis counselor in the community, gave him an education greater than what he would have garnered from years of classroom instruction. Regarding the WI-PS Program, Cory reasoned his skills would be useful because the infected had basically become wild animals in human bodies and he understood the psychological workings of most animals.

These skills had come in handy when the late Major Standish recruited him to rehabilitate his stricken daughter Lena. Lena was one of only a few thousand humans around the globe who had managed to retain some semblance of their humanness while afflicted with the mord virus. Cory had seen one other, a nine year-old boy, who had similarly resisted the full effects of the disease, but that child was now dead, executed by firing squad under Cory’s command under orders from Major Standish and General Tadesco. Lena had died at the point of Cory’s weapon when she inexplicably surrendered to the vicious predatory compulsion of the virus. Her father, Major Standish, died in service as her final meal.

Cory detested Major Standish, so he wasted no time in mourning for the brutal and selfish bastard; but he carried his grief over Lena and that poor little boy, whose name he had forgotten, as an unwelcome companion to this very day.

Now, on this very day, PFC Cory Jones and his unwelcome companion were to locate, expose, and take into custody a small group of harmless refugees who presumably only desired sanctuary. It would be a feather in his cap if the refugees included one certain little girl; a little girl deemed both a miracle and a curse by General Jason Tadesco and his scientists in the WI-PS Program.

Cory did not want to find the girl, did not want to find any of the refugees. He knew the UEF would order the refugees executed, and the girl, if she actually existed, they would spirit off to their own subterranean village where the scientists conducted barbaric experiments and brainwashing techniques on the doomed mords.

No! Now that he knew more about the intricacies of the WI-PS Program, Jones wanted nothing to do with it. The fact that the UEF demoted him in rank down to PFC because of his involvement in the Lena and Major Standish episode reduced his chances for applying for the program, anyway. 

With his heart in his throat, Cory began his reconnaissance of the immediate area, hoping to find nothing. He glanced up the hill at Ferguson, saw the top of his helmet bob up and down behind the foliage as the soldier trod among the trees and bushes. Cory hoped Ferguson also found nothing. He hoped they all found nothing.

Cory’s orders were to walk the circumference of the hill, look for caves and small holes in the ground that were big enough to give a human access. If he found a cave or an entrance site, he was to report it immediately to Han and then Han would send in a specially armed exploration team trained in spelunking and similar subterranean activities.

Less than five minutes into his exploration of the south side of the hill, Cory found the unmistakable remains of a vegetable garden. The neatly stacked and intertwined branches that served as bedding frames betrayed the garden’s identity. The garden could have existed for years. The thin layer of snow sported deer tracks and the smaller prints of raccoons and various sized rodents. The abundance of animal tracks and absence of human tracks suggested humans had not used the garden in a long time. Cory blandly reported, “Nothing but deer tracks so far,” and moved on.

When he reached the next level area where the down slope of the hill came to rest, he detected a faint odor of cattle dung. He stopped and sniffed. Yep, it was dung—fertilizer. He stood still and listened, thought he heard the cluck of chickens and mooing of livestock. However, he could not be certain because of the noise from the copters and soldiers voices below in the tiny abandoned camp. Cory tried to send a telepathic suggestion to any occupants who might be hiding nearby, “Get those danged animals where we can’t hear and smell them!”

He ducked under an outcropping and crept along the granite wall from which a few bushes and spindly pines struggled to reach what little sunlight spilled in there. He spotted footprints, large, heavy in the snow. The boots left a familiar indentation pattern—military issue. Cory stepped into the first print. His foot fit perfectly. He stepped carefully into each print as he rounded the wall. At the bend, the carpet of snow was thicker, and there were no prints there. He paused and looked back at the prints he had made over the original prints; one could not see the truth unless they examined it very closely. He made a mental note to tell anyone who came upon them that the prints were his.

Cory continued on to the west side of the hill where he spotted another outcropping and a large wall of granite overgrown with weeds and manzanita. He paused again, this time to scan the hill for the bobbing olive green top of Ferguson’s helmet. All he could see was snow blanketed foliage. He guessed Ferguson was on the other side of the hill. He leaned back against the wall, removed his official special ops glasses, and wiped his tired eyes.

––––––––
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FROM THE SSC STATION inside the lava tube, Mitchell, Glenda, Marvin and James watched the soldier’s movements with trepidation. They gasped in unison when the soldier looked up into the camera lens, looked right at them. They held their breath as the soldier’s brow wrinkled in sudden curiosity, and then he replaced his glasses and gazed into the lens.

“He spotted it...!” Glenda whispered shakily.

Suddenly, the soldier smiled subtly, put his index finger to his mouth, and then in sign language for the deaf, signed to them the letters, “O.K.” Then he put his finger to his lips once again to tell them to remain quiet.

The three expelled their breath.

“What the...?” Mitchell barely whispered.

James questioned disbelievingly, “He’s gonna cover for us...?”

“Oh, God... please!” Glenda sighed desperately.

