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Chapter One

 


 


Dark Hope Abandoned Gold Mine, Colorado

Two Months After Anthrax Attack

 


Dirk Benedict blinked. Eyes opened or closed
it didn't matter. Inky blackness swirled around him, crept inside
his skull. He clasped the headlamp on his helmet. Cold metal from
the miner’s light cut into his palm, but he didn't flick the
switch. Didn't shed light on the people in the cave around him.

Men swore.

Women cursed.

Someone screamed.

Another sobbed.

Dirk resisted the urge to plug his ears.
Scaring the people was a necessary evil. Just for a bit. Just until
they saw the wisdom of his words.

"If everyone could please stay calm." Doctor
Mavis Spanner spoke clearly in the void. "We'll have the lights on
in a minute."

He swallowed hard. Unlike some of the others,
he liked the Doctor. She was a smart cookie and seemed to genuinely
care about people, but she was on the wrong side. And he couldn't
stand by while corruption ran rampant and destroyed what was left
of humanity.

He'd already paid the price once; he wouldn't
pay it again.

Even if some folks had to be sacrificed.


Chapter Two

 


 


"Medic."

The soldier's voice rang inside Papa Rose's
head. He squeezed his eyes closed. It wasn't real. Private Carter
had died when they'd rolled across the Kuwaiti border into Iraq.
He'd been dead for years.

They were all dead.

Get it under control. Papa Rose drew
air into his lungs to a count of four and held it for two seconds.
Focus on the here. The now. The abandoned gold mine.
Colorado. The nuclear holocaust outside. He opened his eyes.
Unrelieved blackness blanketed his vision. Christ Jesus. He
squeezed them closed until white spots danced inside his skull.

"Don't let me die, Staff Sergeant," Carter's
voice whispered in the shell of Papa Rose's ear.

Not real. Not real. Not fucking real.
Papa Rose exhaled slowly. His vision was out but he had other
senses to ground him in the mines. He peeked through his lashes.
Still darkness. The mines must be experiencing another blackout.
With his next breath, he assessed the situation. A metallic taste
flooded his mouth. Blood. He swept his tongue over his teeth and
felt the sweetness. Okay, he was bleeding.

But what the hell had happened?

He felt cold stone against his body. Vomit
burned the back of his throat and he stopped moving. Liquid stung
his eyes and trickled down his jaw and. His brain struggled to
reconcile the cold and hot. The mines dripped with cold water and
the hot... Running his hand over his scalp, he felt the prick of
stubble before encountering the jagged edges of torn flesh and the
warmth of blood. Pain rattled his eyes in his sockets right before
he jerked his fingers away.

"Son of a bitch!" His growl echoed down the
dark tunnel. What the hell had plowed into his skull? And how bad
was the trauma? He licked his dry lips. Could he stand? Make it to
help? Christ Jesus. This was the worst blackout yet.

"Who's there?"

Papa Rose set his hands on the damp stone
ground and sat up. Hard consonants and clipped words. Not Carter's
slurred speech as life drained out of him. Someone else. Someone
real and in pain. "Hello?"

His fingers crawled over jagged edges of
pebbles and rocks, sifted them through his fingers. This was new.
The mine didn't usually vomit rocks and pebbles during a power
outage. Perhaps they were expanding the network of tunnels. Yeah,
that could be it. When his elbow encountered a protrusion, heat
rocketed up his arm. Damn he was an idiot. How many blackouts had
he endured since arriving two months ago? A hundred. Two. No one
moved until the lights came on again. Muscle twitched. His gut
urged him to run.

Something was wrong.

"Who's there?"

He rolled his eyes. Guess he wasn't the only
one knocked stupid. Which was his only excuse for heeding his gut
and moving.

"Papa Rose." Clearing a patch on the ground,
he flattened his hands and levered himself up. The world bucked and
tilted before steadying. He swallowed the bile rising in his
throat. "What happened?"

"There was an explosion."

"An explosion." The word was foam on his
tongue—wrong and dangerous. He slowly eased his legs under him.
Muscles morphed into rubber bands. He listed left, pushed with his
fingertips then pitched right. His shoulder slammed against the
wall; his temple quickly followed. Stars twinkled in his vision but
did nothing to shed light on his predicament. He rolled back and
landed on his ass. Once the world stopped playing Rock-A-Bye-Baby,
this position was much better. "I didn't think the engineers were
working in the tunnels down here."

"They're not." A grunt sounded ahead of him.
"I think the electrolysis machine went."

Papa Rose blinked. The word crawled through
his skull like a worm in soggy soil. "The atom splitter?"

He sipped the air. Tasted like oxygen, but
what the hell did he know? He was an ex-grunt masquerading as a
counselor to the few people who managed to survive the apocalypse.
It was a hell of a résumé builder.

"Yessss," the man hissed. "Do you think we
could skip the chit chat? I'd really like to get my leg out from
under this rock so I can limp out of here in case the rest of the
tunnel decides to fall in."

Damn! Eight weeks of cave comfort had dulled
his survival skills. He had to stay sharp. Lives depended on him.
He'd already lost four folks when one survivor had gone bat shit
and shot twelve people before deep throating his gun. And then
there were the walkers—the folks who just opened the door and
ambled into a fog of deadly radiation. He rested his fists on his
knees. "How badly are you hurt?"

"Banged and bruised mostly, but I can't move
my right leg."

"Can't move it, huh?" Papa Rose inched
closer. That was vague enough to be almost useless. Then again, he
wasn't exactly a St. Bernard carrying a first aid kit. But there
should be one close by. Several were stowed on every level of the
cave system, if someone hadn't stolen them.

His balls drew up so tight he nearly sang
soprano.

He could no longer ignore the signs—items
missing, hushed conversations in the vents and bad vibes around
certain individuals. Several someones were mixing up a batch of
FUBAR. Had he just gotten the first taste?

He had to find out. And what better way than
to start with Johnny-on-the-spot? "Can you feel your leg?"

Where were the fucking lights? They always
switched on after a few minutes.

"I'm trying not to," grunted the unknown
man.

For the moment, Papa Rose called up his first
aid training. The pain was good. If the trauma was severe enough,
the brain would have shut down and not processed anything. But that
didn't mean the man wouldn't bleed out or slip into shock. Lights
or no lights, he had to be helped. Papa Rose scooted forward.
Pebbles knocked and rattled.

