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Аннотация
It has been twenty years since the Briggs experiment went wrong; twenty years since the containment doors on sub-level five of the subterranean laboratories of the Red Rock Mountain Research Facility slammed shut.
Enter Major Thom Gant and Task Force Archangel, a Special Forces unit trained and equipped to fight unconventional enemies. Yet even their experience with capturing downed extraterrestrials cannot prepare them for the horrors beyond that vault door.
Now Gant’s team must travel into the depths of the quarantined facility and attempt to counteract the experiment, a mission undertaken by dozens of soldiers over the years since the accident; dozens of soldiers who were never heard from again.
To survive, Gant must uncover the truth of the Briggs experiment, overcome the mind-bending extra-sensory forces emanating from the quarantined zone, and solve the riddle of The God Particle.


Anthony DeCosmo
The God Particle


1

For Colonel Kurt Haas, the end of yet another day behind his vintage battleship gray desk inside a dreary, windowless office offered only the opportunity to go through the routine again.
That routine started with watching the ancient wall clock tick-tock away the last second of his shift at 1900 hours. At that point, he straightened the papers on his desk, slid backwards in his chair with a squeal from one rusting wheel, and collected his cap from the brass coatrack.
None of these motions were taken with any vigor; they were routine, they were mundane, and he had repeated them day after day for nearly five years.
In the beginning, things were different. Five years ago, the colonel had been married with a wonderful five-year-old daughter when he had received a promotion to the nation’s most secret and secure facility.
Five years sounds to be a short time, but that time had eroded away much of his life. His hair thinned, his ex-wife took his daughter to warmer climates, and his mind grew numb from a life of living "under the outside," as the men called it.
He closed the office door and walked a quiet hallway with his thoughts only about leaving the complex.
The nearly featureless corridor included aging cream paint, frosted light panels overhead, and a few strips of black plastic trim, all constructed in the early 70s when the cold war simmered beneath the surface of détente. He could nearly see the ghosts of technicians pushing carts of scientific equipment between labs, but ghosts were all that remained. He passed vacant workrooms where dust-covered plastic chairs sat empty in sealed laboratories.
Haas approached the lobby of sublevel 1, where a desk stood unattended with a logbook spread open on its surface. A set of elevator doors waited beyond.
The colonel, as he had done yesterday and the day before and so on for five years, leaned over to log out his shift. He knew Lieutenant Colonel Lewis lurked somewhere on one of the lower levels. Lewis would know by the ticking clock that command of the facility had transferred to him.
Haas scratched his signature in the log-out column, then paused and cocked his head.
He heard a noise. No, not a noise but a voice.
Daddy…help me Daddy…
Kathleen Haas, his daughter.
Faint and distant but clear.
Haas glanced around. He absently let the ballpoint pen drop. It rolled off the desk and rattled across the floor.
Haas’s subconscious tried to activate the mental alarm bells that had been trained into him by PsyOps. Alas, routine, boredom, and the open bottle of whiskey in the lower-most desk drawer in his office had dulled those lessons.
Daddy … please help me … I can’t breathe in here!
The colonel felt his hand touch his sidearm. For some reason, he knew he would need it.
Please … they put me in here, Daddy!
Colonel Haas turned away from the logbook and the elevator. He walked back down the hall from which he had come, passed the office where he had performed his daily routine for the last time, and moved along yet another of the hollow corridors. His every footstep reverberated in a series of fast clicks but there was no one around to hear.
He moved with what would later — when viewed on the security camera tapes — be thought of as a forced march. That march took him to the bulky green doors of the second elevator on sublevel 1. This lift went in only one direction: down.
Hurry, Daddy … I’m so scared …
"I’m coming, Pumpkin," he mumbled as he pulled his key card/ID tag from a jacket pocket. His hand wavered as he reached to unlock the elevator, but another cry for help from his little girl washed away any hesitation.
The card went through quick, but the access light still glowed red. He fumbled with it and swiped again, this time more slowly. His hand trembled to the point that he nearly missed the slot, but the wires and cables of the elevator whirred to life.
He stood and waited. His balance shifted from one foot to another. Why did the elevator take so damn long?
I don’t have much time, Daddy…
"Please, honey," he said to something beyond the closed elevator doors, "just hang on a bit longer. I’ll be there soon."
At last, the gaping metal doors separated laterally and revealed a wide and dark freight elevator. Colonel Haas stumbled over the entryway as he stepped in, but quickly caught his balance.
Most of the lights in the elevator had long since stopped functioning, leaving only a single red bulb to illuminate the car, but that was more than enough light to guide his hand to the bottom-most button on the control panel: the button for sublevel 5. The metal doors could not close fast enough. His left hand twitched nervously as he waited for the car to move.
He finally heard the weights and pulleys start the descent. The white stencil of sublevel two flashed past the small window in the upper left corner of the elevator.The colonel squeezed his eyes shut. A vivid picture of his daughter sprung to mind. He saw her playing in the field behind the house, throwing a ball to their basset hound, Patton, who wobbled along in pursuit like the slow but faithful dog he had been.
The alarm bells inside the soldier tried to spring to life, but they were silenced easily as sublevel three flew by.
Daddy…please don’t leave me here…
Sublevel four…
I’m so afraid…help me…
"I’m coming," he sobbed, then fought to gain control of his emotions. He knew he must appear in control. After all, a good soldier is always in control and a good commander is always in charge.
The elevator bobbed to a stop and the number "-5" appeared in the side window. After a short mechanical hiss, the jaw-like doors split open to reveal the stale white walls of sublevel five.
Daddy…I can’t wait any—
"Shhh," he hushed the voice.
Haas paused long enough to ensure he maintained complete control of his gait. He could not afford to stumble or sway as he walked. Not now, not here. This level was nothing like the levels above. Here people cared what time it was, they cared about logbooks, they cared about strange noises and sounds, and they especially cared about people who did not look absolutely, positively, no doubt about it in control.
Colonel Haas’s shoes did not make the same echo they had made on the upper levels, because down here the halls were much tighter and shorter.
More important, down here he could hear other voices; voices coming from observation rooms and break rooms and supply wards and duty stations. Down here, several dozen soldiers stood sentry. Down here — somewhere — lurked Lieutenant Colonel Craig Lewis. Haas wanted to avoid Lewis.
He realized that he was carrying a pistol…with a round chambered and the safety off.
When did I do that?
A few soldiers dressed in green camouflage BDUs took notice of the colonel. They paused and stood straight as he passed but he did not; he did not intend to stop…until Lieutenant Colonel Lewis called to him from the open door of the break room. Haas halted.
Lieutenant Colonel Lewis sat on the near side of a large oval table. A young corporal named Sanchez sat at the far end of that table, near candy and soda vending machines.
"Hey, Kurt," Craig said with a tone of familiarity. "I thought you’d be gone by now."
Haas had planned to smile and invent some story of a last-minute security check, but he hesitated too long. Maybe it was a twitch, or the vacant look in his eyes. Or perhaps Haas came across as too stiff. Whatever the reason, Lewis glanced at Sanchez. The corporal’s return gaze finished a silent communication between the two.
Suddenly, painfully, Haas’s mind flooded with one clear, crisp image. The image of Lieutenant Colonel Craig Lewis on top of a naked Mrs. Haas, humping her harder and harder like some wild animal while her fingers clutched his black ass and she cried out in carnal ecstasy.
She’s been fucking him, Daddy … all the time when you weren’t home … she loved it, Daddy … they laughed at you.
Haas pulled his pistol. Both Lewis and Sanchez went for their sidearms as well but they reacted too slowly.
Kurt Haas’s first shot went straight through Lewis’s forehead with uncanny accuracy. A crimson shower of gore sprayed across the table at Sanchez. The corporal raised a hand in reflex while firing two rounds randomly across the room.
Haas fired a trio of shots into the wall above his target, suppressing the corporal behind the table.
Forget him, Daddy! Come save me! Hurry!
The colonel left the break room at a fast clip. After a moment, he came upon two sentries with M16s responding to the sound of shots fired.
Haas barked, "Corporal Sanchez has shot Lieutenant Colonel Lewis. He’s considered armed and dangerous. Shoot on sight. I’m heading to the vault to check on security. Let the others know."
Haas walked away before they could reply, knowing the story would not hold, but hoping it would add to the confusion. That confusion was all he had left. That and a few more bullets.
As he moved through the sterile, bright hallways, a series of alarms roared to life, as well as warning lights at intersections. The red flashes mixed with the pale walls to create a surreal feeling of walking through a high-tech nightmare.
He made several turns and passed through a set of double doors before coming upon the area known as "the vault." One guard stood in front of a lone steel door, glancing about nervously at the sirens, the lights, and his approaching CO. But, Haas thought with some vague pride, this soldier stood ready to do his job despite the fear conjured by those alarm bells.
"Sir?"
"This post secure, son?"
"Sir, yes sir! Is this a drill?" He asked, sounding hopeful.
"No, son, I’m afraid it isn’t," Haas answered as he looked into the sentry's eyes, which were, truth be known, much more in control than his own. "Apparently Corporal Sanchez has gone haywire and shot Colonel Lewis. We’re trying to find him now, but this may be bigger than we think." He put a hand on the young man's shoulder: "I need you to do your job, soldier. I need you to stop anyone from going through this outer door. We don’t know how many people are in on this."
The guard nodded in the affirmative with a commendable level of confidence.
"Good. I’ll be right back."
Haas opened the steel door behind the sentry and walked down a short, wide hallway. At the end of the hall loomed yet another thick security door, this one with a reinforced viewing window. Colonel Haas pounded on the door. He knew two soldiers were stationed on the other side. The question was whether they had paid attention to all their special training.
A freckle-faced young soldier peeked out the window in the door. Haas punched the intercom button and ordered, "Open this door. We have an emergency."
The soldier hesitated. If Haas wanted to enter, he should have the appropriate key card. The problem was that Haas was not the officer in charge of sublevel five for that shift. That officer had been Lieutenant Colonel Craig Lewis, who was currently on his way to a different level altogether.
Haas realized that he should have thought to take the security card from Lewis’s body, but in his urgent flight to the vault he had let this important detail slip.
Daddy…there’s…no…air… in…here.
"Listen, soldier," Haas commanded in a deep tone that required all his effort. "Colonel Lewis has been shot dead by Corporal Sanchez, who is now in possession of the entry card. This is an a-fucking numero uno emergency. Open this door right now or you had better not ever come out of there."
The soldier did not hesitate this time. Haas heard the bolt slide. He also heard the protests of the other soldier on duty in the area known as the "vestibule." It had earned that designation because it stood as the last security point between the rest of the complex and the vault door leading to the quarantined sectors.
Inside the vestibule were two large consoles that viewed another room through thick windows. Between the two consoles and windows waited another steel-reinforced security door. The entire room filled dimensions slightly larger than the average bedroom.
The second soldier — a veteran — stood at attention as the door slammed shut behind Colonel Haas.
"Sorry, sir. Procedure dictates that no one enters this room without the proper—"
Haas shot the veteran in the chest. The soldier fell onto a console, then rolled onto the floor. He kicked violently at first, but then his motion subsided to the twitching of a few fingers and a low groan.
Haas turned the gun on the first guard. He pointed it directly at the kid's shocked and quickly turning green face.
"Listen, soldier, this is an emergency situation that that asshole didn’t comprehend. All standard procedures are null and void. You shall do exactly as I say right here and now or I will splatter your gray matter over this floor. Do you understand me?"
The soldier nodded.
Haas moved to one of the consoles while keeping the gun pointed at the freckle-faced soldier.
The guard Haas had already shot remained alive, barely. This was of no concern to the colonel. He pushed the body away from the chair, then sat down, never moving his aim away from soldier number two.
"Take your place at your console, private," Haas said, motioning with his gun, "and prepare to open the inner door."
Haas referred to the door between the two consoles; the one that opened to the vault room.
As with launching a nuclear missile from a silo, opening the inner door required the simultaneous turning of two keys. Haas retrieved the first key from the top of the console where he sat. The second soldier kept his around his neck. He fumbled with the chain, dropped it once, but finally held it in his hand.
Haas slipped his key into a silver hole on the console in front of him and ordered the other soldier to do the same. The sight of his buddy’s blood on the floor served as a great motivator and the soldier did as told.
"Turn on three," Haas commanded, then counted.
The freckle-faced kid turned his key in perfect unison with Colonel Haas.
As soon as the door’s heavy bolts released, a new set of alarms tore through the complex.
Daddy…come get me now before it’s too late!
"Sorry, son," Haas said as he stood again. "I can’t have you letting anyone in here just yet. You see, my daughter’s locked up behind that door and I have to get her out."
The colonel shot the freckle-faced kid in the knee. He screamed as he collapsed.
Haas turned the heavy latch on the now-unlocked inner door. It swung open and he entered the vault room.
Several rows of track lighting, thick perforated soundproofing panels, and three different security cameras decorated the pure-white chamber. In the upper corners of the room sat strange round metallic pods. Those pods, Haas knew, housed a series of defensive devices.
Everything in the room, including Haas himself, concentrated on a large metal door that resembled a small bank vault, yet it was much, much more.
Haas approached it despite a lonely voice in his head warning him to stand down. That lonely voice was easily cast aside by the sound of his daughter's voice.
Daddy … you’ve come … let me out of here, Daddy! LET … ME … OUT!
Haas gazed at the door's fine steel finish then ran his hand across the surface. It felt cold and smooth.
To the right of the door beckoned a control panel with four lights and four heavy switches, not unlike oversized circuit breakers.
"Right there, sir!"
The shout came from behind.
Haas did not need to turn around to see the M16s. Either Sanchez had entered with Lewis’s security card or the guard Haas had shot in the knee had managed to open the door. Either way, a part of the colonel felt pleased.
While his pistol dangled from one hand, he used the other to push the first switch, sending one of the lights from red to green as a heavy electronic bolt slid open.
"Drop your gun, sir! Don’t make us shoot you!" Sanchez shouted. "Concentrate sir, remember how they told…"
Sanchez still spoke but his words faded amid the Klaxons, the screams of the soldier shot in the knee, and the voice inside Colonel Haas's head.
Daddy…it’s almost too late…
Haas activated the second switch, and yet another light turned from red to green and yet another electronic bolt released.
Corporal Sanchez pleaded with him to stop, reciting from the textbook for such emergencies: reasoning with him, trying to get him to concentrate, trying to make him remember.
What was my focus again? Was it a wildflower or something?
Whatever the psychological warfare experts had wanted him to focus on was so far removed from his mind that he could not find it.
The third switch opened and the third of four bolts made the door vibrate as it unlocked with a loud thud.
Haas felt a tremendous push in the back that slammed him forward into the door. A millisecond later, he heard the sound of exploding cartridges
Warmness rushed over his body. His strength flowed out. His body fell heavily to the floor, one arm reaching for the sealed door.
"I’m sorry, Katy…"
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Thom Gant's dream came in a swirling mix of emotions. His sleeping mind could not translate the parade of formless images parading through his dream, but feelings of frustration and anger came through clear enough. There was something out there he could not quite comprehend.
A loud buzzer pushed aside the emotions and undefinable shapes.
Thom snapped awake.
The phone rang again.
He glanced to Jean and saw a jumbled mass of pillow, blanket, and tangled black hair. The only movement came from the gentle rise and fall of her chest. Thom supposed she had become dulled to phones ringing in the middle of the night.
He answered with a whisper,"Yes?"
Thom listened while rubbing sleep from his eyes. When the voice on the other end finished, he offered the obligatory "thank you" and cradled the receiver.
He took a long look at that tumbled mass next to him, mildly surprised that his movement had yet to wake her. Perhaps she had truly become accustomed to his running off in the middle of the night, or the middle of the weekend, or the middle of their life.
Thom swung his legs off the bed and walked away.
Jean stopped pretending to be asleep and opened her eyes, but did not move.
* * *
The drone of the Learjet's engines hummed through the flying cigar tube, creating a steady and nearly hypnotizing vibration. No light came from outside but some of the soldiers had turned on overhead reading lights, resulting in patches of dark and light around the compartment.
Major Thom Gant stood at the back near the refreshment cabinet. He surveyed his team while constructing another cup of coffee, sugar, and cream. It scared him that his men could be so calm. Several slept slumped in their seats, others read newspapers or books or listened to music on headphones. Had their job become so mundane that they could pass the time with so little anxiety? Or had they been so well trained, so disciplined, that they could switch off and on the adrenaline at will?
Gant wondered which would be worse; their missions becoming routine, or the idea that human beings could be conditioned into such automatons.
The major pushed aside his philosophical ramblings — they served no purpose in his profession — and returned the sugar dispenser to the pantry. After another sip he walked the center aisle through the patches of light and dark. As he moved he heard whispers among those men who were awake.
Wells and Galati talked among themselves like a couple of junior high kids riding the school bus. Their banter was not the result of nerves, it was normal: those two were always chattering on, usually with Sal — Galati — telling some tall tale of adventure or relating a sexual conquest and Wells tossing in the occasional "bullshit" or "you're full of it."
One of the patches of light shined on Captain Campion, who read a copy of yesterday’s USA Today.
In nearly twenty years of service, Gant had never known a soldier so disciplined, so focused. The major rarely saw Campion show any emotion. Of all his robots, Campion was the best programmed. And while Gant may have questioned his comrade’s humanity, he could never question his skill.
At the captain's feet rested Tyr and Phobos, a couple of military-trained German shepherds.
Occupying a seat one row over was Master Sergeant Franco, a big man in many ways, and he liked to throw that weight around. Unfortunately for Franco, assignment to Task Force Archangel meant a relaxing of the normally rigid rules of rank and command, and that meant fewer opportunities to bully.
Still, it was not Franco's penchant for assigning derogatory nicknames or his outright dislike for Campion that bothered Gant the most. No, it was something far more personal; something Gant saw in Franco's eyes every time he gave that man an order, every time a reminder came along that the Department of Defense had trusted Major Thom Gant — a black man — to command the nation's most secret military unit.
Gant eyed the sleeping Franco. A sound like an old engine trying to start rumbled out of the sergeant's drooling mouth with every exhale.
Certainly Major Gant noticed Franco's dislike for Wells, Pearson, and Moss, the other black members of the team, but he tried to give Franco the benefit of the doubt. After all, the members of Task Force Archangel's tactical team came from the best special forces units in the military, including Force Recon, Delta, and the Air Force's Combat Controllers. Egos and interservice rivalries made for boiling testosterone.
But no, Thom could no longer deny there was a racial component. Still, Franco had yet to overtly disobey an order or disrespect a superior officer. Besides, while Major Gant would have loved to boot Franco from the unit, if only so that he would no longer have to listen to his stale jokes, the security clearance surrounding Archangel was that of a Special Access Program under Top Secret classification. That meant very few people were to know the program even existed and those who went through all the hoops to receive Top Secret/SAP clearance would not be wasted on account of stale jokes or simmering bigotry. No, once you were in you stayed in until they threw you in one of those bags with the zipper on the outside.
Major Gant moved on, passing the other members of the team, including Roberts, whose boyish complexion could pass for fifteen years old; Sawicki, who was the exact opposite thanks to a balding scalp and an intense smoking habit that played havoc with his thin frame; and lastly Van Buren, whose thick sideburns gave him a distinct 1860s look.
Waiting at the front of the cabin was a tall man with streaks of gray hair blooming to either side of otherwise dark thatch. While the rest of the team wore black BDUs, Captain Brandon Twiste dressed in the green camouflage variety. Another difference could be seen on his collar, where a Caduceus pin adorned his lapel not far from captain's bars. In comparison, no other soldier onboard wore notations of rank.
Twiste spoke first: "The pilot says we just entered Florida air space. ETA to Patrick Air Force Base thirty minutes."
Gant checked his watch and said, "We're going to run into daybreak if this takes much longer."
"I'm surprised we got here as early as we did. Good thing we caught the cross-country red eye," Twiste said with a smile.
Gant appreciated a few moments of levity before the action began, but no amount of joking could cover up the fact that soon it would be dawn over south Florida. They might make it to the crash site before the sun came up, but not by much.
"I suppose I had better wake them," Gant sighed.
Twiste nodded at the snoring Franco and told Thom, "You know, I could slip him a sedative. Keep him out for the whole mission."
"I thought you physicians were to do no harm."
"Now wait a sec, technically speaking I'm your science officer, so don't lay that Hippocratic oath on me. Besides, I'm thinking of unit morale here, sir."
As usual, Thom could only shake his head. Still, they would reach their staging area soon, where they would transfer people and gear off the plane and onto choppers for a ride even further south. That meant the time for relaxation had come to an end.
Major Gant reached over to the wall and flipped a switch. Rows of bright light shot on to a chorus of groans and grunts, topped off by Sergeant Franco replacing his horrid snore with a groggy, "What the fuck?"
* * *
"Listen up," Major Gant started while a video screen displayed an aerial photograph behind him. "Six hours ago an Aegis-class destroyer engaged an unidentified object over the Gulf of Mexico. The squids disarmed the warhead, which means no big boom."
The team perked up. Any mental cobwebs from lack of sleep dissipated.
"The short version is that we’ve got an intact vehicle on the ground. This is not a recovery mission. What we have here is a search and capture."
Gant let that sink in.
"That was six hours ago, sir," Captain Campion said. "Are we getting here too late?"
"The Air Force has been buzzing the site since impact. Image data from an Eagle Eye UAV that swept the target area twenty minutes ago indicated a downed craft with one occupant on foot."
"Why wouldn’t the idiot bug out?" Franco asked.
Gant replied, "The crash site is remote, inside the Everglades National Park. It may think that it’s safe or out of sight."
Twiste — who stood at the front of the cabin not far from Major Gant — said, "I would think its natural instincts would be to stay in close proximity to its vehicle, particularly if it has any hopes of being recovered."
"But there is no sign of additional intruders," Gant hastily added.
"Reminds me of the Manitoba crash," Campion mumbled loudly enough to be heard.
The major continued, "A regiment of army infantry is currently quarantining the area. They have established a five-mile perimeter. A cover story will take care of any press. Something about an Air Force cargo plane crash and plutonium."
Gant turned his attention to the aerial photograph displayed on the screen.
"Gentlemen, we got lucky. The crash site is dry from weeks of drought. Instead of swamp, we are heading into tall, dry saw grass. But there is plenty of the swampy stuff to the south and east." The major ran a hand across the photo, pointing out a road and tiny dots representing structures. "The army has deployed to the north, blocking off the access roads and trails. They evacuated any campers and park workers. They have not entered the target zone. That is our job."
Most of the soldiers focused their eyes on their commanding officer and the aerial photograph he referenced. Campion and Franco alternated their attention between the major and their wrist computers.
"I want two fire teams. Franco, you take Bravo. Your job is to secure the crash site and prep for extraction. The Navy has a Jolly Green Giant coming in to hoist the vehicle out. That is your responsibility. Get it out quick, with no mess."
