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Аннотация
What seemed like a simple program glitch on a revolutionary mining machine turns out to be more serious. Far more serious. The machine, called BARD-P1 is hijacked by a hacker who has no idea what he is about to unleash. The machine punches through side of a cavern that is over five miles deep.
The tunnel fills with a fog that is from an unknown origin. In an attempt to clear the tunnel they use large fans to vent it into the atmosphere. Within days workers start to become sick and die. The CDC, (Center for Disease Control) and a special agency created during the height of the Cold War, the Deadly Virus Containment Team (DVCT), are called in to identify and stop the spread of the virus. In the beginning it is identified as Ebola but soon mutates into a chimera.
As millions are dying, the virus continues to spread. The two agencies work furiously to determine the exact makeup of the virus and its origin. Unknown to the two agencies, other forces are at work to keep the truth from being discovered.
It is a frantic race against time to find a cure and stop the spread before the entire earth’s population is decimated.
There is nonstop action that will make even the most optimistic person stop and think about the dangers of the world we live in. One small accident could determine the fate of the planet.


M. W. Huffman
Chimera


ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

Thanks once again to my partner and wife, Susan. I’m sure she wonders when I am going to run out of ideas and stop having her read every story. None of this would be possible without her love and encouragement.

“Extreme remedies are very appropriate for extreme diseases.”
- Hippocrates of Iphicrates -



OTHER BOOKS PUBLISHED BY M.W. HUFFMAN

THE END — BOOK I of THE EVENT
THE BEGINNING — BOOK II of THE EVENT
THE REVELATION — BOOK III of THE EVENT
A NATION DIVIDED — BOOK I of THE 2nd Civil War
A NATION at WAR — BOOK II of THE 2nd Civil War
A Nation HEALING — BOOK III of THE 2nd Civil War
OPERATION BLUEBOLT — BOOK I America’s Gulags
OPERATION BLUEBOLT — BOOK II American Uprising
BlackStar
CHIMERA
CLOSE PROXIMITY
WORLD’S END
THE BRINK — Operation Deep Flight
Angie Bartoni Case File #1 — The Alphabet Murders
Angie Bartoni Case File #2 — Frostbite
Angie Bartoni Case File #3 — Dead Aim
Angie Bartoni Case File #4 — What Goes Around
Angie Bartoni Case File #5 — Nothing to Lose
Angie Bartoni Case File #6 — Shadow Man
Angie Bartoni Case File #7 — The Club
Angie Bartoni Case File #8 — Murder by Shakespeare
Angie Bartoni Case File #9 — One Too Many
The Logan Files — Blond Deception
The Logan Files — Innocence and Avarice
The Logan Files — The Deal Breaker
The Norris Files — Insurrection
The Norris Files — Silver2
Unfinished

CHAPTER ONE

The New Bedford Mining Company was certainly not the largest U.S. operation. It wasn’t even the oldest or the newest. In fact it was quite unremarkable in many ways. Where it excelled was in the ability to adapt to new technology. They were constantly looking for better ways to bring the precious ore out of the vast caverns in the complex.
They had been in operation only seven years and while the initial startup cost had been astounding, they had managed to break even during their fourth year of operation.
For the past six months the board had been debating whether or not to order a prototype piece of equipment called a Remote Controlled Boring Auger Reclamation Drill. It was soon nicknamed BARD-1. The cost was staggering, almost one hundred million dollars but it would be unlike anything being used in the mining industry.
The boardroom was not opulent by any means but it was adequate for the size of the operation. While the company was still privately owned, most of the board members were given stock as bonuses rather than drain the cash reserves.
Paul Miller was the CEO and Chairman of the Board of the New Bedford Mining Company. He did not get there by accident. His great-grandfather had actually started the mine which was handed down through each successive generation. Like his grandfather and his father, he started by first working in the mines. His great grandfather was a firm believer that you could never understand the entire operation or what the paid help was going through until you got in and did the job right alongside them.
“Until you toil alongside the working man, you can never understand what they have to go through,” had been the unofficial family motto for over a hundred years.
Paul was forty-one years old but looked ten years younger. His black hair, cut short, didn’t have a single gray hair. He was physically fit and swam every day that he could. He was the first college educated family member to run the company.
* * *
“I would like for Ann to start with the financial report,” Paul said by way of starting the meeting.
Ann Taylor was a striking woman. Her auburn hair, emerald green eyes, and pale complexion pretty much gave away her Irish heritage. She was as smart as she was good looking. She had earned her BS from Stanford University and an MBA from Penn State.
“Well, the news is good for the most part. Last month’s P&L shows a healthy operating profit of 16.1 percent. Now I know you don’t rely on the profit and loss statement for net income but it is always a good indicator when we can top fifteen percent operating profit. The company had a net income after taxes of 11.2 percent making it the third best month in our history,” she told them.
Smiling faces and nods greeted her when she looked up.
“Excellent Ann. What is our cash position currently?” Paul asked.
“As of yesterday, COH was eighty-seven million six-hundred thousand. That brings up another point. We have way too much cash on hand and it is just sitting there not working for us. We need to make a decision because we are just wasting money.”
“She is right. We have been talking about this for six months…”
“Seven,” Ann interrupted.
“Okay, seven months and we still haven’t decided a course of action. Darin, what’s going on?”
“Well, we are still evaluating and changing the parameters of the prototype. It’s complicated,” he said hedging.
Daren ‘Mac’ McDillon was the Chief Operations Officer, or COO for the Bedford operation. While extremely knowledgeable he was also overly cautious according to Paul.
“Come on Mac. I’ve been hearing that for seven months. You’re the one who first brought this up. Now we need to buy the thing or move on. Right now it is just criminal to have these cash reserves not earning income,” Paul said.
“I understand. I do, but this is a whole new area. No one has anything like this. If we are going to spend a hundred million on the BARD and my butt is on the line, I darn well want to make sure we did it right. I certainly don’t want to get fired because I overlooked something,” he replied.
“You’re not going to get fired, even if the damn thing blows up when we first start it. I understand the risk we are taking but even if it doesn’t work, it will not ruin the company. We will still be solvent. No one is going to place the burden of making a good decision squarely on your shoulders. I take responsibility for those kinds of decisions,” Paul told him.
“Paul, he does have a valid point. Suppose we do buy the machine and find that it could have done this or that better if it had of been thought through a little better. We would essentially have a hundred million dollar antique,” Barney Falk, the Executive Vice President said.
“You are right Barney but that does not change what we are facing. We know we have located a huge coal vein that has the potential to double our output. Think about that. This one mine could out produce Alpha, Beta and Charlie all combined. Why can’t we capitalize on it right now? We need workers that are qualified workers. We can’t just hire a bunch of new people and expect them to go into the mines. Look at our safety record. In the last seven years, we have had only one serious accident. Even that one was caused by horsing around, not work. We can’t just sit on this. We need to either work it ourselves or sub it out to some other company,” he replied.
It was silent in the room. He was right but to sub the core out to some other company would be a very bitter pill to swallow and they all knew it.
“Ann, is there any room for negotiation on the cost of the BARD? Mac asked.
“Not much. We would have to pay twenty-five million at the signing of the contract. The next twenty-five would be due when we send the five operators to watch the final assembly and to learn how to operate it. The third payment is upon delivery and setup of the machine. Their technicians will be on hand for the first week to make sure everything is operating correctly. Once we sign off, we pay the last twenty-five million,” Ann informed them.
Everyone sat deep in thought. One hundred million dollars was a hell of a lot to pay for one piece of equipment that had never been tested. Finally Paul broke the silence.
“Look, we know the machine is operated by remote control. No real safety issues need to be factored in to the equation. This one machine can do the whole operation of three shifts of regular workers. The payback is what Ann?”
“Forty-three months,” she said.
“Forty-three months. That’s a hell of a payback. No insurance, workers comp, Social Security, or anything else to deal with. It can’t go on strike or stage a walkout. For me it’s clear cut. We buy the thing. The sooner the better,” Paul told them.
“Which you have neglected to mention,” Barney added.
“Neglected? What are you talking about?”
“The workers. How do you think they are going to take this? They will see it as a threat to their job security,” Barney said.
“Why would they? This is a brand new operation. The other three mines would continue to operate as they always have,” Paul said.
“They will think you are trying to find a way to replace them. If this machine does as advertised they will see it as a direct threat. You mark my words.”
“Mac. What do you think?”
“It is certainly a possibility. You know how skittish they are. Once a rumor gets started it will sweep through them like wildfire. Barney is right to some extent, they will feel insecure.”
“Then we just have to tell them what we are going to do and make sure they understand this is just a test. We have to assure them that it will not endanger their jobs.”
“Easier said than done,” Barney replied.
“Maybe so, but that’s what we have to do.”
“So are you saying we are going to go ahead and purchase the BARD?”
“Yes, we need to do this to grow and be a state of the art facility. Mac, you can tell them that I am ready to sign and pay the initial deposit.”
“You’re sure? Once we sign we will be on the hook. You don’t want to wait and talk it over with the workers in advance?” Mac replied.
“Before or after makes no difference. We just need to explain it so they understand,” Paul answered.
“Good luck with that,” Barney replied.

CHAPTER TWO

When the day came to sign the contract for the RC-BARD-P1 as it was officially designated, standing for Remote Controlled Boring Auger and Reclamation Drill Prototype 1, Paul was suddenly apprehensive. One hundred million dollars was a lot to shell out on a gamble.
“Look honey, you made your decision. You did it with all of the information and facts available. You have been talking about it for how long?”
“Seven months.”
“For seven long months. That is pretty much all you have talked about, even with me,” Laura, his wife of ten years said.
“I didn’t bring it up once last night,” he said with a sly grin.
“Yes, and it is a darn good thing you didn’t she replied,” blushing.
“You’re right. It’s a little late to back out now. It wouldn’t do the company’s reputation any good,” he acknowledged.
“Or yours. Barney would never let you live it down if you did.”
“Now Laura. Barney plays devil’s advocate from time to time but that’s a good thing. I don’t want everyone waiting for me to say ‘yes’ so they can jump on board. Barney does just what an Executive Vice President is supposed to do.”
“Yes dear,” she replied.
“Stop it you scamp. You are definitely not a ‘yes’ woman.”
“I was last night,” she said and scooted out of reach.
“You are a very bad girl Lauren Miller.”
“Thank you sir, I’ll take that as a compliment,” she said seductively.
“I would chase you down and give you a spanking if I didn’t have to run.”
“I’ll be here when you get home,” she said tauntingly.
He shook his head, grabbed up his briefcase and put his coat over his arm.
“Don’t forget we are all going out to celebrate spending all that money. I’ll be home around six.”
“I’ll be ready and waiting. Paul, don’t worry about this. You are doing the right thing. If that machine lives up to half of what they say it can do, you will be way ahead. Sign the papers and get on with the next phase.”
“Good advice woman. I will now go conquer the might BARD.”
“My hero,” she said batting her eyes.
* * *
The signing went smoothly. A few signatures here and there and handing over twenty-five million dollars and it was done. Paul felt both apprehensive and relieved at the same time. Now at least they could move on to the next phase of opening the new operation.
After the initial excitement, things pretty much went back to normal. Mac spent most of his time on site where the new mine was to be opened. The critical first stage was a delicate operation and exactly how the new machine would function was still somewhat of a mystery.
While Mac was dealing with the startup phase Barney was answering questions from the workers. They were part of the UMWA, United Mine Workers of America. Their major concern was what this meant to their jobs. It was up to Barney to calm them and make sure they understood that it did not represent a threat to job security.
It was met with a great deal of skepticism. On top of that the MSHA was coming to do a site inspection of the three operating mines. The Mining Safety Health Administration has a great deal of power concerning the ongoing operations. Safety violations are often harshly fined and if the mine is considered dangerous enough, they can order it shut down.
Paul and the rest of the administration were not really concerned with the MSHA inspections. They had an excellent safety record and had recently upgraded the water sprayer system to keep float coal accumulation lower than current regulations called for. Since they had been in operation MSHA had only issued four violation notices. Some of the other mines in the area had over a hundred violations in a single year.
All things considered Paul was confident that the mine was operating at peak efficiency. He had always been concerned about the safety of the miners. Perhaps it was because he had been required to work right alongside the other men that he had such a strong safety conscience.
Paul had always maintained an open door policy for any of the foremen who believed that safety was being jeopardized. Many mines operate under just the opposite philosophy. They don’t want to know about it and the philosophy is work or get another job. Paul felt that a policy of taking care of the workers first would actually pay off in the long run. He had been right.

CHAPTER THREE

When the second installment on the BARD was paid it was then time to send the five people who would initially operate the machine from the control booth that had been constructed.
Erin Lake, Sally Strong, Billy Myers, and Tommy Perkins would undergo training where the BARD was being assembled. Daren was already on site and had taken part in the actual design. While he wouldn’t do much of the actual operating of the machine, as COO he had to know how it worked inside and out.
“This is going to be so cool,” Sally said, looking out of the airplane window.
“I just hope I can assimilate everything. Running a hundred million dollar machine by yourself is an incredible responsibility,” Erin replied.
“You’ll do fine. I mean, how hard can it be? It has a joy stick and some buttons. It will be a piece of cake.”
“I got the feeling it’s a little more than that. Actually a lot more than that,” Erin insisted.
“Quit worrying and enjoy the change of scenery. How often do we get to take a trip at the company’s expense? I intend to have some fun as well,” Sally said.
“I think they are going to keep us pretty busy. I looked at the schedule and it didn’t leave a lot of down time.”
“Don’t worry; we’ll have plenty of time to do a little partying.”
“Sally, I don’t do partying. This is about learning. The company expects us to come back and actually operate this giant machine.”
“You worry too much. Chill girl,” Sally replied.
Erin decided to just lie back in her seat and try to catch a short nap. Two rows up Tommy Perkins and Billy Myers were having a similar conversation.
“You want to go to a couple of strip clubs?” Tommy asked.
“Heavens no. We are here to learn the system, not hang out at bars.”
“Come on man. Loosen up some. No one will ever know,” Tommy insisted.
“Three people would.”
“Three? How do you figure that?”
“You, me and my wife.”
“Your wife? How would she know?”
“I’d tell her. We have a pact. We don’t keep things from each other.”
“You would actually tell her that you went to a strip club?”
“I don’t have any choice if I want to uphold my end of the agreement,” Billy replied.
“Man, that’s just too… I don’t know… married. I can’t see the harm in having a little look once in a while.”
“We all have to do what is best for each of us. If that works for you, fine, but it just doesn’t for me,” Billy said.
That pretty much ended the conversation and Billy went back to reading while Tommy nodded off.
* * *
They were greeted at the airport by a representative from Dynamic Engineering and taken to their hotel to settle in and freshen up. Two hours later they were collected and driven to corporate headquarters. The President of Dynamic Engineering, Fred Nickels, and the head of the technical division, Avery Collins, were there to greet them.
“Welcome to Dynamic Engineering,” Nickels said, shaking their hands and introducing Avery Collins.
“Nice building,” Billy said.
“Thank you. It seemed like a good idea to have an intriguing building if you are in the engineering business. Did you all have a chance to settle in?”
They all acknowledge that everything was just fine.
“You will be spending a majority of your time with Avery. He is in charge of the project. I think you will be fairly impressed with the capabilities of the BARD-P1. Your Mr. McDillon was able to offer some very good suggestions when he was here. I understand that he will be returning once the actual operational training starts,” Nickels told them.
Fred had a slender build, salt and pepper hair and his age was difficult to tell. He could have been in his late 40s or 50s but he was in fact 61 years old.
“When do we actually get started?” Sally asked.
“Tomorrow morning at 8:00 a.m. We will have a car at your hotel at 7:30. Even with the morning traffic it shouldn’t take more than ten minutes to get here,” Fred told her.
“Ouch,” Sally muttered.
“Tonight we would like to treat you to dinner at one of the best steakhouses in America if you are all up for it,” Nickels said.
“I’m in,” Billy said.
“Me too, I’m starved,” Erin added.
“I guess I’ll tag along,” Tommy replied.
“Ms. Strong?” Nickels asked.
“I think I’ll pass. I want to turn in early so I’ll be ready for tomorrow.”
“I’ll have the driver take you back to the hotel. The rest of us can go in my car.”
They were given a tour and introduced to way too many people to remember names. When they were done, Sally caught a ride back to the hotel while the rest went out to dinner.

CHAPTER FOUR

Training began a week later. First they trained on the simulator before actually touching the real BARD. The controls were much like any remote controlled object. A joy stick was used for up, down, right, and left. Forward and reverse were controlled by a second joy stick. Twenty cameras mounted on different areas of the BARD gave the controller a 360 degree view.
Two lines reached out from every monitor with a distance bar so they could judge were they were at any point in time. Billy was the first to master it, closely followed by Erin and then Tommy. Sally was going to need additional training before she could operate it efficiently.
It was an amazing piece of equipment, designed similarly to the BTM used to build the French-English tunnel. It was smaller, more agile and able to move in any direction by use of the controls. The huge teeth ate large chunks of coal and sent it through the center of the machine while crushing it into smaller, more manageable pieces. A conveyor belt was attached to the back and the coal was then moved along to the entrance. Four workers were situated outside of the tunnel and they would attach a new section of conveyor belt when the previous one reached a certain point.
In all it only took five people at a time to run the entire mining operation.
* * *
One of the people most unhappy about the new equipment was Art Stetson. He was the UMWA representative and he saw this as a direct threat to not only the Bedford Mining Company but to the industry as a whole. How many men would ultimately lose their jobs, no matter what the management said, he wondered.
At their monthly meeting he addressed his concerns with the rank and file.
“People, you have to look at the handwriting on the wall. If this machine is successful we could all be replaced. They say they wouldn’t use it in any of the current mines but how do we know that? Do you honestly think they are going to be satisfied with one machine that can be operated by five workers? You people need to wake up before you find you no longer have a job,” he told them.
“They said it was just a test and that they wouldn’t use it in any of the other three.”
“And you believe that? Come on Ben we’re talking about management here. They will do anything to increase the bottom line.”
“Well I for one, think they have treated us fairly. We get paid more than any other miners in the area. We work in the safest mines. I think you’re blowing this all out of proportion,” Ben countered.
“Fine, look the other way but when the second one shows up a bunch of you will be out of a job. I think we should demand that they stop right now.”
“That’s not going to happen Art. They are paying over a hundred million dollars for that machine and it’s already built. Just leave it alone. You’re getting all worked up without knowing all the facts,” Betty Stover said.
“Fine. I’ll get all the facts and we will just see who is right,” he said storming out of the room.
Betty leaned over to Ben and said, “Sometimes he is such a jerk. I know he think he is looking after us but he is overreacting.”
“Wasn’t the first time and it won’t be the last.”
Art was seething. They were all fools. When it hit the fan they would come begging for him to do something. Morons! None of them could see what management was up to. He decided he had to do something to stop this right now. A plan was slowly formulating in the back of his mind.

CHAPTER FIVE

RiotousOne had been hacking into computers all over the world. For him it was a way of life. When he wasn’t hacking he wasn’t really living. The challenge surged through his veins like blood.
His reputation in the shadow world was notorious. He had been into almost every conceivable venue from MIT to the Pentagon. He had even hacked into Bill Gates' private computer. There was a time when he was a ripper. He would put the bins up for bid and sell them to scammers. He had nearly been caught twice and decided that that was not the way to go. He stopped stealing credit card information off of tracks1 and tracks2 and decided to take a safer approach.
His latest endeavor was corporate theft. He was able to lift thousands of documents and sell the information to competitors. Of course he never got his hands dirty. He always used mules and cutouts to handle the actual transaction while he stayed hidden.
His latest contact had come from a man going by the name of Miner One. Gee, he thought, some cover name. Was he for real or not? Even though he seemed pretty much clueless he did offer a unique challenge. At this point, money wasn’t as important to RiotousOne as doing something totally unique. He had been bored with what he was now doing and this would offer a little recreation. Miner One, what a dweeb. Still it peaked his interest enough that he was considering actually hearing the details of the request.
* * *
On a blustery, overcast day in February the RC-BARD-P1 arrived at the Bedford Mine. Four flatbed trucks rolled through the gates just before noon.
“It won’t be long now,” Barney Falk, the Executive Vice President, said.
“The sooner the better. Ann is getting a little nervous over our cash flow.”
“She will be a lot more nervous if this damn thing doesn’t work.”
“It will work,” Paul said.
“How long does it take to assemble it?”
“They said about three weeks,” Paul told him.
“Hey guys, I see it’s here,” Ann said sliding up beside the two men.
“At last. Of course the downside is we will have to fork over another twenty-five million pretty shortly.”
“Oh, I am very well aware of that little detail.”
“They said their technicians would work six days a week to get it up and running. I guess they want the money too,” Paul told them.
“Just so it starts paying us back as quickly as possible. The break even analysis predicts we will have paid for it in forty-two months.”
“That’s not too bad really,” Paul said optimistically.
“Keep in mind we had to estimate the variable cost. No way to really tell if they are accurate or not,” Ann warned him again.
“I know, I know,” he said shivering.
“Let’s go inside, I’m freezing,” Barney said.
“I’m with you,” Ann replied.
“I’m going to go talk to Mac for a few minutes,” Paul told them.
Mac was directing the trucks to where they needed to unload the valuable cargo. He waved at Paul and held up a finger to indicate he would be with him as soon as he finished.
“Hi Paul,” he said, taking off his heavy work gloves.
“Good to have you back. The thing is here at last.”
“In all its glory. Everyone did a good job at training with the exception of one.”
“Sally?”
“Sally.”
“I wasn’t sure about her. We probably should have sent Karen but she is six months pregnant. No use training her and then having her going on leave. Can you whip Sally into shape now that you are back here?” Paul asked.
“Yeah. She is young and doesn’t get out much so she was pretty distracted. She was the first one ready to quit and the last to get started. I’ll have her work with me the first few weeks until she can get on track. We have a lot invested in her at this point.”
“It’s your call Mac. If you need someone to replace her just go ahead and do it. You don’t need an okay from me,” Paul told him.
“I appreciate that. I’ll give her a fair shot before I make a decision.”
“The control room is all ready, so we won’t have any delays once the machine is assembled.”
“Three weeks. I’m counting down starting tomorrow.”
“Ann will certainly appreciate that. Well, I should get back to the office. Welcome back, I’m sure glad you’re here.”
Mac gave him a quick salute and went back to work.

CHAPTER SIX

Mac stretched his shoulders and neck before he leaned forward to start the BARD-P1. After all this time they were finally ready for the unveiling. Paul, Ann, and Barney were all crammed into the small control booth.
Mac flipped on the master switch and the bank of monitors came to life. He pressed the start button and a high pitched whine filtered through the room for a few seconds until it was fully up to speed. It seemed to taper off and all the gauges came to life.
“Everything looks good. Green across the board,” Mac said, more or less to himself.
His eyes were glued to the readouts in front of him.
“Okay,” he muttered and put his hand on the joy sticks. He pushed the velocity stick forward just a little and the BARD inched forward until it was just touching the front wall.
“Here it goes,” he said as he started the augers spinning and moved the giant machine forward until it bit into the face of the mine. Dust and chunks of dirt and coal were thrown into the air.
“Is it supposed to do that?” Barney asked.
“Only until it reaches the coal vein. Once it has opened up the entrance it will settle down and we will be on our way,” Mac explained.
The watched as the BARD literally ate a large hole in the side of the excavation site. Inch by inch it crawled forward and within a few minutes coal was being shoved out the back. The four workers at the back of the machine attached the first conveyor belt and the coal began to flow.
“Holy smokes. Look at that thing go,” Barney said, wide-eyed.
“It’s at its lowest speed right now. Once we get a little further in, I’ll kick it up a notch,” Mac said never taking his eyes off of the panel in front of him.
His eyes were constantly moving. The GPS signal was showing his progress in relation to the planned excavation that the surveyors had laid out earlier during the initial site work.
“Amazing,” Paul said.
“Wow, we may be looking at the future of mining,” Ann quipped.
“Well in a way you are. This combines long wall mining and continuous mining but without having to put up the overhead protection shields. The only thing that can get buried is the machine itself and even then it has a reverse feature that will allow it to dig itself out,” Mac told them.
“Unbelievable,” was all Paul said.
They watched for almost an hour before they left. Mac was glad they were no longer looking over his shoulder. He watched as the tonnage counter reeled off the numbers. They were right, it was amazing. Even he was impressed.
* * *
“Hey Art, how ya been?”
“Hey Sally. You know. Same ole same ole. How is that new machine doing?”
“It is really amazing. Fantastic actually. The thing just keeps eating up coal and spitting it out the other end. I forget how much the counter said but it is a lot I can tell you that.”
“No problems so far?”
“Not a one. I mean other than Mac always checking up on me. I don’t think he trusts me much.”
“I’m sure you have it under control.”
“I do, but just try to tell him that,” Sally said.
“Maybe I’ll drop over and see how the thing works sometime.”
“Hey come during my shift and I’ll show you all about it. It’s not all that hard really.”
“I’ll think about it. Good to see you again”
“Nice to see you too Art. Have a safe one.”
“I intend to,” he said waving over his shoulder as he headed for Alpha mine.
* * *
Paul and his staff sat at the conference table for their monthly meeting.
“Mac, why don’t you go first? You are getting to have all the fun.”
“That’s one way of looking at it I suppose. Well, BARD is doing even better than I had hoped for. Here are the tonnage figures as of last night,” he said passing around a spreadsheet.
“Holy smokes. Are you kidding me?” Paul said after looking at the figures.
“Not too bad for five people.”
“I guess you could say that. It has produced more in two week than the other three combined.”
“Pretty slick huh?”
“Yeah, pretty slick.”
“So if I’m reading this right,” Ann said, “We are way ahead of our estimate.”
“That is correct,” Mac replied.
“So our break-even is going to be less than we thought. That means we are going to be in really good financial shape in about another month.”
“I don’t know about that, I don’t understand the financial end but if you’re saying that we are going to produce more than we ever have before, you are spot on,” Mac told her.
“Paul, I think I will forgo my report. I need to really study this and see what it will do for us.”
“I totally understand. This could change the entire complexion of the company. This is exciting stuff,” Paul said, with a huge smile.
“Did you know Art has been nosing around the new mine? He has been ‘accidentally’ running into Sally almost every day. I would imagine he knows exactly how much has come out of Delta.”
“Well, we can’t do much about that. I mean, I would be curious too if I was in his shoes.”
“A couple of people have told me he is trying to stir up the rank and file by telling them that they won’t have jobs once we realize how efficient BARD is.”
“Then we need to do something to counteract him. Let’s call a work stoppage day, with pay, and have an appreciation day. Ann, would you mind heading that up? I want it to be really nice. Not just dogs and burgers on the grill. We need to really lay it on so they know how much we appreciate their work. I’ll do a quick dog and pony show to reassure them that the three other mines will continue to operate as before. We’ll set up a place they can come to offer suggestions to make it safer or more efficient to work in the mines,” Paul said.
“Hell, let’s just fire his butt,” Barney replied.
“Oh that would be a great idea. Fire the union representative. No problem there. Can you imagine how that would play out, not to mention the litigation cost?” Ann said, rolling her eyes.
“So we let him hold us hostage, is that what you are suggesting?”
“No. I’m saying that by firing him we would face not only the UMWA but the labor board as well. The expense would be out of this world. Firing him is simply not an option unless he does something against company policy or criminal. Stirring people up is almost part of his job description since he is the representative for the UMWA.”
“Well I don’t like it,” Barney said stubbornly.
“It isn’t an option,” Paul said, ending the discussion.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Worker appreciation day was a huge success. At least for the most part. Steaks were grilled, there were inflatable toys for the children and gallons and gallons of ice cream. Paul gave a short speech about how much the company appreciated each and every one of them and reaffirmed the company’s position of not using the BARD in any of the three previous mines.
Art Stetson and Nate Learner did their best to let people know that management could not be trusted. Despite their efforts, everyone had a good time and took Paul at his word.
“Nate, these people are fools. They think a little pat on the back is sufficient. We need to get this thing nipped in the bud before it is too late.”
“So how do we accomplish that?” Nate asked.
“I have been thinking about that for some time. Whatever we do it can’t be traced back to us. It has to be some sort of an accident that causes serious damage to the machine.”
“That is easier said than done,” Nate insisted.
“Of course it isn’t going to be easy. Nothing worthwhile ever is but we need to think of something. Paul may be okay but I don’t trust Falk any further than I can throw him and I can’t even pick him up.”
“That much huh?” Nate said.
“Maybe a little less.”
“You said you knew someone who could help us. Maybe you should talk to him and see if he comes up with any suggestions.”
“Yeah, I guess it’s time to do something or just let our jobs disappear,” Art replied.
* * *
>MINER ONE CONTACTED ME AGAIN> HE WANTS TO MEET WITH U<
>GET REAL> LIKE I WOULD MEET HIM FACE TO FACE<
>OMG WHAT A DWEEB<
>4Sur<
>?<
>I WILL HAVE SOMEONE MEET M1. THEY WILL CONTACT YOU WITH DETAILS. U RELAY THEM 2 ME<
>K<

RiotousOne sat back and thought about what his cutout had just sent. He would have to send a mule to meet with this guy and find out what he wants. He had it set up so that one mule would meet with the guy and then relay the information to a second mule that would in turn, send it to his cutout. His cutout lived in Australia, three thousand miles away. It would take a little time but the security was worth it to him.
>EAGER4 I NEED YOU TO MEET WITH A MAN CALLED MINER1. HE HAS SOME BUSINESS THAT WE MAY BE INTERESTED IN. GET DETAILS AND RLAY THEM 2 ME ASAP. MEET PLACE BEST WEST YOUR CITY. TIME 5:00p.m. TOMORROW< RIOTIOUSONE >
>UNDERSTOOD<

Now all he could do is wait and see what this was all about.
* * *
“Absolutely not,” Paul answered.
“You’re not thinking this through. Look at what BARD has done in only six months. Ann said the payback has fallen substantially. She now projects a breakeven point in as little as twenty-three months. Unbelievable. Twenty-three months. Can you imagine what we could be doing with two or even three of those machines?”
“Barney, I’m not deaf nor am I dumb. I know what Ann is saying and I am ecstatic about how well everything has gone. But, we made a promise to the workers that we would not use any machine to replace them. We gave our word on that.”
“Word hell. We’re talking about a lot more profit. It’s as simple as that. Hell, with one more machine we could out produce all three mines combined and with a lot less overhead,” Barney replied.
“I understand. I know all of that to be true but I am not going to go back on my word. We can start looking for another coal vein and if we find a sizable one, we can use another BARD on it.”
“You know what it costs to do a site survey and get all the permits. We have three mines right now that we could use.”
“Sorry Barney. We are not going down that road. I will not go back on my word.”
“That’s a foolish mistake Paul.”
“It may be but that’s the way it is going to be,” he replied.