"Is that you, or the Tommyknockers?"

"Me." First, Papa Rose had to find the man,
access his injuries then decide on a course of action. Now he was
sorry the engineers had widened the damn tunnels. "Do you know
which side you're on?"

"The one with the current giving me a white
water wedgie."

The right side then. The newer tunnels
pitched to the right, keeping the water on that side.

"At least you've kept your sense of humor."
Forcing back the nausea, Papa Rose turned his head as the man
spoke. If bats could use echolocation, he should be able to as
well. In order to have a chance in hell of finding the guy, he had
to keep him talking. "What's your name?"

"Eddie. Eddie Buchanan."

Papa Rose flipped through his mental contact
list. That name was familiar, but not as a patient. His buddy
Falcon had taken on the little group of survivors from Tucson.
"Buttcannon?"

He winced. Yeah, he'd never ace any
sensitivity exam. Then again, the man gathered all the poop and
sent it to be processed into soil. The idea certainly made the
notion of eating potatoes a little less appetizing.

"I prefer Eddie."

"Who wouldn't?" The stubble on Papa Rose's
bald head stood on end. Falcon had said the guy was unwilling to
talk about the end of the world. Could he have used the human waste
to construct a bomb? "What are you doing down here?"

"You mean aside from getting that fresh clean
feeling from the mountain spring bidet?"

Papa Rose scooted closer. Eddie didn't seem
unhinged, but the dark humor could be a smoke screen. "Yeah, aside
from that."

Not that he really expected Eddie to confess
that his nut was cracked and he wanted to bury everyone under tons
of rock.

"I was supposed to report to Forrest at the
electr—, er, atom splitter." Rocks tumbled.

Papa Rose's heart battered his chest and he
froze. That had better not be another cave-in. When the noise
subsided into the gurgle of water, he inched forward again. "Guess
the flotsam really does rise to the top."

"I earned the job," Eddie snapped. "Hell, I
practically built the damn thing with duct tape, wire and mason
jars. I got shit detail because I was the only one who could keep
the sewage suckers running."

And now the slapstick engineering seems to
have exploded. Papa Rose bit his tongue. Maybe he shouldn't keep
his peace. If the guy could rig the machine to work, he'd know how
to make it go boom. "You probably should have used a few garbage
bag ties for good measure."

"Maybe Forrest had. He said he'd made some
improvements on my design," Eddie practically snapped in Papa
Rose's ear.

He paused. The guy had to be close. Rolling
onto his knees, he reached out his hand and swept the darkness.
Cold air streamed through his fingers. "Did you have a problem with
him tampering with your design?"

Papa Rose ignored his gut. He couldn't afford
to believe in Eddie's innocence, not without proof. Those atom
splitters were the only thing providing oxygen down here.
Unfortunately, they also created a nice hydrogen bomb on the
side.

"He didn't tamper with it. He reduced the
amount of hydrogen being wasted, made the electricity turbines more
efficient and the machine safer."

"I don't exactly feel safer." Crawling
forward, Papa Rose's hand hit something soft and wet.

"Tag. I'm it." Eddie grunted, grabbed Papa
Rose's hand and set it on his damp shoulder. "Something must have
gone wrong."

He was gonna nominate the guy for the
understatement of the year award. Considering the year that just
passed, that was saying a lot. Not a bit of it good.

"Since you're the expert, when will the
lights come back on?" Papa Rose swept his hands down Eddie's head.
Blood made his hands gummy but he detected no soft parts in his
skull. The kid must have a hard head. Papa Rose skimmed his neck
and followed the slope of his shoulder. Nothing dislocated.

"They won't. At least, not in this branch of
the tunnel. We created a failsafe to keep the lights near the atom
splitters off until an operator turns them on manually. Sparks are
a problem with pure hydrogen and oxygen."

"Sounds like you know your stuff." Papa
Rose's fingers skimmed the bones.

Eddie sucked in a lungful of air. "I had to
pass a test to work on the system."

"Looks like your arm might be sprained."

"Gee, you go to medical school when you
earned your head-shrinking certificate?"

Leaving the arm for now, Papa Rose checked
Eddie's ribs and abdomen. Muscle tensed under his hands. "Stick
with understatement and leave the sarcasm to me."

"Why? Do you need the practice?"

Smart ass. Papa Rose smiled. It was a
protective attitude, not a guilty one. Like him, Eddie had been in
the wrong place at the wrong time. "I don't think you broke any
ribs. But you can always walk outside and get an x-ray."

"Gee thanks. You gonna go with me to read my
day-glow bones?"

When Papa Rose checked Eddie's thighs for
fractures, the knuckles of his left hand skimmed wet rock. The
boulder stopped two inches below the knee, pinning the leg. He
wouldn't be able to tell if it was broken until Eddie was freed. "I
don't suppose you have a wrench or something I can use as a
lever?"

"I had a tool kit but I can't tell you where
it went."

And finding it in the dark would be about as
easy as finding a virgin in a whorehouse.

Papa Rose smiled. Which meant he had to try.
"What's in the kit?"

Humming sounded overhead. Something clicked.
Red light cut a rectangle in the tunnel branching fifty feet away.
Silver fabric hung like battle-worn flags from the cut rock roof.
Water plopped onto the wet stone.

"Screwdrivers, wrenches, tapes, gaskets and a
bottle of soapy water to check for leaks." Eddie leaned forward.
His shadow separated from the dark walls of the tunnel. "My lunch
MRE, a bottle of water, spare wires, a small tire iron and a
flashlight."

Papa Rose's ears perked up. "A
flashlight?"

That was worth finding. He peered into the
void. Jagged rock protruded from the walls. Right, because the
stupid tools would hang themselves on the walls. He dropped his
gaze to the floor. Nothing was distinguishable in the inky
blackness. Guess he would have to do this the old-fashioned
way.

"Yeah. Flashlights are standard equipment and
worth their weight in gold."

Rising, Papa Rose slowly eased around Eddie
and his boulder. With tools inside, the kit couldn't have gone far.
"I would think charged batteries are worth more."

"We have plenty of batteries and extra ones
already recharged but spare flashlights are hard to find."

Another small inconvenience that could mean
something big. Something unpleasant. Inching forward, Papa Rose
swept the ground with his left foot then his right foot. Rocks
clattered. "You guys shouldn't be so careless with your tools."