"Yeah, sure, cleanup duty again."
"Campion, you run Alpha team. You are my flushers. Push the target west to the coordinate designated Catcher's Mitt. We have a new toy from tech that should help out."
After a nod from Gant, Twiste explained, "It's the new net Taser. Based on the remains we recovered from Manitoba, we've designed a weapon that will deliver an intense shock to the target's nervous system. We believe this will incapacitate the creature, allowing for a clean capture."
Gant pointed at Galati. "Sal has been training on the weapon. Are you ready to go, soldier?"
"Piece of cake, chief. It's pretty cool and all, kind of reminds me of this type of underwater spear gun that we were using back when—"
"Okay, then you are ready to go," Gant cut short another of Sal's stories.
Franco jumped in, "Hey Galati, if you're off with the major that means you and Wells can't hold hands through the scary parts. You going to be okay with that?"
Jupiter Wells answered for Galati, "I got something for you to hold, Biggy, and you'll need both hands."
"I ain't your—"
"Now is not the time, gentlemen." Major Gant quieted the cross talk and looked to Van Buren, whose name and sideburns had earned him the team's most unique nickname. "Mr. President, you will be our eye in the sky, using the infrared to track the target right to us for intercept."
Van Buren nodded.
Gant finished, "We were all pulled out of bed and thrown on a cross-country flight in the middle of the night. I know you are tired and more miserable than usual. But you need to focus. This is our job, gentlemen."
* * *
Stars sparkled over a landscape of cypress trees, mangrove swamps, and patches of unusually dry marshlands.
The Everglades were a leftover from an era long before man, long before cities, long before the campers and canoes that crisscrossed its acreage during tourist season. From alligators to ibis, the Everglades marked time at a pace so slow it mocked man’s rise from primate to predominate. It was a sanctuary, where the ancient could hide in the fantasy of a world still young.
A Seminole chief named Osceola once used the Everglades to hide from the armies of the white man. Now those armies returned to capture another fugitive of a much different nature.
A small MH-6 "Little Bird" buzzed over the landscape, its lights and whirling blades spoiling the quiet night. Behind it came two more intruders: larger UH-60 Blackhawks that dwarfed the buzz of the MH-6 with their thunderous turbo shafts.
From his the shotgun seat in the smaller chopper, Gant looked at the landscape stretching toward the horizon. Off to his right, in the distance, he spotted rows of lights: torches, flashlights, and headlights from the army troops deployed on the northern perimeter.
In the distance to his left moonlight shimmered across the swampy waters of the mangrove marshes — a natural obstacle nearly as foreboding to their quarry as the soldiers to the north.
In between the jaws of the trap sat a wide stretch of dried marsh and mud, punctuated by tight groups of trees and layered with vast tracks of tall, dry grass.
The Blackhawks held in tight formation behind the leader. Gant barked his orders via a secure radio channel. "I want this thing on ice, not tits-up. Bravo team, secure the crash site and prep for extraction."
Franco’s voice acknowledged, "Roger that."
Gant ordered, "Bravo team, go."
The rear Blackhawk banked hard and swooped south.
"Alpha team. Proceed to map designate niner-niner and deploy. Intel indicates target has moved into that area. You’re our foxhound, Captain. Push our friend west by northwest right at ‘catcher’s mitt.’ You copy?"
"Ten-four, we copy. Alpha team, tallyho."
The remaining Blackhawk gained altitude then arrowed southwesterly, moving Alpha team to its insertion point.
Gant turned to the pilot, who was on loan from the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment (SOAR) out of Hunter, Georgia, and said, "Okay, Nightstalker, I need to get to the map coordinate designated ‘Catcher’s Mitt’ A-SAP. Punch it."
The nose of the MH-6 dipped as it gained momentum and sliced through the night a few feet above the tallest cypress trees.
* * *
Franco, Pearson, and Moss jumped from the helicopter dressed in black BDUs and caps with an assortment of thigh rigs and utility belts carrying additional weapons, ammunition, and supplies. Each man brandished a Heckler and Koch MP5 submachine gun, and each man instantly broke into a sweat from the oppressive heat and drenching humidity.
Bravo team jogged across the open, muddy terrain. Behind them the Blackhawk ascended and moved into a holding pattern where it would await further orders, leaving behind a gust of foul-smelling exhaust that contrasted sharply with the natural aromas of moist grass and drying mud.
Ahead of them was an impressive sight: Five hundred yards of burned out trench with water from the swamp pooling inside. At the end of that trench was an even more impressive find: a cone-shaped object made of a black alloy. Damaged, but still intact.
"Well just fuck-me," Franco muttered over his tactical headset. "Be home you little bastard and let’s end this right here and now."
Bravo team, their MP5s raised, surrounded the capsule.
On one side was an opening that appeared to be a blown hatch. Franco pulled a small cylinder from his assault vest and tossed it inside.
"Fire in the hole!"
The team turned away and covered their ears as the flash-bang grenade went off like an oversized firecracker, illuminating everything within twenty yards of the hatch for one brief second.
Franco lunged forward and stuck his shoulders and head in the open compartment.
"Shit. Nothing."
* * *
Gant’s ride circled around an abandoned shack surrounded by fields of saw grass. The "Little Bird" found a spot to hover and then deposited its human cargo.
Before Gant exited, he said to Van Buren, "Get the infrared online. Even with the moonlight it’s going to be tough to find anything out here."
Gant threw off his headset and jumped from the helicopter. He joined Twiste and Galati, the latter carrying a metallic container resembling an oversized tuba case.
The MH-6 gained altitude fast and swung east. Van Buren hurried to get his gear online and interfacing with the helicopter’s infrared camera pod beneath the cockpit nose.
On the ground, meanwhile, the three men entered the rear of the cabin and were nearly overcome by a musty odor so intense it seemed to actually have mass. The floorboards felt soft and mushy. Several small animals scurried away as the trio walked through the rickety structure and out the front door onto what was left of a porch. Only three of the four roof-support posts remained, and the front stairs had long ago sagged and snapped.
"Set up shop, Sal. Get hot in a hurry."
"Yes, sir."
Galati opened the case, and Twiste helped him assemble the contents. While they worked, Gant eyed the horizon, where he saw the first rays of a new day's sun reach for the sky like zombie fingers digging out of a grave.
* * *
Tyr and Phobos flanked Campion as he led his patrol forward with his attention split between his surroundings and his wrist computer.
The two shepherds sniffed the ground and the air vigorously, periodically stopping to absorb their environment with their ears, no doubt sifting through the noise of chirping insects and the songs of the morning's first birds in search of something not quite right. The rest of the soldiers crept along in a loose skirmish line, their eyes and flashlights searching the wall of saw grass to their right.
Overhead, Campion spied a strange-looking craft. It was small, only about sixteen feet long, with an even smaller wingspan, and used two rotors to stay aloft. Campion quickly identified the object as a Bell Eagle Eye, an unmanned aerial vehicle. Campion figured that somewhere — perhaps far away in a smoke-filled back room at the Pentagon — some high-tech nerd sat at a desk watching a real-time video feed with a remote control in one hand and a cappuccino in the other.
The Eagle Eye did more, however, than just search for the target. The fugitive had almost certainly been slowed by the presence of the flying machine, probably seeking cover and hiding every time the Eagle Eye came within earshot.
Of course, as luck would have it, the reconnaissance craft had lost sight of the target, otherwise Campion would have exact coordinates. All that high-tech hardware flying around and the success of the mission still depended on a pair of K9 noses and good old-fashioned tracking.
Just the way Campion liked it.
The captain’s earpiece crackled. It was Bravo team’s element leader, Sergeant Franco.
"We’re at the crash site, no sign of tango. This looks like a one-man vehicle."
Campion chimed in, "Any prints or markings? Give me a clue what to look for."
After a moment Franco relayed, "Shit, yeah, um, there are tracks leading west — the ground is all mushy here. Looks like a slim print, kind of like a bear track, but thinner, with three toes. Jesus, are you telling me that some E.T. came halfway across the galaxy in a spaceship but doesn't have shoes?"
"Roger that, Bravo."
High overhead, above even the Bell Eagle, circled the MH-6.
* * *
The soft glow of the monitor was the only light in the rear of the helicopter. It radiated off Van Buren’s pock-marked face while he, in turn, glared at the screen in frustration.
"Goddamn technology crap. I’m a soldier, not a freakin' computer geek." Van Buren carefully covered his microphone so as to not broadcast his tirade.
He glanced out the side window as the helicopter banked, looking nearly straight down at the dark field.
"Major, I’m not getting nothing on this infrared. What was wrong with the old unit? This new shit is too buggy. I can’t make heads or tails of it."
Major Gant radioed, "Trust the icon, soldier. Let the high-tech stuff do its work. You’re in the modern army now."
Van Buren's reply was to smack the monitor. The display flickered and then cleared.
"Well I’ll be damned …"
* * *
Gant pulled his eyes from his wrist computer and looked over at Galati. The soldier had already attached the stock to the weapon and, with Twiste's help, fit two rectangular batteries to either side of the big barrel.
Thom watched Galati work and found it ironic that the best sniper on the team actually wore glasses.
He overheard Galati say something to Twiste about some other weapon he had once tested that was far cooler than the net Taser. He was, after all, the unit's best bullshitter. But of all his stories, it was the one true one that Gant remembered most. Galati had plugged a man between the eyes at four hundred yards moments before the target planned to open a briefcase full of anthrax spores.
Gant shook away his thoughts. He was on the job and he needed to concentrate.
"How we doing?"
Twiste answered, "We're almost done. But Thom, remember, this thing isn't exactly battle tested. We're sort of taking a bit of a WAG as to whether or not it's going to work as advertised."
"If it doesn't work," Gant said, pulling a cylinder from his utility belt and flicking his wrist to extend a steel baton, "we will do things the old-fashioned way."
* * *
Campion eyed the shepherds. There was something out here and they were starting to get a taste of it. But the wind blew east northeast; if their prey was in the wrong spot they could miss it, if only due to a poorly timed breeze.
Roberts and Wells were off to Campion’s left — to the south — creeping between bent and twisted cypress trees as they scanned the rim of a bog. To his right, Sawicki moved along the perimeter of the tall saw grass, careful to avoid the sharp edges — like teeth — on the blades. The stuff made Campion think of the legendary boscage in northern France that had tied down the allied breakout from Normandy in 1944.
He trailed the two dogs by a dozen yards as they trekked the open, muddy space between the two natural obstacles, searching the ground and the air for clues. The Eagle Eye had moved off to the west; the MH-6 was still audible but no longer visible.
"I’ve got movement!"
It was Sawicki. He had taken a step or two into the wall of grass.
Before Campion could move the soldier cried out, "Tango! Tango!"
Then something came out of the grass.
Campion got a brief look from a distance; Sawicki was up close and personal.
The creature shrieked and then Sawicki flew backwards through the air like a tossed toy soldier.
It came charging out, rushing headlong toward him.
To Campion, this was not a demonic-looking alien life form from another world; it was not a terrifying animal that had been cornered and now chose to fight. No, to Captain Campion this was the objective — the target — of their mission. And that mission was to capture it alive.
Despite the fact that it raced at him with the obvious intent to do harm, the idea of mowing the creature down with his HK MP5 never entered the captain’s thought process. Instead he immediately focused on finding a way to divert the creature west by northwest, closer to "Catcher’s Mitt" and closer to completing the mission.
Campion squeezed the trigger on his weapon, firing shots not into the pinkish, big-eyed monster but into the mud directly in the creature’s path. Globs of soft soil sprayed like shrapnel from the impact.
Instantly the fierce attack turned into retreat, with the devilish thing returning to the cover of the tall, prickly saw grass.
Roberts and Wells raced to his side while the dogs held their enthusiasm in check and waited for direction.
Campion knelt next to Sawicki. The man tried to shake away the cobwebs and sat with one hand on his ribs. He had been hit and thrown but not slashed or cut.
Campion transmitted coolly and professionally, "We have contact with target — repeat, contact at grid reference—" he paused and flipped open the computer screen to consult the map, " — 9–4 south. Target is bipedal, five feet tall, aggressive, very strong, and heading west-northwest on foot and fast."
As Campion relayed the information he signaled for the attention of his dogs. He paused his transmission, held two fingers horizontally and wagged them in the direction their quarry had run, ordering, "Tyr, Phobos … flush, flush."
The two shepherds did not hesitate; they pursued the creature into the grass at a brisk pace.
Campion finished his communiqué, "Alpha team is in pursuit, target is heading straight for catcher’s mitt … repeat, target is heading straight for catcher’s mitt … ETA two minutes, tops."
Campion followed his hounds into the brush.
The hunt was on.
* * *
Gant received Campion’s transmission,then sent one of his own to the circling helicopter: "Listen up, Van Buren. Get that gear working and get over to ninety-four south."
"Roger that."
"What about you?" the major asked Galati. "We hot yet?"
Sal did not answer at first. He flipped a switch on the power supply and the stunner hummed to life.
"Oh yeah, we’re hot."
"Good, because we have company coming."
* * *
The MH-6 "Little Bird" banked again and flew fast, keeping to a higher altitude. The job was no longer to pin or scare the target. Indeed, the chopper wanted to stay out of sight yet close enough to monitor the enemy's location with the infrared tracking gear.
"Okay … I think I’ve got it …" Van Buren spoke to himself before radioing his commanding officer. "Major, I’ve got a target — three targets. Two trailing the lead by about twenty yards. All three are moving pretty damn fast. I’m thinking the lead target is our friend, followed by the dogs."
Gant responded, "Distance?"
"Two hundred yards to catcher’s mitt. The guy’s headed straight for your front door."
* * *
The downdraft nearly forced Franco to his knees. The soldier walked — stooping — away from the area of effect around the gigantic HH-3E "Jolly Green Giant" helicopter’s single main rotor.
The extraction team was a mix of green-fatigued soldiers in bio warfare gear and technicians in white HAZMAT suits. They raced around the craft in search of points to affix cables.
Franco opened a channel to Major Gant: "Bravo here. The extraction team is on-site, expect e-vac of the property in about fifteen minutes. I’ve got the army engineers standing by. When the extraction is complete they’ll come in and doze over the skid mark. In about two hours CNN could have a picnic here and never know what happened."
Gant’s static-distorted answer came, "Understood, good job Bravo. Keep the inner perimeter secure until the job is finished."
Of course, I'm always left to clean up the mess.
* * *
Van Buren’s voice came over the headset: "Fifty yards and closing fast."
Gant to Galati: "Light her up."
Sal raised the heavy weapon to his shoulder, his eyes focused on the wall of grass.
The barks came closer. The sound of grass being trampled grew louder. And with it all was another noise; a combination of a grumble and a snort, perhaps meant as a violent warning toward its pursuers, maybe just the frightened ramblings of a trapped animal.
"Thirty yards," came the voice on the headset.
"Steady, Sal, nice and steady. You know what to do. Don’t think — just do it."
Gant had insurance in the form of his baton and his rifle. He glanced over at Twiste, who stood further back, away from the heart of the action. More doctor than soldier, Twiste preferred not to carry weapons and would be defenseless if the Taser failed. That did not sit well with Major Gant. Twiste was more than one of his soldiers, he was a friend. Sooner or later he knew he had to convince his friend to be better prepared for the threats Archangel faced.
Still, Gant hoped he did not have to use the rifle. Using the rifle meant another dead, useless carcass. Using the rifle meant another failed mission. He did not want to fail. They had come close twice before; he did not want to fail a third time.
"Twenty yards."
Twiste said, "Remember, this is a short range weapon but it needs a couple of yards of flight for the net to deploy."
They saw stalks thrash about as the target closed.
Galati gently touched the trigger. A single red laser target beam sliced forward with precision, its pencil-thin light ended at the wall of grass; a wall of grass that was like a curtain waiting to rise so as to start the show.
"It’s all yours, Chief," came Van Buren’s last update.
The grass parted.
The pink-skinned alien creature stopped dead in the gun sights of the hunter. Its black eyes rolled white in surprise, its big beastly jaw dropped open, aghast.
Galati fired.
A thick line shot from the fancy rifle, expanding in midair from a bundle to a wide, wiry net.
The quarry flailed its short, muscular arms in an instinctive flinch, only to be more thoroughly ensnared in the meshwork.
An electrical jolt enveloped the beast, burning the alien’s skin and eliciting a quick, haunting squeal. Sparks flew, a puff of foul-smelling smoke drifted in the morning air.
The shepherds emerged from the grassy curtain behind the thing but gave it a wide birth as they watched it twitch, cringe, then finally fall flat on its back.
Galati removed his glasses and wiped the sweat from his brow. Twiste patted the soldier on his back and said, "Nice shot."
Gant spoke into his headset as he stepped from the porch and examined the unconscious creature. Overhead the chopper hovered like a monstrous mechanical guardian angel.
"Mission accomplished. Target has been bagged intact. Repeat, target has been bagged intact. Bring in the retrieval units and let's head for home."
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Liz tightened the belt on her white robe and reached for a mug on the kitchen counter. She paused as her hands touched the porcelain handle, her eyes transfixed on the strands of steam rising and twisting from the black liquid inside. What did she see? Two entwined dancers … a pair of missile contrails?
Is it possible to give oneself a Rorschach test?
Sometimes a cup of coffee is just a cup of coffee.
She grabbed the drink and forced herself to swallow a sip of the hot liquid in the hope that a little burning pain would chase away the introspection. The last thing she needed was to dive into the recesses of her own psyche.
Her mind found a new focus on a stack of file folders piled high on the kitchen table. Liz slipped into a chair, put her coffee down, and reached for the top file. Inside she found the same thing she would find in every file in that pile: sheets of paper containing background information, various test results, and all manner of data — both numbers and language — designed to boil a person down into neat columns of information that could be analyzed and reviewed.
Of course, she also saw a tracking sheet, and on that sheet were three lines. The bottommost of those lines would eventually receive her signature, after she had thoroughly reviewed the information therein and come to the conclusion that the person detailed in those pages was psychologically, socially, and mentally fit.
Fit for what? Well, that was not her concern. She was only a stop along the way. The signatures on the other two lines indicated that two others had already reviewed the file. Her job was to serve as a third level of redundancy.
She started to read, stopped, leaned back, and let her eyes wander to the bay windows on the far side of the living room. A long shadow stretched across the sidewalk outside, barely visible beyond the half-open blinds. She figured that by the time she reached for the last of those file folders the sun would be hanging just above the townhouse across the street before it disappeared for the day.
Liz sighed. She had thought working from home might take away some of the monotony. When she had cleared out her in-box before leaving the office last night she had actually looked forward to today. She had planned to sit around in her robe and alternate between work, television, and maybe a midday run when she could have the streets of the development all to herself.
It seemed environment made no difference. Those piles of files … that bottom line waiting for her signature … they were a prison regardless of whether she worked at home or at the office. Of course, a prison comprised of paperwork was preferable to the kind with bars, and there had been a time not too long ago that such a fate did not seem out of the question.
How the hell did I end up like this was, perhaps, the more important question, one that had dogged her every day for the past two years.
She held her breath, closed her eyes, and then exhaled in the hope that the physical act of sighing would carry away all those pesky questions, the boredom, the bouts of self-doubt. When that failed, she tried to wipe them away by running a hand through her short blond hair, where she felt a few drops of moisture left over from the morning shower.
That did not work, either. Nothing ever did. At some point she must turn her attention to those files and begin another day of doing nothing noteworthy, of being the third signature.
The craving for a cigarette hit hard, more so than it had in the last six months. In truth, she wondered how she had staved off a return to that habit, particularly given the vast amount of nothingness occupying her days.
The house phone rang and she nearly jumped from her seat. It might have been the most exciting event at "work" in two years, although she did suffer a paper cut last week.
It rang again, as if urging her to act before the caller changed his mind.
Liz stood, returned to the kitchen counter, and grabbed the receiver.
"Hello? Yes, that's me. Sir, good morning, sir. Um, yes sir, I'm working from my home today. No, feeling fine, sir, just thought I could — okay. What's that? Oh, yes, well, I should point out that this is not a secure line. I … well, I'm not sure if I follow you, sir, that's not exactly my background. Yes, I was involved but I'm under orders not to … yes, I am familiar with your area of command, sir. Technically my last assignment was under your jurisdiction, if I remember correctly. What's that? Oh. No, I'm not familiar with that facility. Yes, I, well I would be interested, sir, it's just that, well, my understanding is that I've been restricted in my duties. The commission's final report — no sir, I'm not trying to argue. I would welcome the — yes, sir, I'll report this morning."
The line went dead. Liz held the phone to her ear until a recording said, "if you would like to make a call, please hang up."
She considered that the call could have been a hallucination or a prank but decided that if it were either, at least it would make for an interesting day.
Finally she hung up and marched to the closet outside the bedroom. She stared at the closed sliding doors, summoning the courage to open them, as if a dangerous creature lurked therein.
Inside waited a green dress uniform. Liz held the lapel and caressed the material with her thumb. She studied the silver oak leaf resting there and the black name tag.
Lieutenant Colonel Liz Thunder.
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A set of steel elevator doors opened at the end of a tube-like corridor constructed of cement and painted in shades of gray and dirty white. Light panels shielding fluorescent bulbs lined the ceiling and emitted a harsh glow that eliminated any possibility of shadows. An orange and black decal identified the area as PYLON A, SUBLEVEL 1.
Major Thom Gant and Captain Brandon Twiste exited the oversized lift and walked the hall side by side, the former wearing black BDUs and carrying a sidearm, the latter in his preferred green version and, as usual, carrying no weapon of any kind, although Gant found that his friend did possess a sharp wit.
"Didn't look quite as nasty in the light," Twiste said, continuing a conversation begun several floors below outside the containment cells.
"Looked nasty enough to me, and I had an eyeful in the swamp. I'm not sure why you even wanted to see the thing again."
Twiste placed a hand on Thom's shoulder, stopping their progress. A sentry in green BDUs toting an M16 passed on his way to the elevator. Twiste stayed silent until he was by.
"Don't you ever wonder what happens after your team has done its job?"
"Not particularly."
"I'm supposed to be the Archangel science officer. I'm supposed to use my knowledge of biology and medicine to help you guys out. I worked on the net Taser design, I was with you in the Everglades the other morning to bag this thing, and I'm stuck in forty-eight-hour quarantine with you."
"Standard procedure for this type of encounter. Be thankful that at least we can wander the base. After Manitoba they stuck our entire team in one small barracks for—"
"That's not the point, Thom. We get the specimen all the way back here and ship him to the boys downstairs and now it's none of my business?"
"Everything is compartmentalized, doctor. You are not exactly new to the U.S. army, so why is this a surprise?"
"That's right, I forgot." Twiste seemed to back things down a step by flashing something akin to a smile as he spoke. "You're a true believer."
Gant shook his head and replied, "Not exactly. I've just given up hope. Besides, I have enough on my plate. I am quite content being another cog in the machine."