CHAPTER EIGHT

>INTERESTING. MINER1 WANTS TO KNOW IF YOU CAN TAKE CONTROL OF A RC MINING DRILL. HE WANTS IT REDIRECTED FROM ITS PRESENT COURSE. PAYMENT 25K<
>25K? IS HE KIDDING? MAYBE FOR 75K BUT NOT 25K<
>COULD BE INTERESTING. GAINING CONTROL AND LOCKING THE OPERATOR OUT. QUITE A CHALLENGE. IF U PASS, I MAY GIVE IT A TRY<
>LOL FROM WHERE YOU ARE?”<
>SURE<
>LET ME THINK ON IT BEFORE U TRY ANYTHING<
>DON’T WAIT 2 LONG. MINER1 HAS THE CASH NOW<

RiotousOne hated making quick decisions. He liked to think things through before he accepted a job. It wasn’t the money that really mattered. It was the challenge. Something he had never done before. The more he thought about it the more enthralled he became with the idea.
Within minutes he started working on a program. He would need more information from Miner1 but if he was really serious he would get what was needed. Twenty-five thousand wasn’t much but he decided to do the job.
He sat down and typed out a text and instructions with what he would need.
* * *
“Hey Sally.”
“Oh, you scared the bejeepers out of me Art.”
“Sorry. I just thought I would drop in and see this fancy machine you've got here.”
“Sure, no problem. It really is amazing.”
“So what does this thing really do,” he said looking around at all the monitors, gauges and dials.
“Here. These are the actual controls. The two joy sticks control forward motion and speed. They also control direction. See that monitor up there,” she said pointing to the one in the center of a cluster of other monitors, “That red line is the GPS projected route to get the maximum amount of coal.”
“It does it automatically?”
“For the most part. Sometimes it gets a little off and the operator has to bring it back using this joy stick here,” she told him placing her hand on the left lever.
“And no one else is in the mine?” Art asked.
“No. There are four guys outside that line up the conveyor sections and add them on when the light tells them to.”
“Geez. Who makes this stuff? I mean it’s pretty darned advanced.”
“A really cool company called Dynamic Engineering. We went there for training.”
“They wrote the software program as well?”
“Oh heavens no. They subcontracted that to TechnoSoft. They do a lot of work for the government we were told.”
“Darned impressive. I still can’t believe it needs no humans.”
“Hey, I’m a human,” she kidded.
“Yes you are, and a darn fine one to boot.”
“You want to sit here and control it. I’ll show you how everything works.”
“No thanks. Technology and I don’t get along very well. I can’t even get the clock on the DVD player set.”
“Who can?” she said and laughed.
* * *
>FOO? HAVE INITIAL INFORMATION FOR PROJECT<
>GA READY<
>FYI DID NOT VERIFY DATA<
>K<

RiotousOne watched as the screen fill with the information he would need. The most disturbing part was that the programming came from TechnoSoft. He had managed to crack their computer safeguards only once. They had built in several traps and he would have to be extremely careful. The final message came across his screen.
>MTFBWY<

The force had better be with me, RiotousOne said under his breath. His next task would be to find a way into TechnoSoft without leaving any fingerprints. It would take him quite a while to devise a way to accomplish this feat.

CHAPTER NINE

“You have the money?”
“Right here,” Art said holding up a briefcase.
“Then all I need is to know when you want this to take place. Once you give the final word, there will be no going back,” the man told Art.
“We have talked it over, we're ready.”
“Here is a number. Call it when you want the project to proceed. The phone will ring three times followed by a beep. You only need to say one word. GO. After that everything will be set in motion. It will take about a half hour before control is gained,” the mule said.
Art never suspected that the man he was talking to was just a cutoff. He believed the man was the actual hacker. The mule would then in turn pass the briefcase, less one thousand dollars to the second mule. He would take his cut and repeat two more times until it got to a drop-off point. No one would ever actually see RiotousOne. The mule slid a disposable cell phone across the table.
“After you call, take the battery out and throw it someplace no one will find it easily. Same for the phone. Get rid of it as quickly as you can.”
“Got it. Do I call now?”
“You can call any time after I leave. When is up to you,” the man said, picking up the briefcase.
“Then we are done?”
“Absolutely,” he said and headed out the door with the briefcase.
Art sat there with the phone in his hand. It felt hot to the touch. Man, once he dialed the number there was no way to stop what was about to happen. He closed his eyes for a few seconds and then opened the phone and dialed the number. He heard his own voice say, GO.”
* * *
“It’s all yours Sally. All readings are normal," Tommy said, sliding out of the seat so she could check all of the readings for herself.
When she was satisfied she said, “You’re relieved. I've got it.”
“Have a good one. I gotta run. Bowling tonight.”
“That’s right. You guys are in a big tournament.”
“And we are going to win.”
“I think I heard that last year,” Sally teased.
“I got game this year. They don’t stand a chance,” Tommy replied heading out the door to his car.
She heard him whistling as the door slowly closed.
Sally checked the gauges one more time before getting out her iPad and hitting the browser icon. She clicked on the Amazon button to check the latest e-Book offerings. Suddenly red lights started flashing across the board and alarms went off. Startled she dropped the iPad and glanced at the board. Most of the readings were off the scale. The BARD was no longer following the GPS route.
She grabbed the control sticks and began inputting data to stop the machine and to try to get it back on the right path. Nothing was working. No matter what she did the BARD continued to eat into the side of the cavern but a good ten degrees off course and increasing.
She opened the emergency stop cover and hit the button. She watched as nothing happened. It was the fail safe device to shut down all operations but the BARD wasn’t responding. She stood there with her mouth open watching as the giant machine chewed into the side of the cavern. Coal was no longer coming out but chunks of rock and mud.
She was frozen in place when Mac rushed in and looked up at the monitors.
“What the hell?”
“I…I don’t know. It won’t stop,” she said, stymied.
“Did you use the emergency shut down?” he said reaching for the button.
He could see the cover was opened but he slammed his hand down on it several times trying to get the BARD to stop. Nothing happened.
“What the hell is going on?” he shouted at the monitors.
Just as suddenly he ran back out of the building and toward the cavern entrance. The four conveyor workers were just standing there looking into the huge hole.
“What happened? The damn thing just took off. We didn’t even have a chance to connect the last conveyor belt,” one of the men said, thinking they had screwed up somehow.
“Don’t worry about it. We have some sort of malfunction. Grab your hard hats,” he said looking at them sternly.
They knew they should have them on at all times but when no one was around they took shortcuts.
“Follow me. We are going to see if we can stop it. There is a master kill switch on the end of the machine. Then we will see what we need to do next.”
“You want all of us,” one of the guys said, kind of edging back.
“Yeah Pete. All of you. Now move your asses. The longer we talk the more damage the BARD will suffer. Let’s move,” Mac said starting off down the long tunnel.
“Sally, can you hear me?” Mac asked as they slowly jogged along.
“Got you Mac.”
“Call Paul and Barney. Tell them what has happened. I know Paul is up in Michigan hunting but this is important. He needs to know about this ASAP.”
“Will do. You watch yourself in there.”
“We will,” he said and picked up the pace.
* * *
Is this super cool or what? RiotousOne said to himself. He was watching through the monitors of the control room as the BARD started off course and began eating into the side of the cavern.
He pumped his fist, I am the Wizard. The all-powerful. I am the Hacker of Hackers, he gloated. He had total control. The only way they could stop him was to physically close off the power to the hydraulic pumps.
He opened another Snickers and played with the controls, moving it along even faster. I am such a stud, he muttered. While he was watching something didn’t seem right. The monitor was suddenly black.
What the…, he thought shaking his head. Just as quickly the camera was tilting straight down pointing into nothingness. Whoa, what just happened? Then the screens went totally blank.
* * *
“Mac, something weird is going on.”
“Tell me about it.”
“We lost all vision. The screens just went blank.”
“Great,” he said.
He no sooner let up on the mic button than a tremendous roar rolled through the tunnel. It was so loud that bits of coal rained down on the men.
“What the hell was that?” Pete asked.
“I don’t know but it sounded expensive,” Mac replied.
“I don’t hear the BART any longer,” Alex, one of the other workers, said.
“I guess it stopped. Maybe it blew up,” Pete said.
“Well, something sure happened,” Mac said, “Let’s get going. We need to assess the damage and then get the hell out of here.”
“I'm with you on getting out of here,” Pete said, “I have a bad feeling about this.”

CHAPTER TEN

“What happened?” Paul asked when he got back to his hotel and found six urgent messages waiting for him.
“We don’t know yet. Something caused the BARD to quit responding to control input. It just did its own thing and wouldn’t even shut down with the emergency override.”
“Was anyone hurt?”
“No. Everyone is just fine. Mac is down in the tunnel trying to figure out what happened.”
“You’re sure it is safe for him to go in there?”
“He took the conveyor guys with him. All five of then went down to see if they could determine what happened.”
“Alright. I’ll get a flight out first thing tomorrow. I need to you call Dynamic Engineering and have them send someone to help figure this out.”
“I’ll take care of everything. Let me know your flight information so someone can pick you up. See you tomorrow.”
“Thanks Ann. Keep everyone calmed down. It’s just a machine. At least no one was hurt.”
“Just our cash flow.”
“Right.”
* * *
“Where is the fog coming from?” Pete asked as they walked along.
“Beats me. Maybe the thing blew up,” Mac said.
The fog was getting thicker the deeper they went into the tunnel.
“I don’t like this much,” Rodney said.
“Yeah, it’s getting thicker. Maybe we should go back and get some ventilation going,” Alex offered.
“Maybe you should act like miners and just do the job,” Mac said sarcastically.
They all trudged along in silence. The fog closed in around them to the point where they could hardly see each other. All they could do was make out the other person's general shape.
“Mac.”
“Yeah. Yeah. I know. We might as well go back, we can’t see anything in this… whatever it is. We’ll get some ventilation going to suck it out and then come back.”
They all let out a sigh. It was a good thing there were no off shoots. All they had to do was stay in the middle of the tunnel.
“What went wrong?” Barney asked as they emerged from the tunnel.
“Don’t know yet. It’s really strange. A really dense fog is filling the tunnel about a mile back.”
“Fog? What’s that mean?” he demanded.
“You know. Thick stuff you can’t see through. We couldn’t even see each other it got so thick,” Mac told him.
“So you just turned around and came back?”
“Hey Barney, here is my hard hat. You are more than welcome to go look for yourself. We are going to get some exhaust fans and try to suck it out of there.”
“Fog,” he snorted and walked off.
“Guess he didn’t want to go,” Pete said at the retreating Executive Vice President.
* * *
“Doesn’t it seem a little strange to you that we have the fans on for four hours and only a wisp of fog or whatever that stuff is has actually come out,” Pete said.
“What did you expect? You think a big cloud was going to rolling out of there? Some of it has probably already dissipated,” Rodney said.
“I don’t know. That was some thick stuff. I’ll bet London couldn’t top that shit.”
“You ever been to London? Hell no. You don’t know squat man,” Alex said jumping into the conversation.
“Whatever.”
“How much longer?”
“Man, buy yourself a watch. You ask that ten times a night,” Pete said to Brian, the fourth man on the conveyor team.
“Just tell me what time it is,” he replied.
“We have ten more minutes to shift change.”
“Man I hope they are on time. I’ve had enough creepiness for one night.”
“Wuss,” Pete muttered.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Paul stood talking to Ann and Barney when Mac pulled into the parking lot. He ambled over to them.
“Welcome home. Sorry you had to cut your vacation short.”
“No big deal. Once we figure out a plan of action I’ll just pick it back up,” Paul said placing his hand on Mac’s shoulder, “Look, I know what you’re thinking but you are wrong. No one is blaming you for this. Something just went wrong. We'll get to the bottom of this and then do what we have to do. Mac, it’s okay, honest.”
“I know boss but this was my baby. I feel like I let everyone down.”
“Well you didn’t so get over it and let's see what the damage is,” Paul said, putting his hard hat on.
“You sure you want to go down there?”
“Yeah. I need to be able to assess this for myself. Hopefully our insurance covers something like this. If it was something in the programming then it will be a problem for Dynamic Engineering,” Paul told him
Mac was beginning to feel a little better. He had been dreading coming in. He was sure he would be fired on the spot. Maybe everything was going to be okay after all, he thought.
Barney begged off saying that he needed to return some important calls. Mac wondered what was more important than discovering what had happened to the BARD.
Paul had Mac go over the events once more as they walked along.
"It sounds like it had some kind of glitch in the program or it developed a mind of its own."
"The master switch didn't do a darned thing. I about beat it to death trying to get it to shut down."
"There has to be some logical explanation. It's been functioning even better than we hoped for," Paul replied.
Paul stopped suddenly and looked over at Mac.
“Is that fog?"
“Another mystery. We have had the fans on all night and it doesn’t seem to have done much good,” Mac said.
“Mac, I will say this, when you present a mystery, you present a doozy,” Paul laughed.
They walked further and were enveloped by the dense fog.
“It’s not wet. It’s sure not smoke. What is this stuff?” Paul said as they carefully made their way forward.
“I don’t have a clue. It isn’t quite as bad as yesterday but we need to be really careful. By my estimate we should be pretty close to the end of BARD,” Mac warned.
They walked on in silence. The only sound was their footsteps echoing off the walls.
“Hold it,” Mac said, reaching out and stopping Paul.
“What?”
“I’m not sure but we should have come up on the machine before now. See that dark area?”
“The big round one?”
“Yeah, I think that's a hole. Be real careful. Small steps until we figure out what it is,” Mac said.
They both continued one step at a time with their hands out in front of them.
“What the…”
“It’s a hole alright but where is BARD?” Paul asked.
“Holy smokes,” Mac said dropping down to one knee, “It’s a hole alright and it goes straight down.”
“What? Like a sinkhole?”
“I don’t know but I’m guessing we will find BARD at the bottom.”
“Man, I don’t understand any of this. Nothing like this showed up on the site plot,” Paul replied.
“All I can say is there it is,” Mac told him.
“We need to get this fog out of here so we can see what is really going on. Flashlights only make it worse with the mist, fog or whatever the heck it is. Let’s get some ventilation down here and pump it out. It will take a lot flexible tubing but we can’t do anything like it is.”
“I’ll get a crew on it right away. I probably should have thought of that last night,” Mac said.
“Don’t start that again. You did the right thing. I would have done the exact same thing so relax would you?” Paul chided.
“I don’t think Barney is too happy with me.”
“Barney is never happy. It’s his personality. You have to let that stuff roll off your back. I’m still the major stock holder, it’s my company. Keep that in mind and stop worrying.”
“Okay boss.”
* * *
By noon three large ventilator fans were in place and over four miles of three foot diameter tubing was connected. It was still somewhat of a mystery because nothing appeared to be coming out the end that anyone could see. It was however, dissipating inside the tunnel.
By evening it was clear enough to really assess the damage. Peering into the cavern they couldn’t even see where the bottom of the pit was or the BARD.
“Man, this is off the scale of my weird-o-meter,” Mack said.
“So, did it fall in and keep running? I mean, is it eating its way through to China?” Alex asked.
“I hardly think so. I would imagine it is lying someplace in the bottom of the pit or whatever this is. We are going to have to find out how deep it goes. Paul is having a Doppler brought in so we can get a reading.”
“I guess we could lower someone down,” Pete added.
“Good plan. Thanks for volunteering. I’ll get a rope,” Mac said and the others cracked up.
Everyone knew Pete was the biggest chicken of the bunch.

CHAPTER TWELVE

“Are you okay Mac?” Paul asked.
“Yeah, I’m fine. Just a headache and a little sore throat. Probably spending all that time in that fog caused it.”
“Look, nothing we are doing is so important that you need to come to work sick. BARD is going anyplace. The Doppler won’t be here until tomorrow anyway. There is really nothing we can do for now. Take the rest of the afternoon off,” Paul said.
“I can’t do that Paul. This is my area of responsibility.”
“What, you think I can’t handle operations?”
“I didn’t mean it that way.”
“I know but it would not help if you came down sick. Do me a favor and go home and rest up. I’m sure we will be plenty busy the next few days.”
“You’re sure?”
“I’m sure. Now go.”
“Okay. My muscles ache. Resting up would probably be good for me. I’ll see you in the morning.”
Paul watched as he walked off. He did notice that he seemed a little stiff in the way he was walking.
* * *
“Where is Mac?” Barney asked.
“Not here yet. I sent him home yesterday to rest up. I think he was coming down with something.”
“Well he should be here. Operations are his responsibility.”
“Easy Barney. He is stressed out enough. He feels he let the company down,” Paul replied.
“Having a one hundred million dollar machine just go off doing what it wants to do? Hell yes he let the company down. It’s his mess we are left with,” Barney said.
“Don’t forget Barney, I made the decision to buy the machine. Not Mac. Not you. But me. As the owner, I have the ultimate responsibility.”
Barney’s neck turned red but he didn’t say anything. He just headed to his office.
It was almost ten O’clock before Mac came into the office.
“Are you okay Mac,” the receptionist asked when he walked in.
“I honestly don’t know. I feel like someone beat me up. Every muscle in my body hurts. My throat is sore and I am just bone tired. I must be coming down with some bug.”
“Paul would like you to come down to the mine entrance. The guys with the Dropper showed up a while ago.”
“It’s a Doppler, not dropper. It is a measuring device. Cops use them to catch people speeding. Anyway. I’m on my way,” he said and headed back out.
When Mac got to the mine entrance it was apparent that they must have a gone on down the tunnel. He walked down, his legs hurting every step of the way. The first thing he noticed was that the fog was gone. He could see a group of men standing at the opening of the hole in the side of the cavern. They were all looking down.
“What have we got?” he asked as he walked up.
“Hey Mac. We are just… say are you okay? You don’t look like you feel very good.”
“It’s nothing. I think I’m getting a cold.”
“Look, if you’re coming down with something you should go see the doctor,” Paul said.
“I’ll be fine. So are they ready to see how deep the thing is?”
“Yep. Its seventy-one feet to the far side of the opening. You can see it now that the fog has lifted. The ventilators seem to have gotten it out overnight.”
“Seventy-one feet? Across? That doesn’t make sense. The topographical survey should have noted something that big,” Mac said looking puzzled.
“Tell me about it. Anyway, that’s what the Doppler is telling us.”
“So now they are getting ready to determine the depth?”
“That’s just what we were setting up for. Come on, I’ll introduce you.”
“Doctor Townson, Amy Gearheart, and Howard Mulford, this is our Chief Operations Officer, Daren McDillon. We just call him Mac,” Paul said by way of introduction.
They did the usual ‘nice to meet you’ routine before getting back to business.
“We are ready to shoot. The first one will be a broad spectrum shot to get the general depth. Then we will recalibrate and get a dead on reckoning reading,” Doctor Townson told them.
“Amy, whenever you’re ready.”
It was anti-climactic. She pushed a button and a few seconds later the monitor she was sitting at showed the results.
“Hmm,” she said studying the monitor.
“What is it?”
“Well, it says it is 26,458 feet.”
“What?” the all said in unison.
“I know. It can’t be right. Let me shoot it again. Is the data recorder cleared?”
“Yes. Go ahead,” Townson said.
“Shooting.”
Again she waited until the monitor flickered the results. She didn’t say anything for several seconds.
“What?” the Doctor asked.
“26,458.7 feet.”
“Amy. You know that can’t be right. You have to be doing something wrong or we have the Doppler positioned wrong.”
“Well there is not too much to it Doctor,” Amy said, slightly sarcastic, “The Doppler is pointed straight down and once the data is cleared you just push the button. I’m open to suggestions.”
“Let me do it,” he said, clearing out the data field and resetting the actuation button.
“Shooting,” he said and pushed the button.
He stood looking at the screen. He just stared at the reading. 26,458.68 feet.
“I don’t know what to say. That’s almost, no… it is five miles down.”
Everyone just looked at each other, more or less in shock.
Finally Paul spoke up, “You’re telling me that the BARD is five miles down there?”
“I see no other explanation.”
“And you’re sure it’s working correctly?”
“Yes. Yes. I checked it myself,” the doctor assured him.
“Could we bring in a different unit and double check?”
“By all means. I will make the arrangements. We can’t do it until tomorrow. Is that a problem?”
“Well if it really is five miles down, another day isn’t going make any difference at all. Tomorrow will be fine.”
* * *
They were all sitting in the conference room, pretty much lost in thought.
“Five miles. How can that be?” Paul said to no one in particular.
“They have to be wrong. They are probably as inept as some others I know,” Barney said softly.
Mac was sitting with his chin on his chest with his eyes closed. He raised his head and looked at Barney.
“Was that aimed at me?” he asked.
“What? I didn’t say anything,” Barney professed.
Paul and Ann both looked at him. He had said it low but loud enough for everyone in the room to hear.
“You know Barney, if you have something to say why don’t you man up and just say it. No one likes a gutless wonder,” Mac said, his face flushed.
“Easy everyone…”
“No. I’ll address that little issue,” Barney said.
“I’ll tell you exactly wh…”
“Barney,” Paul said sharply, “I said that was enough. Pull it in right now. Mac has my full confidence. He has done everything he could to find out what happened. I’ll just tell you this one more time. I..do..NOT..hold Mac responsible for this. Are we clear on that?”
“If you say so,” Barney said, sitting back and folding his arms over his chest.
Paul looked at him for several moments. He had just about had it with Barney’s attitude. When this was all over, he would have to reevaluate if his contribution was greater than his negative attitude.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

When Mac woke up the next morning he felt terrible. He checked his temperature and found it was right at 102 degrees. His throat hurt like the dickens. It seemed like there wasn't a muscle in his body that didn’t hurt. His throat was much worse. What the hell was he coming down with, he wondered?
He called the office and told the receptionist that he was going to go to the doctor. He was feeling really bad. He called the doctor that the company used and was able to get an appointment for 4:00 p.m.
Mac spent the rest of the day lying on the couch or going to the bathroom. He had developed diarrhea and when he looked in the mirror he was shocked at what he saw. He had a rash on his neck and chest. His eyes were red rimmed. Well, I look as bad as I feel, he thought.
* * *
“Mac, my goodness, you look the worse for wear,” the doctor said when he came into the examining room.
“Well, that’s nice to hear. Is that a professional opinion or just a conversation starter?” Mac quipped.
The doctor chuckled, “Still have a sense of humor I see. I would ask what brought you in but I can see you are a sick boy.”
He picked up Mac’s file and looked at what the nurse had written for his vital signs.
“Hmm,” he said, his chin resting on his thumb and finger.
Mac watched intently as he saw the doctor frown more than once.
“Let me see your throat,” he said and started a full examination.
When he was finished he sat back in his chair and looked at Mac for several seconds.
“What do I have?”
“Well to tell the truth Mac, I’m not really sure. Your symptoms don’t make a lot of sense to me. I want you to go to the hospital and have some tests run. I’m going to order a CBC, Electrolytes, and a couple of others. I am very concerned.”
“What are you saying Doctor?”
“I'm saying this could be quite serious. I’m not about to cry wolf before we have some test results. Now I know the next thing you are going to say. You can’t take time to go get a bunch of stupid test done, right?”
“Something like that.”
“Good. I saved you the effort. I want you to go today. Not tomorrow, but today. Actually right now. I’m going to call over there and make some arrangements.”
“Geez doc. What in the hell do you think I have, the creeping crud?”
“I’m not sure and that is what concerns me. Mac, I don’t know how serious this is but trust me, you need to have the tests immediately.”
“Okay. This is a little unnerving.”
“I understand but I would rather err on the side of caution,” the doctor said.
“I’ll go right now if you’re that concerned.”
“Good. I’ll have everything ready so you won’t have to sit on your thumbs while someone gets their ducks in a row.”
When Mac stood up he grunted.
“Damn, now my stomach has a sharp pain. I guess I had better go and have those tests run,” Mac said as he slowly made his way out of the office.
Doctor Lang sat at the desk tapping Mac’s chart with is pen. He did not like what he was thinking one bit. Worse than that. Mac had been in contact with him, his staff and other patients.
He picked up the phone and called the hospital.
* * *
When Mac got to the hospital two security cars were blocking the entrance. Now what the heck is this all about, Mac thought? One of the drivers got out and held up a sign. It had two works in big block letters: FOLLOW ME. This is too strange he thought as he followed the security car. They led him around to the back of the building where a large white tube was stretched out leading to one of the back doors.
Three people came toward his car with full biological suits on. Mac just watched in amazement as they made their way up to his car.
“What’s going on?” he asked as he rolled down his window.
“Mr. McDillon?”
“Yeah.”
One of them turned and made a motion and a stretcher was rolled out to his car.
“What is going on? What’s happening?”
“Sir, your doctor called. We need to run some tests on you. It is possible you have a contagious disease.”
“Contagious disease? He didn’t say that to me.”
“Please. The sooner we get the tests done the faster we can find out what is going on.”
“Do I have to get on the stretcher?”
“Would you like a wheelchair instead?”
“Oh hell, what difference does it make? The stretcher will be fine. I feel kind of silly but what the hay.”
They wheeled Mac into the hospital and immediately took him to an isolation area. His room was bigger than any other hospital room he had seen. He would soon find out why.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