––––––––
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JONES HAD SEEN THE tiny camera lens entirely by chance when a melting clod of snow thumped onto his helmet and he looked up to see where it came from. It had dripped from a tangle of manzanita branches that concealed the camera disguised as a knot on a branch. Jones had done plenty of digital surveillance work in his military career, and the knot on a branch camera was an old and seldom used tool these days. A glint of sunlight on the lens gave it away to his trained eye. Still, he gave the Jesus Freaks credit for a good job hiding the thing; someone unfamiliar with the equipment never would have spotted it.

Jones reported over his radio, “Nothing on the south and west sides, Sir. No signs of life except deer.”

“Roger that,” came the reply, “Ferguson’s on his way back. Finish up and get down here. We got a blizzard to beat.”

“Roger.” Jones clicked off.

––––––––
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MITCHELL, GLENDA AND James clearly heard the transmission in their earphones. They grinned at each other and gave God a thumbs-up in gratitude.

However, James gave it a little more thought, considered the soldier’s message might be a ruse to cause them to relax. What if the soldier reported differently once he was out of earshot of the mics? He softly cautioned the others, “Let’s not celebrate yet.”

Mitchell’s spirits sank perceptibly. “You think it’s a trick?”

“Could be.”

Mitchell cussed under his breath and shook his head worriedly.

––––––––
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THE SOLDIER ROUNDED the north side. The roiling river below spilled noisily on its southwestward journey into the valley between the ranges. The noise of it overwhelmed all other sounds. Cory paused and viewed the rampaging water, marveled at its power as it plunged onward with a seemingly intelligent determination.

After a few moments, he resumed his halfhearted exploration of the area. He came upon another outcropping, but this one was more than just one outcropping; there were many layers of granite and lava folded upon and beside each other. The lower layers came to rest on the ground. Between these outcroppings and some boulders, he spied a narrow space that created a meandering path. He observed the white blanketed foliage protruding from crevices in the rocks. If there were cameras there, they hid them very well. At this point, whoever was inside was already aware of his presence so, just to satisfy his curiosity and leave some evidence for the bigwigs that he had done his job (in case they checked), Cory followed the narrow path between the rocks and outcroppings into a large cavern. The cavern contained an ancient hardened lava floor covered over in century’s worth of mushy, partially frozen red clay and sand. In the partial sunlight, he thought he detected some footprints and, most damningly—tire tracks. The tracks began at the east wall of the cave, curved sharply and ended at the south wall.

Stupid idiots...

He clicked on his headlamp and surveyed the space. The walls consisted of flowing multi layers of hardened lava. Straight ahead and to his left was a shadowed area he guessed was an opening to another cavern. He readied his rifle and slowly approached. It was an opening to another cavern, damned right. He leaned in for a look, but the pungent ammonia odor caught him by surprise and compelled him to retreat. After a few breaths of fresh air, the last one held, he leaned into the cavern again. When he lifted his head, his light exposed the thousands of bats snoozing there.

Only another bat would wanna live here...

He strolled along the east wall of the first cavern where the tire tracks entered the cave. Water from melting snow above the cavern created a long, wide wet spot on the lava-coated granite. Cory looked up and focused on the seam of the wall where it met the ceiling. That was where the water originated and flowed down the wall. He noticed a large and crooked vertical crack. When he traced it with his fingers, he discovered the wall was not actually composed of natural elements, but was made of some kind of heavy industrial flexible weatherproof material. Whoever had tinted the recipe did a commendable job, for the wall perfectly matched the rest of the natural walls in the cavern. Cory leaned into it and gave it a little push. It did not give. This puzzled him; it had to open somehow. He looked down and examined the boulders and smaller rocks strewn haphazardly along the base of the wall. When he gently kicked at one with the toe of his boot, the rocks produced a soft ringing tone. They were fake, made of some kind of rustproof metal. The faux boulders and rocks connected to each other as one big unit. He tried to push it, but it was too heavy to budge. Cory figured it would take two or more men to move the unit aside. Undoubtedly, the secret to opening the door lay behind the phony boulders, and the crooked vertical crack in the “wall” was where the wall parted into barn doors that opened inward. Cory did not have the brawn or the time to test his theory. He abandoned the east wall and followed the tracks over to the south wall where he ran his hand over the cold surface. It felt like granite under his fingers. When he lightly rapped his knuckles upon it, the sound produced was a muffled reverberation. Apparently, the wall was a false wall composed of synthetic material made to look and feel like granite. He found a seam, followed it up with his finger as far as he could reach. He stared up at the ceiling area above the seam, scrutinized the crack patterns in the real granite left by ages of expansion and contraction. Something did not look right. One of the horizontal cracks appeared too straight to be natural. He followed the line of it to his right where it connected with another barely discernible vertical seam.

An automatic garage door. Sonofabitch...

The absence of roller tracks upon the ceiling of this cavern indicated this one rolled up away from the cavern into whatever lay on the other side.

He then examined the subtle pattern of tire tracks that led to the hidden door. He crouched at the base of the door. It was flush to the floor, but not so flush that he could not tell someone had lifted it recently. He wondered if he could slip a piece of paper under it, and he tore a sheet from his little notepad and tried it. The paper slid under with a little effort on his part.

Cory wrote a hurried note, “Get rid of the tracks before someone else finds them!” He slipped it under and pushed it all the way through. After he stood, he used the toe of his boot to place some mud over the spot.
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