"So questions would just make more work for you?"
They started moving again. The passage they walked came to an end a few yards ahead where it intersected another hall running perpendicular to the elevator corridor. A stainless steel wall stood on the far side. Several big, rectangular windows lined that wall, most with blinds drawn shut.
"I do have one question," Gant said.
"Wow, this is a first."
"I'm looking at that thing we bagged. It did not wear any type of clothing, was acting like a crazed animal more than an intelligent creature, and from what I can tell the boys downstairs haven't been getting anything out of it other than grunts and screams. To be frank, doctor, I do not understand how something like that could fly a spaceship across the galaxy. I expect my E.T.s to be more like little green men than hairless pink guerrillas."
Twiste rubbed his chin and told him, "I was talking with Franco earlier."
"My apologies."
"He said he overheard the tech guys who were hoisting the ship out of the trench. They said they didn't spot any signs of technology, at least not on the inside of the capsule. Nothing fancy at all."
"That does not make sense," Gant said.
"Watch out, you're thinking too much."
The major ignored him and went on, "Is it possible this was some sort of false flag operation? Maybe a drill?"
"Possible, I guess, but I've never seen anything like that tango we bagged, and it was alive, not some sort of orangutan in a suit. No, I have another theory."
They stopped again at the intersection.
Twiste said, "Think about the early space programs, both us and the Russians. I think the first living things in space were a bunch of fruit flies. Later on we sent up monkeys, and the Russians sent up dogs."
"Test subjects," Gant said. "I doubt NASA relied on fruit flies to steer the rockets."
"Right. Maybe the ship we recovered was sort of a test capsule. So far the pilot doesn't seem like a sentient, intelligent creature. Well, as far as I can tell without any real contact."
"Stop pouting, doctor."
"Point is, if this thing was a test animal …"
Gant completed the thought: "Then sooner or later the real thing is going to come for a visit. Assuming, of course, that they feel their 'test' was successful."
"Maybe they were testing some kind of warp drive or whatever it is aliens use for getting around the galaxy these days."
Gant's eyes narrowed and his head tilted as he hit upon an idea. "What if they were testing how we reacted?"
Before Twiste could reply their attention was pulled to an office window on the other side of the hall. The blinds there were half closed and the shut door should have isolated all noise to the inside of the office, but a particularly loud protest of one kind or another managed to send a muffled noise through the wall and into the corridor.
Through the glimmers of light between the blinds, Major Gant spied two-star General Albert Friez speaking on the telephone in his office. No, not exactly speaking. More like arguing, which was a sight nearly as incredible to the two men as the alien in the swamp nearly thirty-six hours before.
"You've known him longer than I," Twiste said as they both stared at the general as he walked around his desk, stretching the phone cord as far as it could go. "Have you ever seen him like that before?"
Gant slowly shook his head and answered, "Even when I've seen him mad I've never seen him like that. This is something new."
As usual, Friez wore his full dress uniform although he did not wear his hat, something he tended to do even when indoors and underground. It was as if the man wanted to hide himself — physically — behind the trappings of rank.
They saw Friez take a deep breath and straighten his shoulders, his body language suggesting that he had lost whatever argument he was engaged in, which was another oddity; General Friez rarely lost arguments.
"Okay," Gant said, suddenly thinking of something to do. "I've got to take a piss and I think I want to use the restrooms all the way over in Pylon B."
"What? Why all the way over — oh, I get it. You don't want to be nearby when he gets off the phone. You big chicken."
"Let's call it a survival instinct."
The major stepped to his left with the intention of making his way to the access tunnel connecting the twin underground buildings comprising the Darwin complex. The buildings were built like subterranean skyscrapers and were known as Pylon A and Pylon B. While the buildings ran perfectly parallel to one another, only a few levels offered crossover points, although the structures shared a common base at the very bottom as well as surface buildings at the top.
Gant had managed only three steps when he heard the office door open and General Friez call, "Major Gant, Captain Twiste."
He turned around and, as usual, saw Friez's beady eyes staring at him with a type of cold gaze that reinforced Gant's notion of being merely a part — a tool — in a large machine. He knew Friez saw him as an asset, nothing else. More thing than person.
They followed General Friez into his office, which felt more like a metal box. If not for the big window looking out on the hallway and another window looking in on an adjoining office, the chamber would have the ambiance of a morgue drawer.
The major did not suffer from claustrophobia, but every so often he remembered that he worked in what was essentially a deep underground high-tech dungeon. He had become accustomed to the steady drone of the ventilation equipment, the constant hum from the lights, and the stale-tasting air.
Many of the technicians, scientists, and soldiers working in the Darwin complex brought mementos from home (pictures, knickknacks, plants). Not the general. No photos from old units, no pictures with him and any one of the several presidents he served under, not even commendations for his years of service.
From a boring metal desk to similarly boring file cabinets to a small table hosting a coffeemaker, Friez maintained an atmosphere as sterile as the oxygen they breathed.
Major Gant and Captain Twiste stood in front of the desk, while the general sat. Normally Friez maintained eye contact like an alpha wolf dominating his pack, but it seemed a day for the unusual; he looked everywhere but at his men.
"Major Gant, your tactical team will leave tomorrow morning for the Red Rock Mountain Research Facility in Pennsylvania. You will report to General Harold Borman there. Written orders are coming over the wire for you shortly and will include an overview of load-out specs. You'll receive mission specifics from General Borman."
Gant noticed that Friez said Borman's name with more contempt than usual. Borman oversaw a variety of black box, special access programs at the Pentagon, but Gant could not remember a time when someone other than Friez appeared to be giving the orders.
However, he felt it unwise to broach that subject. Instead, Gant said, "Sir, we're still under quarantine protocols."
The general ran a finger over his thin and perfectly neat mustache before answering, "I'm convinced your team was not exposed to any dangerous contaminants or compromised during your last mission. I'm waiving the final hours of your confinement. Go home, relax for the night, and be ready to leave in the morning."
Twiste asked, "What's the Red Rock facility, sir?"
"As for you, Captain," Friez extended a slip of paper toward Twiste, who gazed at it for a second before accepting, "you are to report to The Tall Company's Moreno Valley facility."
"Sir?"
Gant saw Friez take a deep breath, followed by a fast exhale. He had never witnessed this type of body language from his superior officer before. He translated it as … reluctance. It occurred to Major Gant that Friez did not agree with Archangel's new assignment.
For his part, as soon as Major Gant heard the name Tall Company he felt a sense of reluctance of his own, particularly in regards to the conglomerate's Sciences Division, which he knew operated at Moreno Valley.
Friez told Twiste, "You will receive specialized training and then will join Major Gant's detachment at Red Rock."
At that point the general stood, grabbed his hat from a hook, and held open the office door.
"You are to consider yourselves under the direct command of General Borman for the duration of this assignment."
Twiste headed for the door, scratching his head. Gant stopped before exiting and looked Friez in the eye.
"Of course we will do as ordered, but is there anything else we should know?"
Friez clenched his teeth and grumbled, "If you require additional information it will be provided to you by General Borman at his discretion."
Gant walked out. Friez turned off the lights to his office, shut the door, and marched along the hall, seemingly en route to either the surface elevator or one of the stairwells. His gait suggested that he aimed to leave the facility as fast as possible.
"Well, that was interesting," Twiste said. "He sure was in a mood."
Gant kept his eyes on the hall in the direction Friez had walked off. He heard the unmistakable clang of a heavy door shutting from somewhere around a corner.
"I would say so, yes. I don't think I have ever seen him like that."
"So I get a trip to The Tall Company. Great. I wonder what insanity they're cooking up this time around."
"They get to cook up anything they like without oversight. The benefits of being a private company. That's why the people in charge of our kind of work like them so much. Still, if I had a dollar for every time I've swept away one of their messes …"
The image of a gored body dressed in a white coat and insane lab monkeys clawing anything within reach flashed into his mind.
Twiste mused, "'Specialized training,' he said. Can't wait to see what that's all about."
Gant turned to him. "Watch your back over there. I do not trust them. And considering how bent out of shape Friez seems … let's just say I have a heightened sense of awareness."
"What's wrong, Thom — being a cog in the machine showing a downside?"
Gant smiled — a little — and nodded his head as if to admit touché, then told his friend, "I guess I sometimes worry that the machine might crush a cog or two along the way."
"Relax, I'll see you in a few days at Red Rock Mountain. You ever heard of it?"
Gant thought about that. The name did strike a chord, but he could not place it.
"I don't know. Maybe. I can't remember."
"A place more secret than Darwin? I bet it's really something."
Gant thought about that and replied, "I'm sure it will be a lot of fun."
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Lieutenant Colonel Liz Thunder faced piles of folders again, but things had changed drastically in the last couple of days. Instead of boredom, she felt excited, but not the fun kind of excited. More like a test pilot flying an experimental plane at insane speeds at high altitude, wondering if the rocket beneath her seat would fly straight and true or blow to smithereens.
Instead of one pile of files waiting to be reviewed, her new desk held two piles that were separated by a lot more than just a few inches on her desk. No, those two piles might as well be light-years apart.
In her hand she held yet another folder, scanning the information inside. The next few minutes would decide if this particular folder ended up in the pile to the left or the pile to the right, and whether her signature would go on the top line.
After saying "hmm" and "okay" a few times, she shut the folder and returned her attention to the soldier sitting on the business side of the desk.
"Okay, Private Evans, let’s see here." She thought for a moment, then continued, "So you’re a Pittsburgh Steelers fan?"
The young man — little more than a kid, really — nodded with a stiff upper lip, an expression that conveyed the seriousness with which he viewed the session. At the same time, Liz felt that he was surprisingly at ease, considering that she sat in the chair that once had belonged to this kid's commanding officer, a man this kid had helped gun down a few days ago.
It must have occurred to Private Evans that nodding was not the correct way to answer a superior officer, so he added, "I mean, yes ma’am, a real diehard, ma'am."
"Good, okay, well then," she shut the folder and slid a photograph across the desk to Evans. It was a black-and-white picture of a street scene including cars, pedestrians, buildings, an intersection, street vendors, and the like. Just an ordinary photograph from an ordinary day in Chicago, or New York, or somewhere.
"I want you to look at this photograph, Private. It is very important that you stay focused on this photograph. Do you understand?"
"Ma’am, I think so."
"Good. Because I’m going to ask you questions about this photograph. I’m also going to ask you other questions about other things. How quickly you answer the questions about the photograph is important, and how accurately. The other questions are not as important, but I will want correct answers. Do you understand? Your focus must be on the photograph and what’s pictured there."
He half-nodded then caught himself, "Yes, Colonel."
"There’s a vendor in the photo. What is he selling?"
"Hotdogs." He squinted and added, "Hotdogs with sauerkraut."
"There’s a brick building to the right. How many stories tall is it?"
As he counted the floors she asked, "Who’s your favorite Steeler?"
He lost count and told her, "Probably the quarterback this year, I think he—"
"How many floors in that building, private?" A little sterner. That threw his attention to the picture again.
"Six stories, ma’am."
"This photo was taken at eight o’clock in the morning. What direction is the man crossing the street facing?"
The soldier scanned the photograph for—
"Boy, the Cowboys really kicked the Steelers’ ass in the ’93 Super Bowl, didn’t they?"
"Um," he scanned the photo.
"What was the score? Something like 30–0, right?"
"No, actually, it was—"
"Which way is he facing, soldier? Study the fucking photograph and stop thinking about how the 'Boys just whipped those pussy Steelers."
"He’s facing west — no, no, east."
"Why? How do you know that?"
"It was 27–17. No way is that an ass-kick—"
"You said he was facing west. Why is he facing west?"
"Because he’s holding his hand above his eyes to screen away the sun."
She nearly yelled: "But it’s eight in the goddamn morning On my planet the sun rises in the east, not the west."
"I said the east. I mean, I meant the east."
Damn, she hated this. She chose psychology to help people. Nothing like a career opportunity and a little rank to change those priorities. It was no longer about helping people; the army had made it about deconstructing them. Of course, along the way she tended to deconstruct herself, too.
He told her, "And it was the ’95 Super Bowl. Or, rather, after the ’95 season when—"
"There’s a woman in the photograph with a short skirt on. What color are her eyes?"
He looked, squinted, and told her, "Brown."
"Brown? What are you, clairvoyant? It’s a black-and-white photograph. How can you tell her eyes are brown?"
Private Evans said nothing. She took the photograph from his hands.
"Ma’am, it really was a lot closer than the final score."
"What was?"
"That Super Bowl. Besides, the Steelers beat the Cowboys twice before in Super Bowls in the '70s."
"Private, I don’t care."
He fell silent, his stiff upper lip not quite as stiff.
She rifled through some papers that were in yet another pile on top of the battleship-gray metallic desk. She studied one for a moment and then asked, "Do you know what the Gettysburg Address was?"
"A speech by Abraham Lincoln, ma’am."
"Where?"
"Ma’am, with all due respect, I’m not an idiot, ma’am."
She smiled. "Good. I’m glad. We don’t want idiots in the army. Certainly not here at Red Rock. Do you know the Gettysburg Address by heart? Did you memorize it in grammar school or high school or basic training?"
"I studied it in high school but I did not memorize it. That is, I don’t know it by heart anymore, ma’am."
"That’s good, private. I’ve got a copy of the Gettysburg Address right here. And now you’re going to read it to me, out loud. You’re going to read it from this piece of paper. And you are going to recite it to me slowly and clearly and perfectly. You are not going to skip a word. Do you understand?"
"Yes, ma’am."
She started to hand the paper to him, but hesitated.
"One more thing, Private. As you’re reading this I’m going to ask you some questions and speak my mind on a few matters. You are not to answer my questions until after you are done reading this great speech. Do you understand?"
Evans accepted the sheet of paper with both hands.
"Should I begin, ma’am?"
"When you’re ready, private."
He cleared his throat, then read, "Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the …"
"How long have you been stationed here?"
"… proposition that all men are created equal. Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing…"
"What number does the Steeler's quarterback wear? Sixty-nine, right?"
A little hesitation, not much. "Whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met …"
"I think the best quarterback the Steelers ever had was Bubby Brister."
"… to dedicate — no — we are met on a great battle-field of that war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field, as a final resting place…"
"Steelers won, what? Two Super Bowls?"
"… for those who here gave their livers — lives that nation — that that nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper we should do this. But, in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate — we cannot concentrate—"
"Do you think the letters in Penthouse are real?"
* * *
Lieutenant Colonel Thunder rubbed her eyes and looked at the two piles of folders. Private Evans’s now rested in the pile to the left with the folders of soldiers to be transferred out of Red Rock.
She did not like what she had just done. She had not liked doing it over and over again for nearly twenty-four hours straight. But it was her job to push their ability to stay focused and she had to push as hard as she could because someone had not pushed Colonel Haas enough.
The door creaked open at the same time as a soft rap sounded.
"Colonel Thunder?"
In walked a man with a shaved head and a sturdy upper body; a man with a lot of strength in his arms and strong shoulders. However, she spied a fair number of wrinkles around his eyes, as well as age spots on his hands, suggesting that he was approaching senior citizen status.
Regardless, she worried less about his years and more about the three stars on his dress uniform. She snapped to her feet.
"General, sir."
"At ease, Colonel, and welcome to Hell Hole."
He offered his hand and she took it, returning his strong shake with a firm grip of her own.
General Harold Borman, she thought. The legend.
"Thank you, sir. Hell Hole?"
"You mean they haven’t told you yet? I thought Corporal Sanchez would’ve filled you in. Officially we all know and love this place as the Red Rock Mountain Research Facility. To those who have to deal with this pit, well, they call it the Hell Hole. Probably not too far from the truth, actually. You haven’t been down to the vault yet, have you?"
He knew she had not because he had ordered her to wait until his arrival before visiting the lower levels.
"No, sir. This is as far down as I’ve gone."
"Do you have your key card? Your security pass?"
"Yes, sir."
"Well, gather them up. It’s time you saw what this is all about."
Liz did as told and they left the office. She closed the door tight behind them with a click, making sure the lock caught; the door tended to slip open. That click echoed through the vacant hallway.
The buzz of the fluorescents; the tap of her shoes on the cold surface; the rumble of power generators — to Liz's ear the corridor seemed filled with noise, as if she traveled in the belly of a giant machine churning around her. But as she spoke her voice sounded too loud and alone, causing her to whisper as she realized that the ambient noise remained just that; a steady drone in the background magnified to her ear by imagination and unfamiliarity with the complex.
"Sir, I do have a few questions."
"You’re wondering why you’re here." His voice boomed with authority. He did not whisper. Nothing about him was quiet. His very presence was loud.
"Yes. Yes, sir." Now it was her turn to struggle with concentration. "Sir, I’m honored with this position but I do not have a facility command background. My expertise—"
"Your expertise," he continued for her, "is in psychology. You worked in advanced PsyOps for more than ten years."
"True, but I’ve never commanded a base before." She thought about her career experience and her mind instinctually paused, throwing up defensive barriers one after another. "I've managed special projects but not a facility."
"I am quite aware of your experience, lieutenant colonel. I know you've gone through a bad spell. I was at the commission hearings. Nasty business, but we're in a nasty business. Sometimes I think there are those in the Defense Department who forget that. They want things neat and clean. They think you can make progress without risk. You took those risks, Colonel, just as you were expected to. You weren't working on a new missile system or software package; you were working with the human mind, and some people felt that made some sort of difference. Russian involvement just complicated the matter."
"Sir, I—"
He held a hand up and said, "I agree, no reason to dredge up the past. Point is, you've been on the bench, so to speak, for a while now. That's not fair, but it happens. When this opportunity came up I needed to find someone with your background; someone who understands that this is a nasty business and who understands people."
They arrived at the large elevator offering access to the lower levels. Liz spied a security camera hanging from the ceiling. She remembered watching video of Colonel Haas’s controlled march. She remembered him fumbling with his card, needing two tries to gain clearance.
An icy hand grabbed hold of her spine and gave a good shake.
Borman swiped his card through the lock. The doors opened immediately, startling Liz. They made her think of predatory jaws opening in anticipation of a kill.
"You have something that none of our previous commanders here have had."
She did her best to remain attentive, but as they entered the elevator her muscles tensed and sweat formed on her neck and in her palms while the adrenaline pumps in her body went to work at full speed.
To her amazement, Liz realized her body had activated its natural fight or flight response.
"You have experience in dealing with the type of influences personnel here have to deal with," he went on, not noticing her change in demeanor.
"Well, sir," she managed to keep her voice calm and even, "that’s not entirely true. If what I’ve read in the reports is correct then no one has ever had to deal with, well, the, um, things that go on here."
Borman looked at her with narrow, penetrating eyes. "Those reports are correct. Don’t ever make the mistake of taking them lightly."
Given that her heart raced in one continual thump-thump-thump, Liz realized she would never dare take this place lightly.
The elevator doors slammed shut and the compartment went dark … until her eyes adjusted to the light from a solitary red bulb. The car descended into the bowels of the Hell Hole. Chains rattled and pulleys squeaked, the car vibrated, and she felt certain the general could hear the heavy pounding of her heart.
With each passing sublevel Liz’s anxiety built.
Sublevel 2 …
I am in control. There is nothing to fear here.
Sublevel 3 …
The reports must be exaggerated … or at least speculative.
Sublevel 4 …
This is my base now … I own it! I will not let it own me!
Their descent came to a stop with a harsh clang. The doors opened and a burst of bright light rushed in. Liz shielded her eyes for a moment.
"Welcome to sublevel 5, Colonel." General Borman extended his arm to shuttle her out. "As I was saying," he paused, thought, then asked, "Thunder? What is that?"
"My father had some Comanche. At least, I think that's where it comes from."
"Interesting."
These halls were smaller, more compact than the floors above, but the background noise remained and, if anything, grew more intense, although that might have been her imagination again, adding to a feeling of oppression and dread, as if this high-tech maze was in fact the Minotaur's labyrinth
"As I was saying, you have something the previous commanders did not. You have the discipline — the mental discipline — to keep this complex under control. You are less likely to be …" he searched for the right words. "You are less likely to be compromised by the environment here."
She swallowed hard.
Soldiers roamed sublevel 5. They stood stiff as the general passed. He took no notice of them and just kept talking as if they were no more than fixtures on the wall.
"I agree, Colonel, that you are not prepared to command a traditional military installation. But for here you are the perfect fit. You can constantly evaluate the personnel, something Haas couldn’t do. Hell, he couldn’t prevent his own …" Borman's authoritarian boom wavered and he spoke the word "… deterioration" in a subdued voice.
They came to the end of the main corridor and a steel door watched by a sentry armed with an M16. General Borman showed his pass to the soldier. The sentry glared at Liz, who realized she needed to do the same.
After flashing her security badge, the guard opened the door for them.
They walked down an even tighter corridor to yet another heavy security door. As they moved, Liz took a deep breath and exhaled slowly in an attempt to find some kind of calm. When she could not quite manage 'calm" she reached for resolve and mustered just enough inner strength to keep her heart from beating right out of her chest.
General Borman told her, "You see, over the last twenty years we’ve come to believe that the best defense against these … these … influences is a well-ordered, disciplined mind that can maintain strong concentration and focus."
"Yes, I’ve seen that. I’ve also noticed that the garrison here is not what I would have expected."
"And that would be?"
"Rangers. Special Ops forces, or something similar."
"Yes, the guards here are primarily from military police regiments. Our Special Ops forces are trained to think on their feet; to be creative problem solvers. They are deadly because they outfight and outthink the enemy."
Liz finished for the general, "But the less thinking here, the better. Right?"
He nodded and slipped a special key card into the security device at the door. There was a loud buzz and a heavy bolt retracted.
"Don’t get me wrong; these are some of the finest soldiers in the armed forces," he said. "But they are also the most focused."
She thought robots.
Liz followed General Harold Borman into the Vault Security Station. The two soldiers on duty inside stood at perfect attention, but Liz barely saw the men. Instead, she looked past them, beyond the windows opposite the two control consoles, beyond the security door between those consoles.
Liz gazed in at the ominous vault door in its perfectly white room; the door marking the separation between the upper levels and the lower levels, all the way down to sublevel 8.
General Borman shared her view of the most heavily guarded door in all the world and said, "You have one job, Colonel; one priority. It’s all very simple, really. That door never gets opened."
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"Whoops," Thom said aloud to himself as he turned to catch the front door before it closed. He dropped his duffel bag on the front stoop and reentered his ranch-style home.
Gant crossed the dining room and moved into the kitchen area. It was a bright kitchen, lots of white counters and cupboards, made even brighter by the big glass sliding door looking out on a rear patio and backyard.
He glanced around and found his black leather briefcase exactly where he had left it, on the linoleum floor next to one of the stools surrounding the breakfast bar. He bent, grabbed the handle, and stood straight again with the intention of exiting the house for the second time that morning.