Eddie snorted. "We're not careless. Someone
is taking them and because we have no military left, there's no one
to stop them."

Some military remained. They just were
scattered in the network of mines and caverns acting as
peacekeepers. Of course, the peacekeepers were like policemen—never
around when you needed them. Metal thunked against Papa Rose's
boot. Only he and Eddie with his insider knowledge were here. "Why
would someone take flashlights?"

"You're the head shrinker. Are you treating
any Kleptos with a flashlight fetish?"

"No one like that." Squatting, Papa Rose
skimmed his fingers over the ground, dipped them in a puddle and
finally touched canvas. "Most folks I see are dealing with
survivor's guilt."

He fumbled with the soggy flap before
reaching inside.

"The flashlight should be on the right inside
pocket."

Papa Rose nodded. Cold, wet metal glided
under his palm. Yanking on the elastic, he freed the corrugated
barrel and flicked on the switch. A cone of light shot out of the
cracked lens. "It works."

"Of course, it works. I waterproofed it."
Drying blood webbed Eddie's pale cheek. A gash wept red tears from
his hairline through his black eyebrow. "Did you find the
crowbar?"

Papa Rose handed Eddie the flashlight then
angled the bag to illuminate the contents. The stainless steel
wrenches caught the light and reflected it onto the blue pry bar at
the bottom. "What do you think someone wants with a couple
flashlights?"

"It's not a couple." The beam wobbled in
Eddie's hands. "It's hundreds."

Christ Jesus. The kid was guarded. No wonder
Falcon couldn't make any headway. He set the bag by Eddie's feet.
"Okay, so what can you do with hundreds of flashlights other than
make one big disco ball?"

"Pipe bombs." Eddie jerked his head toward
the dark end of the tunnel. "The military locked up the guns but no
one thought about the ammunition. Lots of gunpowder and ready-made
tubes already threaded."

"Fuck." Papa Rose dropped to the ground. Why
hadn't he predicted that? Because he hadn't known about the missing
flashlights. What else didn't he know about? He rammed the long end
of the pry bar under the boulder and shoved a rock under it to act
as a fulcrum.

"Exactly."

"When I lift, you move your leg out as soon
as you can." He wrapped both hands around the bar, locked his
elbows and slowly eased his weight down. Stone ground together,
metal scratched it. Sweat stung his eyes. Tendons stretched across
his back. Down. Down. His arms trembled from the strain. Was he
even lifting the blasted rock? Maybe he should let it down and try
again. He pushed harder.

The boulder began to roll toward Eddie. He
caught it and pushed it back. "Almost there."

Papa Rose eyed the ground. The crooked top of
the bar nearly touched the ground.

The rock wiggled a bit asEddie shifted his
weight. "I'm free."

With a sigh of relief, Papa Rose released the
pry bar. The boulder landed with a thump that echoed through the
tunnel. "Is your leg broken?"

Eddie shone the light on his boots. Damp
laces slapped worn leather. He flexed his feet then rotated them at
the ankles. "Nope. I'm good."

The guy was lucky. Then again, so was he.
They were in the lower tunnels, right near the atom splitters. Papa
Rose pushed to his feet. His joints popped. "You're going to have a
helluva bruise."

He was already one big bruise. Getting old
sucked. He held out his hand.

"I have someone who'll kiss it and make it
better." After looping the bag's handle over his head, Eddie slid
his callused palm against his. "We need to go check on Forrest and
report in to the Doc."

Forrest. The other man. Papa Rose braced his
feet, leaned back and hauled Eddie up so he could stand. "How many
flashlights does Forrest have?"

"Dude, you're off base there." Eddie took a
step on his right leg and collapsed to his knee. "Fuckin' A."

Push his buttons, see if he cracks and
bleeds psycho. Papa Rose worked the pry bar free and bit his
lip to keep from chuckling. "Did you mean to do that?"

"Just help me up."

"Tell me about Forrest." Papa Rose crouched,
dragged Eddie's arm across his shoulders and pushed up.

"Not much to tell." Eddie's fingers dug deep
when he put a little weight on his right leg. The flashlight
bounced as they three-legged walked toward the metal door fifty
feet away.

"Then how do you know he's not a flashlight
klepto?"

"The dude doesn't stop talking. I'm sure he's
told me his whole life story by now, but he doesn't speak English
so I can only understand every other word."

An outsider? Some folks had been less than
welcoming to the refugees. Was that the motivation behind the
thefts? "Where's he from?"

"Somerset, England." Eddie shone the light on
the rivets of the metal wall. The Royal Air Force emblem stared
back at them. Bolts connected the repurposed plane fuselage piece
to the metal ribs on both sides, sealing the electrolysis chamber
from the rest of the tunnel.

"England?" Papa Rose snorted. "You do know
why it's called English, right? Because it originated there."

"Yeah, well, you listen to him. I know that's
not English." Eddie tapped his finger on the metal. He held the
contact a little longer each time. "The door is warm."

Papa Rose brushed his hand over it. Heat
seared his callused tips. "That's fucking hot."

Eddie bit his lip. "Guess we know where the
blast came from."

Shit. Shit. Shit! He had his fill of
counseling today. "Your friend might not be in there."

"He wouldn't leave his post for
anything."

Devotion to duty should be rewarded, not
penalized. Papa Rose scrubbed his hand down his face. He knew he
shouldn't have gotten out of bed this morning. "How long do we have
to wait until the fire goes out?"

Eddie cleared his throat. "It should be out
already. In case of an explosion, we designed the water basin to
release and douse any fire." Pushing his jacket sleeve over his
hand, he pulled up on the lever.

Papa Rose's hair fluttered from the air
rushing inside.

"Forrest? Are you in here?" The hinges
protested as the door opened.

The scent of charred meat hung heavy on the
air.

Eddie's flashlight danced over the
wreckage—shredded fifty-five gallon drums, twisted pipes,
black-coated wires, diamond shards of glass, and a charred leg
sticking out of the debris. The spotlight paused there before
drifting to the scorch marks. The explosion's epicenter was smack
dab in the middle of the room. Was that where they'd kept the atom
splitter?

"Do you smell gunpowder?"

Papa Rose sniffed. Death smells and... A
chemical smell hit the back of his throat, nearly dropping him to
his knees. With whiplash speed, he crossed time and distance
returning to the Sandbox, to the IED that hit his convoy, and to
Carter's death scene. "Not gunpowder. C-4."