When Paul pulled in to the parking lot the next morning he was surprised at all the activity. Television vans were parked at various locations along with cameras and people with microphones.
He hardly got out of his car before reporters were swarming around him.
“Is it true you discovered a hole five miles deep in one of the mines?” someone yelled.
“Who found it?”
“Can you confirm the depth?”
“Why is it in a mine?”
“Did you see what’s at the bottom?”
People were yelling out questions so fast that he didn’t have time to answer any of them. He squeezed and elbowed his way to the front door of the building but several reporters were in the way.
“Move it,” he finally said.
“What are you going to do with the hole?”
“Did you find anything in it?”
“Yes. Yes we did as a matter of fact,” he told them. It immediately got quiet.
“We found several obnoxious reporters that had been taken down to the hole and thrown in,” he said shoving them out of the way and going inside.
“Crazy huh?” the receptionist said.
“Donna, I need you to call the police. I want these people off our property. I do not want to have to go through this every time I leave. How did they find out about this anyway?” he asked.
“Seems Doctor Townson decided it needed to be announced to the world.”
“They are supposed to bring another Doppler unit in today. Call and tell… no, I’ll call him myself,” he said heading to his office.
He was furious at Doctor Townson and did nothing short of calling him an egotistical ass before he hung up. He didn’t feel all that much better but it least he got it off his chest. His head was throbbing by the time his weekly staff meeting was getting ready to start. He was having a hard time concentrating.
He sighed deeply and headed for the conference room. Ann and Barney were already seated. He sat down, leaned his head back and closed his eyes for a second. When he opened them he felt disoriented.
“Where is McDillon?” Barney asked.
“I’m not sure. He was going to go to the doctor’s office yesterday. Maybe he is really sick. He sure didn’t look too good when he left.”
“He can’t call?” Barney replied.
“I don’t know Barney. I have a headache and just do not give a rat’s ass right at this moment. I have fired Doctor Townson for the little stunt he pulled. I also called for the police to get everyone off our property. I don’t want a bunch of cameras shoved in my face every time I walk outside.”
“They are obnoxious,” Ann agreed.
“So who are we going to get to confirm the depth?” Barney asked.
“I’m not sure. Why don’t you take care of that for now,” Peter said, rubbing his temples.
“That should be Mac’s job,” Barney retorted.
“Well Barney, he isn’t here is he? I’m assigning that to you. Do you think you can handle that or is it too difficult?” Paul said, becoming fed up with Barney.
What the hell did he do around here? Everything was someone else’s job according to him.
“I’ll handle it.”
“And make damn sure they keep their mouths shut. I don’t want another scene like we had this morning. Ann, I know you have a financial report but to tell the truth, I feel like crap. I think I’m going to go to the doctor myself. I must be coming down with what Mac has,” Paul said standing up.
He felt lightheaded and had to grab the table to support himself.
“Are you okay?” Ann asked.
“I just need to go have the doc look me over,” he said.
* * *
When Paul reached the doctor’s office he was shown in immediately. He thought it was strange that there were no other patients in the waiting room. Even the nurse had on a face mask. She didn’t take his blood pressure or temperature. What the heck was going on he wondered?
Doctor Lang came in the room with a mask and gloves on and sat down across from Paul.
“I’m glad you came in. I was going to call you. Paul, I have had Mac sent to the hospital. He has some very worrisome symptoms. I sent him there for testing. From what you told me on the phone, you could well have the same thing. Let me ask you some questions and I need straight answers, Okay?”
Paul looked at him for a second before saying, “Okay Doctor.”
“On a scale of 1 to 10 how bad is your headache?”
“Eight, going on nine.”
“Is your throat sore?”
“Uh, sort of. Not real bad but yeah I can tell something is going on.”
“Tired.”
“Beat.”
“Diarrhea.”
“Just started this morning.”
“Disorientated?”
“A little. Why? What is all this about?” Paul asked.
“Hold on. Let me look in your mouth,” he said.
Paul opened and the doctor looked inside. He immediately saw his throat was red as was the roof of his mouth. He sat back down.
“Paul. I need you to go to the hospital right away. I don’t want you to drive. I will have an ambulance come and take you there.”
“Doc. What’s going on? What the hell do I have?”
“I’m not 100 percent sure yet. Let me have some tests run first. It is extremely contagious, I will tell you that. I am going to call CDC and have them send a team here. It’s that serious.”
“Smallpox? You think I have smallpox?”
“Paul, you have known me for how long? Ten years or more. Have I ever given you a diagnosis without having all the facts?”
“No.”
“And I’m not about to start now. Get the tests done and then we will talk.”
“I gotta tell you doc. I don’t like the sound of this much. You’re kind of freaking me out, you know?”
“That is not my intent but this time it is necessary to err on the side of caution. While you are at the hospital having the tests, start thinking of everyone you have come into contact with in the past week. CDC will want to know.”
“Holy smokes. I can’t remember everyone I talked to.”
“Just sit down and think back. Try to go through what you did, where you went, who you met with. It is critical information,” Doctor Lang told him.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“What?”
“I’m not kidding you. That is what it is. I checked three times. There can be no doubt.”
“Ebola? Here? Right here? At this hospital?”
“That’s what I’m saying. Both patients have the exact same symptoms and now the lab verifies it.
“How is that possible?”
“That’s not the real question. How many people have they infected?”
“Man, this is crazy.”
“Tell me about it.”
* * *
Doctor Conroy was the lead doctor on the CDC team sent to investigate the reported Ebola virus.
“And the labs show Ebola Hemorrhagic Fever?”
“Yes sir.”
“Lord. Have they been outside of the country?”
“No. Neither has left the country in the past ten years.”
“Not good. How in the world did they contact it? Something had to have infected them. Do they have any exotic pets?”
“Neither of them even owns a dog.”
“This is major. We need to get this contained before it spreads through the entire population. I need to have access to your labs, and office and space for the other teams I’m going to call in. You are going to be very unhappy with the amount of inconvenience we are going to cause so I’ll apologize in advance, but that is the way it has to be. I applaud the way you have handled both men. Very good thinking to keep them isolated from the rest of the hospital.”
“Thank you but it was Doctor Lang who alerted us and told us what he thought we might be up against.”
“Good man. Sharp doctor,” Conroy said and hurried off to start calling in the full containment team.
* * *
Three men and two women in full biological suits were crammed into the room with Paul, the center of their attention.
“You probably wonder why I called you all here today,” he joked and immediately went into coughing spasms.
“Easy Mr. Miller. You need to take it easy. My colleagues and I have finished our tests and I’m afraid I have some disturbing news. There is no easy way to say this so I’ll just come right out and say it. It is our conclusion that you have Ebola.”
Paul looked at him, puzzled. What are they talking about? Ebola? You get that in some third world nation.
“How is that possible?” he finally asked.
“That is what we would like to know. This is highly contagious and can spread very quickly. You say you have never been out of the country but have you been in contact with anyone that has?”
“Not to my knowledge. I mean, I pretty much go to work and back home. I really haven’t been anyplace… I was just up in Michigan. I came back after the accident at the mine.”
“What accident? This is the first we have heard of an accident,” Doctor Conroy said.
“Not an accident, accident. Our BARD went out of control and fell into a hole. A very deep hole.”
“I’m sorry Mr. Miller but I’m not following you. What is a BART?”
“BARD. It’s a piece of mining equipment that we operate with remote control.”
“And there was an accident?”
“Unfortunately the bugs were not worked out of it yet. It went off course and dug into the side of the coal vein. It dug right into an opening and disappeared down a five mile shaft.”
“Five mile? You mean the shaft goes down five miles?”
“Yeah. Talk about a shock.”
“And what happened after that?”
“Nothing much. We went to investigate and it was gone.”
“Nothing else.”
“Not really. I mean there was some kind of fog but nothing else.”
“When you say fog, what do you mean exactly?”
“Dense. You could hardly see your hand in front of your face. We pumped it out of the mine the next day so we could assess the damage.”
“How did you pump it out?”
“Ventilator fans. Big ones.”
“Where did it vent to?”
“I’m not sure what you mean. To the outlet of the mine.”
“Into the air?”
“Well yeah. Where else would we put it?”
The five people went into a brief huddle. Paul wondered what they were discussing.
“Mr. Miller. Do you have any objection to us sending a team out to the mine and having someone show us where the shaft is?”
“Not if it will help. Look, I hate to change the subject but I’m a little more concerned about what happens to me,” Paul said.
“Honestly Mr. Miller, the truth is you only have about a ten to fifteen percent chance of survival. I wish I could tell you something more positive but, well, there it is.”
“You can’t be for real. You mean I’m going to die from something and I have no way of knowing how I caught it?”
“It’s not a certainty. We have caught it in its very early stages. That certainly improves your survival chances,” Conroy told him.
He sat there stunned. This couldn’t be happening. How? Why? This didn’t make any sense to him.
“What is the treatment?” he finally asked.
“Truthfully, there is no real treatment. We will keep you as comfortable as we can, watch your progress, and may have to give you transfusions. The virus comes from the Filovridae family. We know of five different types of Ebola. All can be fatal to humans.”
“Which one do I have?”
“Well, actually we don’t know. It appears to be a new strain at this point but we are still doing tests.”
“So maybe mine isn’t as deadly.”
“There is always that chance.”

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The alarms started going off in the nurse's station. The head nurse immediately notified the contamination team. They quickly suited up and rushed into the room. They knew almost immediately upon entering the room that the patient was not going to make it. He looked at them wide eyed, convulsed once and fell back, unmoving.
There was nothing they could do. One of the doctors silenced the machines, closed the man’s eyes and pronounced him dead. Daren McDillon was just the first.
* * *
“We need more resources and we need them now. It is getting out of hand. We already have twenty-one confirmed cases and it is growing exponentially.”
“They are on their way. What are your recommendations?”
“Sir, I don’t know what to think. Because of the incubation time too many may have already been exposed. How many have left the city or were just passing through, who knows.”
“Are you saying we need to shut off ingress and egress to the town?”
“Well it couldn’t hurt but the real problem is knowing how many have already made outside contact with others. There is only a regional airport and that helps some but where did they go after that?”
“I need to let the President know about this. You are certain that it is not one of the five known Ebola strains?”
“I'm certain. Worse yet, it has started to mutate since we first discovered it.”
“What? What are you saying? The Ebola is mutating into something else.”
“I’m afraid so.”
“What?”
“We don’t know yet. We are leaning toward Marburg.”
“Are you sure? Marburg?”
“No sir, we are not sure. As you know they are closely related and both are from the hemorrhagic filo virus. Our first victim literally bled out and his organs turned to mush.”
“I’ve got to get to the President with this immediately. Hang in there. Everyone is on their way. I’ll be there as quickly as I can,” the Director of the CDC, Doctor Mark Riser said.
“It won’t be soon enough,” Conroy said as he hung up.
* * *
“Slow down Doctor Riser. I know you are in a hurry to tell me all about what is happening but I won’t be able to follow you at the rate you are talking.”
“Mr. President, sir. I have been trying to get an appointment to see you for two days. So much is happening you must take the time to hear me out.”
“Well, here I am and here you are. So, tell me what’s on your mind.”
“Mr. President, we have an outbreak of Ebola virus.”
The words just hung there for several seconds while the President processed what the doctor had just said.
“Ebola? Here in the United States?”
“Yes sir. We are approaching critical mass and it’s spread is happening rapidly.”
“You’re telling me that we have a life threatening outbreak unchecked in America. Am I hearing you right?”
“Sir. We have been on site since the first case was diagnosed. The problem is that Ebola has a six to seven day incubation period. By the time we learned of it, nine days had passed. By the time we confirmed it, another day had gone by. Each day meant others were coming into contact with infected carriers.”
The President sat with his mouth open.
“Did terrorists do this?” he finally asked.
“We don’t know and that isn’t really the CDC area. What we are concerned about is its spread. As of two hours ago we have ninety-seven cases confirmed. So far, seventeen people have succumbed. The others will too. As bad as it sounds, that is nothing unless we get this under control and I mean now.”
“What do we need to do?”
“We need to get the word out to everyone to start wearing masks. Stay as much as possible away from public areas. Limit travel as much as humanly possible. Sir, if we don’t do these things now, millions will die. Maybe more.”
“My God. How did this happen?”
“There is another problem,” Doctor Riser said.
“Bigger than this?”
“Potentially.”
“What in God’s name could be worse than this?”
“It is mutating. There are five known strains of the Ebola virus. This has mutated into a sixth strain and according to Doctor Conroy, our onsite team leader, it appears to be mutating again.”
The President was speechless. Millions could be dead? Maybe more?
“What do you need right this moment?”
“We must get the word out about the mask and travel. That is imperative. We need to stop people from leaving and entering Breckenfield, Kentucky where the outbreak has originated. Unfortunately we have a report of a possible case in Morgantown, ten miles away. We must isolate that entire area.”
“You need military.”
“Sir not just any military, but ones that understand biological protocol. They need to be suited up and know what to do.”
“I would like you to stay here, I’m going to get some people in here and let you explain the situation so we can brainstorm.”
“Can we at least let the public know right now?”
“I need to think about that. People are funny. You yell ‘fire’ and everyone stampedes. Yell ‘smoke’ and they hardly pay attention. I don’t want a stampede.”
“Sir the longer we wait the larger the area of containment.”
“I understand your concern but I am not going off halfcocked doctor.”
* * *
President Jimmy Thornburg was about as effective at the last President named Jimmy. He could hardly go to the bathroom without a committee decision. Maybe that was a little harsh but few on his staff had much respect for the man. In fact most wondered how he ever got elected but, nevertheless, there he was, the most powerful man in America. At least on paper.
After the CDC director finished the briefing he turned it back over to the President. What he wanted to do most was get on an airplane and get to Kentucky.
“The floor is open. Suggestions Gentlemen,” President Thornburg said.
“Sir, we need to close down the entire state. We have to stop all flights in and out. Stop travel dead in its tracks. If it reaches other states who knows where it will stop,” offered Secretary of Transportation, Calvin Murphy.
“Sir do you know what that would do to interstate transportation? That would mean no planes, trains or automobiles,” Betty Jarvis, Secretary of Interior said.
“That sounds like the title of a movie I saw once,” the President quipped but no one laughed.
“To answer your question Betty, I am aware of the problems but we simply cannot let this spread. The real question is how do we stop it dead in its tracks.”
“Mr. President, if we do that, we are basically telling everyone in the state of Kentucky that they are as good as dead. It will spread throughout the entire state. That doesn’t sound like a very viable solution,” said Andria Toll, the first African-American woman Vice-President.
“So we just let them go wherever they want and spread it across the entire country,” Bob Dawson, Secretary of Defense said.
“Well Mr. Secretary of Defense, do you have any family in Kentucky?” Andria asked.
“No.”
“That certainly makes an easier decision for you. I have quite a bit of family in Kentucky and I can hardly support condemning them to death for happening to live in the wrong state,” she said, looking him directly in the eye.
“Then what do we do?” the President asked.
“Sir, if I may,” Doctor Riser said.
“Go on doctor.”
“CDC, with the help of the biological containment military people could set up a twenty-five mile radius around the two cities. No one would be allowed in or out without a complete checkup. No one would be allowed in for any reason. Those that are tested positive would be contained and placed in quarantine,” Riser said.
“That is still a big risk. Some people would still get out,” the President replied.
“No disrespect Mr. President but two things. Trying to keep people contained in the state would be a thousand times harder. We would not have the man power to enforce it and secondly, the longer we sit here talking the more people are being exposed,” Riser said.
It was quiet in the room. Everyone else in the room knew how to gently push the President into a decision. Poor Doctor Riser did not have that same knowledge.
“So if I understand what you’re saying. We need to talk less and do something. Even if we don’t have all the facts?”
It was a classic trap that the President used on the unsuspecting.
“What I am saying sir, is do you want to be the President who was ultimately responsible for the death of millions of Americans because we needed more facts?”
The President sat up in his chair and looked at the CDC Director. He was more or less trapped. He had been outmaneuvered and he didn’t like it very much. Still, he could hardly stall any longer or it would look bad. He had already seen several bumper stickers that said: AND YOU THOUGHT OBAMA WAS BAD.
“Alright Director, we will do it your way. I will have the military coordinate directly with you so you can inform them of exactly what you need. They will be placed under your jurisdiction for now.”
“Thank you Mr. President. Then if you will excuse me, I want to get going on this immediately.”
“Fine. Good luck Director Miller.”
“Thank you sir.”
After he left the President said, “How did he ever get to be the Director of the CDC?”
“Well Mr. President, he is the most respected and knowledgeable person on both commutable diseases and how they spread in the country. He is actually quite brilliant,” Andria said and smiled quickly.
“I suppose,” Thornburg said.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

By the time Riser had driven to Breckenfield, Kentucky conditions had deteriorated even further. He stayed in touch constantly by cell phone as he drove along. His only stops were for gas and to grab a quick hand full of snacks.
The death toll was at one hundred and seventy-nine by the time he arrived at the CDC command center. Over three hundred suspected cases were catalogued.
“Damn, I’m glad you’re here,” Conroy said when Riser entered.
“We have reinforcements on the way. Anything at all on the cause of all of this?” he asked while putting on his full biological suit.
“We are pretty sure it came from the Bedford Delta Mine. Something was released into the air when that machine bore through the side of the wall. It opened the shaft and released the toxin.”
“So how did it get there?”
“Unknown. It's five miles down. We have no way of investigating it at this point. For now we have sealed the entrance to the mine and don’t say it. I’m aware the horse is already out of the barn.”
“The military will be here tomorrow to set up a containment area. Nothing will be allowed in or out of a twenty-five mile radius.”
“That is too little, too late. Maybe two days ago that would have helped but we have cases showing up as far away as Louisville and Columbus, Indiana. Mark, I think it’s too late for containment,” Conroy told him.
“Now what? This has the potential to spread clear across the country.”
“Further. Louisville has an international airport.”
“Okay. We call in DVCT. Not tomorrow, right now.”
“I was hoping you would say that. I contacted them an hour ago when I found out about Louisville. Sorry I didn’t wait for your approval Mark.”
“I’m just thankful you already did. Every minute we wait it will spread further.”
“We have only one other real anomaly. One of the very first people to come in contact with the virus is still hanging on. We don’t know why exactly, but he is.”
“Who is it?"
"The President of the mining company. A Paul Miller. I doubt he will make it but we are trying to figure out how he has lasted so long. What makes him so different?”
“Keep on it. Let the Deadly Virus Containment Team take over if they want. We need answers not egos getting in the way,” Riser told him.
“I can guarantee no problems from our end,” Conroy answered, “Oh, and one other bit of bad news.”
He pointed to the television screen. The sound was off but the scroll under the reporter was warning people about the possible outbreak of a deadly virus. The name wasn’t mentioned.
Good, he thought. Maybe the President didn’t want it out but there it was. This was one time he was glad for nosy reporters. The sooner people took precautions the more lives that would be saved.
His phone rang and he quickly answered it.
“CDC, Director Riser.”
“Doctor Riser. Hold for the President.”
Uh-oh. He waited what seemed like forever before the President came on the line.
“Doctor Riser. President Thornburg. I want to know who is responsible for this leaking to the news. I certainly hope you had nothing to do with this.”
“Mr. President. I just found out myself. I arrived at the CDC command center not more than ten minutes ago and saw it on the television. Sir, my people did not let this out. We have very strict protocols about alerting the public.”
“Then how did they find out? Someone told them.”
“Sir, I honestly don’t know.”
“Then how do you know it wasn’t one of your people?”
“Mr. President, the same way you know when someone on your staff does something. Respect for the chain of command.”
“I see. Any ideas how it did get to the media?”
“When I arrived I was informed that suspected cases were showing up in Louisville and now Columbus, Indiana. It is spreading out of Kentucky. Our containment plan has gone out the window,” Mark told him.
“What is your next step then?”
“We have activated the DVCT. They will be on site in less than three hours. Once we meet with them, I will update you on what we need to do next.”
“What you think we should do next,” the President corrected.
“Yes sir.”
“Then I’ll wait to hear from you. When you call, give the operator this code: E1-Alpha. That will get you directly to my office.”
“Yes sir, Mr. President. Oh sir, It would be wise if you and your staff, not to mention congress, start thinking about protection.”
“You don’t mean to say it could be here in Washington,” he said shocked at the suggestion.
“Yes sir, that is exactly what I am suggesting. Louisville’s airport is international. A lot of flights take off out of there with Washington as a destination.”
“Well, I guess we should discuss that. I’ll get my people together and talk it over. Thank you for the warning.”
“I’ll keep you posted Mr. President.”
“Alright,” was all he said and hung up.
“What is the President going to do?” Conroy asked when he hung up.
“Call a meeting to discuss if they should be prepared or not. Who voted that man in office? What were those people thinking? What a dolt,” he said as he set the phone on the desk.
“While you were talking to him. The first members of DVCT reported that they are less than an hour out.”
“Thank goodness. That’s the first good news I have had all day,” Mark said.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Jerry Washburn had always been on the very edge of being a flim-flam man. Constantly looking for a way to make a quick buck was a way of life for him. He spent more time cooking up scams than looking for an honest job. He always had some scam going.
Watching the news, he saw this as his big chance to hit the jackpot. He turned up the volume.
“The death toll continues to rise as the deadly virus is leapfrogging across the nation. New cases have been reported as far away as Reno, Nevada and Las Vegas. In an unusual move, the Center for Disease Control referred all questions to the White House. President Thornburg will hold a national televised address at 8:00 p.m. this evening.”
This was it. A chance to make some real money. All he needed was some supplies. Where to get what he needed was only a minor problem. He knew a lot of slippery people that he had dealt with over the years. He started calling them immediately. He wanted to jump on this before someone else did.
* * *
I would like to talk to the Doctor who first diagnosed the Ebola virus,” Riser said.
“Then you had better hurry. He is in the final stages. I doubt he will last the night.”
“Then I should do it now. After that I want to talk to the President of the mining company. We have his medical records but something has to be missing. Why is he still alive? Oh, I didn’t mean that like it sounded,” Riser said, realizing how callous it sounded.
“No. I have been asking myself the same question. Only a few of the miners from the company are still alive. Most have already died. Only three are still alive.”
“I need to talk to them as well.”
“Then we should go now. Two of the three won’t last the day,” Conroy told him.
Dressed in their full biomed suites they went to visit Paul first.
“Mr. Miller. I’m Doctor Riser, head of the CDC. I need to ask you some questions if you don’t mind.”
“Why not? I can’t dance and I don’t seem to have much strength to do anything else. Ask away.”
“I’ve reviewed your medical records. What is puzzling us, and I apologize for this in advance, is why you seem to have managed to fight the virus off.”
“Wait. Are you saying everyone else from the company didn’t make it?” he asked.
“I’m sorry Mr. Miller. Only three are still alive.”
“Mac, Ann, Barney. They are all dead?”
“I’m sorry. Yes. One of your foremen, a Mr. Art Stenson is still hanging on. I would be less than honest if I said that he would make it much longer.”
“I had almost a hundred and fifty employees. Are you saying that only the four of us are left?”
“I’m afraid I am.”
“I don’t understand. This is crazy. It was that fog that came out of that shaft wasn’t it?” Paul asked suddenly.
“We are not a hundred percent sure but it is the most likely explanation,” Riser replied.
“A stupid accident caused all of this? Wait..is this limited to the mine employees?”
“No. It is spreading across the country. Over five hundred and ninety people have died. Another two thousand are in the early stages.”
“My God. Can’t it be stopped?”
“We have the best minds in the country working on it but we have nothing that will stop it at this point.”
“How can I help?”
“I want to go over your medical records with you. I want as much information as you can possible remember about each treatment, procedure or anything else you can think of. Even if it doesn’t seem relevant.”
“I’ll do the best I can,” Paul replied.
“That’s all I can ask,”
* * *
“Wait. You are telling me that you want me to stop all air, boat, and train traffic. On top of that, you want no one allowed in or out of the country, no matter who they are or where they are from? Am I hearing you correctly,” the President asked.
“Essentially that is correct, Mr. President. I know it sounds drastic but even then it may not be enough,” the head of the CDC told him.
“Doctor Riser, can you even fathom what the results of such an order would do to this country?”
“Mr. President, can you fathom the results of not doing this? We are talking about a worldwide epidemic of Biblical proportions. Mr. President I have the head of the DVCT with me on speaker phone. Maybe you should listen to what he has to say.”
“DVCT? What is that? I don’t recall ever hearing of them before.”
“I’ll let him explain. Mr. President, this is Doctor Randal Peel. He is the world’s foremost authority on deadly viruses and containment of spreading.”
“Mr. President. The DVCT was first initiated during the 60s and 70s when the cold war was raging. DVCT stands for Deadly Virus Containment Team. President Kennedy created the agency to counteract a nuclear, biological, or chemical attack by the Soviet Union. Certain protocols were initiated and passed by congress that created the funding and outlined the authority of the DVCT,” he explained.
“Alright Dr… I’m sorry, what was your name again?”
“Randal Peel.”
“Alright Dr. Peel. I assume this is your recommendation then?”
“Not exactly Mr. President. You will find that Executive Order 60600.1A, B, and C address the authority of the DVCT. That authority remains in effect today.”
“Dr. Peel is it? I have no idea what is contained in Executive Order… whatever. You say it gives you specific authority. What might that be?”
“Mr. President, the name is Dr. Randal Peel. My authority is delineated in the Executive Order. In short, Mr. President, it gives me the authority to shut down all air, land, and sea travel into and out of the United States. It is incumbent on the director of the DVCT and does not need the approval of any other authority.”
A long silence followed. All Peel could hear were some background noise and the President breathing.
“Doctor Peel. No one has a higher authority than the President of the United States. Not the CDC, the whatever your agency is called and certainly not you Dr. Peel. I will determine if we stop all travel in and out of this country,” the President said.
“Mr. President. I urge you to read the Executive Order. The number again is..”
“I don’t need the number. You will do nothing without my permission. Do I make myself clear, Dr. Peel?”
“Good day, Mr. President,” Peel said and shut his cell phone.
“Don’t you dare… hello? Hello? That son-of-a… I want that man tracked down and relieved of that position immediately. No one hangs up on the President. I don’t know who he thinks he is but I will not stand for it.”
“Sir. I’ve been looking up the Executive Order. Maybe you should read it.”
“What? Are you telling me he is correct?”
“Sir,” he said holding out the volume containing the document.
“I don’t care what it says. I will not stand for this. Do you understand?”
“I think you may have to change your position on that Sir.”