Instead, he stopped and stared out the glass doors. There, beyond the patio and barbecue grill, was his wife on her hands and knees, working a patch of soil that served as their garden, although it was rather barren at the moment: only weeds, which Jean Gant seemed intent on eliminating.
It had been only moments since Thom had said good-bye to her, explaining that he was leaving on assignment, that he might be away as long as two weeks.
She took the news with the same demeanor with which she accepted all his news in recent years: without a protest, without a whimper, without any emotion at all. He might as well have been telling her the weather forecast for the day.
Many of their friends — back when they had friends — eventually asked the obvious question: did Thom and Jean have problems because they were an interracial marriage? Had her Italian father caused trouble?
Sure he had, until realizing that Thom was as an officer in the Marines. Soon the two swapped war stories. Tales of Korea in exchange for tales of Afghanistan. Hell, dad-in-law liked him even more when Thom was transferred to a Task Force that would operate under U.S. Army jurisdiction.
Unfortunately, their problems were not nearly as dramatic or as interesting as racism. He almost wished they faced a deluge of prejudice; then maybe they could have bonded in an "us against the world" type of way.
No, their problems had to do with him, but not because of the color of his skin.
When they married, she had been supportive of his job, yet afraid that his next mission would be his last. Their good-byes were passionate and sad. After a few years his assignments changed from somewhat predictable deployments to spur-of-the-moment missions; phone calls in the middle of the night.
Confused anger and tears replaced those passionate and sad good-byes. No amount of explaining would comfort her, no sincere apologies could appease. But like an exhausted boxer in the fifteenth round, Jean slowly succumbed to the blows. She grew too tired to burst into tears or scream out her frustration. No more emotion, just acceptance, probably the same way in which she accepted that the sun would rise every morning.
Her kisses good-bye were just a reflex, his predictions of return superfluous — it did not matter. She knew he would return when he returned, whenever that would be.
He loved her. He knew that. She loved him. He knew that, too.
They did not argue anymore. She did not question his job or offer any protest. On those evenings when he happened to be home she made dinner and they spoke of the weather, and the news, and repainting the master bedroom or what she should plant in the garden.
When he was not home, she shopped, she met with her bridge club, she visited her deteriorating mother in the retirement village outside of Los Angeles, and she even went to an occasional movie by herself.
She kept the home spotless; that was her pet project keeping her busy and focused.
Clean, neatly tucked sheets covered the bed in the spare room, and paper flowers decorated the night stand there. Yet no one came to visit. The master bedroom was equally as clean and well kept, an easy task, considering that half the bed was empty half the nights.
The living room, with the television and the couch and the recliner, was immaculate, decorated with wedding photographs, a Thomas Kincaid print depicting a snow-covered village, and the latest version of whatever coffee-table book had caught her eye at the mall.
A nice house. Not gigantic, but roomy. Not sophisticated, but very well maintained. Not a whole lot of land, but a nice size yard with privacy fencing to keep the world out.
What a perfect little home. All it needed was someone to live in it. The Gants were merely ghosts walking the halls.
He leaned against the counter and watched. She wore a bandana to keep her long black hair from her eyes while working in the dirt. She wore jeans and a gray t-shirt and dug into the soil to eliminate the remains of a dead or dying plant or weed.
Thom wondered what would happen — how she would feel — if one of these missions were his last. If one time he told her he would be back in a week and he was not back in ten days, or two weeks, or a month.
He wondered how she would feel when the big American-made SUV with the government license plates and tinted windows pulled to the curb and two well-manicured military types in dress uniforms and carrying attaché cases came marching up the walkway.
Would she be afraid or relieved?
He knew Jean would not have given her heart to someone whom she could ever stop loving. He knew that she was a part of him and he was a part of her — as much a part of her as her right arm.
No, he thought. No. She was right-handed. Without her right arm she could not do her crossword puzzles or write a shopping list or sketch wildflowers on the patio. Instead, he was her left arm — a good left arm, but still just the left arm. If he were gone, she would miss him. But would her life change? At all?
Thom remembered that a dark blue Chevrolet Suburban with an MP at the wheel waited for him at the curb. He had never made them wait so long before. His departures were always quick, efficient, and well planned; just like everything else Archangel did.
Why was this time different?
Because he had forgotten his case. He had come back inside and she was not crying or pounding her fists in frustration or opening the porch door for a lover to slip in. Perhaps any of those alternatives would have been preferable to what he did find: Jean going about her business because today was just another day in her life like any other day.
Major Thom Gant carried his briefcase out the front door. Jean continued tugging at a weed until she managed to pull it free of the soil, root and all.
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Gant wound his wristwatch three hours into the future to make up the difference between California and Pennsylvania. In all, six hours had passed since he had left his home, yet he found himself in another Suburban, this one black and with a different soldier — a Corporal Sanchez — at the wheel who, like Thom, dressed in casual civilian clothes.
His day had begun with leaving Jean to her garden, then a ride on a DOD Learjet to a small commercial airport in Williamsport, Pennsylvania where Sanchez came to collect him. Next came a maze of rural roads until they finally settled on Route 118 East. Thirty minutes later they came to a crossroads at a village named Red Rock. At that point Sanchez swung onto another road slinking north through Ricketts Glen State Park and climbed Red Rock mountain.
Along the way they passed a trailer park, forests thinned by either logging or fire, and a sign marking an elevation of over 2,400 feet.
Eventually Sanchez abandoned this road for an even smaller one. Not long after that turn, Thom saw those first ominous yellow signs: "Posted and Patrolled," followed shortly thereafter by, "Property of the United States Federal Government — Armed Patrols." Then, of course, came the hurricane fencing with signs reading, "High Security Area — Sentries Authorized to Use Lethal Force."
Places like this, Thom thought, always had those signs. They always had the signs, the fences, the security cameras, the dogs, the infrared sensors, the checkpoints, and the key card locks — all to keep the outsiders out. Funny how the trouble that inevitably came to places like the Red Rock Mountain Research Facility came from within.
How many times had he heard this story? From White Sands to Bikini Atoll to Groom Lake, Major Thom Gant had visited many top-secret, hush-hush, need-to-know-access-restricted compounds. Each one with those fences and guard dogs; each one with legions of PhDs, high-tech laboratories, redundant containment systems, and tightly constructed emergency protocols.
And the head honcho scientist always said the same thing: "We took every foreseeable precaution," or, "no one could have anticipated this type of chain reaction," or even, "we never saw a retrogression such as this in the simulations."
Yet there they were, Mr. Clean Up and his team, ready to bail out the scientists who climbed that mountain because it was there, whether that mountain be insects genetically engineered for pest control that just happened to develop a taste for human flesh or a new biological weapon that— whoops—got loose down there in Sector C and turned the technicians rabid.
This is all very embarrassing, but would you and your men mind going down there and shooting them all dead?
Oh, Gant did not know his orders yet and he did not know what the Red Rock Mountain Research Facility was all about, but one thing was for certain: they did not call him all the way to the boondocks of Pennsylvania for target practice. At least the situation was not an emergency; the rest of the Archangel unit would not arrive for another twenty-four hours.
His ride moved into the compound proper. The grounds were shaded by trees, most of which had exploded into brilliant autumn colors. Red, orange, and yellow foliage decorated the scene. Piles of leaves congregated under trees and fence posts; wind gusts carried handfuls through the air.
In the distance, rising above the kaleidoscope of colors, was an old radar dome atop a concrete roof, the only part of the research facility visible from any sort of distance, sort of like a dorsal fin warning of a lurking shark.
A guard station marked the main gate. The soldiers there eschewed military BDUs for rent-a-cop costumes. Two hundred yards further in stood parallel rows of small, identical cabins arranged in orderly lines like a regiment of marines assembling. They reminded Gant of the cabins he had stayed in at camp as a kid. That thought caused a few beads of sweat to pop up on his neck in memory of the brutal heat of Georgia summers long past.
As they drove along a dirt road toward the heart of the facility, Major Gant spied a few squat buildings scattered about, most likely housing power generators or ventilation equipment for the underground portion of the complex, although he could not rule out more arcane purposes. He also saw a large rectangle of clear-cut forest where two big landing pads stood ready to welcome helicopters.
The main building was rather anticlimactic, a bunker of a facility in a concrete frame trying its best to hide among the trees. This made it difficult for Thom to discern the size of the complex's surface footprint. The front appeared to stretch one hundred yards wide and at least as deep.
He did not see any guards walking the paths crisscrossing the grounds, yet Thom was not fooled. No doubt sensors had detected the approach of his vehicle and several well-disguised cameras probably focused on him at that very moment.
The SUV pulled to a stop in a dirt, grass, and gravel parking area where a handful of unremarkable sedans and cars sat idle.
Gant asked Corporal Sanchez, "How many sublevels? Four?"
"I’m sorry, sir. The lieutenant colonel can answer all your questions."
He had not really expected an answer, but Thom wanted to ask the question anyway, if only to gauge Sanchez's reaction. In this case, the young man seemed trained to know the limits of his role and disciplined enough to avoid his own natural curiosity, as was evident by the fact that Sanchez had not asked Major Gant one single question during the entire drive over from Williamsport.
Both men exited the vehicle. Sanchez opened the rear doors of the Chevy and retrieved the major's baggage.
"Sir, shall I take your gear to your room?"
"Where’s that?"
"Number 115." Sanchez pointed away from the main building. Thom followed his finger and saw a path through the overgrowth leading to the first row of cabins.
"Yes, thank you, that will be fine."
The facility's front door opened and a female officer with short blond hair walked out and along the slate path in his direction. She wore an army green uniform with the slacks as opposed to the skirt that was optional for female officers.
As she approached he noted the silver oak leaf on her collar. His back instinctively stiffened and his arm rose in a sturdy salute, although mentally he remained at ease. It seemed his body remembered the procedure with the muscle memory of riding a bike, but these days his spirit lagged a step behind.
She returned the courtesy and then extended a hand, which he accepted, and he was surprised at how well she matched the strength of his shake.
"Major Gant? I’m Lieutenant Colonel Liz Thunder. Welcome to Hell Hole."
"At your service, Colonel."
She gestured toward the front entrance and the two strolled together.
"I must admit," Thunder said as they walked, "I'm not exactly sure why your team was sent here."
He played the game: "Task Force Archangel is a Department of Defense red team. We are penetration testers used for security assessments and war gaming."
"Major Gant, your file was sent to me directly from General Friez, and I'm not talking about the file that is distributed to senate subcommittees or listed on a balance sheet as part of the Defense Department's budget allocations."
Her tone made it quite clear she knew exactly who he was and what he was all about.
"I see."
She led him inside to a dusty reception area. A clerk’s desk covered the front door but looked as if it had been unattended for years. Hallways led away from the lobby, one of which was blocked by another, smaller desk where a soldier in green BDUs sat. Obviously this was the one passage that led to anywhere of significance.
Lieutenant Colonel Thunder said, "I’m aware of Task Force Archangel and your team’s, well, specialty. Yes, you are an opposing force, but not in the traditional war gaming sense. Several years ago during a different assignment I did the psych evaluations on everyone in your unit, from Campion to Westbrook."
They approached the desk. She motioned for him to sign in. As he wrote his name he told her, "Westbrook was KIA over a year ago."
"Oh," she mumbled and added, "I didn't see that in the file."
Acidic sarcasm sizzled in his words as he replied, "Casualty reports are considered superfluous when it comes to our mission reports."
She handed him an identification card.
"We’ll need to take your photo, but for now this will get you as far as you need to go. At least for today."
She led him around the desk and down the hall. Every step echoed ahead and behind, adding to Gant's feeling that the two of them and the guard at the desk might be the only ones on the floor.
"Not too many people home right now?" He asked.
"There’s never anyone home here, Major. This upper level is completely abandoned, except for security."
They passed several dark rooms, a few of which looked like haphazard storage depots for dusty old boxes, discarded furniture, and piles of files. Gant had the distinct feeling of being in a house on moving day, except moving day was on perpetual hold. Everything boxed up but no place to go.
At the end of the hall waited a secure elevator. She slid her access key card through the lock. A light buzzed green and allowed her to lift a small glass panel under which was a solitary red button that she pushed. It glowed, and the sound of a rising car vibrated through the metal doors.
She opened her mouth, thought for a moment, and then said, "Major …Thom?"
He sighed and replied, "Rest assured, Colonel, I have heard every possible joke."
"I'm sure."
Gant asked, "How many sublevels are there?"
"Hmmmm," she considered. "That depends on what you mean."
"I thought the question was rather straightforward," he said with no attempt to hide his annoyance at her acting coy.
The elevator door slid open.
"I suppose I would say there are four-and-a-half sublevels."
Gant huffed, "Four-and-a-half?"
"Yes," she said as they entered the elevator car, and she pressed the only button on the console. The door slid shut and their descent began. "Yes, although there are eight sublevels in all."
He cocked his head to the side and forced a smile that was anything but friendly. He did not like games, particularly when he flew blind into a new situation and dealt with people he did not know.
As was normally the case, the more annoyed he grew, the more stilted his speech, so when he asked, "Did someone misplace the other levels?" it came out less like a sentence and more as six individual words.
She folded her arms, glanced toward the ceiling as if thinking it over, and replied, "Now that you mention it, maybe they are misplaced. Perhaps the best description is to say we control four-and-a-half levels."
Gant kept his smile — more of a dam holding back a tidal surge of annoyance — and asked, "So, are you going to tell me who controls the rest?"
"That's a good question."
That was it, the final straw, superior officer or not he was going to give her a piece of his mind — but then he caught himself. His annoyance subsided and his smile grew into a sincere grin and he nearly laughed.
"You said you did the psych profiles for my team. I assume this is your way of updating my file?"
Colonel Thunder flashed a devilish smirk. "Sorry, Major. You could say I'm establishing a baseline. Normally I'm not this much of an asshole. The truth is, I'm as new here as you are, and I’m having a tough time trying to get a handle on it myself."
"Who was your predecessor?"
"I’d better not tell you that until you hear the whole story or, at least, what we know of the whole story. Or what I know. Or what — aw shit, we’ll just talk and maybe you can figure it out, because I sure can’t."
The elevator came to a halt and the doors opened. Another security desk with another soldier waited. Both officers presented their identification and signed another logbook.
Colonel Thunder led him along the corridor beneath buzzing fluorescent lights. They came to an office door, which she unlocked using a good old-fashioned key.
"You said, ‘welcome to Hell Hole.’ What is that supposed to mean?"
"This place," she said as she led him inside and closed the door hard behind them. "It’s called ‘Hell Hole’ by everyone who’s served here. I’m starting to see why."
She sat behind the desk, checked her watch, and went on, "I’m expecting General Borman any moment now. He might fill you in on some more details, but in the meantime you’ve been cleared for full disclosure."
"I've been told to take my orders directly from Borman. Normally he's my boss's boss."
They shared a chuckle of understanding as she remarked, "There's definitely no shortage of bosses in the army these days."
"In the meantime, why Hell Hole?"
Lieutenant Colonel Thunder leaned forward and spoke to him across the desktop.
"First things first. Major Gant, you are here for two reasons. To start with, you have experience dealing with unconventional enemies. Quite frankly, I’m surprised they don’t have a better name for that but I guess it sort of covers the range of what you handle."
He said, "I am certain that someone at the Pentagon spends every weekday from nine until five researching an appropriate acronym. Until they have completed that project, I suppose we have to stick with something basic."
"I suppose so. As I said, I’ve been fully and completely briefed on your unit and activities. I know about Arrows in ’04, I know about Manitoba, and I know about your party in the Everglades a few mornings ago. I also know your history as an operator before you got into the fancy stuff. Impressive, really. Like I said, I did your psych evals a few years back. At that time I didn’t know the particulars of Archangel. It wasn’t until I came here that I got the full scoop."
He quipped, "Welcome to my world."
"Quite frankly, if I had heard about your adventures a few weeks ago I’d have been impressed and possibly floored with the implications, but I’ll leave that to the scientists and the philosophers. In the meantime, you need to believe me when I tell you that all of your experience can’t prepare you for this place."
"You said there were two reasons I am here. The first, I guess, is because I know enough to believe in the boogeyman. What is the second?"
"I’m not exactly sure how to put this," she said, searching for the right words. "Let’s say that you’ve got a nice, ordered, disciplined mind."
"So does your average computer. Where you going with this?"
"The reason I’m in command of this base is because of my experience with PsyOps, and I don't mean your run-of-the-mill white, gray, or black stuff."
Gant knew that basic psychological operations used by the army ranged from press releases to media plants to bull horns and leaflets, all of which were classified as white, gray, or black. Apparently her level of involvement was something more complex.
Thunder went on, "You could say my work was to PsyOps what your work is to the infantry. I’m here because my training allows me to keep a clear head, to stay focused, to resist … outside influences. And to see those influences affecting others."
He waited for more of an answer. When it was not forthcoming he shook his head and said, "Wait a second — what? What are you saying? What influences?"
"Remember I told you we have four and one-half sublevels? I wasn’t kidding."
"I didn’t think you were. I’ve seen plenty of—"
"Yes," she interrupted, waving her hand nonchalantly. "Yes, you’ve been to your share of laboratories and research facilities where the genie gets out of the bottle and creates a mess. This one’s a little different."
"With all due respect, Colonel, that’s what they tell me every time. What was it this time? A bio weapon that went haywire? A new virus that broke out of its test tube?"
"To answer your question, we don’t know. But what we do know is that the containment doors slammed shut and everyone who’s gone in has never been heard from again."
She settled in her chair and let that sink in. Gant, however, was not impressed.
"You say you know my background. Then you also know I’ve heard that line a lot."
"Here’s the kicker, Major. Those containment doors slammed shut twenty years ago."
Gant sat still, his eyes a little wider than a moment before.
She explained, "There’s been a quarantine that starts on sublevel five since June 22, 1992. People have gone in, but nobody has come out. It’s as if everything beyond the containment door just vanished into some big hole. Around here they call it a Hell Hole."
The major said nothing.
"I mentioned that you were here because of your disciplined mind. Try this one on for size: the guy who had this job before me got shot dead trying to break that quarantine from the outside because something got in his head and made him believe his daughter was trapped on the other side."
"What do you mean, some thing?"
"But that’s nothing compared to what happened in the past.Three weeks after the containment protocols took effect, nearly half the soldiers on base tried to forcibly break quarantine, making sublevel five an absolute war zone before they were stopped. In 1994 a couple of scientific observers went nuts and tried to bust in before they were shot dead. The week after 9/11 four more grunts were nerve gassed by the automatic security systems to keep them from opening the containment door. The list goes on."
Major Gant asked, "What? Why? What are these influences?"
"No one knows, Major. At least, no one is telling. But since 1992 there have been sporadic extrasensory influences on base personnel. Influences that are best resisted by a well-focused, disciplined mind. Before we go any further I have to tell you to watch your men for any unusual behavior. That’s why you were brought in first, so you could understand and prepare."
"What is the cause?"
"That’s something I wish I knew. I can tell you that it all started during an experiment. The head researcher called for an expanded Red Lab containment and that’s the last word ever heard from the quarantined zone."
Gant knew that a "Red Lab" was a designation used for the most dangerous and sensitive experiments; experiments that might need drastic containment measures in the event of an accident. When the researcher called for an "expanded" Red Lab containment that meant more than the containment of his area, as if whatever required containing had already escaped from ground zero.
Gant said, "Of course, it’s always a scientist and it’s always some half-assed experiment. What was it this time? A new chemical weapon? Was he looking for a way to build a better hydrogen bomb?"
Colonel Thunder answered, "Nothing so dramatic. That’s the puzzle. The researcher used the Red Lab because it was the only area available at the time. Apparently the experiment had to do with some subatomic particle research, sort of sifting through an atom."
"Sifting through an atom? What was he looking for?"
"God."
She paused and they looked at each other for a very long moment. They saw something familiar in each other’s eyes — the look of someone who does the dirty work for a master. The look of someone who had spent his life in the dark, only to be let loose — on a leash — to fetch a stick when it suited one of the guys with the stars on their shoulders.
Thunder broke the silence with a wry smile. "In all honesty, Major, I don’t think they’ve told me everything even though I’m supposed to be running the show here. But what I just told you is true. I’ve read the reports. Let me tell you that you’ll believe it, too, when you read the reports, and especially when you get clearance to go down and see that damned door for yourself."
"Sounds as if people have gone through a lot of trouble to keep one door closed. What are they afraid of?"
Before she could answer there came a rap on the office door. The visitor did not wait to be invited. General Borman walked in.
Both Gant and Thunder rose to their feet.
"At ease." Borman extended his arm to shake Gant’s hand. "Welcome, Major. I trust the colonel has been filling you in?"
Gant looked at Thunder, then answered, "Yes, little bits and pieces. It’s a puzzle."
"Yes, yes," Borman agreed. "It’s quite the puzzle."
"One thing I don’t understand, General," Gant said. "I get the feeling we’re here for glamorized guard duty. That's not exactly our specialty."
"Guard duty? No, not guard duty, Major. I wouldn’t waste your team’s talents on guard duty."
"Then sir," Colonel Thunder asked in a tone that suggested there could not be any other possible mission. "Why is Archangel here?"
"Major Gant and his unit are going to proceed into the quarantined area and end this standoff once and for all."
Gant was not surprised, but Colonel Thunder appeared shocked.
General Borman glanced at his watch, then looked at Gant and told him, "T-minus 72 hours, Major, and counting."
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Gant slowed to a halt and bent over. His breath came in short, shallow bursts. After a moment he forced himself to stand straight again. A little morning jog was not going to get the best of him.
Sweat saturated his "Dr. Siegal Memorial Handball Tournament" sweatshirt — a leftover memento from the last time he had managed to play in a handball tourney. Ironically that tournament had been a few years ago in southern Pennsylvania, about two hours away from Red Rock, just outside of Reading. Gant had sneaked a side excursion to the tournament during a training mission to Indiantown Gap.
He raised his hands above his head to help fill his lungs with oxygen. As he did, he felt a mist in the air, the beginnings of rain.
The grounds of the Red Rock Mountain Research Facility were crisscrossed with trails wrapped in brush and forest. Most led to different base structures, such as storage areas, old garages, and the like. Some were hiking paths that had long ago begun to grow over due to lack of use.
Thom had run in a big circle, having started on the front stoop of his cabin and now finished near the parking area. He caught his breath and thought about what came next.
The Archangel unit had arrived an hour ago. Most of the group were inside the complex, relaxing in the rec room on the upper level, the only level they could currently access. He planned to brief them later, after he had a chance to sit with Colonel Thunder and dive into the storied history of the facility, something she had suggested last night after Borman left the complex.
At this point, he knew only that the facility was partly quarantined, that it was a very weird situation, and that he and his boys were going to walk right into the whole mess.
But to do what?