Chapter Three

 


 


One by one, flashlights popped on like stars
in a velvet sky. Blue tinged the white as laptops and tablets added
to the illumination. Draping from the ceiling, silver emergency
blankets amplified the light, kept the heat in the cave and
channeled the ever-present dripping water to the canals on the side
of the room.

"Is anyone hurt?" Doctor Mavis Spanner rested
her tablet computer on the table in front of her. She scanned the
dimness, searching the faces. Fear bracketed mouths. Anger knotted
the brows of others. No face relayed pain, just irritation at the
constant downtime from the overtaxed electrolysis machines.
"Anyone?"

Most of the two dozen people shrugged. A few
crossed their arms and thrust their jaws forward.

Her stomach burbled. Acid shot into her
esophagus. Not now, she couldn't be sick. They lost enough people
to hopelessness and despair. God knew how many more would walk
outside or mangle their wrists with plastic cutlery if they thought
the influenza had returned.

Mavis straightened her spine. Any more
setbacks in front of this lot would be like waving a red flag in
front of a bull. The advancements in the last two months hadn't
been fast enough or comfortable enough.

"No injuries. Good." Mavis found former
Marine Corps General Lister by the phone and pinned him with a
stare. "Any news?"

A scowl enhanced the bulldog qualities of his
face as he hung up the phone. "Electrolysis machines one and two
are online. Three is off. No one has heard from the operator of
EM-3."

Mavis recorded the incidents on her tablet.
Eddie Buchanan had started his new duties today. Maybe he and his
coworker, Charles Forrest, had taken the machine down for training
purposes.

"Oh, look." A red-hair man checked the
freckle on his right arm. "It's a day of the week. Must be time for
one of the atom splitters to blow."

Chuckles alleviated some of the tension of
the blackout.

Too bad the joker was Kevin Harriman. Mavis's
attention drifted to the man on Kevin's right, Dirk Benedict. Those
two were up to something. She just had to wait for her new
peacekeeping force to prove it.

"Let's get on with the meeting." Scraping the
marker off her desk, she trudged across the hard rock floor, in
front of the dark monitors linking them to other survivors around
the globe, toward the whiteboard on an easel. Her footsteps echoed
around the bowl-shaped room despite her loafers’ soft soles.

Behind the easel stretched a long map,
detailing their underground home. Thirteen levels deep and over six
miles wide, the network riddled through several mountains like an
ant colony.

"No." Kevin pounded his fist on the table in
front of him. "I’m sick of this business as usual bullshit."

The overhead lights flickered on and the
camera mounted on a tripod in front of her cabinet members blinked
on.

She swallowed the bits of sausage breakfast
that remained in her stomach after her morning vomitfest. "We have
an agenda, so the most pressing needs of the community will get
addressed, Mr. Harriman. If you have something—"

"When is something going to change for the
better?" Kevin pushed out of his chair.

"Things already have changed for the better."
Her new Surgeon General, Colonel John Jay adjusted the wire rim
glasses on his nose. "Thanks to the planning by Mavis, the late
Surgeon General Miles Arnez and thousands of military personnel, we
have furniture, equipment and supplies to last us for
generations."

"We owe a huge debt to many unnamed heroes."
She smiled in gratitude. What packed the caves was nothing compared
to the cars, trucks and semis sealed tight outside. Before the
radiation climbed to dangerous levels, the soldiers and civilians
had swarmed the nearby towns like locusts. They'd stripped stores
of their stock to the shelves then packed the shelves up too and
branched out to pioneer museums, libraries and homes.

Then there were the boxcars.

Fortunately, the mine had a rail line for the
ore and outbuildings still in good shape. Miles had stocked
trainloads with MREs, heavy-duty equipment, greenhouses, solar
panels and a medical station NASA had designed for Mars. Everyone
had braved the mounting radiation to move the necessities inside
and to travel to the cities to fill them again, and again.

"We wouldn't be nearly as comfortable if the
military hadn't been able to pick up bases and relocate them in a
matter of days." They had provided the survivors with cots,
blankets, lights, phones, computers, toilets, kitchens and portable
buildings. All they had to do was link the ready-made greenhouses
with boxcars and make everything airtight.

Kevin's nostrils flared. "We had all that two
months ago. And we've achieved nothing else since then."

Dr. Jay smoothed his blue jacket with its
stylized Air Force wings, cleared his throat and glanced down at
the tablet computer on the folding table in front of him. "Our
population is holding steady at one-thousand twenty-two. No one
died last night. That's an amazing accomplishment."

"Son of a bitch." Metal screeched as
Secretary of Homeland Security Lister scooted a folding chair near
the phone and sat. "We did it."

Mavis's knees threatened to buckle. She
locked them to remain upright. That meant... Fluttering filled her
stomach. Could it be over? Could the dying really be over?

Then why was she sick?

Whoops bounced off the ceiling, rippling off
the silvery fabric draped over the meeting room. Pale limbs swayed
as high fives passed around the cavern.

"Thank God." Mavis carefully set the eraser
back on its ledge. Bile rose in her throat. "And we have no
outbreaks? Rocky Mountain Fever? Plague? Typhoid?"

"Sweet Mother of God, woman. Stop poking the
rabid badger." Lister shoved out of his seat and stalked around his
folding table. "I say we burn that damn eraser. From now on the
only way to go is up."

Up. Mavis nodded. "Up would be good."

Unless it was her breakfast. That needed to
stay put. Ditto with her lunch this afternoon.`

Kevin snorted. "How are we going to increase
our population when nothing you've done so far has made us
safer?"

"We're safe from the radiation." Colonel Jay
polished his lenses on his shirt hem.

Lister cleared his throat. "And we have MREs
for fifty years."

"The military controls them and everything
else." Kevin snorted. Two of the twenty civilians filling the
tables in front of her cabinet nodded. Dirk Benedict and Nancy
Adler.

All three were from Section Seven—an area
that had forced out foreign-born refugees, threatened the new
peacekeepers and had the highest ratio of sick-days per person.

They were the rotten apples in the barrel—an
air-tight barrel with few ways to mitigate their poisonous
influence. Mavis scrubbed her palms over her face. She hadn't
survived the end of the world to allow freedom to be subsumed by a
caste system. "The supplies that we have are distributed
fairly."