CHAPTER NINETEEN

“That could have gone better,” Conroy said.
“It will get worse. I’ve already issued the orders to stop all air, land and sea traffic. I’m pretty sure he will blow a gasket when he finds out. I intended to tell him but we never quite got to that stage.”
“You really did it? You issued Directive DVCT 0995?”
“It is in the hands of all airline companies, trains that cross into Canada and all docks and harbor facilities. It will be announced on the air during the five O’clock news. All stations will carry the story.”
“Mark, he may have you hauled off for this. I know what the directive says but what if he won’t allow it?”
“This was put in place by President Kennedy and the US Congress. It can only be rescinded by a two-thirds majority vote by Congress and even then, the Supreme Court has to verify the legitimacy of the proceedings,” Mark told him.
“You know he won’t allow this. He won’t abide by the directive.”
“Oh, I think he will one way or the other.”
“You obviously have something up your sleeve,” Conroy said.
“Well, you should never show all your cards at once. Especially when you are playing at this level. Yes, I do have a backup plan and while it may gall the President, it is within my authority to initiate the process.”
“I wouldn’t want to be you at around one minute after 5:00 p.m.”
“I’m pretty sure he will know before then. The news will want confirmation from the White House. Then it will hit the fan,” Mark said.
* * *
“You are sitting there telling me that this Doctor has already scheduled a press conference for five o’clock? Before my scheduled news conference?”
“That is correct, Mr. President.”
“Well I don’t think so. I want that conference stopped. You get hold of all the news stations and have them pull the plug on it. He is not to go on the air. Now get on it while we still have time.”
“Sir, the news stations already know what the subject is. He has already given them a general outline. Also all of the major newspaper across the nation have a release. We are already too late,” his Chief of Staff, Harry Becker told him.
“Harry, I don’t want to hear it. Do whatever it takes to stop him from holding that press conference. I don’t care what it takes. Talk to the network owners, whoever it takes but I do not want to see him on television.”
“Mr. President.”
“Stop,” he yelled and slammed his hand down so hard on the desk that his ink pen jumped out of the holder, “I don’t want to hear another excuse. I don’t care how it is done but it will be done. Call the police, FBI, CIA or anyone else you can think of and have him arrested or charges of treason. He is trying to overthrow the Presidency,” he said, his voice continuing to rise.
No one said a thing for several seconds.
“Well? What are you waiting for? Get this done,” he said quickly standing up from his chair.
“Sir. The Executive Order is quite clear on this. It was, in fact, written to prevent exactly this,” Harry said.
“And you are not listening. I don’t care what the Executive Order says. I am superseding it immediately.”
“Mr. President. You can’t do that. It takes an act of Congress to change the provisions of the order,” the Attorney General, Amy Snider said softly.
The President turned and glared at her. His face was red and he was visibly shaking. He grabbed the Executive Order volume the Chief of Staff was holding and threw it across the room.
Vice President Andria Toll, saw it just in time to get her hand up in front of her face. The force still managed to knock her over against the sofa back. She touched her cheek where the heavy book had grazed her.
Everyone just stopped and stared. First at the Vice President and then Thornburg.
“Why are you all sitting here? I’m giving you direct orders. Find Peel and have him arrested. Get that news conference stopped or you will all find yourselves out of a job,” he screamed.
Vice President Toll, stood up and faced the President.
“Jim, you need to get yourself under control. You are certainly not acting like the President of the United States. You are throwing a temper tantrum. You need to take a deep breath and think about what you have just done. Executive Orders are law. Even the President is not above the law.”
“And I am telling you I am not bound by those orders. Do you see Kennedy in this room? Do you see anyone in this room that has accepted them as law?”
“Yes Jim, I do?”
“What? You are seeing ghosts now?” he sneered.
“No Jim, I see you. You signed off on them when you took the oath of office. As part of your taking office you were to read the Executive Orders and then sign that you had read and would abide by them.”
“Well I didn’t so I guess I can do as I please,” he shot back.
“But you did sign,” she said holding up the book with his signature attesting to the fact that he had read them and would uphold them.
He just stood there looking first from her to the signature and back again.

CHAPTER TWENTY

This is a Special News Bulletin from the Center for Disease Control. Stay tuned for his special news conference.
The camera cut to a scene that showed several military personnel in full biochemical suits. Several were using a high pressure hose on military vehicles. It was an eerie scene to say the least. The station then cut to a young woman holding a microphone with a huge white trailer in the background. CDC was painted on the side in large letters. The most startling part was that she had on a face mask.
Good evening. In a minute, the Director of the Center for Disease Control will be making an announcement. Doctor Riser will start the briefing and will introduce members of a special government division that deals with various aspects of the control of air borne pathogens. I see the trailer door opening and they are coming out now.
The camera cut to a small group of men and women as they stood behind Mark. He adjusted his mask quickly and looked out at the cameras.
I am Doctor Mark Riser, Director for the Center of Disease Control. We are here to give the population important information. This is not intended to frighten you or create a panic. It is our belief that Americans, when given all the facts, will respond in a mature and rational manner.
“As you know, an outbreak of the Ebola Hemorrhagic Fever virus has been found within the borders of the United States. How it got here is an unknown element at this time. What we do know is that it appears to be spreading because of the nature of the infection. This is an air borne transmitted disease and the infection can be passed from one person to the next by simply being in the same general location.”
“Ebola Hemorrhagic Fever is extremely contagious and very deadly. I will not insult you by telling you that everything is under control. For this to be contained we will need the help of every citizen. If we do not have your cooperation, the disease will continue to spread exponentially. Within one month, virtually 90 percent of the population could be infected.”
He stopped and looked directly into the camera before going on.
“President John F. Kennedy realized that the spread of a form of nuclear, biological, or chemical warfare could be unleashed on the United States. To that end he created a special team of medical experts to help combat and control the spread in such an event. Executive Order 60600.1A, B and C were put into effect. That order created a special agency called the Deadly Virus Containment Team. DVCT, for short. It gives the Director, Doctor Randal Peel, the authority to take whatever steps are necessary to contain the spread without interference from any further government approval. This is Doctor Peel, head of the DVCT.”
The cameras all cut to Doctor Peel as he stepped to the microphones. Much like Mark Riser had done earlier, he looked around at the reporters and then directly into the cameras.
“Honestly, I was hoping and praying this day would never come. I would have been happy to be back at the lab and have remained anonymous the rest of my life. Unfortunately that isn’t the case today. The Ebola virus we are dealing with, and I don’t want to confuse the issue using a bunch of technical terms, has had five variations. That is until now. This virus is mutating which has both good and bad connotations. The good is that it may mutate to such an extent that it is no longer deadly. Of course the other end of that is it may mutate to something even more deadly. It is what we call a Chimera. It changes by absorbing other viruses. This mutation can either weaken or make it even more deadly. We intend to err on the more cautious side.
The DVCT has issued the following directive. All air, land, and sea travel is immediately suspended from state to state and from into or out of the United States. While we realize the tremendous disruption it will cause and even anger in some areas, this is what must be done to prevent worldwide contamination. Currently at least fourteen states have known or suspected cases of the Ebola virus. We are taken these steps in hopes of preventing further spread.
You must understand that this was not taken lightly. We know what we are asking you to do but if we continue the way we are, 90 percent of the American population will be infected within one month. Of those 90 percent, the mortality rate is 90 percent or better. Think about that for a minute. Your chances of winning a super jackpot lottery twice is one thousand times greater than not contracting the Ebola Virus.”
He turned back to Mark and nodded. Mark stepped back up to the microphones. He hesitated a few seconds.
“That probably scared the daylights out of you,” he said smiling briefly.
“There are some basic precautions that everyone should initiate immediately. Wait. Don’t everyone run out and start buying milk, bread, and water. That is not the answer and it is both foolish and dangerous. Your best protection is to isolate yourself as much as possible. Get a mask and start wearing it immediately. Remember this is air borne. You can drink your regular water safely. It doesn’t affect food. I am going to turn this over to Stacy Langhorn and she will go down a list of things you can and should do to lessen your chance of exposure. Panic is the last thing you should do. When you panic you breathe deeper and faster. Stay calm and we will get through this together. Stacy,” he said passing it off to her.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

“Ladies and Gentlemen. The Vice President of the United States.”
“Good evening my fellow Americans. Many of you are wondering why the Vice President is addressing the nation instead of President Thornburg. The President suffered a fractured rib when he stumbled while jogging. It is not life threatening but the doctors insisted that he remain overnight for observation. The President sends you his best wishes.
Earlier today the Center for Disease Control and the Deadly Virus Containment Team held a press conference. Tonight I want to assure the American people that we have complete and total faith in both of those agencies. Doctor Peel and Doctor Riser are the top experts in the field of viruses and containment. The suggestions offered should not be dismissed. As of this moment, every government employee is hereby directed to start wearing a face mask before they report to work tomorrow. Many of you have already heeded this advice and we salute you for doing so. All Americans who are concerned for their loved ones and for themselves should immediately implement the suggestions offered today.
All newspapers, television stations, and radio stations will repeat those instructions every hour for the next thirty days. While it is not mandatory currently, we are asking for your cooperation to help stop the spread of this virus.
Fellow Americans, we are faced with a great peril that could potentially travel to every corner of the world. Every one of us fully understands the hardships that lie ahead but the restriction of travel must be implemented to contain this virus. Everyone is a soldier in the war against this Chimera. We need each and every one of you to do your part. Our entire country is under attack and only we can stop it.
Thank you and God Bless You.”
* * *
“Well that was a bit unusual, the Vice President addressing the nation. Her message was very clear. We are at war and all of us are on the front lines. It appears that the White House intends to fully support the ban on all land, sea, and air travel with the exception being within the individual states. How they intend to enforce this is not clear at this time. We have learned that every airline company has been ordered to cease all air travel. Private planes will not be allowed to operate as well. Basically we are a quarantined nation with no one allowed to enter or exit. The borders between Mexico and Canada have been closed. The Canadian and Mexican governments are cooperating.
The list of suggestions by the CDC will appear on the screen shortly. You may want to have a pen or pencil and pad of paper handy.
We now return you to our regular broadcast.”
* * *
“What do you think?”
“I think it went as well as could be expected. As much as I hate to admit it, I’m sure some cities will have riots break out. The bad elements in society just can’t wait for an opportunity to loot and burn.”
“I wish you were wrong but unfortunately you are probably right,” the Chief of Staff replied.
“I do not like lying to the people of this country. It leaves a very bad taste in my mouth.”
“It had to be done. The last thing we need is for the American public to hear even more bad news.”
“I know but I don’t have to like it.”
“None of us do Madam President.”
“Well, that certainly doesn’t roll off the tongue very well does it?”
“It will take some getting used to.”
“How long will they keep Thornburg sedated?”
“That depends on his mental capacity. It is obvious that he cannot be in charge of the country. At least not in his present condition.”
“We need to let the leaders from both parties know what’s going on.”
The new Chief of Staff, Beverly Wilson, let out a big sigh.
“You know it won’t be a secret very long.”
Acting President Andria Toll laughed.
“Bev, you couldn’t be more right. A secret in D.C. Talk about an oxymoron.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

“You are sure you can get me across the state line?”
“Absolutely. I guarantee it.”
“You know what happens if we get caught.”
“Believe me, we will slip right through like a walk in the park.”
“Okay. Here is two fifty up front. You get the rest when I am safely over the border into Missouri.”
Bud Sorensen had been about as close to a mountain man as you could be in today’s world. He owned seven hundred and ninety acres that ended at the edge of the Mississippi River. Bud hardly ever left the place he called home. A couple of weeks ago he went into town to get a few supplies. One of the few trips he ever made into the small town of Hick Port. He ate at one of the local dinners and listened while people flapped their gums about this and that.
Of course the most attention was given to this new deadly virus that seemed to be spreading all over Kentucky. All he got were bits and pieces. He was glad he didn’t have to deal with these town folk very much. They worried about everything.
“Why hello Bud. I ain’t seen you in like forever.”
“Terri. Big stuff going on,” Bud said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder at the television.
“That’s all everyone is talking about,” Terri said coughing into her arm. “Sorry about that. I got a cold coming on. My throat is a tad sore.”
“Maybe you should get checked out,” Bud suggested.
“Like Earl would ever let me off long enough to go to the doctor. Hell, I’ll probably die right her in the diner.”
“That Earl, what a corker.”
“What can I get for you honey?”
“Bacon, three eggs over easy, taters and a couple of those biscuits you all make.”
She coughed again and headed for the kitchen. While Bud was waiting for his order a man slipped into the booth across from him. Bud looked at him questionably.
“I don’t think I know you friend,” he said at last.
“You’re Bud Sorensen right?”
“Who’s askin’?”
“My name is Stillwater. Ted Stillwater.”
“Okay. Is that supposed to mean something to me?” Bud asked still looking at him suspiciously.
“Look. I happened to be over her in Kentucky on a business trip when they stopped interstate travel. I just have to get back to Missouri where my wife and kids are.”
“Uh-hu. And how does that concern me?”
“They tell me you have land that is right on the Mississippi.”
“They do. Who tells you that?”
“Ed Jenkin, Tommy Lee, and some others.”
The waitress came back with Bud’s food. She looked puzzled at the man across from Bud but didn’t say anything.
“Anything else I can get you Hon?” she asked Bud, more or less ignoring the man across from him.
“No that will do it Terri.”
She coughed and left, glancing back at the man once more.
“So, why are you sharing this sad story with me?” Bud asked.
“Mr. Sorensen, my wife is eight months pregnant. I have to get back home. She can’t even drive. I want you to get me across the river. That’s all. I’ll get home from there. I only live a few miles up Highway A, near the Dorena Ferry ramp.”
“Oh, is that all? You want me to get you across the Mississippi, over into Missouri. Even if it is against the law. You somehow feel I can magically transport you over there is that about it?” Bud said taking a big fork full of eggs and potatoes.
“Mr. Sorensen, I just have to get home. What would you do if you were trapped like this?”
“Make my own way across. I don’t need anyone to help me,” he said shoveling another fork full in his mouth.
“Look. I’m a salesman. I don’t have any knowledge of how to get across a river like that. I can just barely get from point A to Point B without GPS.”
“Sorry. I can’t help you,” Bud said.
“I’ll give you five hundred dollars to get me across the river,” he said.
Bud looked up at him.
“Five hundred cash. No bull Ed. I don’t take to kindly to having my chain jerked.”
“In cash.”
“Alright Ed, you got a deal. You come out to my place at nine O’clock tonight and I’ll get you across,” Bud said drawing out a quick map on a napkin.
“Ain’t hard to find. Do you know where Upper Bottom Road is?”
“I do.”
“Good. Go north and as soon as you cross that little tributary look for a gravel road on the left side. It usually has a gate across it but I’ll leave it open for you. Just follow that road. You’ll see my place about a mile back. I’ll be waiting for you there. Bring the money.”
“I’ll be there,” Ed said and slid out of the booth like he wasn’t ever there.
Bud just chuckled. Five hundred bucks. Hell, he would have done it for a hundred. Dumb sucker.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Telling people they can’t travel and stopping it are two entirely different things. Over twenty-seven hundred arrests were made across the country on just the first day of the new restrictions. Many others probably slipped through.
On the second day, riots flared up in L.A., Detroit and Chicago. Protests took place in San Francisco and Denver. Runs were made on grocery stores all across the nation.
On day three, L.A. was forced to call out the National Guard. Fires were raging across the entire city. By nightfall the jails were overflowing with those arrested. San Francisco had come to a screeching halt. Portland Oregon held a huge rally demanding that businesses be allowed to operate across state lines.
A large portion of downtown Chicago was in the hands of gangs that were keeping the police at bay. Even with the help of the National Guard, they were managing to keep control of the central business district. Stores were being systematically looted.
Even some smaller towns were having problems with the population. Areas that were rural and were generally trouble free had a higher frequency of reports of looting and stealing. Undermanned Sherriff’s offices were quickly overwhelmed.
The effects of the rising death toll reported each night were fueling the wave of violence spreading almost as fast as the virus itself.
* * *
“Doctor Riser, you should take a look at this.”
Mark rubbed his eyes, stretched his neck and walked over to the microscope.
“What have we got here,” he asked wearily, rubbing his eyes again.
“This is from our latest batch of admittances.”
“Alright,” he said and bent to look into the eyepieces.
He stood motionless for several seconds before raising his head, lost in deep thought.
“It has mutated again. How in the hell could this be happening?” he said to no one in particular, “Get Doctor Peel in here ASAP. If this is what I think it is…” but he didn’t finish the sentence.
A few minutes later Peel came into the trailer. It was clumsy with all the biological gear on.
“What’s up?” he asked.
“You need to look at this and tell me what you think,” Mark told him.
Randal bent and looked into the microscope. He adjusted the focus a couple of times and then slowly raised his head.
“That can’t be,” he said finally.
“But it is.”
“I don’t understand. That's Yersinia Pasties Bacterium.”
“I agree.”
“The Chimera is bonding with the Yersinia.”
“It would appear that way,” Mark agreed.
“This simply can’t be. Do you know what this implies?”
“I do. The real question is what do we do about it?”
* * *
The plague, also called The Black Death, happened during the 14th Century and wiped out over half of the world population. It occurred suddenly and spread rapidly across all of Europe. Millions died. Typically the plague exists in two different strains. Bubonic and Pneumonic are the two different varieties. Pneumonic plague is spread through the air by coughing, sneezing and face to face contact. It is ideally suited for today’s packed world. The Chimera was growing in strength and building an even more deadly virus. Many of the symptoms of Ebola were replicated in Pneumonic plague.
If this new Chimera got out of the United States it could sweep over the entire planet.
* * *
“We need to let the President know of this new development,” Randal said to Mark.
“What are you going to tell him?”
“Just what we found and what it potentially means.”
“Are you going to tell him anything else?”
“Not just yet. You know we are going to have to investigate that mining shaft. We have to know. It could be our only hope,” Peel said.
“I’ll get a team together and see what we can come up with. You do realize it is five miles down to the bottom of that pit,” Mark replied.
“What other option do we have?”
“None. I’ll let you know what our plan of attack is.”
“While you’re doing that, I’ll call the President.”
“Good luck with that. I don’t think he likes either of us very much,” Mark said.
“That is so far down on my list of things to care about you can’t imagine.”
“I can. It’s two higher on your list that mine,” he said, waving as he went out the door.
Randal slowly picked up the phone and dialed the White House. After repeating the code he was immediately connected to the Office of the President.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Jerry Washburn loaded the last case in his beat up van and closed the door. It wasn’t as much as he would have liked but his contact had only been able to get three cases of empty medical bottles. They were somewhat larger than he wanted but maybe he could turn that to his advantage.
He had used a needle to inject the tops with nothing more than distilled water. Jerry was calculating how much he would make off of this little endeavor. If he charged two hundred dollars a bottle he figured that he would clear twenty-four thousand dollars after paying for the bottles. Not bad for a little water.
He drove the battered van into Breckentown and parked by the most popular restaurant in town.
“Hi Jerry, how have you been,” the balding man at the cash register said when he came in.
“Heck, same as always. I can seat myself.”
“Sure, you know the menu by heart anyway,” he said as he counted out change for another customer.
Jerry sat in his usual booth and turned his coffee cup over.
“Well, look who’s here. Where have you been keeping yourself Jerry?” the waitress asked.
“Taking care of business.”
“That’s all you ever do. You must be one busy fellow. What can I get ya?”
“Just the coffee. Oh, some of that coconut cream pie would be good too.”
“You got it. Be right back.”
“I’ll be right here,” he quipped.
He waited until she brought the coffee pot and placed the pie in front of him.
“Ellie, listen, I've got something that some of your customers may be interested in,” he said in a low voice.
She looked down at him and stopped pouring.
“What kind of something? Nothing illegal I hope.”
“Not exactly illegal but believe me it is lifesaving.”
“What are you talking about Jerry? Not drugs.”
“Not like you mean. Look, I was able to get hold of a small supply of that Ebola vaccine. It is supposed to be a military secret. They have been giving it to the military people but not to the population. That doesn’t seem right to me. Why should they be the only ones to have it? What's wrong with us?” he asked sincerely.
“I thought there was no vaccine. That’s what they said on the news.”
“Hell yes. Of course that’s what they want us to believe. I know it exists because I have four cases that a good friend of mine was able to get his hands on. It cost me a bunch but I just can’t see why we have to suffer while the military goes about like nothing happened.”
“Jerry. Are you pulling my leg? They really do have a vaccine to keep people from dying from this disease?”
“I took it myself and I’m not worried about it a bit. I’m telling you. They have the means to protect the general population but they just don’t think we are important enough.”
“What are you talking about in price?” she asked slipping into the booth.
“I was able to get only one gross of the stuff. That’s a hundred and forty-four bottles. I had to fork over twenty-five thousand dollars for it but hey, how much is my life worth? It seems like a lot but think about it. If you were protected from this killer for two hundred bucks wouldn’t you do it? I damn sure would. In fact I did.”
“Two hundred dollars. I guess you’re right. Dying a slow painful death to save two hundred bucks is pretty stupid. Are you willing to sell me a bottle?” she asked.
“Of course. Look, I want to sell it to people who, you know, deserve it. Not just some schmuck. If you think they may be interested and are good people, have them drop by the Super SaverMart. I’ll be there in my van until it is gone. Keep in mind, I can’t get more. When it’s gone it’s gone,” he warned her.
“I know some people right now that would buy it in a heartbeat. What if you already have come into contact with this virus? Will it still work?”
“I don’t know for sure but if they aren’t in the hospital already I would think it should help. I don’t want to lie to anyone, I just don’t know for sure how much it will help.”
“But it might?”
“It couldn’t hurt,” he said and smiled.
“When can I get a bottle? I work in here almost every day and you know it’s only a matter of time.”
“Then you should be the first to get inoculated. I can go out to the van and get you a bottle right now. Don’t let everyone see it. I don’t want a rush of people. I don’t care about the money as much as helping people,” Jerry said sincerely.
“You’re a good person Jerry,” she said and patted his arm, “I’ll have to get it a little later. I don’t have two hundred bucks here.”
“Heck, I’ll get you the bottle. You can pay me later. I consider you a good friend as well,” he replied.
He knew he had to unload it quickly and get out of town before someone caught on.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“What did the President say?” Mark asked when he came back from the hospital.
“She wants me to come to Washington immediately. They are sending a special Air Force jet to pick me up.”
“Wow. Your own private… wait. You said she.”
“Yes. It seems President Thornburg is incapacitated and that Andria Toll is the Acting President.”
“Whoa. No kidding? Incapacitated how?” Mark asked.
“I don’t know and she didn’t say. I thought it better not to ask.”
“Then I had better get you the latest figures. They are not good. Unfortunately the President's unwillingness to evoke the no travel restrictions has allowed it to get into other states.”
“I’ve been expecting that. Let’s see what you have,” Randal said.
He looked at the paper. The numbers almost staggered him. It had taken an alarming jump.
Kentucky: 19,578 Dead: 62,943 Suspected Cases
Tennessee: 12,143 Dead: 18,300 Suspected Cases
Illinois: 18,894 Dead: 119,456 Suspected Cases
Nevada: 12,897 Dead: 81,345 Suspected Cases
California: 21,879 Dead: 163,988 Suspected Cases
Oregon: 9,760 Dead: 21,560 Suspected Cases
Arkansas: 22,101 Dead: 43,210 Suspected Cases
Texas: 32,980 Dead: 85,778 Suspected Cases
Oklahoma: 856 Dead: 1,135 Suspected Cases
Washington State: 11,767 Dead: 29,656 Suspected
Washington D.C.: 1,734 Dead: 9,454 Suspected
CURRENT TOTALS: DEAD 164,589
SUSPECTED CASES: 637,045
ALL TOTAL: 801,634
No other states reporting cases.

“Oh, oh, oh. This is even worse than I had imagined. It’s hit California big time,” Randal said, his hand shaking as he read down the list.
“Six states didn’t send any report so we don’t know if it made it to them.”
“What states?” Randal said, looking up from the paper and frowning.
“Pennsylvania, Ohio, West Virginia, Virginia, and Florida. All the other missing states report no outbreaks.”
“Do you really believe that?”
“No. Even with all of the information we have sent out, some doctors will still misdiagnose it as a bad cold or flu. All doctors are not created equal,” Mark said.
Just then the door opened and a wide eyed young military man stood there holding an envelope.
“Sirs. I was to give this to you ASAP. It was sent by secure military line,” he said and held the envelope out.
Randal took it from the shaking man’s hand.
TOP SECRET: CLASSIFIED INFORMATION

was across the top. A seal was over the opening.
Mark raised his eyebrows.
“Are you to wait for a reply?”
“Oh, no sir. Just deliver it.”
“Alright thank you,” Randal said.
He opened the envelope. It had the Presidential Seal at the top of the page.
Doctor Randal Peel,
I have some rather bad news to share with you. I received calls from the United Kingdom and Italy late last night. They have both reported cases of the Ebola virus starting to spread in their countries.
While they did not accuse the United States of any wrong doing they are nevertheless understandably upset. I realize there is nothing we can do about this at the moment but I felt it was imperative that you were made aware.
Acting President,
Andria Toll

“Well it’s out. Our worst fears have been realized. We officially have a worldwide epidemic,” Mark said.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Bud watched as the man climbed out of his car and opened the trunk. He hauled a suitcase out and sat it on the ground.
“I see you made it.”
“Yeah. You said it was just past the river but I blew on by, took me awhile to realize I had missed it. Hard to see in the dark.”
“Doesn’t matter. You made it,” Bud said holding out his hand.
Ed handed him two hundred and fifty dollars. He slowly counted it.
“Good. Now here is the plan. I have a skiff that will get us across. They patrol the river but I’ve been watchin’ and keeping track of their patrols. Every once in a while they slip an extra one in but mostly they have a pretty set patrol pattern,” he told Ed.
“So we slip by when they make their way past your place?”
“Not exactly. We have to time it just right. If we leave too early we will get caught by the one coming up stream, if we leave too late the one coming down stream will get us. Don’t worry about that part. I’ll take care of that.”
Ed coughed a few times breaking the stillness of the night.
“Now look, you can’t be doing that. Noise carries a long way over water. You start coughing like that and we are sure to get caught. You’re alright ain’t you?”
“Yeah. My allergies are acting up. They always make me cough and give me a headache. I’m used to it.”
“Well, you have to really watch it once we get on the water,” Bud warned.
“I’ll be fine,” Ed replied.
It was close to midnight when Bud slid the rope off the skiff and let it drift a ways. They sat and watched as the police patrol had cruised slowly up the river. After it had passed Moore Island, Ed started the electric trolling motor. The current was carrying them down river at a fairly good clip. Ed wanted to just use the electric motor until the last thing when they approached Dorena Ferry.
He would then use the outboard motor if necessary to get the man to the ramp. He glanced at his watch. It was going to be close but he felt they could still make it without having to resort to using the outboard.
Ed coughed two or three times before he could choke it back. Bud turned and gave him a dirty look but didn’t say anything. The guy didn’t look all that well to him.
They were within a hundred yards of the landing when Bud saw the lights of a patrol boat coming around the bend.
“You have to stay quiet. The boat is coming,” he whispered to Ed.
Ed nodded and sank down in the boat further. Bud shook his head thinking, like that will help? They will either see us or they won’t. He had the little motor wide open but it was still making for the shore too slow for his liking. The patrol boat turned slightly in their direction and he knew they were not going to make it to the landing. Only a few yards ahead was a grain elevator so he made a quick decision. He headed the skiff for the shore and was able to bottom it out.
“Come on,” he whispered to Ed, jumping out of the boat and pulling it further up on the land.
They ducked down behind the skiff and waited. They could hear the patrol boat’s motor shift into idle and suddenly a bright light started playing across the water and the shoreline. They held their breath, willing the boat to pass on by.
Ed was trying his best not to cough, but it seemed the harder he tried the more he felt he had to let it out. The light went out and the boat picked up speed, swinging back toward the middle of the channel. Ed finally couldn’t hold it another second and started coughing.
By then the patrol boat was past them and picking up speed.
“That was damned close,” Bud said, starting to push the skiff off the beach, “Get in. It’s not much further.”
Ed climbed in the boat, and Bud saw that the man was not looking very good. Once Ed was seated, Bud climbed in and let the boat drift. It was only a half mile to the landing. Just before they reached the ferry, Bud started the engine and slid the boat right up to the ramp.
“Okay Ed. This is as far as I go.”
Ed climbed out, dragging his suitcase and reached into his pocket.
“It’s okay. You use the money for your family. I don’t need it all that much anyway,” Bud said.
“No sir. I said five hundred.”
Bud was already backing the boat away from the landing.
“Take care of your family. Good luck Ed.”
“Same to you Bud. And thank you from me and my family.”
Bud just waved and headed back out into the channel. He would have to use the engine going up stream. All he would need was a little luck to get back home.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

THE LOS ANGELES TIMES — The worst rioting this city has seen since the 60’s broke out today. A ten square block area was rocked by looters. Police tried to restore calm in the area but were pushed back by large gangs of armed rioters.
When the Mayor, Allen Findlay was asked how the rioters acquired such a large amount of firearms since California had some of the nation’s strictest gun laws, he had no comment.
Three police officers were killed and seventeen injured in gun fire exchanges. As of tonight, a large section of the city’s downtown is in flames and firefighters are refusing to go into the area without adequate protection. Police Chief Warren Spanner said that he could not guarantee their safety until they were able to control the downtown area.