With the exception of Lieutenant Colonel Thunder, everyone associated with Red Rock seemed scared, but not the usual type of fear. In his line of work he came into contact with people who unleashed all manner of monsters, some the size of a virus, others four-legged, rabid, and hungry. Those types of threats elicited a primal fear; a survival instinct. No one wanted to be eaten alive or stricken with a plague that would melt their internal organs to gelatin in minutes.
This fear, here, felt different, particularly from Borman, who had spent a lot of time speaking without saying much during their discussion in Thunder's office yesterday. The general talked in circles about security, secrecy, and how Gant's science officer — Brandon Twist — would join them soon. Any questions in regard to the nature of the quarantined threat or the mission objectives were brushed aside with assurances of full disclosure at a later time.
Gant felt an incredible amount of apprehension from Borman. The general seemed afraid of those locked lower levels, as if the danger beyond the containment door posed a threat greater than the question of living or dying. As if that danger was as much about an idea, one that posed a challenge to Borman's world — or perhaps the entire world.
Then again, Thom could not be sure. The whole place felt wrong, out of whack, a fact apparent in something as simple as his jog through the woods. No roaming sentries, no guard dogs, no worries here on the surface. Everything focused on that door, everything else inconsequential.
Captain Richard Campion approached on the path.
"Morning, sir."
Gant exhaled deeply as his breath slowly returned.
"Good morning, Captain."
"Beautiful country here, sir."
"Yes, yes it is."
Gant could tell that Campion was about as close to excited as he got. They were surrounded by forests and mountains filled with white-tail deer, coyote, and black bear. No doubt the captain harbored fantasies of hours in those woods with his two shepherds, searching for and tracking such beasts. Too bad the dogs were not included with the team for this mission.
"Is there a briefing scheduled?"
The rain increased.
Gant answered, "There will be a mission briefing, I just do not know when. In the meantime, relax and enjoy the scenery."
"Yes, sir." Campion glanced about as if the suggestion to enjoy the scenery meant doing so right now. After a moment he caught himself and said, "Sir, in case we have the time, I brought the game."
"Let me guess, you took pictures of the board and all our pieces before you left Darwin?"
"Of course. Why start over from scratch?"
"Because you were kicking my ass, that's why," Gant said and while he did not smile he made sure his voice carried enough levity to keep Campion from feeling unnerved; the man took every word a superior officer said as the Gospel. "I am sure I can find a few minutes to lead more of my toy soldiers to slaughter."
"Sounds good to me, sir."
"Yes, I suppose it would. But our little war will have to wait until later. I need to hit the shower and then I'm having an early lunch with Colonel Thunder."
Gant completed his thought to himself: perhaps I can figure out what is going on around here.
* * *
Thom closed the office door, but it immediately popped off the latch.
"You have to shut it hard," Liz Thunder said as she sat at her desk pulling Styrofoam containers from a big paper bag. "Good thing the guy who made the lock on my door isn't the same guy who made the lock on the vault door."
He did as instructed, pulling the office door shut with more gusto. This time the lock held. Thom then sat at the desk across from her.
He noticed that Thunder's office resembled General Friez's at Darwin, in that there were no personal items to be found, no doubt a function more of her newness to the place than of a personality quirk.
Friez would prefer we see him as more a force of authority than a human being.
He did spy two dust-free patches on the wall, places where photos once hung, ghosts, no doubt, of her predecessor's personal effects.
"Let's see here," she mumbled and checked their lunches. "You ordered the roast beef melt thing, right?"
Gant accepted the container she handed his way while saying, "It comes with Corporal Sanchez's highest recommendation."
Liz opened another container and noted, "Bacon double cheeseburger. Okay, then, we're set."
Gant watched her attempt to handle the thick burger and the juice that squirted out as she chomped down.
"I know, I know. I'm supposed to have an egg salad sandwich or something. I'm just an all-American red meat type of girl. Been that way since I was a kid. I guess I'm blessed with a good metabolism. Well, so far. I'm sure I'll pay for this in the hips in a few years."
"Far be it for me to argue with a superior officer."
"What about you, Major?" She returned the large burger to its container and drank from a paper cup. "You're from Georgia, right? A nice southern fried steak more up your alley?"
Gant enjoyed the first bite of his lunch but her question sent him back through the years. He told her, "Not exactly. Given the choice I would begin with a bowl of she-crab soup. Nice, creamy, sort of a bisque. Or maybe a seafood boil if we are talking about dinner."
She eyed him for a moment and then understood.
"You lived on the coast?"
"No, but my mother came from a town near the South Carolina border. She brought the low country with her, as long as she could find good seafood. Charleston rice, catfish stew, and if it got cold she made a baked macaroni that would warm you from the inside out. Of course, every New Year's Day she served Hoppin' John. For good luck, you understand."
Despite the flood of memories, Gant worried this might be another of her psychological tests, just as she had purposely tried to annoy him when they first met. However, she offered a short smile in appreciation for his culinary history and that smile made him feel that her interest was genuine. In fact, there was something in her demeanor that made him feel more at ease this time. He tried to figure out what it was.
"You might want her to cook some up, because I think we're going to need some luck."
One of the rusty wheels on her chair squeaked as Liz bent over to retrieve a stack of folders and envelopes from the floor. He helped move aside the lunch containers to make room on the desktop.
"The information is all here," she said and stole another bite from her burger.
He eyed the pile of folders. Some appeared rather new, others ancient, judging by their torn and bent edges.
"That is a dreary looking pile of file folders."
"Dreary is the perfect word for this place," she responded after swallowing.
Her guard dropped for a moment and a bout of exhaustion swept over her face. He noticed her eyes appeared a little red, with bags underneath.
"I will venture a guess that you were up all night researching these folders. I would have been more than willing to lend a hand."
"General Borman had these files delivered to me, but only to me. He said that as the commander of this base I'm entitled to them, but no one else except on a need-to-know basis. So letting you go through all the files with me would have been against the general's orders. But now I can pick and choose select nuggets of information that I think are important for you to be aware of. All a part of you helping me keep a close eye on your men and in the interest of security at this facility."
"So it is acceptable for you to relay this information to me, but it would not have been acceptable for me to look over your shoulder while you went through the files the first time."
"Now you’ve got it, soldier."
His head tilted, a grin tugged at the edges of his mouth, and he said, "Colonel, I appreciate your approach."
Liz referred to notes written on a yellow tablet as she rummaged through the files. Gant chowed down on his sandwich while listening.
"Work started on November 15, 1969, on the Red Rock Mountain Command and Control Center. They billed it as a new army storage depot but that wasn’t the intent. Red Rock was to be a state-of-the-art bunker designed to keep our top brass safe and secure if the Cold War got hot. It seems this place is far enough away from the big cities to be out of the blast zone but close enough to get to in a hurry. In any case, construction wasn’t completed until four years later, with the complex officially opening on July 2, 1973. But hold the phone — two months before they turned on the lights the purpose of the facility was changed. In May of ’73, the Red Rock Command and Control Center became the Red Rock Mountain Research Facility. I guess they didn’t think Pennsylvania was a nice place to spend a nuclear winter."
"Not enough skiing, I suppose," Gant said sarcastically as he recalled passing dozens of ski resort billboards during the drive in.
"In November of 1973 they set about a complete reconstruction of sublevel 8 to turn it into a high-tech ‘Red Lab’ facility." She paused and cocked her head. "I admit that the first time I heard that term was here. I believe I mentioned that to you yesterday when we first spoke."
He told her, "As you can probably guess, a Red Lab is an area that is liable for one hundred percent containment if an experiment goes bad or a dangerous specimen breaks loose. Basically, there is a big door that slams shut and locks everything inside. To work in one you receive a thorough orientation on the idea that you may end up stuck inside and left to rot. Or, maybe, subjected to poison gas, fire, flooding, radiation, or whatever the guys on the outside think it will take to eliminate the problem. The researcher, or scientist, or security guard is expendable."
The lieutenant colonel replied, "I have been in similar settings but I don't recall the term 'Red Lab.'"
"I believe it originates with The Tall Company. Over the years it has spread out from them."
Her eyes narrowed and she stared at him in reaction to the tone in his voice, forcing him to explain, "I am not a big fan of that outfit."
"Well, that's in keeping with what happened here. Or, at least it explains that big vault door. Like I told you yesterday, a researcher by the name of Briggs conducted an experiment on June 22, 1992. That experiment began at 8:20 a.m. in the Red Lab on sublevel 8. At 8:35 a.m. containment procedures were activated via a voice command from Briggs himself. The choke point for expanded containment happened to be several floors up, however, on sublevel 5—just about where our vault door is today. As far as I can tell, that was the last communication from inside the quarantined zone."
Gant considered. She saw the puzzled look on his face.
"Yes, very creepy, isn’t it?"
"That’s not what bothers me," he said. "You don’t understand. The guys who work in a Red Lab, the last thing they want to do is trip an alarm and seal themselves in. Most of the time when containment is initiated it comes from some remote viewing station. It is a lot easier to push that big red button when you are not going to be trapped inside. It would be like volunteering to be entombed."
"So what?"
"So it surprises me that Briggs would be the one calling for containment. Most guys would head for the exit, then shut the door behind them."
Thunder thought aloud: "So either what happened was so nasty that Briggs just reacted or he was some kind of hero for sacrificing himself to save the rest of the base."
"I suppose so, yes."
Thunder pushed aside several sheets of paper, searched through the mess, then scanned an official-looking document the edges of which had yellowed with age.
"The CO waited for about two hours. When he didn’t receive any communication from the lower levels he sent in a Hazmat team."
Liz put away that particular report, bent over, grunted, and then produced a box of additional folders.
She explained, "Each of these contains a general description of the team, equipment inventories, objectives, and more."
He asked, "Those are reports documenting entry teams? How many have gone in over the years?"
"Near as I can tell, several in the first few months after the incident, then that was it. I haven’t been able to go through all the details; there’s just too much paper here. But I did gather enough preliminary information to get the gist of things. The first cleanup crew went in blind. They had no idea about the nature of the accident. Radiation? Biological? Hazardous waste? The only thing they knew was that Briggs had called for expanded containment, and that was that."
"What did they find?"
"Dunno. They never came back."
Gant pressed, "Sure, okay, but what information did they relay?"
"Nothing."
"No radio communication?"
"None — and that’s one of the problems here. The walls, flooring, and bulkheads of this base were designed to shield electromagnetic radiation. The idea, I guess, was to keep the president and his Pentagon friends all snug when the nukes went off. Nasty electromagnetic pulses could have disrupted all of the fun. So when I told you that Briggs’s message was the last from the quarantine zone, I meant it. Internal communications to the contained area were severed, plus no radios, no phone calls, no UPS deliveries. Nothing."
He ignored her quip, his mind already thinking ahead, wondering if tactical headsets would work in that environment. Communication was the key to the success of any mission, that and intelligence. It appeared they were going to be sorely lacking in both areas.
Lieutenant Colonel Thunder dropped that folder and picked up another.
"At 4 p.m. on the day of the accident, after no word came from the Hazmat team, a security detachment went in. A full squad with light armaments. They, too, fell off the face of the planet. Again no word, again no communication. Nothing."
Liz opened another folder.
"On June 26 the brass mustered a heavily armed squad of special forces as well as a five-man biohazard containment unit. They opened the door, went in, closed the door behind them, and were never heard from again. Starting to get the picture?"
Thom dropped his sandwich and leaned back in his chair. Any hope he might have harbored that this was going to be just another mission disappeared as neatly as all those soldiers and scientists who had entered the Red Rock Mountain Research Facility’s lower levels.
"Some sort of virus or biological agent that immobilized the teams through their protective gear?"
"Nope," she answered. "They’ve been analyzing air samples from the quarantined section for years and there’s not a single molecule there that shouldn’t be."
"Unless it’s something our equipment can’t detect."
"Not likely. They filled rooms with air taken directly from the quarantined area via the ventilation system and it had no effect on test subjects. Besides, what happened next was a lot worse than some new bio weapon."
Thom altered his balance and leaned forward. He realized he had lost his appetite and apparently so had she; their sandwiches were shoved to the corners of the desk.
"I have a whole bunch of incident reports, and if you thought the stories about the entry teams were weird, well, you haven't seen anything yet. On June 29 a researcher attempted to break quarantine. He was restrained by the guards. The commanding officer described him as being under some kind of outside influence starting with a trance state at first, then all but stark-raving mad, as if he would die if he didn’t get that door open."
"Outside influence? What do you mean by that?"
Thunder held him at bay. "Let me give you a few more examples before I try to explain. On July 10 a group of armed soldiers attempted to forcibly break quarantine. A grenade was used to stop them. Three were killed, five more injured, including the CO. With the commanding officer out of commission, our friend General Harold Borman took charge. Major Borman had been serving as a liaison between the DOD and The Tall Company. In any case, it didn’t get any better. The next day Borman had to initiate a weapons lockdown as these mental influences caused what he called ‘great distress’ among the soldiers and personnel on site."
"You keep saying ‘influences,’" Thom said. "It sounds as if you mean some sort of hysteria or madness."
"No. I’m talking about influences. Mental influences. Mental control. As if something from inside the containment zone coerced these people to take action they otherwise wouldn’t have."
Liz glanced at her wristwatch, then said, "I never had my morning cup of coffee, and a soda just isn't doing it for me. How about we take a walk and grab one?"
Thom did not really want a cup of coffee, but he did have the urge to get out and move around. The more they sat in that office reading from the files the more it felt like ghost stories around a campfire.
"Sounds good to me."
Lieutenant Colonel Thunder walked around her desk, opened the office door, and led him into the hall. She then pulled the door shut with plenty of force and after pausing to be sure the latch caught, the two strolled in the direction of the elevators.
She changed subjects for a moment, asking, "So your team comes from across the spectrum, is that right?"
"I'm a Marine myself," Gant answered. "So you can imagine how happy I was when I joined a task force that operated under army rules and regulations. Why, I had to learn a whole new vocabulary."
"A real step down for you, I'll bet," the army officer quipped.
"When I realized I had no choice, I got used to it. You know the drill."
They reached the elevator that offered transport between the surface level and sublevel one only. Liz used her key card to summon the car.
"The rest of your men?"
"From all over," Gant answered. "Rangers, Delta, we even occasionally get some CIA paramilitary types, not to mention a lot of civilians from contractors or other government agencies. My tactical detachment is really just a small part of the bigger whole, but we are the ones out on the front lines."
She asked, "How do you manage to make it all work? That is, the different backgrounds, the different services."
"We threw out the book," he answered with a smile, considering that that part of his assignment had been the most enjoyable. "We have made up a lot of our own rules. As long as we get the job done, no one seems to care. But if push comes to shove we follow the army's handbook."
The elevator opened and they stepped on. A moment later they exited on the first floor and made their way to the lobby, passing the lone soldier on guard duty.
Along the way she said, "So with all your team has dealt with, I'm surprised it's taken this long for you to end up here."
"I must admit to a little confusion on that matter," he answered as he remembered seeing General Friez arguing on the phone right before giving Thom orders to come to Red Rock. "I have the distinct feeling that there are some Pentagon politics at work."
"That would be nothing new, I suppose."
"Makes me wonder who else has had a crack at this place," he prompted.
"According to the files, eventually they brought in a psychological warfare expert to evaluate the situation. He stuck around for a couple of days, interviewed people, analyzed the place, and so forth."
"Sort of like what you’re doing here all over again, right?" Gant asked.
"Yes, I guess."
"And what did this shrink have to say?"
"Interestingly enough, he suggested there was some sort of intelligent mental telepathy coming from inside the quarantine section."
"Mental telepathy? I find it hard to believe that our government would give in so quickly to such a far-out idea. I’m surprised they didn’t blame it on work-related stress, a lack of oxygen in the sublevels, or something like that."
They walked through a set of double doors and into the small cafeteria or chow hall, as the soldiers called it. With a black-and-white checkerboard floor and rows of rectangular collapsible tables with attached plastic round stools, the place reminded Gant of his grade school cafeteria. Glass sneeze guards protected a serving line in front of an open archway leading to the kitchen. A handful of soldiers ate and laughed in a corner, and a military cook stood behind the line reading a magazine. The place smelled like overcooked corn with a slight hint of stewed cabbage, although he doubted anything like that would be on the menu.
She replied, "They didn’t bring in some IRS agent to handle that investigation. Thom, I’ve worked with a lot of programs with PsyOps. You would be … you would be surprised at what the brass likes to tinker around with."
She let that sink in as they moved to a counter where a coffee machine idled. They each filled a cup with dark black liquid. As they worked to season their java with cream and sugar, Thom spied Roberts walking into the hall. The soldier with the boyish face marched straight for one of the vending machines.
Thom watched in near-disbelief as Roberts pounded coin after coin into the machine, receiving one Twinkie after another in return. The kid practically emptied the machine and left with an armful of the treats.
"Let's sit over there," Liz said, leading him to a remote table on the far end of the room.
"So the Defense Department messes around with mental telepathy and ESP stuff? I suppose you are right; I should not be surprised."
"If you find that a little crazy, wait until you hear what came next."
She glanced around to ensure no one lurked within earshot and then went on, "Get this: they called in a medium to try and contact whatever intelligence was in the quarantine zone. I read the reports — she was some hippie-chick a few years out of college who had made a reputation for herself helping the Philadelphia police and the FBI track down missing kids, buried bodies, stuff like that."
Liz took a sip of coffee, considered, and then managed a much longer drink. Thom waited for her to continue. To him the coffee was more a prop than anything else. He drank it, sure, but out of habit, not desire.
For her part, Liz appeared to struggle with finding the right words and so drank as a stalling tactic. Finally she mustered some resolve and told him, "She came to the base and they took her to the vault door. She spent a few minutes there, then claimed that she could get nothing — no reaction whatsoever. But she requested permission to spend a night on base and they granted her that." Thunder hesitated.
"What is it? What happened?"
She breathed deeply, then plunged on, "The reports are somewhat sketchy and vague. There’s a certain amount of propriety that goes into report writing, you know that. Well our very own Harold Borman was doing all the writing and it seems as if he didn’t want to be too crude about the whole matter, but—"
"Getting shy on me, Colonel? What happened?"
"At first they thought she was just some sort of nympho. Borman caught an entire squad lined up outside her guest quarters waiting their turn. He went ballistic and chased them off. Apparently she came on to Borman, who nearly had her thrown out in the middle of the night. Instead he confined her to quarters. When they came to get her in the morning they found she had broken out. They followed the trail of exhausted soldiers and eventually they found her …"
She took a long drink and swallowed hard.
"Eventually they found her alone in the armory, naked and bleeding — bleeding bad. But she was still going at it — crying while she … crying while she was mutilating herself with a KA-BAR knife. Sexually mutilating herself."
They sat silent while he absorbed the gruesome story. Liz’s hand holding the coffee cup trembled.
He stated the obvious: "Something got in her head."
"Yes. Up until then these influences had just attempted to break quarantine. But in this case they got downright malicious."
"What happened next?"
"We’ll have to go back to my office for the rest of the specifics, but I do know this: I don't think the general gave me all the files. Most of the reports have a sort of rhythm in how they are dated, even the mundane ones. If I were to arrange them like a time line, there'd be at least one folder for every month since the initial incident. Not necessarily gruesome stuff, but at least routine follow-ups, maintenance reports, VIP logs, that type of thing. But I've noticed there are stretches without any information whatsoever. For instance, there were almost daily reports from the containment initiation through July, but then nothing from August."
"You think Borman is holding back on you?"
"That girl — the medium — came on site in late July of '92. The next group of records starts in November, when all the science research teams were transferred out of Red Rock. There is also reference to what must have been a construction project of some sort, down on the lower levels. I don't know what. At that point Borman had been promoted to colonel."
"Talk about rising fast through the ranks," Gant said.
She lightened a little. A smile peeked from the corners of her lips, then was hidden by one last long drink of coffee.
Thom still didn't understand the base, but he began to understand Lieutenant Colonel Liz Thunder. He realized that she was here, on this assignment, all on her own. She did not know the men of the base, and she was as much in the dark about the why and how of the place as he was. She was also very unsure about something, probably her ability to get a handle on things here.
In short, it seemed to him that she was reaching out for a friend. No, wait, friend would be too strong a word. More like an ally or confidant. Thom had come to know that in the world of black ops, weird science, and the occasional extraterrestrial it paid to have at least one person you could count on. For him, that person was Twiste. Campion too, in a sense, but in more of a "get the mission done" way.
It seemed that Colonel Thunder was alone in the Hell Hole, and given the nature of the place, it appeared she desired a lifeline of some kind.
She said, "I know that Borman had to shoot and kill his second in command as the guy tried to break into the quarantine zone. That incident was followed by a three-month inquiry into the happenings at the base by a special congressional committee. I know that in early 1993 he suggested a plan to put a plane on standby armed with a tactical nuke as a final containment measure."
Gant nearly gasped. "Excuse me? What did you say?"
"His proposal was denied, but if he had had his way there would be a jet fighter sitting on alert with a tac-nuke under its wing with our name on it if the base failed to check in at predetermined intervals."
"Sweet Jesus, are you serious? What the hell is going on here?"
"I don’t know, but you could ask the two visiting scientists who in 1997 made a dash to open the vault door without showing any signs of influence beforehand. Then in 2000 something started banging on the inside of the door, but the knocks did not conform to any prearranged signals, so that door stayed shut nice and tight as per General Borman."
Gant said, "So at some point this changed from trying to figure out what happened in that lab into not letting that door get opened. Sounds to me like someone has a theory about what is down there and they want it to stay down there."
"About twelve years ago, control of the base was handed over to the Energy Department, at least as far as the paperwork goes. I doubt anyone from Energy has ever been here. Hell, they probably don't even know it exists."
Gant said, "Probably had something to do with the budget. The same way we're an opposing force as far as the books are concerned."
"The stories just keep going on and on. Oh yes, I almost forgot, there were seismic readings in ’93 that indicated the operation of underground generators and equipment; then there was the time in 1998 when a squad of soldiers tried to open the door. Borman ended that one by activating nerve gas inside the vestibule, killing four guys, including two who were trying to stop the others."
"He’s got ice in his veins, doesn’t he?" Gant said.
Thunder was on a roll, but her tone remained light — almost joking — despite the fact that her eyes belied a trauma suffered by having read so many tales of horror.
"Oh, now, don’t blame Borman, because by that time he had been promoted to brigadier-general and was building a reputation as a security guru. Along the way a couple of maintenance workers were influenced into getting themselves shot."
"Just beautiful."
"I doubt the men on the entry teams who disappeared would think it was beautiful. Then again, we just don't know what to think. Hell, maybe it's some kind of paradise down there and all those guys just didn't want to come back."
He smiled a grim smile. "I guess I will find out, since my team is next in line."
"I understand you're still waiting on someone?"
"Yes," Gant answered. "Captain Brandon Twiste. He is what passes for our science officer. He is a doctor — a physician — and I think sometimes he tries to be my conscience. For some reason they sent him to The Tall Company facility in Moreno Valley, back home in California. Something about training, although I am not sure of much else."