"This is communism." Kevin braced himself on
his knuckles and leaned over the table. "Everyone gets the same
treatment regardless of how hard they work and how important their
jobs are to our survival."

"You benefit from that system, Mr. Harriman."
More than he deserved, given his lack of input.

Kevin snorted. "By constant blackouts. Having
our oxygen cut off. And now you can't even keep our vegetables
safe. So much for your utopia."

Mavis forced her curled fingers to relax. She
was sure the man knew more than she did about the stolen food.

"This isn't utopia by any means." Otherwise
some folks wouldn't have been invited inside. "Working together,
people here and around the planet have found solutions to our
problems and a means to implement them with our supplies on hand.
We can't go to the grocery store and pick up food, nor can we go
the Home Depot and get supplies. There is a finite amount of
materials available. We have to prioritize and make the best use of
them."

Unfortunately not everyone wanted to help or
looked after anyone’s interests but their own.

She glanced at Kevin's neighbor. Dirk
Benedict had the physique and smile of Santa Claus, but the
temperament of a Pit Bull with a spike in its paw. She would rather
deal with the Pit Bull.

Wounded animals would be more
predictable.

"When are we going to stop surviving and
start living?" Spittle foamed in the corners of Kevin's mouth.

"Most of us already have, Mr. Harriman. If
you are having difficulties adjusting, perhaps you should speak to
our counselors. We wouldn't want you to walk outside and acquire an
unfortunate tan." As appealing as that would be, every person
counted. Unfortunately, she already had a surplus of bad
examples.

"No way. You already have spy cameras
everywhere." Kevin gestured to the modems that connected the people
in the tunnels, caves and mines. "I'm not letting you inside my
head."

Asshole. She shook off her thoughts. Time to
get the meeting back on track. "What is the prognosis for the
irradiated survivors Brother Bob rescued?"

Colonel Jay worked his earpieces back into
place before dropping to his seat. "Two are hours away from
slipping into shock, but the other three will recover."

To get leukemia and cancer later.
Mavis dusted her hands on her jeans. But they would have a few more
years living in a dark, wet and cold cave.

Never to feel the sunlight on their face.

God, she missed the sunlight. Mavis trudged
across the man-made cavern and dropped into her seat. Fatigue
pulled at her. Maybe one day, she'd see it again. She tapped the
tablet and the screen blinked to life. Maybe she wouldn't have to
live to be a hundred-thirty-two to do it. "Are they safe enough to
move?"

"The three survivors are no longer emitting
any radiation." Colonel Jay pinched the bridge of his nose. "The
other two will have to be interred in the vault."

The vault. A partially collapsed mine several
miles from them that served as their crypt. Mavis sighed. The poor
souls must have been exposed to high levels of radiation if they'd
be emitting becquerels long after death. She shoved her bangs out
of her eyes. She should have told people about the meltdown in her
evacuation orders. Should have but hadn't. Doubting herself
wouldn't change anything.

People needed her to have the answers, to be
certain of their course. And she'd give them that for the next
three years. Then, they should be on better footing, and she could
turn over the reins to someone else.

Kevin's chair screeched as he plopped onto
it. "I suppose those dead are taking up our limited medical
supplies too."

Ignoring him, she pulled up the agenda on her
tablet. Using the stylus, she penned in the population. One
thousand twenty-two and holding. Such good news. Not even a mishap
in the electrolysis systems could diminish that victory. She eyed
the ribbons near the vents. Especially since the oxygen kept
flowing. "What's the status of the spent nuclear fuel rods?"

"According to satellite infrared, Kansas is
the only U.S. repository still burning." Lister tapped his
screen.

Pings sounded around the room as his message
was dispersed to the gathered crowd.

An envelope popped up on her desktop. Mavis
clicked it. A global map oozed across her screen. Red striped
mountain ranges bisected the yellows and oranges covering most of
Europe. Not a cold blue spot on the continent.

"Europe is still burning, I see." She scanned
the display. The white spots indicating the burning fuel rods had
vanished. Unfortunately, the conventional fires could have used up
the oxygen and those rods could start burning once it became
available again. "Have we heard from anyone in the European Union
lately?"

Lieutenant Sally Rogers shifted on the chair
next to Colonel Jay. As their tech guru, she kept the caves wired
and connected to the world. "Their populations are still dwindling,
but they're using electrolysis to split water into hydrogen and
oxygen so they have air to breathe."

Mavis nodded. "Food is still in short supply
I see."

Suicide missions had raided America's
overseas bases for the last stores of MREs and still it hadn't been
enough to feed those hiding in the hills, mines and mountains of
Europe. Reports of cannibalism ran rampant. There as well as in
scattered areas across the globe.

No wonder some folks took their chances
outside.

Including here, in the good ol' US of A. She
checked the population of the Japanese refugees in California.
Still decreasing. What was going on over there? They should have
had plenty of MREs and their last anthrax-related death had been a
week ago.

Too bad the satellites couldn't show her what
was going on inside pockets of humanity riddling the Sierra Nevadas
or Cascade Mountains.

"You think they ate the puny ones first?"
Dirk Benedict's voice carried to the front of the room.

Lister stiffened and pinned Benedict with a
glare. The man didn't even have the decency to blush.

Mavis cleared her throat and studied her
screen. With everyone that had been lost, why did cretins like him
survive?

Lister picked at the scab on his freshly
shaven cheek. "Why have we gone from the nuclear fuel rods burning
for decades to being gone within weeks?"

"Maybe they never really burned," Dirk
whispered.

Mavis squared her shoulders. Bastard. He knew
everyone heard him. She raised her chin and faced him. "If you
don't believe the radiation is real, Mr. Benedict, you're welcome
to stay in the isolation ward or live outside."

Dirk crossed his arms over his distended
belly and glared at her from under bushy eyebrows.

"After a couple hours with our terminal
patients, you'll start to feel nauseous, then begin to vomit. Then
you'll have a headache, fever and diarrhea." Mavis drummed her
fingers on the table. Hmm, she had some of those symptoms. Had she
been exposed recently? "If you're still not a believer, you can
stay until your central nervous system begins to degrade. By then,
you'll have no immune system and your body will start to rot from
the inside out. I understand worms and maggots emerged from the
mouths of the victims of Chernobyl at the end."

Dirk Benedict was enough of a slimeball that
she'd be hard pressed to tell one from the other.