* * *
Roland sat in the Oval Office waiting for the President. Also waiting were the Secretary of the Interior, Secretary of Defense, and the Chief of Staff. A General sat off to the side and had not made any attempt to introduce himself.
Everyone was more or less lost in thought when a Marine opened the door and Andria Toll, Acting President, walked in and sat down behind the desk.
“Thank you all for coming on such short notice,” she said, not waiting for formal introductions.
“Time is of the essence and I would like to cut directly to the heart of the matter. I see the Secretary of Transportation is missing. Does anyone know why?”
“Madam President, Calvin is in the hospital. He was admitted about twenty minutes ago.”
“Ebola?”
“Probably.”
“Has he been wearing his mask?” she asked, reaching up to make sure hers was in place.
“I don’t know. You know Calvin, vanity is more important than safety,” the Chief of Staff said.
“Alright. Doctor Peel, You have the latest figures for us I believe.”
It was a statement, not a question. He handed a sheet to her and she studied it for several seconds before looking up at him.
“And six states have not reported so we don’t know the true number. Just extrapolating from what you have here, we’re looking at a million people, either dead or soon will be.”
“That is correct.”
“And where do we stand on stopping this thing?”
“Honestly, we don’t. Without being overly critical, too much time was wasted in talking. If Doctor Riser had been allowed to stop interstate travel, we would probably not be in this position. You are undoubtedly aware that he tried to get in to see the President for two days. And then he was still stalled further. It wasn’t until the DVCT came in with the authority to override the President that the necessary precautions were activated. During that time the window of opportunity to limit the spread had passed,” he said.
“I see. That is a pretty accusatory statement,” she said looking directly into his eyes.
“No Madam President. That is a fact,” he said not breaking eye contact.
Finally she looked back at the list. She shook her head, wondering how this would all play out.
“Betty, obviously we are not containing the population well enough. It is still spreading to other states. What do we need to do? More specifically, what do you need to do the job?”
“People. We are stretched too thin to be effective. We can cover most of the routes but we don’t have enough to deter people from slipping through the cracks.”
“By people you mean the military?”
“Regular military, reserves or whatever we can get. Until we can plug the cracks we are going to have continued spreading.”
“General Ashford, what can you do to help?”
General Ashford was short, five-six or seven, one hundred and eighty pounds of solid muscle and a face that looked like it had been chiseled out of granite. His voice was deep and authoritative.
“Madam Acting President, we can pull troops from every major installation. The same for reserve units although most are already on duty. If you will authorize it, I can require full support from the Army, Air Force, and the Navy as long as the Secretary of Defense gives his blessing,” he said.
“They would be placed under your command?”
“I am willing to take that position if you so wish,” he said carefully.
“Roy?”
“I have no objection. We would need someone to be in command and not having too many chiefs and not enough Indians is the best way to go in my opinion,” Roy Ash, the Secretary of Defense said.
She was just about to say something when her phone buzzed. She looked at it, annoyed. She had specifically instructed the outer office not to interrupt her. She finally reached over and picked up the receiver.
“Yes,” she said coldly.
“I know Madam President but President André LeMain is calling from France and urgently wants to speak to you. Do you want me to stall him?”
“No. Put him through,” she said squeezing the bridge of her nose between her finger and thumb.
“Madam Toll,” he said, not addressing her as President, “I wish to inform you that reports of Ebola are starting to surface in several areas of France.”
“I see. Monsieur LeMaine, that is indeed terrible news. I am so sorry to hear that you are facing such a devastating dilemma,” she said smoothly.
“Oui. As I understand it, this virus originated in your country, is that not so?”
“No Monsieur LeMain. Ebola originated in Africa as I understand it, not in America.”
“Yes, but this latest outbreak. It came from your country.”
“That is yet to be determined. It could have well have been carried in by someone from any number of countries. All it takes is one infected person passing through and it can spread from there.”
“I see. I would like to speak to President Thornburg if I may,” he said abruptly.
“I’m so sorry. President Thornburg is simply unable to communicate at this time.”
“Unable? I don’t believe I understand.”
“I’m sorry, what is it that you don’t understand?”
“Presidents are never unable to communicate,” he said, his voice rising slightly.
“Well, Monsieur LeMaine there is a first for everything is that not so?”
“I see. Then I will call when he can communicate. Adieu Madam Toll.”
“Goodbye Monsieur LeMaine,” she said and hung up the phone.
“Alright General, you make the necessary arrangements along with Mr. Ash and I will approve them. I also want a report from every state even if it is just to report no cases. I don’t want us guessing. Mr.” she stopped herself, “Sorry, Doctor Peel I would like a daily update on deaths and cases. Is there any hope of discovering a vaccine to stop the monster?”
“Madam President, we are looking at anything and everything. I have a full time lab dedicated to just that. Our biggest problem is that the Chimera keeps changing. We may have made some progress in determining how it came about in terms of origin.”
“You do? Please share that information with us,” she said leaning forward.
“Madam President…”
“Oh stop it. Madam this and that. It’s too big a mouth full and I don’t care a bit about the protocol.
“Alright. Mrs. Toll, at this time it is just supposition. I would ask that you give me a little more time. The last thing I want to do is take you down a wrong path.”
“I see. Just from the way you said that it leaves me to believe this may not be an entirely random event.”
“Mrs. Toll, it is simply too early to say anything else at this point.”
“Alright doctor. But as soon as you know, I want to know.”
“Absolutely.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Jerry sat in the back of his van counting his money. He had raked in almost fifteen thousand dollars in two days alone. He was considering raising the price to three hundred but decided to leave well enough alone unless he knew they were wealthy.
There was a knock on the side of his van. He quickly shoved the money back in the suitcase and put a cover over it.
“Hello,” he said as he slid the side door open.
A young cop stood there. Oh, crap, he thought. They have tumbled on to him already. Damn, damn, damn.
“What can I do for you officer?”
“You’re Jerry Washburn, right?”
“Uh, yes. That would be me. How can I help you?”
“You’re the one that is selling the vaccine for the Ebola virus, right?”
“What is it you want officer?” he said, intestinally avoiding answering the question.
“Look, I’m married. Actually, just got married. With everything going crazy we decided to tie the knot.”
“Excellent. I thing that was a smart thing to do. Waiting is not such a good idea at this time, you know what I mean?”
“Yeah, that’s what we thought too.”
“So, how can I help you officer?”
“Well, sir. We don’t have much money. The police force doesn’t pay a lot when you first get started. I’ve only been on the force since the Ebola thing broke out.”
“And you want the vaccine for you and your new bride,” Jerry said.
“No sir. Just for her. I was able to scrape two hundred dollars together. I just want to make sure she is safe. I’ll take my chances. I don’t want anything to happen to Jenny.”
“What is your name officer?”
“Andy Metzer.”
“Andy, I’ll tell you what. I’m willing to help you under one condition.”
“What kind of condition?”
“That you don’t tell a single sole that I gave you two bottles of the vaccine for free.”
He’s eyes got wide as he looked at Jerry.
“Sir. I don’t know what to say.”
“You don’t have to say anything. Just promise that you will not tell anyone, even your wife, about how you got it and that it was free. Can you do that?”
“Yes sir I can. I… Bless you Mr. Washburn. What a wonderful thing to do.”
“Look, you cops are in enough danger as it is. This is just a gift for all your service,” he said and handed him the two bottles.
“I can never thank you enough,” Andy said, his voice choked. He looked like he was almost ready to cry.
“Go home Officer Andy and take care of that young woman of yours.”
The officer turned and Jerry could hear him sniffing back tears.
When he was gone, Jerry sat there a long time, just looking out at the parking lot. Finally he closed the door, got in the driver’s seat and drove off. He made one quick stop. At a trash dumpster where he threw the bottles of water against the side, making sure each was smashed. He then drove off and never looked back.
* * *
“So how in the world are we going to do this? Five miles is a hell of a long way down. And then how do we know they can be adequately protected?” Mark said.
“I have an engineer friend coming in a few hours. He helped build a dozen or so megabuildings. The man is a genius when it comes to overcoming obstacles,” Randal told him.
“Going up a mile and down five is a heck of a lot different in my mind.”
“I guess we will just have to wait and see what he comes up with.”
“You know, I could put you in a bio suit, strap a parachute on your back and shove you in.”
“How would I get back up?”
“Your friend can work on that while you are on your way down.”
“Obviously the CDC has one very sick Director. The Ebola must have turned his brain to mush.”
“Doctor Peel, Doctor Riser. Here are the latest figures,” the young man said.
Randal looked then over then passed the sheet over to Mark. He went right to the bottom of the sheet then looked up.
“It was bound to happen sooner or later,” he finally said.
“A quarter of a million people dead and over a million new cases reported.”
“It is only going to get worse worldwide. When I talked to the President this morning she said Scotland, Ireland, Germany, Switzerland, Belgium and Austria all have had cases reported.”
“What about China?”
“I don’t think they are going to share that kind of information with us. Bad ‘face’ or whatever they call it,” Randal told him.
“Then these are just the countries that will share information. We know nothing about the Pacific Rim. Some of those countries are pretty medically challenged. They could have hundreds or thousands of cases and not even know it,” Mark replied.
“I’m afraid you are exactly right.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CTV NEWS: America suffered its worst day of rioting since the sixties and seventies. Clashes between police and protesters and looters broke out across the nation yesterday and last night. Fighting was reported in California, Washington State, Detroit, Chicago, Pittsburg, and Washington D.C. So far two hundred and ninety-seven people are reported dead while the number of injured is estimated to be in the thousands.
Police have been outnumbered as more and more looters join in the fray. Police Chief Jason Potts was quoted as saying “We are seeing the worse element in society looking at this as a time to be totally lawless. They are the absolute dregs of society.”
Several other police chiefs echoed similar sentiments. One chief went as far as to call them ‘filthy slime, the scum of the earth’.

* * *
Acting President Toll reached for the remote and turned off the television. The six newspapers stacked neatly on her desk all said essentially the same. Not only were they fighting a deadly virus but an equally deadly disease, loss of hope.
The virus had now been reported in thirty-nine states and fourteen countries. The death toll worldwide surpassed five million people with over sixteen million suspected cases, when she finally went to bed late last night.
People in almost every country were wearing a face mask of one type or another. Many states and even countries did not even have enough masks for the entire population so they were forced to improvise.
On top of that, the number of military infected by the virus had left the lines to prevent travel even thinner.
“What do you think we should do?” she asked the Secretary of State.
“I’ve been talk it over with General Ashford and we agree, based on your approval, that we should redefine the goal. Forty-six states have known cases. The four remaining states are safe for the moment. With the number of deaths within our military mounting, we are suggesting we redeploy our troops to protect those states.”
“You mean allow travel between infected states?” she asked.
“The feeling is that we need to make sure this spreads no further. Right now those that believe they do not have Ebola may try to flee to states with no reported cases. If even one gets in that should happen to have it, then we lose another state in a short period of time.”
“I don’t know Roy. Think about that for a moment. What if you had no symptoms and felt perfectly healthy. As more and more contract the disease in Washington would you consider going to a place you knew was safe?”
Roy sat back and rubbed his forehead. Actually he had been considering sending his family to New Mexico, one of the uninfected states. Now he was being asked if he would be willing to abide by his own suggestion.
“I see your point,” he finally said, “But think of the strain it would put on those states? Their infrastructure would be overwhelmed in a short time. States are having to be self-sufficient as it is. New Mexico for example has little in the way of farming. A huge influx of people would deplete their supplies in short order. Then what? We would have the same things happening in Albuquerque as are going on in Los Angeles. The fighting would be over food this time,” he replied.
“Roy we are in one hell of a pickle. It’s damned if we do and damned if we don’t. The only thing I do know is that we have to do something. Sitting on our hands isn’t going to do us one bit of good.”
“I understand and feel your pain. I honestly believe keeping those four states free from infection should be our major concern right now.”
“Can the troops really do that? Keep everyone in or out of the states?”
“Short of building a fifteen foot wall around each of the states, it is our best option.”
“Just to make sure I totally understand you, we would pull all our troops from the infected states, all forty-six of them and utilize them to sequester the remaining four states. Is that correct?” she asked.
“Yes. That is the suggestion at this time but like all things, we may be forced to change tactics as the situation warrants,” Roy warned.
“Yes, I fully understand that Roy. Then I assume if one of the protected states suddenly has an outbreak, the troops will be moved to bolster the protection of the other states?”
“That’s our thinking right at the moment,” he replied.
“Boy. I don’t like it much but I see the necessity. What you are saying makes sense. Alright Roy. Tell the General that I approve of the plan. Please let me know the minute the status of any of the state’s changes. I feel bad because it will look like we have more or less abandoned the infected states. It's like we have pronounced a death sentence on them.”
“War is hell Madam President. Make no mistake about it, we are at war.”
“Yes we are,” was all she could say.

CHAPTER THIRTY

After Bud dropped him off at the landing, Ed started the long walk to his house. He knew it was just a little over five miles to the ferry landing from his place.
When he was younger he used to run from his house to the ferry and back as part of his routine. How he was walking along dragging his beat-up suitcase. He had always scoffed at the fancy ones with wheels but right now he was wishing he had one.
The first couple of miles had been okay but the further he walked, the heavier the suitcase seemed to become. You know, he said to himself, there was a time when I could have run home with this in my arms and not even be winded. Then he laughed. That time was long past.
By the third mile he had to stop and rest. That’s when he decided he was going about this the wrong way. The road he was on was seldom traveled. He decided to just lay the suitcase on its side and cover it with some brush. Once he got home he could come back and get it in their other car.
Having to leave the good family car in Kentucky was a pain but Bud had assured him that it would be okay and he could come back and get it when all of this all blew over.
He looked over his handywork and then started on down the road. It seemed to take longer than he remembered but as the sun started to rise, he could just make out his house. It wasn’t more than a half mile down the road now.
Night gave up its hold on day and the sun started to creep over the horizon. He was tired but was not about to stop at this point. Finally he reached the neat white fence that ran along the front of the property. His wife would certainly be surprised he thought as he started to slip his key in the door.
The door swung open before he could unlock it. That was totally unexpected. Meg had always double checked to make sure the doors were locked when he wasn’t home. He shoved the door open and knew immediately something was terribly wrong. It was the smell that hit him first. It was so pungent that it almost took his breath away.
Even through his mask he could hardly breathe. He took a tentative step into the house and turned on the lights. Everything seemed to be just like when he left. He checked the kitchen. The dishes were sitting in the drain board and everything was neat and clean except for one plate with a half-eaten sandwich.
He slowly climbed the stairs. He didn’t have to go into the bedroom to know that something terrible had happened. He looked in and saw Meg and his two girls lying under the covers. Maggots were crawling around on their faces and flies were everywhere. There was nothing he could do. Somehow the virus had gotten to them.
He slowly walked back downstairs, out to the garage and closed the garage door. He rolled down all the windows in the car and started it up. He laid his head back, turned on the radio to one of his favorite stations and went to join his family.
* * *
“Mark I would like you to meet my good friend, Buck Martin,” Randal said.
Buck was a raw boned, leather faced man who looked to be between thirty and a hundred depending on how the light hit him. He stuck out a large calloused hand and almost crushed Mark's. He wasn’t trying, it was just that he didn’t even know his own strength.
“Nice to meet you Mark. Randy here has been telling me nothing but good things about you,” he said with sort of a Texas draw.
“Heard good things about you too Mr. Martin,” Mark replied, trying not to rub his hand. He was a doctor, not a damned roughneck.
“Now as I understand the problem, you got something at the bottom of a very deep hole in the ground and you want to send someone down to take a look.”
“Essentially that is what we have in mind.”
“By deep hole, Randy here tells me it is over 26,000 feet. That seems a tad far. How did it get there?” he asked scratching his chin.
“Well sir, we don’t know. It just is,” Mark said.
“Hummm,” Bush said pulling on his bottom lip.
Something seemed to be bothering him but he wasn’t ready to share it yet.
“The first thing I would like to do is see this for myself. From what Randy tells me, it’s inside a coal mine and something happened that swallowed up this drilling machine.”
“That’s our understanding as well. Unfortunately no one from the mining company is still alive to tell us more.”
“They are all dead?”
“Yes sir. The last two died three days ago.”
“What a shame. This virus needs to be killed before it does any more damage,” he said.
“And that is why we want to take a look at where we suspect this all came from. We are getting some unusual test results and it would help a great deal if we had actual clear data.”
“And you think that the answer is at the bottom of that pit?” he ask.
“We can’t be sure but we can’t rule it out either. The possibility exists that it holds some of the answers,” Mark told him.
“Then we should get to work. Here is how I would like to go about it. First, I need to visit the site. Then do a little site sampling to know what I’m up against. Then we can design a way to get someone down to the bottom of the shaft and back up again. Getting them back up is going to be just as hard as getting them down there. Five miles is a lot of cable. Fortunately it already exists.”
“Then we can lower someone,” Mark said.
“Except for one small detail,” Buck replied.
“And that is?” Randy asked.
“Getting the cable here. It sure isn’t here in Kentucky. Honestly I don’t know where it is but someone does and we will have to track that person down. Then we have to find a way to get it here and with the restrictions, that won’t be an easy job,” Buck told them.
“I’ll take care of that. You just figure out what we need to build it,” Randy said.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The entrance to the Bedford Delta Mine had been sealed. They had used dynamite to collapse the entrance in an effort to stop any further spreading of the Ebola virus. They spent days digging out the entrance big enough to drive a truck through it.
Buck had fought wearing a full biochemical suit until they showed him what the results of the infection caused. After that he readily agreed to wear one at all times.
“That must have been some machine,” he noted as they drove along the tunnel.
“They say it was the first of its kind. A remote controlled drilling machine. A prototype actually. It appeared to work but something caused it to go crazy and it would no longer respond.”
“Do they know why?”
“No one has really looked into it. It’s one of those things that sort of got lost with the outbreak of Ebola. I suppose someday someone may look into it. That is if anyone is still alive.”
“Boy, aren’t you just a ray of sunshine,” Buck said.
Randy stopped the truck at the side of the breach. They got out and walked over to the opening.
“The thing cuts a pretty clean swath doesn’t it,” Buck said admiringly.
“Yeah, and from what I’ve been told, it does all of this with only an operator and four guys outside the mine to hook up the conveyor belt sections.”
“Pretty impressive,” he said while studying the opening.
Buck was shining his light all around in the opening as leaning way too far in for Randal’s liking.
“Dammit Buck, don’t go and fall in there. It’s a long way to the bottom.”
“Pretty sudden stop too.”
When he had finished looking around he got back in the truck and headed out of the mine. Buck was unusually quiet.
“Something bothering you Buck?” Randal asked.
“You might say that,” he replied.
“Spit it out why don’t you.”
“Okay. You know that the shaft isn’t natural. It’s man made.”
It was Randal’s turn to keep quiet for quite a while.
“You suspected that didn’t you?” Buck finally said.
“Let’s just say it doesn’t surprise me much. Both Mark and I sort of came to the same conclusion.”
“You think you’re going to find some answers down there don’t you?” Buck said.
“Honestly? I don’t know what we are going to find,” Randal replied.
“Is there any chance of stopping this thing? I mean before it’s too late. Or is it already too late?” Buck asked as they got near the entrance.
“It may be possible if we can determine the exact nature of the virus.”
“I thought you couldn’t cure Ebola.”
“We probably won’t be able to control it but we may be able to find a way to stop it from spreading.”
“A vaccine isn’t possible is it? Everything I read indicates that it can’t be stopped. It just has to run out of steam.”
“That’s not entirely accurate. First you have to realize that not a lot of effort has been put into a vaccine. It’s not a high priority like HIV and cancer. This happens in third and fourth world countries. A few million of them die and it’s sad but it doesn’t change much. The rationale is that most of them were going to die of one thing or another, starvation, military actions, and what-not.”
“So you think it is possible?”
“Possible? Probably. The question is can we do it in time? This particular Ebola virus has been mutating. It has been absorbing other viruses. It is no longer just the Ebola virus.”
“How is that possible? I mean how could it do that on its own?”
“That is the real question we hope to answer when we find out what is in the bottom of that pit as you call it,” Randal said as they broke into the sunlight.”
“Then I guess I had better get on this right away. It’s a little more than just a challenge. You need answers and you need them fast,” Buck said.
* * *
Bud realized on the second day back from delivering Ed across the Mississippi River that he had become contaminated. His throat was sore, his muscles were painful and he had a fever. He had two other symptoms that only a few had reported or had been discovered so far.
He could hardly swallow and his vision was blurred. No matter how hard he tried he just couldn’t see well. His irritability seemed to be going through the roof.
He considered going into town to see a doctor for the first time in thirty years. He had never felt quite this bad. His breathing was becoming more difficult.
By the next day paralysis was beginning to set in. He could hardly get out of bed and when he did his vision blurred to such an extent that he bumped into things that he could normally navigate around in the darkest of nights.
Nothing he ate, which was very little, would stay down. Almost immediately he would regurgitate. At this point he knew he couldn’t get into town even if he wanted to. Never having a phone, there was no one to call.
Inside his body, Clostridium Botulinum, often referred to as C. Botulinum, were inhibiting his lungs from receiving a signal from the brain to breath. The nerves were dying and he was suffering from oxygen deprivation.
Bud thought about the choices he had made in his life. Like most people, some had been good and many bad. Nothing he could do or say would change either his past or his future.
His eyes were red and bloodshot and his breathing became even more ragged. Slowly he crawled to the front door of his cabin and tried to look out on the lush hills and trees on his property. It was no use. He could no longer see. He took one last breath and died lying on the front porch.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CTV NEWS — Last evening large groups went on a rampage in St. Louis, Missouri and in Cleveland, Ohio as the first cases of Ebola were reported there. The news that several hundred people had contacted the disease had been kept from the general public.
Police battled large numbers of citizens armed with everything from baseball bats and clubs to guns. Eight police officers were killed and forty-one injured during the night long rampage through the streets in St. Louis. Sixteen rioters were killed and over a hundred were injured. Police arrested eighty-six of the demonstrators.
Cleveland’s police fought a crowd estimated to be between two to three thousand. Police initially tried to control the crowds with tear gas and rubber bullets but soon found that they were not only outnumbered but facing demonstrators with weapons.
The Police Commissioner, Mike Cain, authorized the use of deadly force if an officer felt his life was directly in danger. With the downtown area lost, the police set up barricades to contain the rioters. A cordon from 3rd Street starting at the river to Euclid and East to Interstate 90 was established. They erected barricades and brought in water cannons along with armored police vehicles.
By noon the following day they were able to close the ring and regain control of the downtown city area. The damage was estimated to be in the billions.
Twenty-seven police officers and fire-fighters were killed during the melee and over a hundred injured. One hundred and eighty-seven rioters were killed and at least three hundred injured. Two hundred and ten were arrested during the night long rampage.
In other news a family of four had their private airplane shot out of the sky by the Air Force. The family had a small private air strip on their farm and it is believed that they decided to head to one of the seven remaining states that have not recorded any cases of Ebola.
Air Force jets were scrambled and soon overtook the single engine Piper Cub. The pilot refused to communicate with the Air Force planes and the jets tried to force them to land but they refused. As they approached the border of South Dakota, one of the virus free states, the plane was shot down by a burst of machine gun fire.
Air Force base commander Level Horton said that permission was given when all other options were exhausted. It was something that was deeply regretted but necessary to maintain the quarantine of South Dakota.
When asked if he knew if they were infected with the Ebola virus he said, “That was not a part of the decision making process. The law as it stands now was being broken. Intent is never a factor.”

* * *
“It’s getting worse every day,” Mark said, looking up from the microscope.
He was hot and tired from stooping over for the last three hours. He was becoming discouraged.
“People are scared. They are waiting for some miracle to happen. I read where church attendance is up one hundred and fifty percent.”
“I don’t feel much like a miracle man,” Mark replied.
“Nor do I. We need to get to the bottom of that hole and see exactly what is down there. I feel like I am just going through the motions here. We are missing a piece of the puzzle and running around hopping we will stumble upon it. It isn’t exactly the scientific way to approach the subject,” Randal replied.
“It is better than doing nothing. Just sitting around doesn’t inspire much confidence either.”
“That reminds me, I need to give the President the daily update.”
Mark shook his head, “How does that remind you to call the President?”
“It doesn’t but it just popped in my head.”
“Okay, someone has been looking into the microscope way too long,” Mike said raising his eyebrows. It was a wasted gesture inside the biochemical suit.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Buck was less than happy. The floor of the tunnel was so soft that getting solid anchor points was almost impossible. He had tried several different systems but wasn’t satisfied with any of them. Just the weight of the cable alone was staggering.
At one point he thought he had found the answer but when they placed the cable over the turnbuckle the anchors pulled out of the floor.
Discouraged, he went back to the drawing board. It was about this time that Randal and Mike happened to be walking toward the mine entrance.
“Why the sour look?” Randal asked.
“Not sour, discouraged. I just ran a quick test and it's a no go. The floor is just too soft. I am going to have to devise a different method.”
“Well it is a coal mine so…”
“Yeah smart butt. I know it’s a coal mine. Says so right above the entrance. My point being that it is going to take longer than I had initially thought.”
“You said cable,” Mike interrupted.
“Yeah, that long thing that has to go five miles down. By the way, I’m going to need the exact depth. The last thing I want to do is leave someone hanging ten feet above the floor and extra cable is extra weight.”
“They have measured the depth. Some company came out with a Doppler and got an exact reading. That’s where the five mile figure came from,” Randal said.
“When I say exact, I mean to the inch or damn close to it. A few feet short won’t do us much good.”
“Okay, we’ll dig it up. Someone has to know where it is,” Randal said.
“Don’t forget, no one from the mining company is still alive,” Mark reminded him.
“Still, it has to be someplace in the office building. We can have someone look through there and see what they can find. If all else fails we can have another Doppler reading taken,” Randal said.
“Whatever it takes. I need to do some calculations and I would rather not have to guess, especially when someone’s life is at stake.”
“We’ll get it and have it sent to you just as quickly as possible. Is there anything else you need?”
“I’m sure there will be, I just don’t know what at this point. I’m going back to the drawing board,” Buck told them.
“Just let us know and we’ll do our best to get it for you,” Randal replied.
As they walked away Randal said, “Buck is a good man but he is overly cautious at times. On the last building he engineered the site forman said the damn thing was designed for five hundred years. Maybe a little exaggeration but still, I guess I would rather have him that way than too laid back.”
Mike didn’t say anything as they walked along, lost in thought.
“Something bothering you? I mean besides the obvious?” Randal asked after a long silence.
“Well, Buck is your friend so I didn’t know exactly what to say,” Mike replied.
“About?”
“About the cable thing.”
“I’m not following you. Are you talking about the weight of the cable?”
“Not the weight as much as why cable? I mean does he realize all we are doing is sending someone down to look around. If we have them bring anything up with them it will be a small sample,” Mark said.
“I don’t know. I guess we never really discussed it with him. Maybe he thinks we are going to want to haul the drilling machine up or something like that,” Randal said, trying to scratch the itch under the edge of his face mask with no success.
“I thought about bringing it up but when I said something about the cable he kind of blew me off. I thought maybe I had offended him somehow.”
“Nah, Buck has real thick skin. He has to in his line of work. Everyone thinks that engineers live in a dream world and don’t understand everyday situations. It’s sort of an occupational hazard.”
“Well, when we get the exact depth maybe we should sit down and go over exactly what we are trying to do,” Mark said, now trying to scratch his nose after seeing Randal trying so hard and failing.
“I agree. We get the depth to the foot if we can and then we will have a pow-wow with big Chief Engineer.”
“Yes Kemosabe, me see great wisdom in such a meeting,” Mark replied.
“Oh Lord, take me now Ebola. I’m ready to go,” Randal joked back.
* * *
Acting President Toll was facing her own crisis. Congress wanted definite proof that President Thornburg was not capable of handling the duties of his office. While she had met with both the Senate and House leaders a certain amount of suspicion still existed.
“I don’t know what you want exactly.”
“Well, we have heard about the last meeting he held but other than that, did he exhibit any behavior that indicated he was unstable?”
“Senator, it’s hard to define exactly what you are looking for here. He has been ‘different’ ever since the Ebola thing hit. His stalling to see the Director of the CDC and refusal to act on his recommendation caused a loss of four valuable days in stopping the spread of the virus. If he had acted on the CDC recommendation we could have possible contained the virus in Kentucky. Now look at where we are.”
“Yes, but that is all hindsight. As I understand it the Director made a recommendation meaning that it should or should not be acted on as determined by the President. He had no real way of knowing how fast the virus would spread.”
She sat and looked at him for several seconds before speaking again.
“If I’m hearing you right Senator, you are saying in the exact same position, knowing the exact same facts presented to you by the very agency that has the responsibility for the nation's disease control, you would have acted the same. Is that what I am hearing from you Senator?”
“You are paraphrasing the statement Madam. I may or may not have come to the same conclusion. Timing is the relevant thing here. He felt he needed more facts before making a decision to ground all transportation. The economy is not something you can just shut down on a whim.”
“Do you think Ebola and several cases and some deaths are a whim? How many dead does it take before it is no longer considered a whim?” she asked glaring at the Senator who seemed not to notice.
“Madam, let me be blunt if I may. This is seen by some of my colleagues as an attempt to usurp the power of the President. Some even view this as an attempted coup to become the first African-American woman President,” he said.
Her face was burning and she wondered if smoke was actually coming out of her ears. What an arrogant ass. She wasn’t sure what angered her more. That she was an African-American or that she was a woman. It had to be the woman part she decided. The old boys didn’t like having a woman as leader of the nation.
“Then let me be just as blunt Senator. I have seen prejudiced people like you and your colleagues all my life. You want to safe face and put your buddy back in the President’s seat. You can do that, I doubt that I can stop you. Just keep in mind you cannot stop me from speaking out and telling the world about what really took place. The man is incapable of leading the nation at this point in time. You want to put him back in power, you go right ahead and do it. You want to play hardball. Senator you should know I didn’t get here not knowing how to play dirty just as well as you. You go on back to your colleagues and tell them if they want a bloody fight on their hands to bring it on,” she said, slapping her hand down for emphasis.
The Senator sat wide eyed. He simply wasn’t prepared for that much fight from her. He had grossly underrated her resolve.
“Madam President,” he finally said, clearing his throat, “I can see that you have a great deal of conviction about Thornburg’s inability to handle this terrible situation that is raging through our country. Your strong conviction is certainly enough for me. I am convinced that you have indeed made the right choice. I will report back that we need to stand firmly behind you as Acting President. We can assess President Thornburg’s ability to reacquire the position at a later time.”
“I thank you for your vote of confidence Senator and welcome the support of your colleagues,” she said with a forced smile.
It almost matched the Senator’s in sincerity.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CTV NEWS — A rare event took place today when the US Senate met in a closed door session. All media reporters along with the public were locked out as Senators from all fifty states met. The session lasted over four hours with even aides and couriers being kept from the meeting.
The Senate majority leader, Senator Long of Kansas, was asked to comment on the unusual procedure.
“The session concerned the nation’s highest level of security and therefore was held in the strictest of confidence.”
When asked about the legality of such a meeting being held, the Senator replied, “no comment.”
Senate minority leader, Peter Neilson, echoed the exact same comments. As soon as the meeting was over, Senators immediately left for the day and were unavailable for comment. All phone calls to Senators were unreturned.