"Tall was in on the original experiment. If we could get in touch with someone who knows anything about this Briggs guy it might help."
"Good luck on that, Colonel. Like I said, Twiste is training at The Tall Company Sciences facility at Moreno Valley. Borman ordered it. You start snooping around out there and you'll probably want to hide on the other side of that containment door if the general gets word of it. I don't get the impression that Borman is big on his subordinates showing initiative."
"Leave that to me, Major. Tall is a large organization and they are in tight with the military. I'll see what I can dig up."
Gant took a quick swig and then said, "Don't get me wrong, I wish you luck. A little info might help me extend my life span. Speaking of which, in all those files you dug through, did you find any info on what the Briggs experiment was about?"
"Only a little," she said. "Like I already told you, Briggs was digging around at the subatomic level. It was all subatomic particle research. Again, I'll do some snooping. General Borman is fairly anal about record keeping and we know Tall files everything away for future reference or, more likely, future billing purposes."
"That’s great," he said and tapped his wristwatch. "But the clock is ticking."
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Campion leaned over the table and closely examined the map. Gant watched with despair — his position looked no better at Red Rock than it had back at Darwin.
Major Gant and Captain Campion had been playing the same World War II board game for more than a month. The map covered the European theater of the war, stretching from southern England to the Ural mountain range in Russia, from Norway to the battlefields of North Africa. Armies consisted of markers or counters depicting the types of units involved and their strength, each color-coded to reflex Axis, Western Allies, or Russian allegiance. Dice rolls based on odds decided combat results, while rules covered supply and initiative, making for a rather complex game, and that meant long, well-considered turns.
The board had sat in the recreation room at Darwin for several weeks. Prior to the Everglades excursion, Archangel had enjoyed a nice stretch of free time that allowed the two men to devote a fair amount of brain power to the battle.
When news came of their transfer, the Captain took pictures of the board and, after arriving at Red Rock earlier in the day, had spent over an hour painstakingly replicating the situation.
Gant knew Campion to be trustworthy, so every piece would be in its proper place, but that was not a good thing for the major, who commanded the Western Allies as well as the Russians.
Or rather, he commanded what was left of them.
Staying true to history, Campion's Wehrmacht had conquered Poland, France, the low countries, and Norway with ease, isolating the United Kingdom, although he eschewed history's Battle of Britain in order to keep the Luftwaffe at full strength for other endeavors.
In another contrast with history, Campion managed to use Italian forces to overrun all but a few hexes of North Africa, and had also subjugated the Balkans and Greece.
Game rules prevented the United States from entering the war for several more turns, leaving the fate of Europe in the hands of the Soviet Union, which Campion had assaulted with success on par with Hitler's real Operation Barbarossa.
Gant still held Moscow, Leningrad, and Stalingrad — the keys to victory — but his front line forces had been cut to ribbons. Furthermore, the onset of winter — which would produce game rules favorable for the Russian defense — was still several turns away.
His best remaining armies assembled around Kiev in the south, too far away to protect Moscow. Historically Hitler had diverted his panzers to destroy just such a large gathering of Soviet forces, but it appeared Campion seemed intent on avoiding that mistake, ignoring the threat to his southern flank in favor of the prize that seemed only a turn or two away.
Finally, after nearly an hour of studying his counters, Campion made one last move, sliding an infantry division away from the Leningrad front to the rear of a gathering spearhead of German panzers poised to strike at the Russian capital.
While Gant saw a tiny little cardboard marker sporting the NATO symbol for infantry move, he knew Campion envisioned the march of jackboots raising clouds of dust as they crossed Byelorussia.
They were not the only two in the rec room. Pearson sat in a corner next to an empty and ancient cigarette machine, wearing his black cap backwards, playing on a handheld gaming system. Based on the sound of a roaring engine and the way the soldier turned the game like a steering wheel, Gant guessed it was a racing simulation.
Sal Galati leaned over a small pool table with a stick while Jupiter Wells propped himself against the wall, chalking his own. Sal struck the cue and it hit one ball that ricocheted off a bumper, tapped another ball, and sent a third into the corner pocket.
Wells stepped toward the table, but instead of retreating Sal circled in search of his next shot.
"Get out of the way, it's my table."
"What do you mean? I made the shot. Four ball, corner pocket."
"No man, you did NOT call it with all those bumpers and kisses. No fucking way."
"Yeah man, I did."
"You are such a bullshitter, Sal."
"I may be a bullshitter but I called that shot."
Without looking up from his game, Pearson said, "Uh-oh, trouble in paradise."
Wells shook his head and retreated to the wall again, vigorously chalking his stick. Sal went back to planning his next shot.
Colonel Liz Thunder walked into the room, glanced at the large game board, and said, "I hope you're not the Allies."
Captain Campion swiveled to perfect attention. The other men did the same, although Pearson did not let go of his game.
Thunder waived a hand, signaling "at ease," and the men returned to their recreation.
Major Gant answered, "Unfortunately, I am one of the good guys in this one. And the good guys are getting pounded."
"Well, judging by what I see here, I wouldn't count on promotion to a theater command anytime soon."
"Did you come all the way down here to bust my chops?"
"Actually no, but that’s just an added bonus," she said as she grabbed his arm and led him to the doorway, out of earshot of the rest of the men. "What have you got planned for the rest of today?"
Gant checked the schedule he kept tucked inside his head. "Two training sessions. I plan to use one of these vacant upper levels to simulate entry into the quarantine zone. Basic stuff — I don’t have enough intel to do anything more than that."
"Cancel it," she said. "Or hand it off to your second. We’ve got a date."
"Sounds interesting. What have you got?"
"How about The Tall Company? They’ve got a research facility in upstate New York. I’ve got a chopper booked and ready to go." She glanced at the clock on the wall and added, "If we leave right away we can get there before closing time."
"They have files on this Briggs experiment? Something that can help us?"
"Better," she smiled. "A week before the experiment here Briggs booted one of his researchers off the team. That may make her the luckiest person on the planet, but it also makes her very important to us. And guess what — she still works for Tall after all these years."
Thom considered and asked, "What makes you think she’ll talk to us? I also wonder exactly how General Borman would take to an off-base excursion."
"Like I told you before, I’m in charge of this base and security here. I deem it necessary to learn more about the nature of the containment. Therefore I am doing this on my own authority. Corporal Sanchez commanded this base for more than twenty-four hours on his own after Haas was killed, so he can handle a couple of hours this afternoon."
"Are you sure that is a good idea?"
She told him, "I thought intelligence gathering was critical to your missions."
"So is following the chain of command. You could get your head bit off for it."
She laughed. "I specialize in putting heads back together."
Thom glanced toward the table and the war game.
"Well, Doctor, maybe you can put my infantry back together."
He spoke in jest, but Thunder approached the game board and analyzed. As she moved she told them, "I used to play this game with my brothers. Maybe I can help."
Campion stood back and let the colonel examine the board. She said to him, "You look like you're in pretty good shape, Captain."
"Yes, ma'am."
His forces were poised for one final push to Moscow. He had manipulated the game brilliantly, feinting a number of times, hiding the strength of his forces, and thinking two or three moves ahead. And now that the time was right, Campion moved without hesitation toward the end game. No more feints, no more hiding, just an outright lunge for the prize. And it was his for the taking.
Gant walked around the table, studying the map, but also watching Thunder as she commented on Campion's positions, asked questions about how long it had taken him to conquer France, and noted his use of Italian forces in contrast to their historical performance.
The captain answered, and while it was hard to tell with the man, Gant thought he heard a chord of pride in his voice, maybe even bravado. Campion knew he had been clever and seemed appreciative that someone had noticed.
Most interesting to Gant, however, was how Thunder studied not only the board but Captain Campion himself. It seemed as if she took note of his body language, and her questioning appeared aimed at eliciting emotional responses, albeit subtle ones.
Thunder looked at Gant. "May I?"
He shrugged and motioned to his pieces. "It is my turn, and right now I will accept any help I can get."
Liz folded her arms and looked more closely at the board. She then leaned over even further, as if searching for tiny details. Then she swiveled her head to look at Campion.
He was just finishing a drink from a bottled water.
"Don’t mind him," Gant said. "He doesn’t care if you or anyone else helps out. He’s not fighting me, you see; he’s fighting the Allies."
Campion answered, "Of course. It’s World War II."
"I see," the lieutenant colonel remarked.
She used her finger to count hexes on the game board, as if measuring distances between pieces.
She asked, "Supply points are through cities marked in red, right?"
Gant nodded.
"What turn is it?"
Campion answered, "Summer of 1941."
"Winter is a looong way off," Gant added. "I have reinforcements coming, but they will not reach the front for a couple of turns."
"Siberian divisions?" she asked, and Campion's eyes widened just a little at her knowledge of that historical detail.
Thunder spent five minutes walking around the board, measuring distances, and asking technical questions. Gant started to feel embarrassed for her: had she bit off more than she could chew and now could not think of a move to make?
For his part, Gant saw see no option other than fighting a static defense in Russia and hoping Campion made a mistake.
Just when he was about to offer Thunder a way out, she bent over the table and moved the game pieces deliberately and precisely, rechecking measurements and unit types as she worked.
To his horror, she pulled several of Gant’s strongest Russian units away from the Eastern Front, creating a gap in his lines. She moved one unit, stopped, recounted hexes, then moved it another space. As she did this she paused on several occasions to ask Gant for clarifications of the rules, especially those regarding the effects of terrain on combat.
Campion watched her, first nonchalantly then a little more intensely. He finished his first bottle of water in two big gulps and grabbed another. He fumbled with a vending machine for a cupcake as if desperately trying to look unengaged, yet Gant felt certain he saw sweat forming on the younger man's brow.
After nearly fifteen minutes of questions, moves, re-moves, and calculations, Lieutenant Colonel Liz Thunder moved away from the game board, turned to Gant, and said, "Well, it took some doing but I think there’s still hope for Mother Russia. It all depends on what he does now." She walked to the door with a confident gait and called to Thom, "Our chopper leaves in about fifteen minutes. Don’t be late."
Gant nodded, then looked at the map of Europe as she disappeared. He could not glean the purpose behind her moves. It looked as if she had weakened his position, in fact.
Campion, meanwhile, slinked toward the game board carefully, as if it might be a land mine.
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The teardrop-shaped OH-6 Cayuse chopper lifted away from the pad, then swooped into the gray sky on a north by northeast heading. As the helicopter gained speed, the rain splashing against the windshield turned from drops into a constant deluge that pelted the glass and warped into long streaks.
Gant sat in the rear seat, Thunder up front next to the pilot. The sound of the rotors made it impossible to converse without aviation headsets. The two spoke on a channel separate from the pilot’s.
"So how’s Campion handling my move?"
Gant smiled to himself and told her, "When I left he was still circling the board and studying. He cannot figure out what you are up to. I admit, neither can I."
A crosswind bucked the Cayuse side to side.
Thunder told Gant, "Good. That’s the entire point."
"I do not follow you."
"Let me ask you this," she said as she turned enough to look at him. "Are you playing a game or refighting World War Two?"
The question confused Major Gant. After a moment he answered, "The game is World War II."
"No, it’s not war at all. It’s a game. You’re not fighting with real tanks and bombs and troops, you’re fighting with finite rules and random chance."
"The game is a fairly complex and detailed re-creation of the Second World War."
"Yes, it’s a re-creation. But it’s not World War Two all over again. Campion is caught up in the war. You won’t be able to beat him if you fight the war against him. You need to play the game better. You need to understand the nuances in the rules."
"So you have found something in the rules to slow him down?"
She laughed. "No, not at all. You’re toast; he’s got you by the balls."
"I feel much better. So what did you do, speed up my defeat? The moves you made do not make sense to me."
"Good. If they didn’t make any sense to you, they didn’t make any sense to Campion."
Gant tilted his head, narrowed his eyes, and said, "So you are faking him out. A bluff."
"He’s intent on not making the mistakes Hitler made. He’s determined to get to Moscow before winter hits. But he’s still fighting World War Two, not playing the game."
"How so?"
"Historically the Russians just sat there and let themselves be surrounded during the early months of Hitler's invasion. They held their lines and wouldn’t retreat. Stalin traded men for time. You were doing the same thing."
Gant thought about it. Maybe he had fallen into that trap. The speed of Campion's advance had taken him by surprise, and while his Russian armies were plentiful in number, they lacked combat effectiveness. Throwing his numbers at the Germans was akin to throwing meat in the grinder, but he had hoped to throw enough of them in to jam that grinder.
She went on, "He plots every single move with tremendous care, doesn’t he? He probably tricked you plenty early on. Outsmarted you at every turn."
Gant said nothing. She was right.
The chopper bucked again.
"Now he’s being aggressive because he sees victory just a move away. He sees German armor blasting through Russian infantry. He probably can hear the artillery in his mind. To his way of thinking, he’s mopping up a defeated enemy and heading for the gates of Moscow. So what did I do? I asked him about the game. I asked him about rules. Then I moved pieces around and counted spaces. If I had really been a Russian general Stalin would have shot me for pulling front line forces into reserve. The Germans would have rushed and filled those gaps without thought, without even consulting the bigger picture."
Gant started to catch on. "But Campion can see the big picture. And he heard you asking about the rules and the game — forcing him to remember that this was a game."
"Yes, and what did I remember that he forgot while he was living in fantasy land on the Eastern Front?"
"I do not know. What did you remember?"
She smiled "Nothing. Not a damn thing. Like I said, you’re toast. But he doesn’t know that."
He glanced out the side window, seeing little more than rain and fog, although it seemed they traveled over an endless field of forest.
"What happened historically?" she asked.
Gant told her what she already knew: "Instead of taking Moscow in the summer Hitler moved his tanks south to surround and destroy several big Russian armies. That took time. When they finally returned to attack Moscow the rain and mud set in. After that came winter."
"Yes," she said. "Hitler's move delayed his armies long enough for reinforcements and General Winter to stem the German advance. Moscow was saved in '41 and the rest is history."
Gant told her, "My opponent has gone to great lengths to avoid that same mistake. He's ignoring everything except for Moscow."
"You're right, but this time it’s not a bad decision by Hitler to attack a Russian army in the south that is going to delay the Germans — it’s indecision. You wait and see. If I read his personality right he’s going to get nervous now, tentative. He could finish it in a move or two, but he’s afraid I’ve laid some sort of trap."
Gant asked, "And if he realizes it was all a ruse?"
"Better learn to speak German."
* * *
To Thom Gant's eyes, The Tall Company's New York facility resembled a military installation more than a commercial complex. For starters, it sat far away from civilization in a valley surrounded by a chalky white forest of bent and broken trees seemingly suffering from some cancerous blight.
The compound included three windowless rectangular buildings standing four or five stories, apparently designed by an architect who consulted shoeboxes and bricks for inspiration.
As they flew in, he spotted fences topped with razor wire, cameras, and rooftop walkways equipped with spotlights. The helipad on which they landed actually descended on a lift into an aviation hanger.
A thin man with thick glasses from the public relations office escorted them across the grounds, including through an underground tunnel where Thom spotted armed guards and numerous "Security Is Everyone's Responsibility" signs.
Whatever ruse Liz had used to gain access had worked; their guide kept babbling on about how the company appreciated working with the military and how Uncle Sam was more a partner than a customer. The man professed his admiration for men — and women — in uniform a half-dozen times during their walk despite Gant and Thunder wearing casual civilian attire.
Finally they reached a laboratory situated in a quiet corner of one of those big brick-shaped buildings. Their accommodating host led them around rows of silent computers and electronic equipment in various states of repair to a lonely office, at which point he left the visitors to their business.
Inside that office waited a woman whose strong muscle tone helped hide her age. She wore a lose-fitting white jacket over a black turtleneck. Thin glasses hung from a strap and dangled to her chest, and she kept her gray and blond hair in a tight bun.
"Dr. McCaul?" Thunder started the conversation.
"Yes," the woman answered. "You must be Lieutenant Colonel Thunder and Major Gant. Please come in. And my name is Doreen."
Unlike General Friez's office at Darwin and Thunder's new home at Red Rock, Doreen McCaul's corner of The Tall Company featured numerous personal touches.
The color green dominated the decorum in the form of plants — some hanging, others crowded on shelves. Thom did not have an eye for such things, but he did recognize several ferns, a Chinese evergreen, a couple of arrowhead plants, and a row of lucky bamboo. His wife, Jean, had cultivated similar plants during their first year of marriage when they lived in an apartment in North Carolina with small windows and a lack of natural light.
"Please, take a seat," McCaul invited.
Thunder accepted the invitation and took advantage of a wood bench with cast iron legs positioned beneath a window looking out at the laboratory. Gant remained on his feet and drifted around the office. Collections of figurines, photographs, a child's finger painting, and all manner of books grabbed both his eye and his curiosity.
Their host rolled a swivel chair out from behind her quaint antique desk to the center of the small office, as if preparing to lead a discussion group.
"You’ve come a long way for a short story," she told them.
"Dr. McCaul — I mean, Doreen," Liz said in a friendly tone, matching their host's demeanor. "I was recently placed in charge of the facility at Red Rock."
"Red Rock? The big hole in the ground in Pennsylvania. Nice countryside, though. I remember a little restaurant not far away down on the main road. Of all the places, do you know what they had?"
Gant smiled and told her, "A fantastic roast beef melt sandwich."
McCaul flashed a similar smile and nodded. "Yes, it was always a favorite with the soldiers. The Rooster restaurant, or something like that."
Liz seemed eager to get to the point. "I found your name in files regarding an experiment run in 1992 by a Dr. Ronald Briggs. From what I read, you were a member of his research team prior to the actual experiment. I should add that both myself and Major Gant have all the necessary clearances."
McCaul waved a dismissive hand. "I'm not that impressed by clearances. I find all of that rather silly, to be honest."
Liz pressed, "But you were on his team?"
McCaul sighed in what sounded like disappointment. Judging by the isolated location of her office, Gant figured she received few visitors and might have enjoyed some chitchat.
"Yes, yes, I was on his team. Still, there’s not much to tell. Dr. Briggs removed me before the big day."
Gant listened but his eyes drifted across a line of books covering subjects from ancient civilizations to mathematics, so wide a range of topics that the collection of reading material did not reveal the doctor's area of specialty.
"The records are sketchy as to the nature of the experiment," Liz said. "Any information you can provide would be useful."
"I’ve tried for a long time to put Ronald and his pet project out of my mind. It was not a very pleasant experience."
Liz leaned forward. "What was so unpleasant about the experiment?"
"Not the experiment; Ronald Briggs. He was not a pleasant man."
"Oh." Liz relaxed, but her question obviously had struck a nerve, and Doreen's memories came flooding back.
"He was prematurely balding, he smelled, and he was very much full of himself. On top of that he showed an open disrespect for women. It may sound self-serving, but that had a lot to do with why he removed me from his team. He kept Ruthie around because he liked looking at her ass — excuse me for being so blunt."
Gant tried hard but he could not suppress a smile.
"Ruthie and I were research assistants, not well suited to his project, but I believe he enjoyed bossing women around. He would always refer to us as 'the girls'. I was in my thirties at that point, Ruth a little younger but still an intelligent researcher. He treated us like summer interns. He worried about our figures — not the math kind, either. Ronald was always telling us that we were putting on weight or something. Yet he was the one with the cupcakes and girlie magazines in his desk drawer."
Gant mumbled, "Briggs does not sound like the hero type."
"Hero? Why would he be a hero?"
Gant started to explain but Thunder spoke first: "He initialized containment protocols, locking himself in the Red Lab to confine whatever went wrong."
"No. He would have been the first to run for the exits."
Gant said, "Then whatever it was that killed Briggs and his researchers was bad enough that he reacted without considering the consequences. What was he up to?"
Dr. McCaul stood and paced across the small office. Her eyes absently wandered to a cluttered bulletin board full of various notes and reminders.
"How much do you know about quantum physics?"
Gant responded, "How much do you know about urban warfare tactics?"
She laughed. "Okay. We’ll go for the short version."
Thunder said, "From what I heard he was sifting through atoms looking for … well, I heard he was looking for ‘God.’"
McCaul’s eyes lit up. "Yes, that’s exactly right. Why did you need me again?"
Gant turned away from a shelf full of statuettes and collectibles he had been examining. He found himself smiling again. He could not help it; he liked her. She was not one of the coldhearted scientists he so often dealt with. He did wonder, however, how long it would be before Archangel came to this facility to handle some screwup or another.
He asked, "What does that mean,' looking for God'? I would think that would be a better subject for a Bible study group."
"There are many Bibles, all dealing with the truth behind existence. I have a personal interest in that, you see," she said, nodding toward the shelf of figurines and trinkets that had grabbed the major's attention.
"Quite a collection you have here," he said and held up a pendant featuring what appeared to be plaques with inscriptions written in Hebrew.
"That's a kabbalah pendant of the two tablets," McCaul explained.
He gently returned it to the shelf and pointed at a brass figure. "I recognize Buddha here." He then motioned toward a six-inch sculpture with a stone-like resin base holding an Arabic symbol that made him think of fire. "What about this?"
"That is the word Allah, depicted in a pure and cleansing flame."
Nearly a dozen more such collectibles lined the shelf, each a symbol from the world's most popular religions, ranging from Christian crosses to a collection of coins depicting the great masters of Sikhism.
Thunder pulled the conversation back on track by asking, "What did his experiment have to do with God?"
The older woman grinned a little and answered, "In all honesty, Dr. Briggs was not really looking for God; not in the generally accepted sense. No, he searched for the fundamental building blocks of creation. Of course, people of religion believe the universe was created by God, and therefore Briggs would mock that he was trying to find God himself, hidden in the subatomic world."
Gant said in a nearly mocking tone of his own, "I would imagine that a search for the Almighty would be focused out into infinity," and he pointed a finger at the sky in reference to the mysteries beyond the stars.
"You know, when we think about the infinite we always think in that fashion; about the universe up there in space. After all, the universe is so incredibly big that it is hard to comprehend. But science tells us there is a boundary, that our universe is like an expanding bubble, and sooner or later you will run out of space. For example, take this room." McCaul motioned to the four walls surrounding them. "If this is the universe and you go out far enough, you will hit a wall. Of course, getting out far enough is the trick. Science fiction aside, it is doubtful humanity will ever explore even a tiny fraction of the universe."
"Okay," Gant said in a light tone, "so the universe is big."
"But it has its boundaries," Liz added.
"If you want true infinity you need to go in the other direction," McCaul continued. "Like I said, if you travel far enough, sooner or later you will hit those walls. On the other hand, you can always cut something in half. You can always get smaller. No matter how many times I cut a strand of my hair in half, I can always take one of those parts and cut it in half once again. And so on. The truly infinite is not the big grand universe, it is the atoms that comprise everything in that universe."
Liz wrinkled her brow and said, "I thought there were limits. I thought there were pieces that couldn’t be cut up."