His fingers dug into the sleeves of his
jacket but he didn't budge from his seat. "I'm hardly the only one
to express doubts. After all, no one's actually seen the
radiation."

Kevin and Nancy Adler nodded like meat
puppets.

"Did you see the Redaction virus that killed
nearly one out of three people?"

Dirk studied his fingernails. "The government
has told us so many lies, it's hard to know when you're telling the
truth."

She caught the word you. He wanted to make
this personal. She would play by his rules.

"Everything that we know, you have access
to." Mavis lifted her tablet computer and shook it like a
tambourine. Allowing everyone access to the information had been a
tactic she'd initiated to thwart the government conspiracy nut
jobs. The four remaining military officers had protested. Of
course, it had come right after she'd mustered out the armed
forces, converting some to peacekeepers while others were
integrated with the general population.

Lister grunted.

Yeah, he could gloat. Judging from the
nodding of the two men next to Dirk, her campaign hadn't been
completely successful.

The black Bakelite phone on the wall rang.
The electrolysis techs in EM-3 would be reporting in. Lister lifted
it from the cradle. "Report."

"We have access to information only while at
this meeting." Dirk snorted. "Who’s to say you haven't edited it
for these little sessions and are only telling us what you want us
to know?"

Lister's free hand formed a fist at his side.
"You sure?"

Mavis kept her security head in her
peripheral vision. Obviously, the electrolysis machine wasn't
off-line for training.

Colonel Jay shoved to his feet. His folding
chair collapsed and crashed to the ground. "If it wasn't for the
Doc's warning and planning, you would be dead by now. Killed by
that radiation you think doesn't exist."

"Nowhere in here does it say what foreign
nation actually attacked us with anthrax." Dirk made air quotes
when he said foreign nation. "That smacks of cover-up to me. What
was it really? Some military bioweapon that got out of hand?"

"Copy that." After hanging up, Lister pivoted
on his heel. A muscle throbbed in his jaw as he joined her at the
table.

Oh God, it must be really bad. One
thing at a time. Mavis calmly placed her hands on the table,
the epitome of openness.

"I deleted all reference to those we believe
responsible for the attack." If the idiot remembered that the
attack came in toys distributed by Burgers in a Basket, he would
know China was at the bottom of it. Of course, the troglodyte might
not be able to read but if he really wanted to know he'd surely
bully someone into doing it for him. Like he did with his other
assigned tasks.

Dirk sucked air between his teeth. "And you
ask us to trust you, when you're deliberately keeping that from
us."

"I can't think why you'd believe that." She
kept her expression calm. The bastard wasn't capable of trusting
anyone. He believed everyone else to be a back-stabbing asshole
like he was.

Her gaze skittered to Jake Turner. The
slimeball lawyer and Dirk had once been friends of a murdering
sociopath. The two went out of their way to avoid each other now,
perhaps too much. The fact that neither looked at each other caused
the hair at her nape to stand on end. Yet, Jake usually remained
silent while Dirk had diarrhea of the mouth.

Like now.

"We have folks from many nationalities and
religions living in these cave networks, Mr. Benedict." Although
Section Seven had only native-born Americans. "If word got out that
tree worshippers from Timbuktu had spearheaded the attack, I have
no doubt that some well-meaning," she added air quotes around the
word, "Americans would beat the tree worshippers from Timbuktu to
death. And in the process take a few others from Thailand and Japan
with them."

"Like that would be a loss." Dirk's upper lip
curled.

"Someone from Timbuktu helped dig the drains
that lead the water away from our living quarters. A woman from
Thailand grew those fresh tomatoes we've all enjoyed at breakfast
using hydroponics." In her peripheral vision, Mavis watched a few
men glare at Dirk. "And a professor from England streamlined the
electrolysis machine splitting water into radiation-free oxygen to
breathe and hydrogen to power our fuel cells. So yes, every person
working hard to make life livable under hundreds of tons of rock
would be a very big loss."

Unlike Dirk, who'd done nothing but bitch
about how his back injury prevented him from working. Of course, he
had plenty of time to spew his poison and create dissatisfaction.
Kevin and Nancy weren't his only acolytes.

"I wouldn't be bragging about those atom
splitters, especially since they keep exploding." Dirk scratched
his three chins. His beady gaze skittered to a young Japanese woman
who'd arrived from her nation just hours before Mavis had reached
Colorado. "Just tell us who attacked us. Was it the Japs?"

Fear flit over the woman's features before
she smoothed them back to a calm expression.

Mavis sucked air through her teeth. Telling
the truth would get innocent people killed. But lying... Lying
might drive a wedge between the jerk and his halfhearted followers.
Certainly, Timothy McVeigh had turned many Americans against the
militias when he bombed Oklahoma City. "Mr. Benedict, do you
believe the government was corrupt before the world ended?"

He snorted. "Then and now."

She shrugged off the insult. He would believe
what he wanted because of his agenda. Here was her opportunity to
expose part of it. "Corruption must be fought, am I right?"

Colonel Jay slowly sank onto his seat. A
question puckered his forehead and his blue eyes shifted from her
to Dirk.

Dirk's jowls wobbled as he nodded.
"Absolutely."

"With force, if necessary." She led him
deeper into the trap. "All for the people's own good, of
course."

"If necessary."

Gotcha. Mavis's lips twitched. "Well then you
believe exactly as those responsible for the anthrax attack
did."

Dirk blinked. Sweat glistened on his pasty
skin. "What?"

Mavis glanced over at the camera. The
blinking red light meant they were live. They wanted answers; she'd
give them answers. One most would believe, and he, in particular,
wouldn't like. "This goes no further than our community."

Dirk licked his bloated lips. "It won't."

Yeah, right. Every survivor in the world
would know within an hour.

Lister hissed. "Doc, what are you doing?"

Her stomach cramped. Okay, she'd have to do a
little damage control. Was it worth it to control Dirk and his
kind? She'd save maybe sixty people of Asian descent in Colorado.
Thousands in California and thousands more in Australia. With so
few people left, everyone mattered.

But people needed someone to blame.

Even if they had no face.

And if a face was found? What would happen to
them? Damn, second-guessing. They had to put these events behind
them before they could start moving forward. She'd have to take the
risk. God, please let it work. She took a deep breath then
slowly exhaled.

"The evidence suggests this was done not to
cause an extinction level event but more as a means to increase
profits." There. Everyone knew corporations were greedy. Too bad
she couldn't have blamed the big banks.