* * *
RiotousOne’s eyes were sunken with dark circles under them. He had slept little and cried almost non-stop. What had once seemed like such a glorious prank had turned into the world’s biggest catastrophe.
The latest news had reported that deaths had reached the ten million mark with over seventy million potential new cases reported. His actions had managed to kill more people than all the wars combined.
His actions had caused the deaths of his hacker friends and others that he had admired. His Father, Mother, and two siblings were now dead because of him. He had considered turning himself in to the police but he was too much of a coward. He could never take being in jail.
He sat dully looking at the six computer screens that he had arranged in a semicircle around his cluttered workspace. Once his pride, it now seemed to be mocking him. The monitors appeared to be watching his every move. He had not sent a text or even touched the keyboard for the past nine hours. He just sat blankly, only leaving to go to the bathroom.
He had played all the options he had over and over in his mind. Going to the police was out of the question. He thought about cutting his wrists but there was no way he could do such a thing. He shivered at the thought of pain.
He could simply blow his brains out but he didn’t own a gun and had never even shot one. No way could he just pick up a knife and stab himself. He shuddered just thinking about doing such a thing. Overdose? Of what? The strongest thing he had was Extra Strength Tylenol PM. That certainly wasn’t going to do much harm. At best it would let him get some sleep.
Watching the streaming video of the mass burial of five thousand bodies in New York, he decided on a course of action. He had been the one who caused this. Millions were suffering, just waiting to die. He had his answer.
Getting up, he turned off all the computer equipment, looked around one last time and went to the front room. He opened the door, removed his face mask, and started walking down the street.
* * *
Bodies had become a huge problem for every state affected. Thousands upon thousands were waiting to be buried. It was finally decided that the only answer was mass burial sites.
Areas were chosen and it was decided that each grave would hold five thousand bodies. A large headstone would be inscribed with each of the names of the people entombed. No one was happy with the decision but there was nothing else that could be done.
While cremations were still being done, the crematoriums were soon overwhelmed and could no longer honor the wishes of those that had decided against burial. Most were simply shipped off to the mass graves.
* * *
“Hey Buck. How is it going?” Randal asked when he stepped inside the trailer.
“As good as can be expected. You guys wanted to talk to me?” Buck replied.
“Yes we did. Buck, you know in all the talking we have done, I don’t think we ever really discussed what we are trying to accomplish down in that vertical tunnel. I think it was one of those ‘assume’ moments. You remember when Mike asked about the cable and you told him it was that big long thing or something along those lines?”
“Yeah, I didn’t mean any offence,” he said turning to Mark apologetically.
“No, no. That isn’t the problem. Mark and I asked each other if we had ever really sat down and explained exactly what we were going to do in the tunnel,” Randal told him.
“Well, I guess I just assumed you were going to try to bring that mining machine up and anything else we found down there,” he replied.
“And therein lies the problem. Mark was right. He thought you might be thinking along those lines when you were talking about how much the cable weighed.”
“And?”
“And all we want to do is get someone down there to tell us what they see and if they find any indication of the source to gather a small sample and bring it out of the hole,” Randal explained.
“That’s all?”
“That all.”
“No drilling machine?”
“Nope. We couldn't care less about that,” Mark added.
“Well I’ll be damned. Here I was trying to figure the load factors, tensile strength of the cable and all the stress factors. All you want to do is drop a guy down so he can poke around a little bit.”
“That’s pretty much it,” Mark replied.
“Well hell. How much does this sample weigh?” he suddenly asked.
“A few ounces if that.”
“Son of a gun. Boy, I have been wasting a lot of time trying to come up with a device that could haul up tons and here you wanted only a few ounces. Yeah, we definitely should have had this conversation earlier. We probably could have had your sample by now,” Buck lamented.
“Our fault entirely. We are the ones who thought you could magically read our minds. I just feel bad that we wasted so much of your time. You are the one who has been beating his head against a rock trying to come up with an answer. We definitely dropped the ball,” Randal replied.
“Boys, I've got some work to do. It is still a lot of weight just using cord wrapped wire but it’s a heck of a lot easier to use and doesn’t weigh a tenth as much. Now if there isn’t anything else?” he asked.
“Nope. That’s about as much stupidity as we can handle at one time,” Randal said.
“It isn’t entirely your fault. Mark here tried to question me and I just blew him off with a smart assed remark. I caused as much of this as anyone. I guess there is enough blame to go around,” Buck said.
“Well, at least we are all on the same page now. I guess I should say, the guy will be wearing a full bio-suit and probably a rebreathing apparatus.”
“All I’ll need is the total weight,” Buck replied.
“We'll get it to you as soon as we can.”
“Now if you will excuse me, I have a rig to design and build,” Buck said.
When he was gone Randal said, “Boy do I feel like a dummy.”
“We both should but since you're already feeling that way I guess I can keep my conscience clean.”
“Oh, thank you very much.”
“No problem. Always glad to help,” Mark quipped.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Acting President Andria Toll was sitting in the Oval Office looking out at the lawn. She adjusted her mask as she stood and walked over to look out at the lawn and sky. It was a beautiful day except for the fact that another million people would probably die today.
Her phone buzzed softly and she reached back and picked it up.
“Yes Maria?” she answered.
“Madam, Senators Long and Neilson are here and would like a few moments of your time.”
“Sure, what the heck, nothing much going on except for people dying. Send them in,” she said.
She refused to look at her hair or makeup to be sure she had lipstick on. She wasn’t going to primp for them, that was for sure.
The two men were shown into the office by a Marine Guard.
“Senator Long, Senator Neilson. How very nice to see you both. I’m actually very glad you dropped by. I have been meaning to contact you.”
“About the closed session meeting?” Long asked.
“Well yes. That was certainly an unusual event. It seems the press is going a bit crazy trying to find out what was so important to keep them out. You know how they are. They can’t stand someone not including them in so they can spin it in a way to sell more papers.”
“Yes Madam President. That is exactly why we restricted the session to just the members of the Senate. I know all about the Freedom of Information Act but this is one time we felt it was essential to talk to you before the press every got any information,” Senator Neilson said.
“My goodness. That will send them up the wall for sure. A secret in Washington. It just doesn’t happen very often in this city.”
“Yes Ma’am,” Senator Long replied.
“I’m sorry gentlemen, would you care for anything? Coffee, water?” Toll asked.
“Coffee if it wouldn’t be too much of a bother,” Neilson replied setting his briefcase on the floor.
“Senator Long?”
“Maybe a Coke if one is available?”
“Certainly,” she said and pressed the intercom and ordered the beverages for the Senators and tea for herself.
They made small talk until the beverages were delivered and then they got down to business.
“So Senator Long, Senator Neilson, I assume this meeting is to discuss what took place in the Senate closed door session a few days ago.”
“Yes Ma’am. The purpose was three fold. The first was to discuss President Thornburg. It was the most pressing issue and most of the time was spent on that. As you can well imagine, eighty-six Senators all wanting to be heard at the same time was… challenging. Of course we did say a prayer for our deceased members from this damn virus,” Senator Long told her.
She just waited. Senators. They can never just get to the point. They have to drag everything out. No wonder it took so long to get anything done.
“After deliberating, we unanimously agreed that the prudent thing to do was announce that you would be replacing President Thornburg due to health considerations. You will assume the office of President and be sworn in at the earliest convenient moment. You will fulfill the duties of the Office of the President for the remainder of the term.”
“He meant to add if you agree to serve,” Senator Neilson added smiling.
It was about as fake as any she had seen since watching Caylee Anthony’s mother on television.
“I certainly appreciate the vote of confidence. I would be more than happy to serve the American people. I am deeply saddened by the mental condition of former President Thornburg and look forward to working with Congress the remaining time I am in office,” she replied, smiling the same fake smiles as the Senators.
“Excellent. Then we will make the announcement immediately and have the swearing in ceremony at the Capital Building if that suits you, Madam President.”
“That would lovely. When are you considering this taking place?”
“This evening if that is convenient for you. We will notify the press so they will have ample time to cover the event. Four o’clock would give them time to get it on the five o’clock news,” Senator Long replied.
“That would be excellent. I will make the necessary arrangements to be there.”
“Wonderful,” Neilson added with another bogus smile.
“You said the meeting was three fold. May I ask about the other two items on the agenda?”
“Oh, yes. I almost forgot,” Long said.
She remained stoic knowing full well they would rather not have discussed it but now they were trapped.
“Madam President…”
“I’m still just the acting President at the moment,” she reminded him.
“A mere formality. As I was saying, the second item was how to better facilitate the handling of citizens that have contracted the Ebola virus.”
“What do you have in mind?” she asked, frowning slightly.
“Well, we think it would be best if we had a designated area where known infected people were kept in isolation.”
“I’m not sure I follow exactly,” Toll said.
The Senator cleared his throat before beginning again, “It seems to us that one of the reasons we can’t get a handle on this virus is because once a person comes into contact with the virus it is several days before the actual symptoms appear. Once they do, it’s essentially too late.”
“So you are suggesting what exactly?” she asked.
“That as soon as a person discovers they have come into contact with an infected person, they would be isolated to see if they develop further symptoms. All other infected persons would be held at a different facility,” he replied.
She clasped her hands and placed her elbows on the desk. She leaned forward and put her chin on her clasped hands.
“Are you saying we would have a meat packing arrangement? We bring anyone in that we think could have contacted the virus, we hold them until they either develop full blown Ebola or are cleared.”
“That’s a little simplistic but that would give us a better method of isolating the cases before they could spread further,” Long told her.
“How would we know if they had contact? For that matter, how would they even know?”
“Primarily we would encourage anyone that has had contact with someone that has been diagnosed with Ebola to come to the isolation facility until testing can be done,” Neilson spoke up.
“And if they decide not to report?” she asked.
“Why wouldn’t they? It is for their benefit. We could monitor their progress.”
“But what if they decided not to go?” she insisted.
“Then if we knew of such a person, we would use a different method of enticing them.”
“You mean you would by use of force,” she said, not as a question but a statement.
“Only under the most extreme means. It would be a last resort.”
“Interesting. And the third item?”
“We have received word that the Bedford Mine, the Delta mine as I believe they refer to it, has been opened up and they are considering going down the shaft they discovered to investigate what is in the bottom,” Neilson said, taking over for Senator Long.
“And why does that concern the Senate? Why would discovering what caused the epidemic upset you in any way. I would think you would want to know the reason behind this.”
“Well, without an official representative going down to determine the cause. Who knows what kind of story they could concoct. They could tell the world anything they wished. We believe strongly that whoever goes down in that pit should be accompanied by a government representative,” Neilson replied.
She just sat looking at them for a long time.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Time seemed to slow down for the two Senators as they sat waiting for the President to reply. They fidgeted and looked back and forth at each other, willing her to speak. Finally she was ready.
“First let me say that while I appreciate the vote of confidence, I assume that the second two items are totally independent of the first. Is that accurate?”
“Absolutely,” Neilson said.
“Certainly,” Senator Long replied.
“Good. Very good. I will give the second item my full attention, you can be certain of that. I do see the logic behind such a plan. It is this third item that has me baffled. Why would the Senate be worried about what they may or may not find in the bottom of a mining shaft?”
“We just want to ensure that what they report finding is accurate and factual. We are concerned about the authenticity of what they claim they have found,” Neilson replied.
There was another pregnant pause before she was ready to speak. There was more to it than what they were claiming, she was sure of it.
“Senator Long, Senator Neilson. We know between us, that all politicians are great bullshitters. Some of the best in the country or else we wouldn’t be in office very long, if we ever even made it that far. So, why don’t you stop playing footsie with me at tell me exactly what you are afraid of. Just what could be so devastating that the Senate wants to control the information?” Toll said, sitting back in her chair.
“Would you believe me if I said it is in your best interest to not delve into this too far? At this point you have plausible deniability. All we have discussed so far is your upcoming swearing in, the possibility of a different system to limit the spread of the Ebola virus and having a military expert as part of the team going down into the shaft. All of that is true, and I would be perfectly willing to attest to that in a court of law,” Neilson said.
“And if I push harder?”
“Then you could potentially place yourself in peril. Not from the Senate but from the American public,” he told her.
“My, that is a dilemma.”
“Yes Ma’am, you could certainly say that with the utmost confidence,” Neilson replied.
* * *
“Would someone please tell me what the heck is going on around here,” Buck said as he stormed into the trailer, holding a paper in his hand.
“What are you talking about? You know what’s going on as much as we do,” Randal replied looking up from where he had been peering through the microscope.
“I’m talking about this,” he said waving it in the air, “Darned note I got today.”
“Let me see?” Randal said holding out his hand.
“I just don’t get it,’ Buck fumed.
“What the…”
“Exactly,” Buck interrupted.
“What is it?” Mark asked coming over to join them.
Randal handed it over to Mark. He quickly read it and then looked at them shocked.
“What is that all about?” Randal said to no one in particular.
“Hey, I’m just the messenger. Can you believe that crap. From the President no less. What in the world does she think is down there? Gold, platinum, what?” he said exasperated, wadding up the paper and tossing it in the trashcan.
“You shouldn’t have done that. It was from the President. You could have had it framed.”
“Like I need another one,” Buck said.
“I assume this puts you back at square one?” Mark asked.
“No, I just need to re-calculate a few things. I guess what really ticks me off is the fact that every time I get just about ready to build the darn thing, something or someone comes along and changes things. We are going to be putting a man’s life at risk. Two now, and I sure don’t want to be the one responsible for having one or both of them die down there.”
“Buck, if anyone in this world can get those men down there and back up, I would want you doing the job,” Randal said.
Bucked looked at him a moment to see if he was kidding but decided he meant it sincerely.
“I appreciate that. Look I’ll need all the information you can get on this guy. Is he going to use the same bio-suit as your guy.”
“No problem. We just won’t give them an alternative.”
“Okay then. Gotta run,” he said and went out a lot calmer than when he had come in.
“I’m glad he takes it that seriously. I sure the hell wouldn’t want someone that just figured what the hell, I’ll give it a shot,” Mark said.
“I’ll bet you are since you’re the one going.”
“Like I didn’t know that all along. You think I'd trust someone else to do this?”
“No. It never even entered my mind,” Randal said, slapping him on the back.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Raymond “The Kid” Roundhouse had joined the military right out of High School. He had hated school and couldn’t wait to get out of there. To his credit, he did manage to stick it out.
More than anything, he wanted to be a Marine but the recruiter wasn’t impressed with his size or weight. Dejected, he went to the Army and enlisted.
They immediately discovered that he was small in stature but big in desire. He pushed himself harder than anyone in his platoon. No matter how hard they tried to break him he always managed to pull through. Slowly he earned the respect of even the drill instructor who professed a dislike for everyone and everything.
At the Basic Combat Training (BCT) the Army uses a color system to track the path of recruits. The Introduction, Red Phase, White Phase, Blue Phase and then graduation. His weakest area was the Red Phase where they are taught the importance of team work and how to work in unison.
Raymond had always been a loner and had never even considered a team sport. Even though there were others like him he still wasn’t very good at blending in. It caused the drill instructor to be extremely harsh with him, trying to get him to wash out.
Raymond hung in and when it came to the White Phase, where basic skills and conditioning along with team work came into play he soon found he had to adapt if he was going to make it. The Blue Phase is where he excelled with weapons training, infiltration and hand to hand combat. No matter how big the man he was up against was it seemed impossible to put the small man down.
At times he took blows that would knock the average person out but he always just kept coming, constantly pressuring his opponent until he wore him down and then he would strike.
At some point, because he looked so young and frail compared to the other trainees, he picked up the name ‘The Kid’ but over time it was shortened to just ‘Kid’.
Alright ‘Kid’ you think you can tackle just about anything don’t your”
“Sir, yes sir,” he shouted jumping up from where he was sitting on the edge of the large mat.
“Well, I guess it’s about time to take some of that cockiness out of you. Get on the gloves and get to the center of the mat,” the grizzly DI said.
“Sir, yes sir,” he said putting on his lightweight sparing gloves and going to the center of the mat.
The others were cheering and banging on the floor. The DI had stripped off his shirt and did a few exercises before putting on his gloves.
Everyone was going crazy as the DI stepped onto the mat and walked out to where the Kid was standing.
“Sir, question sir,” the Kid yelled.
“Damn Kid. I’m standing right here. What are you trying to do puke, break my eardrums so you can sneak up on me,” the DI said.
“Sir, no sir,” he said just as loudly.
“Alright numbnuts what’s your question? Spit it out before I go deaf.”
“Sir, am I allowed to fight as always or does the DI needed special consideration, sir?” he said trying to hold back a laugh.
Everyone cracked up and started yelling and stomping and pounding on the floor.
“Kid,” the DI said and smacked him upside the head so fast that he didn’t have time to react.
The DI was all over him pounding him into the mat. The last thing he saw was the look of fire in the DI’s eyes before he blacked out. It was dead silent in the large room. Everyone froze in place. They had seen the Kid kick the butt of the biggest man in the company. Now he was laying on his back, his legs shaking.
“Anyone else want a shot at me?”
No one said a word, they just looked from the DI to the Kid sprawled out on the mat.
Later that evening the DI came around and sat down beside the Kid.
“Raymond I know you think you got a crappy deal but there was a lesson in that. Got any idea what it was?” the DI said, putting his hand on the Kid’s shoulder.
“No sir, I don’t. All I know is that you never gave me a chance to get ready.”
“There you go Kid. That’s the lesson. Never give someone the chance to get ready. You fight for only one reason, to win. I’m thirty-six years old, you're nineteen. You have youth and think you're invincible at that age. By the time you get to be my age you realize that isn’t enough. You have to be smarter than the other guy. The older you get the swifter it has to end. Keep that in mind as you get older Kid. It just could save your life someday,” the DI said.
“Thanks Sir. I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to remember,” he said touching the bruise under his eye.
The DI just nodded, stood and walked out of the barracks.
As soon as he left several others came over to his rack.
“What did he say to you?” they wanted to know.
“He said he whooped my butt good and would do it again tomorrow if I gave him any attitude,” he told them.
“No way. He really said that? Man that dude is hard core all the way,” one of his friends said.
“Yeah but he is one smart dude,” the Kid replied.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

“Boys I've got it all figured out. I just need the other guy's weight with the rebreather and the bio-suit. It isn’t totally necessary in the scheme of things. I used 250 pounds when I made the calculations. I doubt they send anyone larger than that,” Buck said.
“Boy, are you wound up,” Mark said.
“Guy's been drinking too much caffeine,” Randal added.
“Very funny. Get your butts over here and let me show you what I’ve come up with,” he said as he rolled out a blueprint.
“Look at that,” Ronald said laughing, “A full set of blueprints no less. You know Buck, Mark and I designed one just like that on the back of a napkin.”
“You amateurs. If you're such smart guys why don’t we just use your drawing. It would probably save us a lot of time. I would like to stay to see how it all turns out. I can just hear Mark now. Oh Ssssshhiiiittttttt… splat,” he shot back.
“Maybe we should look at his drawings,” Mark said.
“Why? I’m not going,” Randal replied.
“Looks like I may have to poke a small hole in your suit in the back where you can’t reach it,” Mark quipped.
“Okay, we use his drawings. Tell us what we are looking at Buck,” Randal said.
It took Buck a good forty-five minutes to go over the entire set of blueprints. They were not all that interested, especially when he went into detail about his calculations of load bearing and the electrical requirements. They dutifully stood and tried to look like they were following what he was saying.
“It looks kind of like a gondola they use at ski resorts,” Mark pointed out.
“In a way, I suppose. Of course they don’t wear re-breathers on ski gondolas,” he said dryly.
“Good point,” Mark replied.
“You dunderheads got any questions?”
“No refrigerator for drinks?” Randal asked straight-faced.
“I thought about that but decided they would have to open their bio-suits. I thought that might not be the best thing,” Buck answered.
“Well then I guess the next logical question would be how long will it take to build it?”
“A week at most. I would say a little sooner but I want to make sure the anchor points are good and solid,” Buck told them rolling up the drawings.
“Yeah, me too,” Mark added.
* * *
“Sargent Roundhouse, the base commander wants to see you right away,” the young pfc. told him.
The Kid frowned and laid down his card hand.
“You boys don’t put away that money yet. I’ll be back in a jiffy,” he said acting more sure of himself than he actually was.
He had no idea why the base commander would want to see him. He had just been promoted to Staff Sargent a few weeks ago and he couldn’t think of a single thing he had done wrong.
He changed into his best uniform, checked his beard to make sure he was okay and then headed to the base headquarters. Man, if he did something wrong it must be huge to be called directly to the Old Man. He hurried up the steps, removed his cover and went inside.
A Chief Warrant Officer was sitting at the desk when he entered.
“Staff Sargent Roundhouse reporting as ordered,” he told the Warrant Officer.
“Hang on a minute,” the Warrant said and picked up the phone.
“Commander, Staff Sargent Roundhouse is reporting as directed. Yes sir, yes sir. Very well sir,” he said and hung up the phone.
“Follow me,” he said and started down the hall.
“Do you have any idea why I’m here?” Roundhouse asked in a low voice.
“The Commanding Officer seldom takes me into his confidence Sargent,” was all he said.
They arrived at the Commanding Officer's office and the Warrant Officer knocked on the door.
“Come.”
The Warrant Officer opened the door and gestured for him to enter.
“Sir, Staff Sargent Roundhouse reporting as ordered, sir.”
The Commanding Officer, Colonel Burns, finished writing before he placed his pen down on the desk and looked out at the Sargent standing at attention.
“At ease Sargent, take a chair.”
That took Roundhouse by surprise. He didn’t know exactly why but he was expecting to get chewed out over something he must have done.
“Sargent, you have been selected for a highly classified mission. In a moment, two gentlemen from a special government agency will be in to discuss the mission with you. I have reviewed the records of at least fifty men and I have selected you for this assignment. Of course you will have the opportunity to turn it down after they have briefed you.”
Roundhouse wiggled uncomfortably. Like turning it down was really an option. It would be the end of his military career and he knew it.
“Sir, can you give me any information about what they are wanting from me?”
“Only that it is of the highest national security. It has a certain amount of risk involved but it is not exceptionally dangerous. The risk is calculated, I guess would be a better way of saying it,” the Colonel told him.
“Yes sir, I see sir.”
“Sargent, I will give you one word of advice. Think carefully before you make your decision. Don’t let them pressure you into a decision right on the spot. You need to think it through carefully,” he warned him.
“Yes sir, thank you sir.”
“Then I will have them come in. I will not be present for the meeting,” he said standing and picking up his hat from his spotless desk.
The Sargent jumped to his feet as well.
“Sit. They will be in shortly. Just remember what I said and good luck,” the Colonel said.

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

CTV NEWS — Governor Alan McClain announced that they were going to set up special facilities around the state to accommodate those infected with the Ebola virus. He announced that the facilities would be divided into two separate sections.
“Governor McClain explained that one part of the facility would be used for those that are known to have the disease and the purpose would be to make then as comfortable as possible.”
When asked what the other part of the internment camp would be used for he lashed out at the reporter. “This is a medical facility. This is not an internment camp. I resent the implication.”
He went on to explain that the other side of the facility would be for those who may have been exposed. They will be tested and placed under observation until their condition is determined.
Asked if they this is a voluntary program he replied “of course, this is not a police state.” McClain went on to explain that they were asking for anyone that had been associated with a known infected person to report to the facility to determine their status. “We are doing this in hopes of stopping the spread of this deadly virus. By early detection, we may be able to save thousands if not millions of lives.”