"I’ve been away from subatomic theory for a while, but every so often they say they’ve found the absolute-positive-end-of-the-line building block. Quarks, leptons, and the like. There was a time, dear, when the atom itself was considered indivisible."
Gant said, "And that sort of blew up in our face."
McCaul considered this for a moment, then laughed. "That’s very good. Very good, indeed. For a military man, you have a sense of humor. Dry, but it's there nonetheless."
Liz asked, "Was Briggs’s research military in nature?"
McCaul looked at Thunder and smiled in a manner that made Gant think of a mother smiling at a child who asked if babies come from a stork.
"Colonel, I think you and I both know that everything we do eventually has military applications. But to answer your question, no. Briggs’s work was purely scientific. The military handled security at Red Rock but was not directly involved in Ronald's big project."
"Which was?"
Dr. McCaul paused and rubbed her chin with two fingers.
"How best to explain …" she mumbled. "Do you know what the big bang is?"
"Well, that has to do with the creation of the universe, right?" Liz tried. "Some sort of explosion that started it all."
"To put it simply, the big bang is the moment the universe was born, conceivably beginning from a singularity that essentially exploded. This event led to the creation of the first atomic nuclei and then the first atoms, the root of every piece of matter in our universe."
Gant asked, "So how do we end up in an underground laboratory in Pennsylvania?"
However it was Liz who answered: "He was trying to find traces of those original atoms, wasn't he?"
"Very good. There was a book titled The God Particle: If the Universe Is the Answer, What Is the Question by a Nobel Laureate named Leon Lederman. He first used the name 'the God Particle' in his book. I should mention that most scientists absolutely hate that name, by the way, and Lederman's book came out about a year after Briggs's experiment. In any case, what we're really talking about is the Higgs boson. That’s what Briggs was looking for."
"Exactly how do you find something that blew up in an explosion millions of years ago?"
McCaul answered Liz, "After a terrorist blows up a car or a building, how do you know what type of explosive was used?"
Gant answered, "You look through the debris to find explosive residue."
"Honestly, that's not the best metaphor," McCaul admitted. "But it will do for our purposes. Think of the very first particle at the heart of the big bang as the explosive. Residue from that explosive — from that first particle — should be scattered throughout the debris. In this case, the debris is all the matter of the universe."
Gant said, "So he gets out a powerful microscope and looks for it."
"You may want to stick to urban combat, Major. Particles such as the Higgs boson exist in an observable state for only short periods of time and under extreme conditions — that is, if they exist at all."
"Wait a second." Liz wagged a finger. "I thought they found that thing, over in Europe. Just this year."
McCaul said, "I've steered clear of particle physics for the last decade or so, at least as best I can. I've moved out of the hard sciences and more into archeology. But yes, I read that they have found evidence of the Higgs boson. The verification of its discovery would be a bigger deal for science than walking on the moon, by a wide stretch."
Thunder said, "They use some sort of giant, um, it was a big—"
"Particle accelerator, yes," McCaul answered for her. "Accelerators stretch for miles in a big circle and are used to slam particles together. Those collisions reveal other particles for fractions of a second, but just long enough to observe their existence. They needed a really big collision to find Higgs, and even then it's a question of poring through the data for months."
Neither visitor said a word; they just stared at her.
"Let's take our terrorist bomb example. Now let's say the bomb is on a car going at the speed of light and it hits another car going just as fast head=on and it blows up in the collision. Now imagine that whatever the bomb is made out of, it will disappear a split second after exploding. Again, not a great metaphor, but it will have to do."
"I do not understand. If something is there, it’s there. What do collisions have to do with anything?" Gant felt far out of his league.
"Yes, it can be quite confusing. That’s something that astronomy and quantum physics have very much in common — a lot of our so-called observations are really mathematical guesses. We see some force acting upon an object like a planet or electron and we hypothesize as to what is causing the force. The Higgs boson — the God Particle — is theorized to be the mechanism that produces mass."
"Whoa, wait a second." Gant waved his hand. "I thought you people figured all this out years ago. Are you telling me that we are sending probes to Mars but we still do not know everything there is to know about … about …"
McCaul finished for him, "Matter?"
"Yes. Or, well, maybe. I mean everything. The basics. The stuff that makes us, us. The stuff that makes this desk solid." He rapped on the desktop for effect.
"Believe it or not, Major, that desktop is not nearly as solid as you think."
"Dr. McCaul," Thunder interrupted the theoretical discussion, "this all sounds very interesting, but we need to know more about the Briggs experiment, specifically. Something went wrong and has remained wrong to this day."
Their host massaged her chin as if considering her words. After a few seconds she spoke. "I said before that you can always cut something in half, right? That real infinity is the infinitesimal. Consider this, then." She appeared pleased to have found the right way to explain. "Let’s say this room is the universe. One way to explore would be to head toward the ceiling — to reach into the distance. Like we do with those Mars probes and gigantic telescopes and so forth. Understand?"
Both soldiers nodded.
"Briggs was trying to dig through the floorboards. He wanted to find the secrets of the universe by finding the basic building block — the God Particle. The Higgs boson."
"How?" Thunder asked.
"That is a very interesting question. During my time with Briggs I was technically a research assistant. In truth, everyone who worked with Briggs was a gofer. He gave us tasks to do, buttons to push, and readings to relay, but he guarded his secrets closely. In some ways, I can't blame him. This is a cutthroat company; Wall Street raiders and inside traders have nothing on the scientists and administrators here. Like the rest of us, Briggs knew a number of researchers whose life work was stolen by co-workers or bosses. That's why he worked very hard to get his experiment moved to a government facility."
"Dr. McCaul," Liz said, "I mean, Doreen, there is no particle accelerator at the Red Rock complex."
"No, particle accelerators are normally rather large; you would have noticed. Ronald Briggs felt he could accomplish the same idea using the concentrated power of several lasers with the idea of actually tearing apart the fabric of space to study the building blocks of our universe. Now understand, we're talking about a project I worked on twenty years ago, so my memory may be a little off. From what I could see at the time, Briggs had managed to work around the massive amounts of power required to produce that type of energy and he confined the entire experiment to an area the size of an average laboratory." She considered and added, "Honestly, whether or not he succeeded in his experiment, his project offered a great deal of promise in regard to maximizing energy use."
"How so?" Gant asked. He knew something about energy and felt compelled to contribute at least one intelligent question to the discussion.
"Well, right now there's a facility planned for construction in Great Britain named the, oh, now what was the name? Something like the Extreme Light High Field complex or the like. I suppose that's close enough to Google. Anyway, the plan is to use these lasers to produce several hundred petawatts of power for a split second to then mine the vacuum of space, pulling apart particles of matter and antimatter. They aren't using this technique to look for Higgs; that's solely in the arena of particle accelerators now. However, the idea is to discover dark matter, another theorized building block of our universe."
"First a God Particle, now dark matter." Gant shook his head. "I still have no idea where this is going."
McCaul showed her first sign of real frustration as she snapped, "I’m sorry, Major, but there are people who spend decades studying the elemental forces and who never come close to comprehending what they’re studying. I can’t teach you in ten minutes what some of us can’t learn in a lifetime."
Liz spoke for them both when she said, "We understand that, Doctor. We’re not asking for the background and the theories or even the principles of his research. We’re trying to find out what may have gone wrong and why. We need to know because we need to go in and clean up the mess Dr. Briggs made."
McCaul's eyes widened. "That was over twenty years ago. Surely his research has been furthered by now?"
"Doctor McCaul," Thunder spoke. "Something went wrong with the Briggs experiment on that day back in 1992. Containment was initiated and no one knows why. You were cleared for Red Lab work; you understand what can happen."
"Yes, but certainly the follow-up teams were able to retrieve some of his notes and documents. As I said, his research into Higgs was interesting, but how he was going to get there — through the use of lasers — was far too valuable to abandon. Imagine suspending particles and ripping them apart. Like pulling the wings off a fly. Unless, of course, his entire contraption was a total failure."
That idea seemed to please McCaul. A hint of a smile suggested she found satisfaction in saying the words "Briggs" and "failure" in the same sentence.
Liz said, "The follow-up teams were never heard from again. The Red Lab he worked in has been quarantined ever since that experiment went wrong. I’m surprised no one spoke to you about this."
Major Gant shifted uneasily. He had felt unsure about this trip to begin with, but mentioning entry team details made him uncomfortable. He started to think Liz was going a little too far. Certainly Borman would hit the roof if and when he found out about this trip, but if he learned how much they had discussed with McCaul he could charge them with insubordination or even revealing classified information.
Dr. McCaul returned to her chair behind the desk and sat down, placing her hands on her head. She seemed to have lost her balance both mentally and physically.
"Then his work is lost. Well, that makes sense. All these years I was just hoping he was wrong with his theory and his search for Higgs. But now it sounds as if he might have been right."
"Let me put it bluntly, Doreen," Liz said and asked, "Can you think of anything that could’ve caused such a situation?"
McCaul did mental battle with her memories.
"I imagine you’re hoping I have one important clue — maybe a secret about the experiment I can divulge. I'm sorry, I don’t. Odds are, his plan to generate enough power to get those lasers going backfired and produced an explosion that wiped his team out. That's my first guess. But there are other concerns, of course. The type of thing you always hear about with these types of science projects. That was back before the Internet, and Tall likes to keep its research out of the public spotlight. But look at how people reacted to the Large Hadron Collider; all sorts of nonsense about creating black holes that would suck up the Earth. Seriously, people spend too much time talking about science they don't understand. Although I suppose it makes for a good story or two."
"So what could’ve gone wrong?" Thunder asked again.
Surprisingly, Gant offered an answer.
"Maybe he found God. Maybe he found this ultimate building block. Maybe he found it and punched through it. I do not understand much of what you are telling us, Dr. McCaul, but I think I am catching on. He could have released a tremendous amount of energy, maybe even hazardous radiation of a type with which we are not familiar."
"What about the other direction?" Thunder took the ball and ran with it. McCaul sat silent, wearing an expression of mild amusement.
"What if his machine actually caused some sort of collapse and he created a micro black hole; something that would simply suck in all the matter and energy around it. That would explain why no one ever came back; as soon as they got into the lab they were caught."
"True," Gant volleyed. "But that would not explain the mental influences at the—" he stopped himself, looked at McCaul, and smiled.
"You know," the older woman said, offering yet another take, "what if there was actually a God who created the universe? What if that singularity at the center of creation was God, and he said 'let there be light' with a single thought? And what if that thought caused the first atoms, the first pieces of matter that would grow and become what we see as existence?"
"God … or, God’s original thought," Gant mused. "I suppose that type of a theory would take a great deal of faith."
McCaul waved toward her shelf of religious images and said, "As you can see, Major, I am a woman of faith, so it is not that far a stretch for me."
He examined the shelf again and said, "You have quite a collection of faiths. Having trouble choosing the best one?"
"Not at all. My faith isn't with any particular religion. Religion, after all, is a man-made phenomenon. But every religion has faith at its core; the belief in something greater than what your eyes can see."
Liz Thunder said, "I'm surprised, Doctor. It has been my experience that scientists tend to stay away from spirituality."
"Some do, certainly," the older woman admitted. "Quantum mechanics, physics on the subatomic level, deals directly with the creation of our world, and let me tell you, it is one messed up, confusing, and frustrating arena of study. Once you get down inside atoms, you find rules, actions, and predictions that contradict the physical laws of the larger universe. It has been said that no one really understands quantum mechanics. Consider that one prominent theory in this field of study is called relational quantum mechanics, which essentially means that the quantum system is dependent on the observer. In other words, the thing you are studying exists only when you are studying it."
Major Gant tried to lighten the mood: "I suppose that answers the age-old question. Apparently if a tree falls in the woods and no one is around to hear, it does not make a sound."
Dr. McCaul narrowed her eyes and told him, "No, Major. If there is no one around, the tree does not exist."
"That boggles the mind," Gant admitted.
"And that is only one of many theories relating to quantum physics, any number of which could cause a person to question the very nature of existence," McCaul said. "The people I worked with when I was involved in subatomic research tended to drift into one of two camps. Some decided that, having seen the building blocks of existence, they had debunked any notion of a Creator, like knowing the tricks up a magician's sleeve."
"The others?" he asked.
"Others realized that no matter how hard we look, we will never grasp the truth of our existence because one cannot fully understand a system while living inside it. In short, some of us found faith in a force greater than our comprehension. I'm not sure if that is God as the churches describe him or a fantastic natural force too magnificent for our minds, but I am confident there is more to life than what we can see."
"It must be nice," Gant said, "to have that kind of faith."
McCaul looked to him, then back at Liz, then to Gant again. She said, "Oh, now, everyone has faith, major. Especially you."
"Me?"
"Everyone does. Having faith in yourself is the most important, but you also believe in the chain of command. Your orders come down and you follow them — is that not true?"
Major Gant slowly nodded his head. Yes, she was right. He followed orders, even when he disagreed with those orders. McCaul called it faith, he might call it instinct, but the end result was the same. He obeyed.
She turned to Thunder and said, "And you, Colonel? How is your faith these days?"
Liz seemed somewhat transfixed.
McCaul said, "You're different from the major. You don't share his faith, do you?"
The lieutenant colonel's eyes widened and she said, "I'm an officer in the United States military. Yes, I have faith in my superiors."
"No, I'm afraid you don't. You're wearing civilian clothes; your phone call came directly to me, bypassing the proper channels; and you came to me for answers that, it would seem, your superiors did not feel fit to discuss with you. That means you don't trust them leaving you in the dark about Briggs and his work. No, Colonel, you have no faith in the chain of command." She leaned forward and in a voice bordering on a whisper, added, "I hope, dear, that at least you still have faith in yourself. At a place like Red Rock, you will need it."
Liz's mouth opened but no sound came out.
Gant came to her rescue.
"Thank you, Doctor, for all the information.
"If you need me, I’m only a phone call away and I promise to be discreet. I’ll do anything I can to help. Dr. Briggs was an arrogant man, yet somehow he found the funding to pursue even his wildest theories, something the rest of us can only dream of."
Liz stood and stepped toward the door, eager to leave. Major Gant followed.
As they left the office McCaul said, "There’s something I’ve learned as a scientist that you should know, Major Gant. Every time I think I’ve seen it all — every time a theory becomes accepted doctrine — something comes along to take it to a whole new level. Briggs was out there; way out there. He may have taken things to a whole new level."
* * *
The chopper flew south across New York en route to the Pennsylvania border. For the first ten minutes they flew in silence. Gant tried to find the right words to open up conversation, then finally decided just to jump right in.
"She said something that bothered you."
"She said a lot of things that bothered me," Liz replied while remaining focused forward through the rain-covered windshield.
Gant eyed her suspiciously. He knew very little about this woman, but his initial impression had been very positive; an officer of good temperament and intelligent. Yet McCaul's harmless philosophizing had elicited a reaction — a defensive reaction.
So Gant pushed, "Was it all that talk about faith? I, for one, would not put—"
"Don't try and analyze me, Major. I'm the psychiatrist here. I know the game."
"I did not realize you were a doctor."
"That's because I'm not. I'm a soldier. Like you. Everything else is just an area of specialty. You and I, we just use different weapons."
"I see. Well then, Colonel, this excursion was your idea. What kind of answers do you think we found?"
She bowed her head for a moment, closed her eyes, and then finally turned and faced him.
"I'm sorry if I'm a little rough around the edges, Major. I suppose McCaul said a lot and my mind is just trying to make sense of it. I think … I think something happened with Briggs’s experiment that is much different from a virus breaking loose or radioactive contamination."
"Such as?"
"Well, let's take a look," Thunder said, retrieving a smartphone from her pocket and firing up the Internet connection. Gant watched her use her phone, tapping letters and numbers and reading lines.
"Here it is," she finally said. "She did give us enough to Google. I've got a bunch of articles here announcing the Extreme Light Infrastructure Ultra-High Field Facility. Apparently scientists are working on a series of big lasers that use a lot of power to rip apart the fabric of space. Something about looking for ghost particles and tearing apart time and space and seeing what pours out of the fissure and finding evidence for other dimensions."
"For some reason, that makes me nervous."
She put away her phone, took a deep breath, and said, "I don't get this stuff, Major. It's way outside my pay grade. But what happened — what is still happening — at Red Rock is a lot more than some sort of explosion caused by a power overload. We keep thinking something went wrong and blew up in Briggs's face."
He caught on: "The other possibility is that his experiment went as planned. Maybe more so."
"McCaul said that Briggs was sort of digging at the floorboards of the universe. What happens when you dig at the floorboards in an apartment?"
Gant thought about that for a moment. "You end up coming through someone else’s ceiling."
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Liz stepped from her cabin and sucked down a healthy gulp of moist, cold morning air. It sent a shiver through her lungs that spread across her body, causing everything beneath her green BDUs to tremble.
The rain from the previous day had cleared away, leaving behind row after row of rolling white clouds. Very few sunbeams managed to slip through those clouds. Fewer still penetrated the orange, red, and yellow canopy of turning leaves covering the Red Rock grounds. The smattering of thin gold beams that managed to clear all those obstacles and reach the forest floor resembled focused lasers more than natural light.
She let the flimsy wood door shut and started toward the main complex along a path that, despite the start of a new day, seemed particularly dark and lonely.
While others might find the encroachment of nature and the secluded location of the facility a welcome respite from civilization, Red Rock managed only to amplify her feeing of isolation. Four mornings ago the phone call from General Borman had felt like a get-out-of-jail card freeing her from a prison of monotony. In reality, however, it seemed she was as much a prisoner of the Hell Hole now as whatever lay locked behind the vault door.
Worse, she wondered exactly why had she been summoned to this place. Again, Borman's invitation came packaged as a second chance, an opportunity for redemption, a sign that the brass recognized a waste of talent. But now she was not so sure.
The strangeness of this place … an apparent suicide mission for the Archangel team … The Tall Company's involvement … it all added up to one big unsettled feeling, even before considering the dangerous influences emanating from beyond the containment bulkhead.
Am I here because I have firsthand experience in watching minds go from normal to crazy, or am I here because my record is tainted enough that I'll make a plausible fall-gal when the shit hits the fan?
Choosing BDUs over her dress uniform for today's attire resulted in an unexpected bonus or, perhaps, a curse: she had found a crumpled half-pack of Virginia Slims in her suitcase. At some point that pack had made its way into her pocket.
Why not, Liz? Have a smoke again. The other bad habits are all coming back. So far you've screwed around with the heads of a bunch of young soldiers and you've played fast and loose with your authority. Of course, if things hadn't gone FUBAR last time the brass probably would have been happy with your breaking the rules. This time, well, I don't think Borman is going to be thrilled with yesterday's trip.
She stopped and pulled out the cigarettes. The aroma of tobacco and nicotine dove into her like a shot of smooth whiskey, although she suspected the ghost of addiction played a greater role than her sense of smell.
One of her other senses — hearing — managed to steal away her attention. More specifically, the chop-chop-chop of helicopter rotors flying low overhead en route to a landing pad on the far side of the main building. The sound broke the spell; suddenly the cigarettes changed from enticing to a painful reminder of bad times.
She could have thrown them away, or tightened her hand into a fist to pulverize the temptation. Instead, she returned the pack to her pocket, unsure if she might need them some other day.
* * *
Captain Richard Campion stood outside the main entrance taking deep, refreshing breaths of the morning air. He found the chill bracing and it helped chase away the grogginess from a nearly sleepless night when dreams of armies trapped by an enemy's surprise maneuver kept him tossing and turning.
Not only did the brisk air shock his system awake; the myriad of scents and sounds also tantalized his nose and ears.
He envied the acute senses of the canines who sometimes served with the unit. During missions, he would oftentimes think of himself as a wolf on the hunt, tracking his prey not only through sight but through sound and smell as well.
Standing in front of the building that morning, he listened to a dozen different tunes of birdsong; he heard cracks and drips as the morning dew weighed down dying leaves to the point that some snapped and fell to Earth, where they joined growing piles of dead foliage that decayed with a heavy, sweet smell.
All those sounds and aromas were smothered by the loud chop-chop-chop of an incoming helicopter that dropped a sheet of malodorous exhaust over his morning.
The Sikorsky s-76 came in fast and then slowed just as fast before descending to the landing pad. Campion hurried over and arrived just in time to see the luxury helicopter — sporting The Tall Company's logo (a 'T' wrapped in a circle) — touch down.
As the rotors slowed the rear doors opened and two men disembarked. The first was a man most likely in his early fifties wearing a loose-fitting light blue sport jacket over a white dress shirt. While he was fairly tall, his shoulder slouched sloppily, giving his clothes the appearance of being one or two sizes too big. He had a thin, drawn face and rough black hair. A cigarette dangled from the edge of his lower lip, seemingly staying in place only by defying the law of gravity, and the man walked with a lazy gait that nearly made Campion question his sobriety.
This first man approached and spoke to the captain with a choppy, Eastern European accent: "Soldier there, go get the case from the helicopter and send them to my quarters inside."
And then he was by, continuing on toward the main facility, apparently regarding Campion as something akin to a doorman.
Fortunately, the second man who emerged from the Sikorsky was Captain — Doctor — Brandon Twiste, wearing his usual green BDUs. He came over to Campion, shook his hand, and said, "Don't let that asshole bother you. That's Vincent Vsalov of Tall Sciences and he is one arrogant prick."
Despite sharing the same rank, Campion addressed Twiste as if he were a superior officer, out of some kind of instinctual respect for an elder.
"Yes, sir. Good to see you again, sir."
"He is right about one thing though. I will need some help with the gear."
They pulled a heavy metal trunk from the helicopter that required each man to grab a handle on the end.
"Where do you want this?"
"Let's take it right in and find a secure area," Twiste answered.
"What is it? It's heavier than it looks."
Twiste told him, "Captain, this is what all the fuss is about. Another present from our friends at The Tall Company."
* * *
Major Gant told Roberts — the soldier with the little boy face — and "President" Van Buren, "I will handle things from here, gentlemen. Go get yourself some chow."
The two soldiers nodded and left in the company of two of the base's military policemen, who served as escorts for the team on the lower levels of the complex, particularly when weapons were involved.
Roberts and Van Buren had just delivered the last of team Archangel's gear to an assembly room on sublevel 5, not far from the vault. That gear was laid out on a long table and included rifles, pistols, antipersonnel grenades, and all manner of high-tech gear.
Major Gant stared at the collection and shook his head. A voice from behind put words to his thoughts: "Kind of crazy, isn't it?"
He turned around and saw Brandon Twiste standing at the door. A shiny new "Red Rock Mountain Research Facility" security ID tag hung from a lanyard around his neck.
Gant grinned a little and replied, "I have yet to go on an Archangel assignment that was not at least a little bit crazy. That seems to be a part of our mission parameters."
"Not like this." Twiste wandered into the room and looked over the gear. "A little something for every occasion — that's what bothers you, isn't it?"