Now that people would have bought with no
prompting.

No explanations.

This one would require a bit more finesse.
Mavis glanced around the room. A few faces brightened as they made
the connection. Others remained firmly confused.

Lister bit his lip to stop from laughing.

Dirk's forehead wrinkled and his lips pursed.
"I don't get it."

The Japanese woman's eyebrows rose toward her
black hairline. "Profits?"

"Money. Greed." Mavis waved a hand. The lie
stank, but it was for a greater good. How many dictators had
started on the same principal? She'd think about that later.
"They'd developed an antibiotic more powerful than Cipro that had
stalled getting FDA approval. Since they had also developed an
anthrax vaccine, it was a win-win situation."

Lister covered his laughter with a cough.

Kevin opened and closed his mouth several
times before he managed to speak. "You mean this was done to us by
a pharmaceutical company? For profits?"

Mavis flashed her palms. "I've said all I
plan to say on the subject." Lies were best kept short and simple.
Especially if anyone wanted to remember them. "I expect what I said
today will go no further than this room, but if it does, I'll deny
everything."

The idea rippled around the room on whispers.
Disbelief gave way to slow nods as people filled in the blanks with
swapped paranoia and their beliefs. After two minutes, nearly
everyone was on board. A weight settled in her gut. What a world
they'd left behind.

Dirk glanced around the room then latched
onto Kevin's arm and tugged. "I don't believe it. It's just another
lie."

Kevin's forehead wrinkled and he scratched
his chin.

Dirk shook his arm. "Where's the proof?"

Mavis's fingers danced over her tablet. Time
to end the little worm's backstabbing. "You worked for Continental
Trucking, didn't you, Mr. Benedict?"

"I—" Dirk whipped his attention around.
"What?"

"Your disability claim was against
Continental Trucking, correct?"

The murmurs tapered off. Good, she wanted
everyone's attention.

"According to you, I'm not disabled." Dirk
rubbed his spine and groaned.

A little too late for the game playing. Mavis
scanned the faces, paying attention to the lip curls of disgust.
The man just might need protection when she finished with him.
"They paid you a rather large lump sum of money just twenty-four
hours prior to the Redaction hitting."

"What of it?"

Mavis rose from her seat. "You didn't notice
anything during your last few days there? Nothing suspicious?"

"I noticed the rusted cables and pulleys."
Dirk flopped down in the chair. "They broke and took out my back
with them."

"It's just..." She sighed. If the road to
hell was paved with good intentions, she was in the fast lane.
"Continental Trucking delivered the infected toys to the fast-food
chain, and they're a subsidiary of Alliance Pharmaceuticals—the
company we believe responsible for the outbreak."

Chairs scraped the rock floor.

Dirk reached for Kevin and had his hands
slapped away. He tucked them close to his body. "I didn't know
anything about it!"

"Of course not." Mavis kept her voice
neutral. "You were just the head of fleet maintenance before your
accident. There's no reason to suspect that you knew what was
shipped, any more than you could plan to receive your settlement so
close to the original planned date of attack."

"I didn't know!" Tendons roped Dirk's red
skin.

Kevin stumbled backward before pointing at
Dirk. "Then why were you prepared for such an event? Weren't you
bragging about your stockpiles of food and water? Everyone's heard
you say you knew something like this would happen."

"That's not what I meant!"

Mavis perched on her chair. The bastard had
better think twice before taking her on again. Dirk's neighbors
crowded him. Someone shoved him.

"Damn, Doc," Lister whispered in her ear.
"Remind me not to challenge you."

Colonel Jay stood. "Should we intervene? They
might just kill him."

They might. Not that it would be a big loss.
Still... Mavis pounded on the table with her fist. The banging
echoed around the cavern. "That is enough. We must not turn on each
other. If Mr. Benedict says he didn't know about the impending
attack, then we have to believe him. Everything else is
circumstantial."

"I didn't know anything." Dirk stepped toward
Nancy.

Nancy planted a chair between them. "Stay
away from me."

Mavis nodded. A beautiful end to a dangerous
relationship. "If you would all take your seats, I'd like to
continue."

Moments passed. Dirk kicked the chair. "I
didn't know!" Folding his arms, he threw himself onto the closest
chair.

One by one, the others rearranged themselves
at the tables until Dirk sat alone.

He glared at her with a killer's eyes.

So be it. She'd send David Dawson to watch
him and... Cold air hissed through her teeth and her heart forgot a
few beats. She couldn't send her ex-lover to do anything. David
took orders from Lister. She faced front. Perhaps the security
chief would update her on the investigation.

The general adjusted his reading glasses and
peered at his computer. "Where were we? Ah, yes. Not that I'm
complaining, but why have the spent fuel rods stopped burning so
quickly?"

Mavis shook herself. Later. She'd deal with
David later. Straightening in her seat, she faced Sally Rogers.

Sally tucked a loose strand of hair behind
her ear. "Doctor Spanner's burn rate was accurate but it looked
only at the whole tonnage of rods, not at the individual rods
themselves."

Mavis called up her formulas. She'd made a
mistake? Where?

"The rods are more like individual birthday
candles than one giant lump." Sally electronically sent a .wmv file
of a cake. Teardrop-shaped flames danced above pink candles.

The information clicked inside Mavis's head.
"While they melted at different rates, each burned independent of
its neighbor. So the meltdown will last only as long as the slowest
burning fifty-ton rod, not the thousands of tons of radioactive
material at a specific site."

Sally beamed. "Exactly."

Colonel Jay eyed his tablet. "So we won't
have to live inside these caves for the next hundred years? Things
will return to normal?"

Mavis shook her head. Things would never
return to normal. "Radiation isn't that simple. It—"

"In that case, I propose we schedule
elections right away." Dirk pounded on his table. "No one elected
Mavis Spanner to lead us. She just fell into the position because
better men died while she didn't."

Fingernails cut into her palms. Did the
slimeball think she wanted her best friend Surgeon General Miles
Arnez to die and leave her to helm a destroyed country and
floundering humanity? "I—"

"Good." Dirk rubbed his hands together. "Then
I propose we hold elections in a week. Who seconds my motion?"

Water dripped in the silence. For a moment,
everyone stood statue-still in the flickering light. A computer
beeped breaking the spell.

"A week is too short—" Lister shouted.