* * *
“What a crock.” a young man said sitting in a bar drinking a beer.
“Why do you say that,” the man two stools down asked, sipping on a glass of bourbon.
“I was one of the construction workers at this facility the younger one said, using his finger to indicate quotation marks.
“So?”
“Well, you ever see a facility that had razor wire around it and guards patrolling around it 24/7? Does that sound like this so called medical facility? They have bunkbeds, three tall and ten to a room with one common bathroom,” he told the guy, draining the last of his beer.
“You’re saying it’s more like a prison? They can't leave if they want to?”
“From what I was told, if you are suspected of being infected you will be sent there to determine if you really are. If not, yeah, they let you go. If you are, you are there until you die.”
“Hell, they can’t do that. That’s like putting a man in jail because he knew someone that might have committed a crime,” the older man replied.
“My boss said that this was just the first. It’s an experiment to see how it goes. If it is successful they intend to have then all around the state.”
“But you have to report right. I mean you don’t have to go and tell them. It's voluntary, right?”
“Initially. If this virus continues to spread they are thinking about offering a reward program for people to turn in others that they suspect are infected.”
“Son, you don’t really believe that do you? I mean this is America not Nazi Germany. We ain’t gonna shove people in cattle cars and haul them off to these medical facilities like they did,” the older man said.
The young construction worker shrugged.
“It’s hard to tell what the government may do when they are scared. Who knows where all this will stop,” he said and laid a five dollar bill on the bar top.
On his way out he stopped by the older man and said, “If I was you, I’d just make sure I didn’t make any enemies. You never know where all of this is going to lead.”
“But this is America,” he mumbled at the retreating back of the young man.
* * *
Jane Meeks was a tenacious young reporter just getting started. Many of her coworkers had already decided that they didn’t like her very much. It's not that she wasn't hardworking or that she felt every story had to be attacked like there was no tomorrow. It was more or less the way she made them feel when she asked questions.
Every time she would ask a coworker about anything, it was more like she was accusing them. It made people uneasy. She was considered abrupt and lacking in social skills. At one point several of her colleagues approached the editor about her behavior.
When he was finished speaking with her about her lack of people skills he felt that she was the one who had been in charge.
“Meeks. Line three,” someone yelled across the room.
“Jane Meeks, Herald Times.”
“Ms. Meeks. I may have something you would be interested in,” a male voice said on the other end.
“Who is this?” she asked abruptly.
“That isn’t important just now. What is important is whether or not you are interested.”
“Look. You have to do better than that. I have no idea whether we are interested or not without more information.”
“It concerns the Governor’s medical facility.”
“What about it? He made the announcement a week ago. That’s pretty old news.”
“Have you seen the facility?”
“No. Just the pictures that they distributed. Why?”
“Do you know where it is?”
“Not really. Look, what are you saying? That something else is going on?” she demanded.
“Hello. Hello? What the…” she said and hung up the phone.
She sat there for several moments, still looking at the phone. Where was this facility located? Come to think of it, the location was never really mentioned. She dug around in her files and found the picture that had been released to the media.
It certainly looked good enough. You could tell from the structures that it was near an airport. She tossed the picture back in the folder. So why had the guy called? What was he hinting at? Maybe she should ask her editor what he knew about this medical facility.
* * *
“Ah, our prodigal engineer returns,” Randal said as Buck bounded into the trailer.
“I do indeed. I just wanted to give you slackers a heads up,” he said.
“A heads up. Now there is a first since all this started. Someone actually telling us what is happening before it is too damn late,” Mark replied.
“Well then, let me be the first. By Monday we will have the cradle ready to use.”
“Hey, way to go. You’re a few days ahead of our projected date,” Randal said.
“We got lucky. I located a streak of bedrock just thirty feet below the coal vein. I was able to get solid anchor points. We still used the concrete around the upper joints but I’m happy with the results.”
“If you're happy, we’re all happy,” Mark replied.
“So what’s the next step?” Randal asked.
“I’ll be starting tests this afternoon. I know what the Doppler says but I am going to make damn certain. We will lower the cradle with your and the other guy's equivalent weight plus a ten percent safety factor and make sure we hit bottom and that it works like it should.”
“So we could go as early as Tuesday” Ronald asked.
“I see no reason why not.”
“Unless the thing crashes to the bottom of the pit,” Mark said.
“That’s why we added the extra ten percent. In case you get fat between now and Tuesday.”
“Nice. Really nice,” Mark said.
“I’ll let the military know so they can have their man here on time.”
“Have him come Monday. I’ll need you too Mark. I want to show you how everything works. The lights, the power override and a few other small things.”
“Gee, my skiing gondola doesn’t have all those gizmos,” Mark replied.
“It doesn’t go straight down for five miles either.”
“Good point.”

CHAPTER FORTY

When the commanding officer had left his office, Sargent Roundhouse was deep in thought about what he had said on his way out. What in the world could this all be about?
He didn’t have to wonder long. Within a few minutes the door opened and two men came into the room. They were civilians, Roundhouse surmised from their appearance.
“Staff Sargent Roundhouse. Thank you for coming,” one of the men said.
Neither offered his hand so he just sat there looking at them. He could feel they were checking him out. One of the men opened a briefcase and removed a substantially thick file. He passed it over to the other man who flipped it open.
“I know you have a lot of questions but this will go much faster if we explain the situation and you listen. If you don’t understand something, by all means let us know. Fair enough?” he asked.
“Yes sir.”
“Please, no sir stuff. I’m agent Dan and this is Bob. If it’s alright with you, we'll just call you Kid.”
“Alright Dan,” Roundhouse said.
“Good. Then let’s get started. I’m sure the Commander will want his office back sometime today,” Dan said smiling quickly and looking down at the file once more.
“I’m ready whenever you are,” Roundhouse replied.
“What we are about to tell you is considered Ultra Top Secret. Nothing, and I mean nothing that is said in this room can ever be repeated. Kid, this comes from the highest level of security in the nation. You must keep that in mind at all times. You are to be made aware that divulging any information given to you here today can and will result in your immediate arrest and detainment. Do you understand that provision?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Sign here attesting to that fact.”
When he was done signing Dan read off ten more provisions and he was required to sign that he had understood each one.
“Knowing and having attested to that fact, do you wish to continue?”
“Well, I know what happens if I do listen and say something. What happens if I get up and just walk out right this instance?”
“We will look for another candidate. You were chosen because you fit the profile we were looking for. There are others but you were our first choice,” the man called Bob explained.
“How many others have you told that to?” Roundhouse asked the man.
The two looked at each other and didn’t say anything for a few seconds.
“I like you Kid so I’m going to be honest. You’re the third we have interviewed,” he said smiling.
“You told the number two guy that as well.”
“Yep, we did. And if you walk, we will tell the number four man until we find the right person to do the job,” Dan replied, closing the file and handing it back to Bob.
“So, why don’t you tell me what this is all about? I guess I’ll be your number one man,” Roundhouse said, leaning back in his seat and relaxing for the first time since he had been called to report.
“Excellent. Bob, why don’t you fill him in on the background and then I’ll explain the actual mission?”
“Alright Kid. This will take a little time but it is important to know how we got to this point. It all started back in the mid-sixties. Johnson was the President. The war in Vietnam was sputtering along and people were starting to get disenchanted with the whole thing…”
It was almost an hour before Bob finished and Dan took over explaining what his mission really was.
* * *
“Are you sure about your facts?” Jane asked.
“Look, I worked here when they were building the place. This is it.”
“It sure doesn’t look anything like the picture,” she replied.
They were lying in the grass on a small knoll. She held a pair of binoculars to her eyes.
“They seemed to have left the barbed wire fence out of the publicity shot.”
“Not to mention the guards and dogs patrolling the area,” Jane added.
“What is that?” her companion asked, pointing to a military truck stopping at the front gate.”
Jane didn’t bother to answer, she was watching intently as the truck pulled up to one of the buildings. She watched as they opened the doors and guards surrounded the truck. They were all wearing full face masks and green protection suits. More startling was that they were all carrying automatic rifles.
“Are you seeing this?”
“Yeah, I’m seeing,” Jane replied.
“Look at the way they are handling them. That doesn’t look like any medical procedure I know of,” he said.
“Holy moly, are you believing this?’
While they were watching one of the biggest men suddenly leaped and grabbed one of the guards. He pulled his mask up and wrestled he gun out of his hand. He turned and started firing at the other guards. The sound of a machine gun fire filled the air before it was joined by several others. They watched in horror as the big man suddenly dropped his gun but the others kept shooting. He fell hard to the ground and still rounds pumped into his prone body. Finally the firing stopped. The sudden stillness was almost deafeningly eerie.
“That is no medical facility,” Jane said, taking her eyes off the binoculars.

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

“I’m telling you what I saw,” Jane told her boss.
“And I’m telling you that all I have is your and Carson’s version of what went on. You are not going to write a sensational story getting everyone worked up until you know a whole lot more about the situation.”
“Damn it, I know what we witnessed. It’s a concentration camp no matter how they try to paint the picture. All you have to do is take one look at the place. Razor wire, dogs, patrols with automatic weapons. Does that sound like a medical facility to you?” she challenged.
“Listen and listen well because I am only going to say this once. Your word is not enough. Period. You want to put a story in my paper young lady; you are going to have to have a hell of a lot more than that. Now get the hell out of my office before you find yourself unemployed,” he said pounding his hand on his desk.
“Alright I’ll do just that,” she said as she stormed out of the office.
* * *
“Is he here yet?” Mark asked.
“Oh God. You sound like my kids. Are we there yet? Are we there yet?” Randal replied.
“That’s really funny. Remind me to laugh later,” Mark replied.
“They said around ten o’clock. It’s three minutes till,” Randal told him.
“Well heavens, you wouldn’t want the military to be actuate would you. What time do you want to start the invasion? Oh, I don’t know, around ten or so. Yeah, that would work really well,” Mark shot back.
“Point taken.”
Twenty minutes later a dark blue car pulled into the compound and a smallish man got out. He had on jeans and a T-shirt.
“I believe our man has arrived,” Randal said.
“Well, being overweight shouldn’t be a problem,” Mark said.
“Shall we go meet him?”
They walked out and introduced themselves.
“Welcome, I’m Randal Peel and this is Mark Riser,” Randal said.
“Nice to meet you. I’m Bill Jones,” the Kid said, shaking their hands.
‘Bill Jones?’ Roundhouse had said when they gave him his cover name. Are you serious he had asked but they assured him that was the name he was to go by.
“Well Bill, Mark here will be the one going down with you. We have a lot of information to go over with you. Our plan is to go down tomorrow if that works for you,” Randal informed him.
“Hey, whenever you say go, I’ll be ready. I have my bio-suit and other gear with me. Where should I store it?”
“You brought your own suit? Well, I suppose that will work fine. We just thought you would use one of ours.”
“Mine is kind of special. It was made just for me because of my size. I’m not exactly tall in case you hadn’t noticed.”
“Well, it doesn’t matter. Why don’t we go inside and Mark and I can fill you in on the technical side. Then we will call Buck Martin, our engineer, and he can walk you through the mechanical aspects of the job.”
“The sooner the better,” Jones said.
* * *
“You make damn sure you get good clear pictures. I want both video and still shots,” Jane said.
“I know my job. You just keep on the lookout for patrols. I sure as hell don’t want to get caught spying on the facility.”
“Hey, we have a right to be here. Nothing says it is a restricted area. We have ever…”
She stopped suddenly and raised the binoculars to her eyes.
“What is it?”
“A truck. One of those military ones like I saw last time. Get ready.”
“Relax Jane, I’m ready to roll.”
They lay on the knoll watching as the truck went through the same procedures as before. Once it was inside the gate armed guards surrounded the truck. The back was opened and the people, men, women and children were ordered out. Within a few minutes the women were separated from the men. The children were placed with the mothers. The men were taken to one building and the women to another.
“Geez. It looks like some of the pictures I saw when Germany was arresting all the Jews,” the camera man said.
“The last time I was here they killed a man.”
“No way.”
“I’m telling you. I saw it lying right here were we are right now,” she assured him.
“Man. I sure wouldn’t want to be in that place,” he said, “ How much longer are we going to stay here?”
“Just a couple of more hours. I want to see how many trucks come in during the day.”
“Man, I should have brought something to snack on. I didn’t know it was going to take all day,” he groaned.
“Here,” Jane said, tossing him a candy bar, “I know how you are. Always got to be eating something. I came prepared so I wouldn’t have to listen to your whining.”
“I was not whining.”
“Whatever.”
“Got anything to drink?” he asked.
Jane rolled her eyes and reached into her back pack and brought out a bottle of water. She handed it to him without saying a word.
“Excellent. I like a woman who is prepared.”
“Watch your mouth or you won’t be able to eat your candy bar,” she said glaring at him.
“Easy, I was just saying.”
“Don’t.”
“Got it,” he replied, unwrapping the candy bar before she could take it back.

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

“Is everything in place?”
“Yes sir. The asset reported at a little after ten, just as we had planned.”
“Good. I take it he is prepared to do the job under any circumstances?” he asked.
“General, all we can tell you is that he certainly seemed committed to the project. Once he starts down it will be out of our hands and totally up to him,” the agent replied.
“I definitely hope this goes well. I do not want to have to resort to plan B. That is more risk than I want to take. I will only use it as a last resort.”
“Yes sir. We understand.”
“Alright, keep me informed. They are still on for tomorrow?” the General asked.
“They appear to be right on schedule,” the Agent told him.
“Excellent. Hopefully in a day or so we can breathe a sigh of relief.”
“I certainly hope so,” the agent replied.
* * *
CTV NEWS — In a shocking announcement we have just learned that Vice President, Andria Toll, is stepping into the actual role of President in just a few minutes. This is the first we have heard that it was even being considered.
An anonymous spokesperson said that it was part of the reason the Senate held a closed door session. From what we have gathered so far, it appears to be due to the President's health but that has not been clarified yet.
Sources tell us that she will be sworn in and will fulfill the remainder of the term. The new President will hold a press conference immediately following the swearing in ceremony. CTV News will carry both the swearing in ceremony and the news conference that follows.

* * *
Jane sat in the outer office waiting while the receptionist was texting on her phone. Pretty tacky, she thought. She had been sitting there for over thirty minutes and the woman hadn’t done a lick of work.
A door opened down the hall and an attractive woman came down the hall.
“Ms. Meeks. The Governor will see you now,” she said all smiles.
“Thank you,” Jane said, making sure the woman noticed that she had checked her watch.
The young woman stopped at the door she had exited earlier and knocked lightly.
“Yes, come in.”
“Please,” the woman said, opening the door and stepping aside so Jane could enter.
“Governor McClain, I’m Jane Meeks from the Herald Times.”
“Yes, yes. Your editor called. He is an old acquaintance of mine. We actually went to school together,” he said with the polished smile all politicians seem to be able to call up at a moment’s notice.
“How nice.”
“Please. Have a seat. Can Robin get you anything? Coffee? soft drink? Water?” He asked.
“No really I’m fine. I know you are very busy and I really appreciate your taking the time to speak with me so I’ll get to the point so you can go back to doing much more important stuff,” she replied.
“I’m never too busy for the media,” he assured her.
“Governor, what I came to ask you about was the medical facility that you expounded on in your press conference,” she said.
“I see. Well, what would you like to know?”
“How has it been going? I mean is it working out like you had envisioned. Have people voluntarily come forth?”
“We have had some degree of success in that area. People have been taking advantage of the opportunity to be checked out medically,” he replied.
“I see. What about other people turning in suspected cases?”
“Oh, that hasn’t really happened very often. I mean, it’s not like everyone is spying on each other. We have had a few calls but not many,” he assured her.
“Can you give me a percentage? Is it ten percent? Twenty? More?” she asked.
“Oh heavens no. Probably no more than one percent if that amount,” the Governor replied.
“And are people allowed to leave if it is determined that they have not been infected?”
“Absolutely. We certainly would have no reason to detain them.”
“So they can come and go without restrictions?”
“Well, if we find they are infected we do try to convince them to stay. That is the whole idea behind the project. If they just go right back out into the public they will only infect others. Remember, we are trying to save those who are not infected. It is all about reducing everyone’s risk of contracting this virus.”
“I see. Well that certainly is a relief to hear. You see the thing is I was told it was operating more like a concentration camp. You know, work sets you free, type of thing,” referring to the saying over the entrance to Auschwitz.
“That is a total fabrication. Whoever said that is just trying to undermine what we are trying to accomplish. That is totally reprehensible. We are doing our absolute best to aid and care for the sick and infected. Anyone saying otherwise is misrepresenting the facts.”
“Alright Governor McClain. And has anyone been shot or killed at the facility that is not related to the virus.”
“Young lady, I don’t know where you are getting your information but you certainly need to check your sources a little better before you dare ask such a question,” he said angrily, rising from his seat.
“Governor, I would like for you to comment on a couple of pictures,” she said, taking them out of an envelope and sliding them across his desk.
He looked down and turned pale. The razor wire was in clear focus with the medical facility in the background. He looked at the second one. It showed armed guards standing around men and women as they were being pulled from the truck. The third one showed a man being dragged with hands under both arms by guards, off to one of the large buildings.
“Where did you get these? These are fakes. Someone has manipulated them. You have been duped Ms. Meeks,” he said, tossing them over to her side of the desk.
“You see the thing is, I was there. I was right next to the photographer. They are not fakes. I even saw your so called guards shoot a man who refused to cooperate. They riddled his body with bullets while he lay on the ground.”
“That is a damned lie. I don’t know what you think you are trying to prove but let me tell you Ms. Meeks. I will crush you if you continue with this line of reporting. Those are nothing but false accusations. You have nothing but a few crappy pictures. Everyone knows you investigative reporters just look for the dirt and never talk about the good. All you want is to bring people down. Your kind are trash. You can’t be a real reporter so this is what you stoop to. Now get out of this office and don’t you ever come back. Do I make myself clear, Ms. Meeks?”
She stood, picked up the pictures and put them in the envelope.
“Have a nice day Governor,” she said and walked out of the room.
She could hear him throwing something. She just smiled and walked on.

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Buck came rushing into the trailer and grabbed Randal.
“It's one of my guys,” he said breathlessly, “He was working on the winch and ripped his suit.”
“Where is he?”
“Outside in the truck.”
Both Randal and Mark rushed out. He was sitting on the tailgate pinching a rip together on his leg. Randal examined it for several seconds.
“Well, the good news is that it’s pretty far down. You had a positive pressure on the suit so that helps as well. How long was it ripped before you noticed it?”
“Not long. I felt a tug and then thought, oh hell. I reached down and there it was. I pinched it off immediately as best I could.”
“Then what?”
“I told Buck. He practically threw me in the truck and we took off.”
“What do you think?” Buck asked anxiously.
“At this point there is not much we can do. I honestly think he should be okay. The rip isn’t very big and with the pressure and all he should be okay. It was quick thinking to grab the spot and pinch it off. It would have been better if you had put tape over it but all things considered, I think you will be fine.”
“Man, we have gone all this time and not one accident and the day before we lower the thing, this happens,” Buck said shaking his head.
“You guys need to keep a roll of duct tape handy. If something like this happens again, cover the rip but also wrap tape around the area above the tear. It will help prevent the air from traveling up to the mouth,” Mark added.
“I’ll damn sure have a roll with me before we even go back down there. Man, this stinks.”
“Sorry, I didn’t get your name,” Randal said to the guy sitting on the tailgate.
“Shelton Farley.”
“Okay Shelton, here is what I want you to do. I want you to head over to that trailer over there,” Mark said pointing to a similar one to theirs, “Tell them we sent you and explain what happened. They will draw some blood and then they will isolate you. I hate to do it to you but it has to be done.”
“Can I call my wife and let her know?”
“Of course. Make sure she understands it just a precaution.”
“Understood. Thanks.”
“For what? We haven’t done anything so far. If we come up with a vaccine, then you can thank us,” Mark said patting the man on the shoulder.
Buck walked him over to the trailer.
“Buck sure takes things hard,” Mark said as they walked off.
“He cares. He is a darn good man. If one of his workers gets hurt, he never misses a pay check. Not many like him anymore,” Randal replied.
* * *
The editor threw the printout on his desk and looked up at Jane.
“No way am I going to let you run that story. It doesn’t matter if he got mad. It doesn’t matter that he threw you out of his office. I’ve seen the pictures and there is nothing in them to support your accusations. What the hell are you thinking? Concentration Camps. Are you just trying to get us sued?” he said his voice starting to rise.
“Look, that part may be a little over the top but the rest is true. You can see the razor wire. The patrols and dogs are right there,” she said tapping the picture.
“I don’t see the building in the background. I see a man with a dog. I see razor wire but I damn sure don’t recognize what’s in the background. This could be anyplace. I am telling you to drop this right now. I don’t want to hear another word about this. The Governor is trying to prevent the spread of this damned virus. Why are you so intent on making a mountain out of a mole hill?” he almost yelled, his face starting to turn red.
“Are we reporters or cheerleaders for the Governor? He said he was an old friend of yours,” she shot back and realized as soon as the words were out of her mouth it was the wrong thing to say to her boss.
“Jane. You do pretty good work. You have done some good stories but you are an employee of this paper. I will put up with a lot of guff from my reporters. It shows they are passionate about their work. But there is a line that I am not willing to let them cross and you just crossed it. I am calling security to have you escorted out of the building. Your desk will be emptied and all personal items delivered to your home. As of this moment, you no longer work for this paper. I want your press pass right now,” he said holding his hand out.
“Look, I'm sorry. I didn’t…”
“Stop. I don’t care how you meant it. You as much as accused me of covering up for the Governor and I will not tolerate that. You are finished at this paper,” he said.
She stood there, trying to hold back the tears. She unclipped her security tag and press-pass and laid them on his desk.
“Security will escort you out of the building. Do not go to your desk. Wait right here,” he said and dialed.
A few minutes later two guards walked in. She started to say something but he just held up his hand.
“Don’t. I don’t want to hear it.”
Her co-workers gawked as she walked between the two guards leading her out of the newsroom.

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

“I think that went pretty well,” Buck said as the two men exited the gondola.
“Seems pretty straightforward,” Mark said.
“Yeah, kind of like driving a Bobcat front loader,” Jones replied.
“Well hopefully it will be just that easy when you are five miles down and it is pitch black,” Buck reminded them.
“I would like to do one more trial run first thing in the morning and then we should be good to go.”
“No need for that,” Jones said tapping the side of his head, “I've got it all logged away right here.”
“Nevertheless, I would like to do a quick trial just to be sure.”
“Whatever man. I’m cool with it.”
Randal looked at Mark and rolled his eyes.
“Alright, we meet here at 8:30 a.m. If all goes well, we should have you strapped in and ready to descend by no later than 11:00 a.m.,” Buck told them.
Randal jumped in the driver side of the pickup and Mark sat in the passenger seat. Jones got in the rear and they drove back to the entrance of the mine.
“So what do you guys think?” Jones asked, leaning forward between the two men.
“I think it shouldn’t be too bad. It’s a hell of a long way down but I trust Buck one hundred percent,” Mark said.
“I mean about what’s down there.”
“Oh, heck I don’t have a clue. If I did I sure wouldn’t get in that damn thing tomorrow,” Mark replied.
“Yeah but you must have some idea or why go?”
“That’s the point. We don’t have an idea and as scientists that isn’t acceptable. This, whatever it is, could happen again someplace else unless we understand what happened. It’s kind of like an airplane crash. To fix future problems you have to reconstruct what happened. That’s what we are hoping to determine by going down there,” Randal answered.
“Why not just send a camera down?” Jones asked.
“A couple of reasons. It’s not like underwater where you can maneuver around with propulsion. Nothing like that exists yet. It may someday but not now. The second reason is that if it is something that we can stop then it will take a human. Someone who can assess exactly what we are up against and then take the best course of action,” Mark replied.
“Yeah, that makes sense. So you and I are going to kind of scout out the situation and do what we can to fix it,” Jones said leaning back.
“Or determine the best course of action to stop it, whatever ‘it’ is.”
“Got it,” Jones replied.
* * *
“You know,” Mark said after they had dropped off Jones, “I don’t trust that guy very much.”
“Me either. I saw him nosing around, checking things out quite a bit since he arrived.”
“Maybe we’re just paranoid. He could just be the curious type.”
“Maybe, but I wouldn’t count on it. Remember he is from the military so they have a vested interest in what you find. I would be pretty darn cautious while you are down there. Stay alert,” Randal warned.
“That sound like good advice,” Mark agreed.
* * *
CTV NEWS — President Toll announced today that even with the CDC twenty-four hour a day efforts, the death count continues to climb. Over thirty-one million Americans have died or been contaminated. Four states still remain free of the Chimera Virus as it has being officially named.
President Toll also noted that the number of dead around the world has topped one hundred million. These numbers, she said, do not include China or North Korea which have not released any figures.
Rioting has taken a number of lives as well. According to the latest figures, over forty thousand have died during riots all across the nation. Some of the most bloody battles have happened in suburbs of larger cities. The number of injured is believed to be well over one hundred thousand.
In other news, Governor McClain announced that he was pleased with the way the first medical treatment facility has been operating. He said that it had, “exceeded his expectations”, in helping to curb the spread of the Chimera Virus. When asked for statistics, he said that they were being collated and would be released very soon.

* * *
Senator Long sat across from President Toll sipping a cup of coffee.
“And you know this first hand?” she asked.
“No, not first hand. I mean I talked extensively with Governor McClain and he said that the spreading of the virus had taken a significant decline.”
“Significant decline. I wonder what that means? Ten percent? Twenty? More?”
“I’m sure we will know more after they release the figures. He said that they should be available within the next two weeks.”
“And in the meantime, he wants to go ahead and open a second facility.”
“Actually three more facilities,” the Senator said smiling.
“Three,” she said softly looking up at the ceiling.
“Three,” she repeated.
“Well if it is working why not? He may have the right approach. CDC hasn’t been of much use have they? What have they really accomplished? They put out a nice list of things to do and not to do but the virus continues to spread.”
“Senator I hope you are not suggesting they are to blame for all of this.”
“Oh goodness no. I was just making an observation. The virus is still here and it is still spreading. Little headway is being made.”
He was right, Toll thought. Even the DVCT had made no progress.
“When does he plan to increase the number of these facilities?
“Well, funding is some of the problem. Our economy is all but decimated. We have no foreign trade. States are out of funds as revenues have plummeted to a trickle. Federal taxes are due on the fifteenth of this month but you know it will be next to nothing. People are simply not going to or can’t pay them. These containment camps seem to be our best hope of limiting the spread of the virus,” he told her.
He was absolutely right on all counts. We had no foreign trade and Federal Taxes will be virtually a joke. Corporations have limited or no sales to speak of so revenue will be nothing more than a drop in the bucket.
“Tell the Governor I will do what I can to find some money to help him with the containment centers. I do want to see the statistics on how well this is really working before much longer. I may get some money to him but I need proof of its effectiveness,” President Toll told the Senator.
“I understand. Thank you for your support. I will relay your message about the importance of the statistical analysis.”
“Alright Senator. Thank you for keeping me informed,” the President said.
“Always a pleasure, Madam President.”

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

“Jane are you sure you want to do this? Now that the Governor knows you have spied on the facility they could have increased the patrols.”
“He isn’t worried about me any longer. I got fired so I’m no longer a threat to him. He has bigger fish to fry than me,” she assured him.
“Look, I’ll go with you but if I don’t like what I see I’ll just keep on going.”
“Me too Jane,” her other companion said.
“Jimmy, Frank, it will be alright. I’m telling you. They have no idea where I was hiding. The patrols are a long way off from the knoll I used.”
“Like I said, I’ll go but if it looks wrong, I’m out of there,” Frank told her.
“Same goes for me,” Jimmy echoed.
“Fine. We’ll check it out and make sure you’re satisfied before we start snooping.”
“Even if we do get a bunch of good pictures with the facility in the background and all of that, you are out of a job. What good is this really going to do? Is it just revenge?”
“No Frank. People need to know about this. How would you like it if your neighbor called and reported that she knew you had a relative that has the virus? The trucks roar up; you are thrown in and hauled to the facility. They run tests and if you’re clean you are set free. If not you're confined. Basically until you die.”
“Yeah but it does stop the spread. I mean if I have it and pass it on, how will it ever stop?”
“Look, you’re missing the point. It’s the way they do it. Once you are in that truck you are at their mercy. Some people resist. I saw with my own eyes what can happen. They shot and killed a man because he fought back.”
“Well maybe he shouldn’t have fought back. Just gotten tested."
“Damn Jimmy. The last time I checked this was America. We don’t haul people out of their houses just because someone doesn’t like us. That was what the KGB did in Russia. You’re saying the end justifies the means. I don’t think that is what the Constitution says,” she said adamantly.
“Okay, okay. Don’t blow a fuse. I’m going with you so chill.”
“There is a point to my going, that’s all I’m saying,” she replied.
“We got it,” Jimmy said.
* * *
Buck had been in the mine since early in the morning, checking and rechecking every part of the machine. He had laid out spare parts next to each area where a failure might occur. Spare motors, servo units, fuses, tools and electrical parts were ready if something failed. He had even made sure the tools necessary to replace any part were right on hand.
He was just going over the checklist one more time when the headlights of the CDC truck came down the tunnel. Randal, Mark and Jones got out and walked over to where he stood.
“I guess this is it,” Mark said.
“I guess so. My people have gone over every single piece of equipment and everything checks out,” he told the three men.
“So we do one more run through and then down we go?” Mark asked.
“Yes. Just a quick run through. It won’t take too long. I just want to make sure you retained everything.”
“I’m ready,” Jones said.
“Yes, well I’m not so we do the exercise once more,” Buck said.
“I’m cool.”
“Okay. I want you to get in the gondola and hook up the re-breathers. Check each other and make sure all connections are tight,” Buck told them.
The two men climbed in the gondola and hooked up the breathing apparatus. They checked each other, making sure nothing was cross threaded or not tight enough.
“All good,” Mark said.
“Check,” Jones said.
“Good, buckle your safety harnesses. Make sure both the primary and secondary ones are snapped on and the lock secure.”
“Done,” Jones replied quickly.
A few seconds later Mark confirmed his was ready.
“Turn on your helmet cams.”
The two men flipped on the cameras and lights cut through the darkness.
“Turn right. Good. Turn left. Down. Up. Good. Everything is working as it should. Jones, take hold of the manipulator arm controls. I’ll give you a series of commands, just follow along,” Buck said over the earpiece.
“Ready to rock-n-roll,” Jones replied.
“Lower the arm and extend it all the way. Okay. When the gondola is over the hole you will be able to extend it approximately six feet. Now raise it. Extend. Good. See what I mean?”
“Yeah, we did this already.”
“You bet and we are doing it again. I’m going to haul the gondola up off the floor and attach it to the guideline.”
A few seconds later the gondola was suspended in mid-air, rocking slightly. Buck was busy checking hydraulic pressures, temperature gauges and checking bearings. He lowered the gondola back down to the floor of the mine.
“Okay, now, exit.”
The two men went about removing the safety harnesses. They had to help each other disconnect the re-breathers. It was simply too difficult to disengage the fittings in the cramped space.
A few seconds later the two men stepped out.
“Okay, not bad. I’ll run through all the equipment and check the hydraulic fluid levels and we should be good to go.”
“How long?” Jones asked.
“An hour at most.”
“I’ll be ready,” Jones said and went and climbed in the truck and closed his eyes.
“Need a hand?” Mark asked.
“Well, it would go a little faster. Sure.”

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

“Wow, It’s bigger than I imagined it would be,” Frank said as they lay on the knoll overlooking the containment facility.
“Yeah, see those buildings over there. They used to be hangers for repairing airplanes. Now they take the men to that one,” she said pointing, “And women to that one.”
“So they are separated. Even if they are from the same family?”
“Absolutely. If they have kids they go with the mother. I guess they keep them together but I don’t know that for a fact,” Jane told them.
“So the trucks come in at that gate. Once they are inside they are taken out of the truck and then what?” Jimmy whispered.
“Guards surround them. They are divided into men, women and kids and taken to the buildings.”
“Then what happens?”
“I don’t really know. I assume they do some kind of testing and then determine if they have to stay or get released.”
“So what happens to the ones that have to stay?” Jimmy asked.
“From what I can tell. They stay in the hangers until they start to deteriorate too far. Then they are taken to that large building over there,” she said indicating a large white building in the center of the complex.
“Can you get some pictures that show the camp along with the razor wire? I need to prove the place is totally locked down.”
“Yeah, I can get it. You want the sign in the frame too? I can just get it in. This camera can take panorama shots.”
“Totally cool. Yeah, get as much as you possibly… crap, get down. Get down. I see a patrolman looking up this way,” she said pulling Frank down.
They watched, hardly breathing. The man stood there a long time before he finally turned and headed back the way he came.
“Let’s wait a few minutes longer,” Jimmy said, taking a deep breath.
“You can count on it,” Frank replied.
They lay there for a good ten minutes before Jane finally looked back down on the facility. Everything looked normal.
“I think it’s good,” she said, “Get your pictures and let’s get the heck out of here.”
“I am all for that,” Jimmy said.
Frank got up on his knees and started panning the camera to get the full facility. He stopped suddenly and dropped back down.
“Oh God. Oh, Oh,” he stammered.
“What?” Jimmy and Jane said in unison.
“They are coming. Three of those big Hummers are headed right for us,” he said and bound up and took off running toward the car.
“Oh crap,” Frank said and ran after him.
Jimmy was a good forty yards in front of him as they ran. Jane pushed deeper into the weeds and slid a few feet down the berm. She could hear the Hummers racing toward their position. Two broke off and headed for the two running men. The third one slowed down and crept past where she lay. She buried her face as far in the earth as she could. She could smell the ground and grass as she lay there.
“Any more?” someone suddenly yelled nearby.
She could hear someone yell something back but she couldn’t make out what they were saying.
“Hold them, I’ll be right there,” the voice said.
She could hear the Hummer as it roared off across the field. She didn’t move. They could have left someone behind waiting for her to give up her position. Off in the distance she could hear voices and suddenly two gunshots rang out. She wanted to raise her head but she forced herself to stay still.
She wasn’t sure how long she lay like that. It seemed like hours. The sun was starting to set and still she didn’t move. She had to go to the bathroom and was considering how she could pull it off when she heard someone cough. She was right; they had left someone to wait for her to move. All she could do was lay there and pee in her pants.
She was getting colder as she lay there. The wetness that had been warm earlier was now making her cold as well.
She must have drifted off because suddenly she heard someone say, “Well this is stupid. No one else is here. How much longer do they want us to wait?”
“I don’t know jackass. Why don’t you call the captain and ask him?” another voice said.
“This is stupid,” the guy repeated but the other man didn’t say anything.
It was an hour later when she heard a Hummer coming her way. The headlights played over the berm and then it was dark again.
“Come on dorks,” someone said, “The captain said we could call it a night.”
She heard the doors shut then listened as it drove off. It seemed even colder now and she finally decided to peek over the rise and see if they had left someone to try to catch her. She stared into the darkness and finally decided she was going to risk it. She was stiff as she got up and crawled over the top of the hill.
She slowly got to her knees and finally stood up stooped over. She started across the field. She was sure someone would sound the alarm but as she got to the trees on the other side of the field she stood up and leaned against one of the trees, trembling.
Jimmy. Frank. Did they shoot them? Are they dead? What had she done?

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

The gondola was sitting over the hole while Buck went through the checklist one last time. He fiddled with a gauge a few moments and then, satisfied, he pressed the intercom button.
“Everything looks good, All ready?”
“Let’s do it,” Jones said.
“Ready Buck,” Mark replied.
He glanced over at Randal who gave him a thumbs-up. Buck turned the dial and the gondola began its descent. In mere moments it was no longer visible.
“Doing okay?”
“Smooth as glass,” Jones replied.
“I’m going to increase the descent speed a little. They could see the walls of the shaft sliding by illuminated by their helmets headlights.
“Not as bad as I imagined,” Mark said.
“Piece of cake,” Jones said.
He tried laying his head back to see the top of shaft but it was to no avail.
“You're about half way,” Buck said in their earpiece.
“Copy that. We’re showing 13,200 feet,” Mark acknowledged.
“I’ll keep it at this speed until you are two hundred feet from the bottom then I’ll slow you down again.”
“Copy that Buck,” Mark replied.
“It’s gone pretty fast,” Jones said.
“Yeah, you kind of lose perspective when you don’t have a fixed reference point,” Mark said.
“Okay, once we get down, we unstrap and check our hoses one more time, then we move out,” Jones said.
“Yep, that’s the plan.”
They waited, not saying anything as they sped closer and closer to the bottom.
“Bill, Mark. I’m going to slow you down some,” Buck told them and they could feel it slowing but it was gradual.
“Two hundred feet. Look down through the floor glass and see if you can make out the BARD.
Both men leaned as far forward as their harnesses allowed trying to see through the porthole in the bottom of the gondola.
“Is that it?” Jones asked.
“Wow. I think that may be what’s left of it. Those are some pretty big chunks of metal. That must be it. Buck, we can some kind of wreckage. It’s washed out with the bright lights but I looks like it may have been yellow.”
“That’s it. I want pictures. Not much left huh?”
“Some big pieces of metal sticking up, nothing really discernible,” Mark radioed back.
“Okay, keep a sharp look out I’m going to start your slowdown. The exact depth is unknown because of those metal pieces. I don’t want you to smash into them.”
“I vote for that,” Mark said.
Buck lowered them a little at a time until they were hanging just a few inches above the massive steel protrusion sticking up. A light mist was hovering someplace just below and they couldn’t really see the bottom of the pit.
“Well, we have a dilemma. We can’t go any lower and the bottom of the pit is still someplace below us,” Mark told Buck.
“No way for the gondola to squeeze by?”
“Not possible,” Jones said.
“Any chance you can climb down the BARD? I know it’s not ideal and if you feel it is too risky, I’ll haul you up and we will go about it a different way. At least we know what we’re up against now.”
“I’m pretty sure I can make it down. There are all kinds of hand holds that I can get a purchase on,” Jones replied.
“Mark?”
“I guess. It is kind of leaning to one side and Bill is right, it does have a lot of external pipes and paraphernalia. The big question is what is under the layer of mist?”
“I say we go find out,” Jones put in.
“Mark. It’s your call.”
“I guess we can try. If it looks too dangerous I’ll call it off and we can regroup.”
“Alright boys but don’t take any big risks. It isn’t worth it. I can figure out a new design now that you have seen firsthand what we’re up against.
“Roger that,” Mark said.
* * *
Jane looked around, trying to figure out where they had left the van. She stopped suddenly and listened. Hummers. She peeked out from behind the trees and saw three Hummers racing toward where she had come from. Suddenly it dawned on her. Her foot prints were visible from the dew on the grass. She could see exactly where she had run from to the tree line.
She spun around, frantically trying to decide which way to go. Without thinking she started running through the sparse trees, trying to get to where it was denser. Branches scraped at her arms and legs as ran.
She suddenly went down hard. She had tripped over a half buried log. She scrambled to her feet and took off running again. She could feel the branches stinging her face as he blindly ran, trying to put distance between her and the pursuers.
She stopped. Dogs. She could hear them barking. Oh God, they were going to let the dogs track her down. She changed directions slightly and took off running as fast as she could. She stepped in a small creek and started running along in the water. She was hoping the water would throw them off but the barking seemed to be growing steadily louder.
She could hear shouting voices further away but her real concern was the dogs. They may tear her to shreds before the handlers could stop them. She stumbled and fell face first in the creek but jumped up and kept going. Her lungs felt like they were on fire and she could feel the lactic acid building up in her legs. She wouldn’t be able to go much longer.
Almost as a miracle she burst into a clearing and stopped dead in her tracks. It was the van. She ran to the door and yanked on it. It was locked. The dogs were getting closer she knew she didn’t have much time. She remembered the spare key under the front fender. She hadn’t checked to see if it was still there for years.
Frantically she reached under the fender and ran her hands along the inside of the fender well. She found the metal box and pulled it free. It was rusted and she had to push with all her remaining strength to get the top to slide enough for her to get the key out.
The dogs were breaking into the clearing as she shoved the key in the door. She unlocked it and jumped in the van slamming the door just as one of the dogs jumped for the window. His nose hit the window leaving a slimy streak. Three dogs were jumping and trying to get in the van.
She didn’t have time to worry about anything except getting out of there. She stuck the key in the ignition and looked out the window. The three dogs had stopped and were trotting back to the trees. She let out a big sigh. They must have given up. She turned the ignition key.
The explosion could be heard as it ripped through the clearing and down into the valley below. The van was nothing more than a fireball of twisted metal.

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

“Okay, we’re opening the door. Bill is going to go first and I have hold of his lifeline in case the BARD isn’t stable.”
“Be very careful,” he could hear Buck say.
Jones carefully made his way down and put his foot on the broken wreck. He put his other foot down and bounced up and down.
“It’s good. I think it’s wedged in here,” he said.
“Okay, I’m coming down,” Mark said and emulated the way Bill had gone down.
“Feels pretty solid, what do you think?” Mark asked.
“Seem good to me. I’ll go first. Just follow where I go.”
“Got it.”
“Okay, here we go,” Jones said and started backing down the side of the machine.
There were pipes and pieces of metal along the side and he had no trouble finding a hand or foot hold. Mark followed along, staying to the same spots he had seen Jones use.
“I’m at the top of the mist layer,” Jones informed him.
“Can you see anything below?”
“No way. I’m going to start down.”
“Slow and easy. There could be a sharp object that could snag your suit,” Mark warned.
“I’ll be slow and easy,” Jones said and started making his way down.
Mark watched as his body slowly disappeared beneath the layer of mist. It looked like he had simply vanished.
“You okay?” Mark asked.
“Man, it’s really thick. It’s kind of hard to see but if I wave my hand I can get a glimpse of my feet.”
“Maybe we should hold up and try a different way,” Mark suggested.
“No, it’s okay, just that one spot is tricky. It’s getting lighter. I can make out shapes and things now. Come one down. I’ll guide you,” Jones said.
Mark was hesitant but decided he had come this far, stopping now would be unproductive. Besides it would make him look bad. He took a deep breath and started down. Once the mist closed over him he almost panicked.
“Looking good,” he heard Jones say.
He relaxed and kept going. He felt Jones place his hand on his leg.
“Got ya. You’re almost there,” Jones said.
“Thanks,” Mark said as he was ready to take his last step. Suddenly his leg was yanked back and he fell forward, his face shield bouncing off the side of the BARD.
Jones shoved him off balance and he fell hard to the floor.
“What the hell are you trying to..” was all he got out before Jones was trying to grab for his re-breather hoses.
Instinctively Mark swatted his hand away and lashed out with his foot. It caught Jones in the knee and caused him to lose his footing. He crashed to the floor trying to claw his way to Mark.
“Stop. What the hell. Are you crazy,” Mark screamed.
He could hear Buck yelling in his ear but he didn’t have time to answer. Jones had produced a knife from someplace and was crouched down ready to leap. Mark knew he couldn’t fight a man with a knife. All he had to do was slice his suit and he was as good as dead. He backed up and tried to slide around the side of the BARD but there wasn’t enough room.”
“Why are you doing this? What’s the point? No matter if you do kill me, you will never get out of here alive. Buck will never raise the gondola.”
“I’m dying anyway,” he finally said, “I’ve only got a few weeks to live. If I have to die I might as well do it for my country,” Jones said, swaying back-and-forth.
“Dying? How do you know? Did you have a doctor check you out? Is this just what they told you?”
He could see Jones frown through his faceplate.
“You didn’t, did you? You took their word for it. What did they tell you that you had? What kind of symptoms?” Mark pushed.
“I don’t know. Some big long name. It gets in your body all over and screws with your inner-ear. People die of it all the time.”
“And you just believed them. They wanted you to go down in this shaft, kill me and what? Just sit here and die? Wow, that’s some plan.”
“Not exactly," he said reaching into another hidden pocket and pulling out a small device.
“What the hell is it?”
“Semtex. Just this much will blow this place to hell and back. The blast will reverberate off the walls and collapse a big part of the shaft.”
“I see. So this master plan is to blow yourself up? Kind of like the Islamic fanatics? Strap a bomb on and just blow yourself to little pieces of goo. That is some plan. Well it’s a good thing you had yourself checked out. Oh, by the way, it sounds like they told you that you have Pneumococcal Disease.”
“Yeah, something like that.”
“Well the joke's on you Bill. It affects mostly older people and real young children. Now I’m not sure but you seem older than, say seven or eight.”
“That’s crap. They told me I was going to die.”
“Bill…”
“My name’s not Bill. Or Jones. It’s Daren Roundhouse.”
“Yeah, I kind of figured Bill Jones wasn’t you’re real name. Look Daren, they sent you down here on a suicide mission. Do you even know why?”
“I know it’s vital to the national security. That’s enough.”
“Is it? What is this national security? Daren we have had over fifty million people die because of something down here. Don’t you even want to know what it is?”
“It doesn’t matter. The genie is out of the bottle.”
“But if we can find out what was mixed with the Ebola, we may be able to stop it and save the rest of the population. Are you willing to kill almost the entire planet because someone said you might be dying?”
“Man. I don’t know. You think they lied to me just to get me to do this?”
“I don’t know but I damn sure would want to know if I had a fatal disease before I blew myself up.”
“You are just trying to save your own butt.”
“Damn right but there is more at risk than my life. Somehow I think the remaining people who are not infected are more important than just you and I. I sure don’t want to die down here but Daren, we are just two insignificant people. What you are doing would make you the most hated person the world has ever known. Worse than Hitler, Stalin and Edi Amin all put together.”
“I don’t know. Man, it all seemed so right. Now you’re saying they are using me.”
“I don’t know for sure but if I were you, I would damn sure find out before I became minced meat”
“Okay doc. Let’s look around as see what we find but I will do what I have to do,” he said, lowering the knife.
“Seems fair enough to me. Now let’s see what we can find.”

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

The two men began exploring. To their amazement the shaft widened out for several yards. Through the light mist they could see large barrels. They walked over to them and Mark stopped dead in his tracks.
“What?”
“Do you know what this is?”
Daren shrugged.
“Biochemical warfare agents. Look at the dates. 1965, 1967, 1972. These are agents that were developed during the cold war. My guess is that after the cold war ended and chemical warfare was no longer a top priority. They decided to bury them. They must have dug down five miles and built this storage place. Ebola, Flaviviridae, ricin, hemorrhagic mediastintis. This is like a terrorists drug store. No wonder we are having such a hard time figuring out what happened.”
“So now what do you do?” Daren asked.
“Let’s keep looking and see what all is down here. Buck, can you still hear me?”
“I can brother. All I can say is you are one cool customer.”
“Listen Buck, put Randal on the line. I’m going to give him the names of what is down here, the batch number and date. He needs to write it all down.”
“Hang on.”
A few seconds later Randal came on the line.
“I’m ready whenever you are.”
“Okay. Name first, batch number, date, in that order,” Mark told him.
“Go.”
Mark started reading of the names on the barrels. He was amazed at what he was finding. There was enough biological material down here to kill the world population a thousand times over. He also found why the Ebola had escaped. A large chunk of metal had evidently flown off the BARD when it slammed into the floor and sent it into the side of the barrel. Another piece had poked a hole in the one labeled Yersinia Pasties bacterium. That helped explain the Chimera virus. Others could have small pin hole leaks from all the shrapnel that was thrown off of the BARD.
“That’s the last one,” Mark told Randal.
“What about those,” Roundhouse said pointing to several storage crates stacked behind the barrels.
“Good question. I guess I should check them out too,” Mark said.
“Ya think?”
Mark unbuckled the strap holding the lid in place and lifted the top off.
“Oh my God,” he exclaimed pulling one of the vials out and reading the label.”
“What is it?”
“Antidotes. Vaccines. This one is for Brucellosis. This is for Anthrax. Unbelievable. Look at this,” Mark said excitedly, “This one is for Tularemia. I can’t believe they have developed these and kept them a secret. Some of these are dated in 1990s.”
“So?”
“President Nixon ended the US involvement in biological warfare agents in 1970. Someone started the program back up without telling anyone,” Mark told him.
“Can they do that?”
“I would say so. The proof is right here in this room. No wonder they wanted you to kill me and blow this place up. Even with Randal knowing, there would be no physical proof.”
“Okay. How about you guys getting out of there?” Buck said.
“That is up to Daren,” Mark told him
He turned and looked at him.
“So, what’s next? You kill me then blow yourself up? This wasn’t national security. This was a cover-up, nothing more. Are you going to be a part of that?”
“Why does everything have to be so hard? Isn’t anything ever easy,” Daren asked.
“Life is full of difficult decisions. That’s why they are called difficult. Look, this one isn’t all that tough. We go up or we die here. That’s really all there is to it.”
“Oh, well that makes it easier,” he said sarcastically.
“Daren, you have the knife and the bomb. I don’t have much choice but you do. Standing here isn’t going to make anything easier or make it go away. You have to make a decision. I’m going to go climb back up the BARD and get on the gondola with as many of these vials and I can. They can help eliminate some of the world’s deadliest diseases. You can stop me or you can help me. Whatever you decide it’s time to make that decision,” Mark said starting to stuff bottles in his leg pockets.
Daren stood looking at him, trying to make up his mind. He had been specially chosen for this mission and he had gladly accepted it. Why wasn’t he just doing it? Finally he came over to Mark and started filling his pockets as well.
Mark didn’t say anything but just nodded. When they had as much as they could load in their pockets they headed to the BARD and started the arduous climb back up to the gondola. It was considerably harder going up than coming down. It took them almost an hour before they were back on top of the BARD.
Mark climbed in the gondola and started hooking his hoses back up. Daren leaned in and helped him.
“Okay, hop in and I’ll get you set,” Mark said.
Daren was busy taken the vials out of his pocket and laying them in the seat.
“What are you doing?” Mark asked.
“I have a rip in my suit. I knew it when it happened. It caught on a piece of sharp metal when we were going down. I’m as good as dead anyway. I’m going to seal this place up after you get back up top.”
“Daren no. We have all kinds of vaccines in these bottles. Look, let’s go back and look at every bottle. One could very well be for Ebola,” Mark argued.
“Nope. This is what I want. This place needs to be destroyed.”
“We can still do that. Once we get up on top we can send the gondola back down with the bomb or just toss it down.”
Daren slammed the door shut on the car.
“Buck, you can pull him up now.”
“Jones, Daren or whatever you are called. Get in the damn thing and we’ll blow the place to hell,” Buck said over the headset.
“Sorry. Just take him up. I have to do this my way.”
“Don’t be stupid. There is no reason for you to die like this,” Mark pleaded.
“Buck, take him up or I will detonate it while he is still here,” Daren said.
The gondola jerked and then started up. Mark looked down until he saw Daren starting to climb back down the BARD. He had taken his helmet off. He rode in silence as the car sped up the shaft. He wasn’t sure but it seemed to be going up faster than they had come down.
Light started to creep in and he could just see the sides of the wall. Mark knew he was getting close. Just a few minutes later the gondola slowed and then stopped. He looked over and saw Buck and Randal. The car moved across the holding bar and was maneuvered down onto a cradle.
“Welcome home,” Buck said opening the door.
Mark nodded and unbuckled his safety harness. Buck helped him remove his hoses and he stepped out into the false light in the tunnel.
“I can’t believe the vaccines you found down there. Why would they keep it a secret? It makes no sense.”
“Yes it does. I had time to ponder that on the way up. They would be able to vaccinate the military personnel to keep them safe if chemical warfare was ever used or we used it on another country. At some point they continued to work on the weapons and created the vaccines to go with them,” Mark told them.
A loud roar filled the space, a thick cloud of smoke came shooting out of the side wall along with intense heat. The three men were knocked to the ground by the shock wave. Dust and debris rained down on them.
“I guess he did it,” Buck said, getting to his hands and knees.
“It would seem so,” Mark replied.

CHAPTER FIFTY

CTV NEWS — CTV News has learned that a vaccine has been developed by the CDC in conjunction with the Dangerous Virus Containment Team that will help stop the spread of the Chimera virus. Batches are currently in production and the usual FDA trials are being suspended by a directive of President Toll. It will be several weeks before the vaccine will be available in sufficient quantities to disperse across the nation.
Director Mark Riser of the CDC and Doctor Randal Peel of the Dangerous Virus Containment Team told CTV News that the vaccine is being produced as quickly as possible. It is being produced in five different facilities, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.
The formula has been shared with every nation in hopes of stopping the spread. Currently forty-one countries have reported cases of the Chimera virus resulting in two hundred and ninety-three million dead. Another two hundred and sixty-one million are believed to be infected worldwide.
President Toll expressed her relief that the vaccine had been discovered and praised the tireless efforts of both the CDC and the DVCT to stop the spread before any more people of the world die.

* * *
President Toll was drinking hot tea and talking to Mark and Randal about the events of the last few days.
“You are saying that this storage facility was being stocked as recently as 2005, is that correct?”
“The last date we saw was 09-04-2005. I don’t think there is room for much doubt Madam President,” Mark said.
“And now the facility is destroyed and there is no longer any physical proof?”
“Madam President, not only did I see them with my own eyes but I read off the type of agent, date of production and the batch number. Someplace there is an identical inventory sheet with that same information on it.”
“Were there any markings to indicate where they came from?”
“I’m sorry, I’m not following you.”
“Did it say CIA or Army or anything like that?”
“No ma’am. Nothing like that.
“No laboratory mentioned?”
“None.”
“I see. That certainly makes it difficult to pin down,” she said.
“Someone knows.”
“Sit tight just a minute,” she said and picked up the phone. She spoke softly and after she hung up a broad shouldered Army General with short gray hair came into the room. He was dressed in his full military dress uniform with all of his ribbons. It was quite impressive.
“General Ashford reporting Madam President.”
“General, relax. Have a seat.”
“Thank you ma’am,” he said, sitting in one of the side chairs.
She introduced Randal and Mark to the general before coming to the point of the meeting.
“General, I have learned some disturbing news and would like for you to address it.”
“I’ll do what I can,” the General replied, forcing an insincere smile.
“It seems that we have gone ahead with our biochemical warfare even those we signed off on with the Biological Toxin Weapons Convention in 1972. That treaty came about as a directive from President Nixon. It seems we are not living up to that treaty. What can you tell me about all of that?”
“Well Madam President we should probably discuss this in private.”
“I think it would be better to do it right now. Mark Riser from the CDC actually saw the agents and wrote down the dates and batch numbers. Some as recent as 2005. How can that be General?”
“I don’t mean to be impertinent but does Mr. Riser have any proof of such a thing?”
“Actually General, it’s Doctor Riser and maybe you can tell me about this,” Mark said passing him a bottle of vaccine, “It is a vaccine for Anthrax. The batch matches the number on the weapons grade anthrax I found.”
The General was rolling it in his hands like it was hot. He was stalling to come up with an answer.
“I’m sorry doctor but I know nothing about this. Perhaps a private company or some secret government agency could answer that question better.”
“General Ashford, I don’t want to get into a knock down drag out here and now. I have just one question for you and I want the truth. Are there anymore facilities in the United States like the one that caused all these deaths?”
The General pulled at his tie slightly before answering, “Madam President, to the best of my knowledge, there are no biochemical facilities located in the US.”
“Alright General. You are dismissed,” she said.
The General looked like he was ready to say something else but instead, stood and departed.
“He is lying,” Randal said after the door had closed.
“Probably,” the President acknowledged.

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

By the time the vaccine was ready and injections finally distributed, the United States had sixty-nine million three hundred thousand deaths.
The worldwide epidemic had claimed the lives of four-hundred million six-hundred thousand lives. There were probably others that were misdiagnosed or simply not counted in some third and fourth world nations. The exact count will never be known.
Governor McClain was accused of murder and illegal detention by many of the survivors but was pardoned of any wrongdoing due to extenuating circumstances. General Ashford clandestinely met with the head of the CIA special warfare division and made plans to ensure that the two other facilities were never discovered.
President Toll suspected that more storage facilities existed but the economic recovery was now the focus of her attention. She served out her term but was not re-elected to office.
- THE END -
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