She needed at least three years. If this
proceeded now, Dirk's hasty promises and mindless ambition could
convince a lot of people to drink the funny punch.

"I second the motion but with the caveat that
the vote be cast in a month, not a week." Attorney General Jake
Turner rose from his seat, clutching his laptop to his chest. "As
legal counsel, I think it's time the citizens made our voices
heard."


Chapter Four

 


 


Damn Lister and the camel he humped his
ass on. David Dawson raised the bottle to eye level and blinked
at the remaining liquid. Half gone. Well shit. He wouldn't be able
to keep this piss-poor excuse for an undercover operation much
longer.

No one liked the drunken, dissatisfied sot he
pretended to be.

No one tried to recruit him into their
fucked-up schemes.

After two weeks, he hadn't gotten so much as
a nibble.

And he missed Mavis next to him at night.

Very carefully, he lowered the bottle to the
floor. Glass scratched the concrete. With a sigh, he let his head
fall back against the lead-plated wall at his back. A cold breeze
stirred the ribbons attached to the vents of the greenhouse.

Time for a new game plan.

Kidnapping Dirk Benedict and water-boarding
him until the fat bastard gave up his cohorts would be a good place
to start. Of course, Mavis wouldn't be happy about the torture bit.
Hell, he wasn't happy about the torture bit.

But he needed a lead, a way into the
vegetable thieves’ secret lair.

And it wasn't going to happen sitting here
smelling of Lister's watered-down brandy and pretending to be a
loser.

He wanted to do something. Not sit here and
roll the scraps of information around and around in his head. He
rested his forearm on the planter box on his right. Verdant
cornstalk leaves scratched the sleeve of his suit.

Waiting sucked.

Especially when he had to do it alone. God,
it really must be the end of the world if he missed that smart-ass
Robertson.

Too bad he couldn't come up with Plan B and
get Lister to approve it. Red light strobed the greenhouse in
bloody hues. The ribbons deflated to flaccid pink lines on the
dingy walls and the air handlers in the vestibule roared to life.
Water gurgled through the white pipes over his head. Someone was in
decontamination, washing the alpha, beta and other Greek
radioactive particles from their protective suits.

Hot damn! He was about to have company.

His heart raced. For a moment, he was a
soldier hunting his enemy. Unfortunately, the other security forces
who could cover his ass were across a nuclear wasteland. He'd have
to play this smart. Observe. Gather evidence. Plan his
counter-offensive. Besides, he didn't know if these newcomers were
his targets.

An alarm blared, rattling the triple-paned
windows. The door was open.

"Come on," a man growled. "The shift will
start in fifteen minutes."

David raked his fingers through his hair.
Great! A work crew. They'll be here for hours. Once again, he'd
wasted his time and acting skills. Might as well head back to the
mines. Maybe he should just approach Benedict and ask him for a
stolen tomato.

"Nah, they're going to be delayed." Another
man chuckled. His deep baritone was followed by a clang and hollow
thud. "Someone forgot to fill his oxygen."

David froze. Hallelujah! This was not the
farming crew. Now he just had to wheedle a means to join them

"They can always come without it," a third
man piped up. His voice was reedy as if it hadn't settled into his
body.

Younger perhaps. With steady hands, David
parted the drooping foliage of the immature cornstalks. A screen of
green blocked his view. Damn.

"And risk lung cancer?" The baritone laughed.
"I don't think so."

Looking up, David stared at the readout on
the wall. Nine-thousand-two-hundred-forty-four. And climbing. And
that was this hour's radiation blitz of their little valley. Anyone
exposed to that amount could count on lung cancer, bone cancer and
several other cancers only the survivors of Hiroshima, Nagasaki,
and Chernobyl had ever been subjected to.

If these men really had swapped full oxygen
tanks with empty ones, the cocksuckers had just sentenced three
people to a horrible, drawn-out death. Pushing the bottle against
the side of the planter, David leaned forward. He wanted to see the
bastards' faces.

"Yeah, well, I don't like waiting until the
last minute for our harvesting." Reedy squeaked. "We could get
caught."

David flattened his palms against the
concrete. Cold leached into his hands. On all fours, he crawled
toward the aisle between the planting beds.

"We're not going to get caught." Baritone
tsked. "The bossman is smart."

"So is the Doc." The growler countered.

Mavis was smart. But so far she hadn't
stopped the thieves from stealing the fresh fruits and veggies from
the communal gardens. David peered around the edge of the two-foot
high planting beds. No one stood at the end of the twenty-five foot
aisle. He scanned the center planting area. Metal tripods supported
bush beans and pea vines. Through the leaves and stubby vegetables,
he made out the white thighs of the newcomers. Although their hoods
were pulled back, the excess material concealed much of their
profiles.

Of course, he had enough video surveillance
stationed around the greenhouse. Eventually, they would smile real
pretty for the camera. Hell, maybe he could even capture one of the
bastards picking his nose and put it on the most wanted poster.

"She's not that smart." Baritone smacked one
of the bean heaps. The tripod holding it wobbled but didn't fall
thanks to the wires lashing it to the beams running the length of
the greenhouse's roof. The UV lamps overhead wobbled. "Besides, she
has her hands full now that her lapdog has run away."

David stiffened. Fuckin-A. Lapdog? Him?
Rolling back on his heels, he smoothed his
nuclear-biological-and-chemical suit. He was a United States
Soldier. And a damn good one, too.

"You think the rumors are true then?" Reedy's
voice wavered over the muffled tap of their protective boots. "The
Sergeant-Major has left her for good?"

What? David blinked. That's not the story
they'd cooked up. The rumors were supposed to have Mavis tossing
him out on his fatigue-covered ass.

"I didn't hear anything about it." Grumble's
voice flattened as if the subject bored him.

He wouldn't be bored when David hauled him
before the judge. Besides, he needed to hear the gossip. It might
pinpoint who else was involved with Ali Baba's forty thieves.
Through the beans, he watched his targets close in on the
hydroponics baths on the other side of the greenhouse. Their white
suits blocked the globes of ruby-red tomatoes.

"That's because it's all hush-hush." Baritone
snorted. The velvety green bush trembled and the ripped fruit
disappeared into a pocket designed to hold a spare oxygen tank on
their back. "But the Bossman knows. He said, the Bitch Doctor
underestimated the lapdog's loyalty to the service when she
disbanded the military."
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