"I see you still think you can read my mind," Gant said and then squinted and eyed Twiste's hair. "It also appears you have added more gray to your collection."
"Spending two days with The Tall Company will do that."
Twiste circled the table, looking over the collection of weapons and high-tech gizmos. He reached out and touched one particularly nasty-looking piece.
"Jesus, Thom, this thing is a little old, don't you think?"
"A flamethrower," Gant identified the weapon. "Vietnam era, actually."
"I thought we got all the good gear."
"I am sorry but did you not get the memo? The United States banned flamethrowers over thirty years ago. Finding one in working condition was quite a challenge."
Twiste said, "Like I was saying, a little bit of everything, and that's the type of thing that drives you batty." He stopped, considered, and added, "Hell, if it drives you batty it probably is making Campion climb the walls."
"All right, all right," Gant waved his hand as if trying to dissipate something in the air. "Enough of the awkward small talk. It does not fit you, my friend. It is nice to have my science officer back, but it is a lot more important to have you back. So stop all this dancing around and tell me what they had you doing at Tall."
Twiste chuckled and the atmosphere relaxed. He walked around the table and extended his hand, and Gant gave it a good shake.
"I guess they tried to make me just another cog in the machine," he said. "Something like you, I think."
"I quite doubt that is possible. By the way, welcome to Hell Hole."
"Yes, I heard that." Twiste gently slid aside a shotgun and rested his butt on the edge of the table. "Nice place, as far as circa 1975 underground bunkers go. At least Darwin has all the modern amenities."
"So tell me, what kind of fun was to be had at Moreno Valley?"
"Well, first of all, this whole experience just confirms my belief that our bosses don't have a clue. I'm a doctor — a physician and a biologist — yet I find myself over at Tall Sciences getting trained on a device that is so far out of my league it might as well have come from Mars."
"Let me guess," Gant led. "Something to do with quantum mechanics?"
Twiste cocked his head back as if slapped.
Gant said, "I am glad to see I can still surprise you now and then."
"Well then let me tell you, it seems you're already as knowledgeable on all this as I am. Maybe you should operate the thing."
"What thing?"
"This machine I just spent hours and hours learning how to operate. Wait, that's not exactly right. I know what buttons to push and how to set it up, but I don't have a damn clue how it does what it does. Like I said, I am most definitely the wrong science guy for this job."
"I think someone upstairs appreciates your intelligence, doctor."
Twiste moved off the table and stood close to Gant. His voice dropped and his eyes lost any sign of levity.
"No, Thom. Listen to me. You're in the military; you're a soldier. But you're not a pilot so you wouldn't think the Pentagon would put you in an F-14 and send you off to bomb a terrorist camp, now would you?"
Major Gant shook his head no.
"So that's my point. I may be your science officer, but I'm here because I'm a doctor and I understand biology. Like that thing in the Everglades a few days ago. I have a background and knowledge base that allows me to deal with living things and understand them; even develop things like that Net Taser to help capture our visitor. But this is different. It's like, well, it's like they wanted someone smart to learn enough about the machine to get it to work, but also someone who doesn't know enough about all this physics shit to figure out the details."
Gant did not know what to say, but it did not matter; a quick knock on the door drew his attention. Lieutenant Colonel Liz Thunder stood there.
"Thom, sorry to bother you, but General Borman is upstairs. He wants to see us right away." The glare in her eyes told the rest of the story.
No, Borman is not happy at all about yesterday's field trip.
Thunder glanced at Twiste.
Gant interceded. "I'm sorry. Lieutenant Colonel Liz Thunder, this is Captain Brandon Twiste, my team's science and medical officer."
She offered a quick, polite smile and extended her hand.
"Pleased to meet you, Captain."
Twiste's reaction, however, was much different than expected. He accepted the colonel's handshake but did not share the polite smile. Furthermore, his eyes narrowed and his head tilted just a bit.
"I'm sorry, Colonel, do I know you? I'm certain I've heard your name before."
Gant offered, "Not many Thunders in the military, I would imagine."
His light tone did not lighten the exchange.
"Not that I'm aware of," Liz answered, then she rocked on her feet as if her physical balance had gone awry. "Major, we have to get upstairs."
"Yes, colonel. Let me lock up and I'll meet you there."
The fact that she turned around and marched away without offering to wait told Thom a lot more than any of her words. Of course, like everything else at Red Rock, he did not know what her actions suggested, leaving him again with nothing but questions.
Twiste followed him out of the room. Gant shut the door and sealed it with a padlock.
"Well, you heard her, I have a meeting to attend. I believe my ass is going to get chewed off."
Twiste did not find any humor in the situation at all. In fact, he reached out and grabbed Gant's arm.
"Thom, I know I've heard her name before. I just can't place it. But I've got this sick feeling in the pit of my stomach."
"Yes, this place has that effect."
"No, look, I mean it," he said, locking his eyes on Gant's. "I have this feeling that trusting her would be a big mistake."
* * *
Lieutenant Colonel Thunder and Major Thomas Gant stood at attention, Liz behind her desk and Gant to the side.
The expression on General Borman's face made Thom think of an angry Texas sky about to spawn a twister.
"Let me try to understand this. You took an unauthorized trip to discuss your—" he glared at Thunder, " — top secret facility and his—" a head motion toward Gant, " — classified mission with a woman who isn’t even cleared to know either of you exist. You left Corporal—Corporal— Sanchez in charge of this facility for several hours?"
"Sir," Thunder replied despite the obvious fact that Borman was in no mood for replies. "Given the lack of information available to my command in regard to the nature of the threat here at Red Rock, I took action I deemed necessary to enhance security at this facility."
"Don’t try that bureaucratic bullshit with me, Colonel. I’m not a fat-ass senator at a subcommittee hearing where we can dance like a couple of whore-lawyers. This is a military operation, not the goddamn girl scouts. You’re not my priest — either of you — and I don’t have to confess to you, do you understand?"
"Sir, yes, sir," came the dual chorus.
Borman's anger seemed to increase, but instead of his voice growing louder, it became deeper, making him all the more menacing. Anyone could shout, but it took a master of intimidation to sound calm while at the same time unleashing a hellish fury.
"You have only one job here and you still managed to fuck that up. Should I be surprised, Colonel? Isn't that on your resume — she fucks things up. I pulled your sorry ass out of the closet and put you back on the front lines and this is the shit you pull?"
"Sir, trying to do my job."
"Don't you do it. Don't you pull that with me. Your job was to stay at this desk and make sure the men on this base keep their heads in the game. Instead, your head wasn't in the game. Let's get one thing straight, Lieutenant Colonel: you are a mother hen sitting on eggs. Your ass doesn't move. I'm of the mind to throw you back to the wolves. How would a charge of insubordination sound?"
Gant felt compelled to speak.
"Sir, I am as responsible for that excursion as the colonel. I needed intelligence for tomorrow's entry."
Borman swiveled around, sending the twister crashing into another barn.
"Who the hell are you, Major? You are a military asset. Nothing more. You go where I tell you to go. You do what I tell you to do. If I think you need intel, I pick up a spoon and feed it to you."
The general circled Gant and leaned in close, his nose nearly touching the side of the major's face.
"You and your little group think you're above it all, don't you? Look at you. Task Force Archangel, Friez's little darlings who get to walk around without any rank on their collar, sideburns and mustaches, and fancy equipment straight out of DARPA. You act like you're in some kind of goddamn fraternity."
Thom stood straight and still, but as he listened to Borman's rant his mind raced back to the Darwin facility a few days ago. He and Twiste had witnessed General Albert Friez arguing on the telephone and Frieze had not seemed comfortable with Archangel's new orders. Now Thom saw why.
It became clear his unit was here for reasons beyond the mission. Borman's choice of words … his tone … the disdain frothing from his lips as he growled … Archangel was Borman's prize.
"Albert protected you and covered for you and kept making excuses for why you could never come to Red Rock; how you were too valuable. Not this time. This time you belong to me. Tomorrow morning you and your men are marching downstairs to that vault door and going in. I will tell you what you need to know. Not Friez; me. And you'll do it or so help me God I will bury the entire Archangel program so deep they'll have to add ten more sublevels at Darwin just to find your bones. Are we clear?"
Gant mumbled, "Perfectly."
"I can't hear you, Major. I asked if we were clear."
"Sir, yes, sir, my ears are fully functional and I comprehend the meaning of your words, sir. We are clear."
Borman backed off, apparently satisfied that his browbeating had obtained the necessary results.
"This is what you need to know, Major. Your unit will enter the quarantine zone tomorrow morning at 1100 hours. Captain Twiste will take with him a package that you will safely deliver to the Red Lab on sublevel 8. That is your target zone. Twiste has been trained to operate this package. All other considerations are secondary, and all team assets with the exception of Captain Twiste and his package are expendable. Do you understand, soldier?"
"I understand, sir."
"As for your speculation as to the cause of the quarantine or the status of the quarantine zone …" Borman hesitated.
Thunder seized on that momentary hesitation to take the initiative.
"Sir, with all due respect I wish to formally protest this mission."
Borman gaped at her, incredulous. He had just walked up one side of her then down the other, yet there she was still pressing forward.
Thunder hurried before she could be cut off: "Without understanding the nature of any hostile activity or conditions inside the zone, Major Gant’s team is almost certain to fail. I request additional information as to the nature of the threat and the estimated odds of success."
Borman replied to her, "Major Gant is the element leader. You are in no position to request further information. If the major feels that he is not capable of carrying out this mission without additional information then he's free to say as much," the general said, but the look in Borman's eyes told a much different story. There would be no questions and no answers.
"Sir, we can handle it."
Borman nodded approvingly. "Then that’s that. Prep your team, Major, You’re going in tomorrow morning."
Borman stepped to the door and opened it.
Liz broke from attention and gasped, "That's it? You're just sending him in there without any information, without any reason to believe things have changed since those first teams disappeared? It's a suicide mission."
"You stand down, Colonel," Borman shot back, but it appeared that his previous outburst had sapped his strength to fight. Nonetheless, he still threatened, "The only reason you're still standing in this office is because I don't want to waste my time getting another replacement in here. But don't push me or you will be on the first chopper out of here."
Thom saw that this was going nowhere, so it made no sense for her to get thrown out on her ear for a lost cause. He had received his orders and would do as commanded. Not because he agreed with the mission, not because he felt good about it, and certainly not because he enjoyed working under General Borman's command.
No, Major Thom Gant would follow his orders for the simple reason that they were his orders and he was a soldier. He knew no other way.
Perhaps Captain Campion was not the best-programmed robot on the Archangel team after all.
"Colonel, everything is okay. I have my orders."
His words cut Liz off in midthought, knocking her off balance. She glared at him not with surprise but contempt, with such intensity that he regretted stepping in. His acquiescence had struck a nerve, perhaps the same nerve McCaul had struck at The Tall Company.
Borman wagged his finger at Lieutenant Colonel Thunder. "One job. One fucking job. Keep the door closed. Everything else is not your concern."
Then he was gone, shutting the door behind him, although it immediately popped free of the catch.
She turned to Gant, staring at him as if he had grown three heads.
"How is it you can lead your men on this suicide mission without even putting up a fight?"
"I have my orders. This is my job and one could argue that most of our assignments are borderline suicide missions to begin with."
"No, not like this. Nothing has changed, Thom. No one has gone in there for years for a reason and those mental influences are still reaching out and causing people to go crazy. The man who was sitting in this chair last week was shot dead trying to open the vault. No one — not Borman, not anyone at Tall — has given us reason to believe the danger is less, or even an idea of what that danger is."
"Liz, it is my job to—"
"That's Lieutenant Colonel," she corrected in a voice nearly as hard as Gorman's had been. "This isn't about you. This is about your entire team. Not only as people but as valuable assets. This mission strikes me as an unnecessary risk to lives and a waste of a valuable resource."
His answer came with as much emotion and conviction as an automated answering machine: "I am aware of the risks."
"Yes, I know. That's what puzzles me. You're not stupid, and you have an obligation to protect your unit. Yet you are going to march right through that door because a general told you to do it."
"That is my job. I follow orders."
"Yes, I've said that to myself before, too. And I've regretted it. You're going to regret this, Thom. There will come a moment when you'll realize that following orders isn't the only commandment for being a good soldier. I only hope you live to understand that."
* * *
Corporal Sammy Sanchez sipped his coffee and gazed through the security glass at the vault door. The same sight, day after day.
The computer console and controls at his station never offered anything new — just the same countless security checks, the same ongoing atmosphere and seismic data analysis, the same continuous diagnostic of the defensive hardware.
Still, he knew something was coming.
He had seen the tactical team killing time in the recreation hall and practicing entries on the near-deserted upper levels. And that man who had come in on the helicopter today — the man from The Tall Company — he had seen him often in recent weeks.
But most of all, he knew something was coming because of the general. Borman visited the vestibule constantly, choppering in and out of Red Rock every day.
The vault did not look different. It looked the same as it did each and every day, basking in the brilliant glow of white light, four red switches at its side. Four red switches waiting patiently to be turned green again. Waiting patiently for the vault door to swing open to swallow fresh prey.
Who are you going to eat this time?
"What’s that?"
Sanchez’s companion sentry glanced at him nervously. Mumbled words provoked as much fear inside the Hell Hole as Defcon 2 at NORAD.
Sanchez smiled politely. "Nothing. I’m just thinking out loud. Relax, soldier."
The corporal sipped his coffee. It was a long while before the other sentry relaxed.
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Liz Thunder shined her flashlight up into a high corner, illuminating pipes, vents, and electrical conduits. An abandoned web hung in broken strands from the ceiling but she saw no sign of a spider; even the arachnids found Red Rock unsuitable.
She swept the beam in the other direction and lower. It fell upon a big piece of dust-covered industrial equipment sprouting thick tubes linking it with a network of air ducts.
Corporal Sanchez knocked on the door.
"Ma'am, you wanted to see me, ma'am?"
He instinctively reached to the switch on the wall to provide her with additional light but found the switch already in the “on” position.
"Yes, Corporal, I tried that already," she said and pointed to the ceiling, where one dim light bulb glowed among a row of dark ones. "It seems this place has an aversion to light. Or maybe everyone around here prefers shadows."
"Um, yes, ma'am. I don't think this area is used anymore."
"And that's why I wanted to see you, Corporal. You've been at this place for a while, right?"
"Actually, ma'am, only about a year."
"Oh." That answer surprised her. "General Borman seemed to indicate you have been on base longer than just about anyone here."
"Sorry, ma'am."
"Still, maybe you'll know." She moved away from the derelict equipment and closer to the door where Sanchez stood. "According to my blueprints, this was the pumping station responsible for getting oxygen down into the lower levels; below sublevel six, from what I saw. But this equipment is nonfunctioning. Exactly how is Major Gant's entry team supposed to breathe while they're down there?"
The question appeared to throw Sanchez for a loop, but only for a moment.
"Oh, yes, ma'am; I mean, no, this area is obsolete." The dust finally penetrated his nose deeply enough to cause a sneeze. "Excuse me, ma'am. I was saying, there is a building on the surface that took over those functions. From what I understand, it was installed about ten years ago when these units suffered malfunctions."
That puzzled her.
"Are you saying that the ventilation system for the lower levels is still running?"
"Um, yes, ma'am. I believe the system is tied in to the entire air supply for the complex, but that's not really my area. Colonel Haas handled facilities management directly. Since he… well, I just assumed you were taking that over."
"I suppose I'll have to. But I can't really do that if I don't know where everything is, now can I?"
"I suppose not, ma'am," Sanchez said as he rocked back a step.
"It's okay, Corporal, it's not your fault. I'm just sort of learning this on the fly."
"Anything I can do, Colonel, just say the word."
Another man appeared in the door behind Sanchez, this one older with streaks of gray in otherwise dark hair. Liz recognized him as one of Gant's team.
"Excuse me, Lieutenant Colonel Thunder, I was wondering if I could have a word with you."
Liz glanced around the dirty room with the concrete floor and the cinder block walls and realized she had no more business there.
"Certainly. It's Captain Twiste, right?"
Sanchez glanced at the captain, who stared at the corporal until he took the hint and hurried off along the hall of sublevel 3. Liz joined Twiste in the corridor.
While every floor at Red Rock felt forgotten, sublevel 3 was downright neglected; merely a number on the wall that the elevator passed on its way to the high-security area of level four.
Only a handful of fluorescent lights worked in this hall, and many of the walls wore chipped and cracked paint because no one had bothered to repaint them in twenty years. Pieces of debris ranging from cigarette butts to Styrofoam coffee cups lay in corners because no one had bothered to sweep the floor in twenty years, either.
"What can I do for you, Captain?"
He did not answer until he saw Corporal Sanchez turn the corner. A moment later they both heard the big elevator doors open, then close, followed by the rumble of chains, ropes, and pulleys.
It occurred to Liz that she was now all alone on this floor with a man whom she did not know. Under most circumstances, that would not concern her. She carried a sidearm, after all, and had passed hand-to-hand combat training with more than adequate results.
But this was the Hell Hole, and it had a history of conjuring all manner of nightmares.
"A few years ago, I watched my wife die of cancer," he said. Twiste's words threw her completely off balance. "Understand, I'm a doctor. I saw the warning signs, took her for diagnosis, and found the best possible treatment for her. I'm no oncologist, but I knew enough to see what was coming."
"I'm sorry to hear that," she replied and shifted uneasily. Exactly why had this stranger sought her out to tell this story?
"Thom is a friend of mine, Colonel, and this mission has the same feel as my wife's cancer. There is not going to be a happy ending. I knew it with my wife and I spent months watching her die. This may be a little quicker, but it has the same feel."
"Oh," Thunder replied. Now she saw exactly where this was coming from. "I understand your concern, Captain."
"No, I don't think you do. Not at all. You see, I know you. I remember your name from a couple of years ago."
Her heart began to beat rapidly and a sick weight formed in her stomach.
"That's right, I know. Oh, not everything," he went on. "I was a consultant for the investigating committee. Not many doctors in the army with my level of clearance, so I drew one of the short straws. That's where I heard your name. That's why you were familiar to me. I just never met you in person."
She regained some mental balance and said, "Captain Twiste, you have not been granted permission to speak freely."
"I didn't ask."
Her eyes widened and she shot back, "This could be construed as insubordination."
Funny, Liz, weren't you just on the other end of this kind of conversation?
"Yes it could," he said, glaring at her. "But it doesn't matter. I've been around longer than you have, longer than Thom has. At this level, that type of threat doesn't mean much. Go ahead, haul me in, lock me in the stockade. Problem is, I'm the guy with the specialized training. I'm carrying the package in tomorrow, and I'll be going through that door no matter what I say to you."
"Okay then, Captain—"
"Doctor. I'm a doctor right now. Not some army robot."
"Okay, Doctor, why are you so willing to go on this mission then? If insubordination means nothing to you, refuse."
"Because then you'll find someone else to go in with Thom and the team; someone they won't know. At least I'll cover his back. You see, I'm not worried about myself. I'm older, and I've played this game for a long time. I was married, I have grown kids, and I even have a grandchild. If this is my last mission, then so be it."
"And Major Gant? You're doing this to protect him?"
"He's my friend, you understand? And he has a lot of unfinished business in his life. Like I said, I know you, Colonel. I know what you did. You pumped people full of drugs, put them through all kinds of warped experiments, and then watched to see what would happen."
The images burst through the mental dam she had erected over the last two years so hard it nearly hurt. Screams. Pleas. Injections. Isolation tanks. This regime produced no results? Well, then, up the dosage … or combine it with this compound.
"You were told to back off," Twiste continued, "but you didn’t. You stood there and watched people die. The worst part of it? It wasn't the blood that got you in trouble, was it? No, it was some sort of security breech. I don't know that story. I'll bet it was a good one."
She sucked in a deep breath and said, "What is your point, Doctor?"
"Point is, Thom Gant and his men better not be another patient you're sitting back and watching die just to find out what happens. I swear, if I find out that's the case then you better hope I die down there, too. Because I will march to every media outlet on Earth and will spill my guts about your experiments, about this place, about all the secrets locked in the containment cells back in California at Darwin. I hope I make myself clear."
"I don't take threats very well, Doctor." She had already been browbeat by Borman for trying to help, and now she was getting another dose and being blamed for the problem.
Enough.
She jabbed a finger at him.
"Now you listen to me, Captain. This mission isn't mine. My job is this base, this facility, and I just got onsite here a few days ago. I risked my ass taking Major Gant to a Tall Sciences complex a few miles north of here because I wanted to know more. I just got my ass chewed out by General Borman for asking too many questions."
Twiste backed off a step.
"You're right, I've got some royal fuckups on my resume and I've got to live with that. I'll be damned if I apologize to you for anything. You want to protect your friend? Well, get in line, because I've already tried. He refuses to listen. He's going to march right into the quarantine zone in the morning, knowing this is probably a one-way ticket. So you tell me, why would he do that?
Twiste did not have an answer.
In a softer tone she said, "He has that way about him, doesn't he? As soon as I met him, I knew this was someone I could rely on; someone who knows right from wrong."
"You'll find," Twiste said with his eyes drifting off, "that he has a strong sense of justice, even with the things he's had to do."
"Well, Captain, believe it or not, I'm not the bad guy here. Not this time. I've tried talking to Major Gant but he seems eager to march in like a good little robot. Maybe he'll listen to you."
He did not answer. Apparently her revelation had knocked him off balance. It seemed he had been sure of the devil, only to be mistaken.
Liz, however, was not ready to let it go. She stepped up to him and although he stood several inches taller, she seemed to dominate.
"One last thing, Captain. I don't care what you think you know or what kind of attitude you have. You think I was a coldhearted bitch a couple of years ago? Well you're right. I was that way because that's what the army wanted from me. But here it is … I'm done taking shit from people, especially subordinates. Go talk to Thom Gant; maybe you can help him. I hope so. But in the meantime, take the chip on your shoulder, the holier-than-thou attitude, and get out of my face."
Twiste hovered for a moment then retreated three paces. He cast his eyes around the hallway, first at each wall, then at the ceiling, and told her, "I'm glad you found a new home here, Lieutenant Colonel. But I'm hoping you don't find it as comfortable as your last one."
With that he turned and walked off, leaving her in control of the battlefield, but only after having inflicted a few wounds.
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Gant tried to gauge the morale of his men as they filed out of the recreation room after a three-hour briefing. Certainly they were tired. It was late and they had just spent hours reviewing blueprints of the subterranean complex, including the stairways and elevator shafts that were designed to limit travel between the levels. As Franco pointed out, they would have to hump their asses back and forth from one end of each level to the other.
As for spirits, they were never a cocky bunch — at least not as a whole. There were never high fives or bouts of bravado, boasting of kicking ass and taking names. No, these were professional soldiers who understood that they handled the weirdest missions in all the world. Of course, Thom only hoped they would be staying in this world; it was quite possible that Briggs had smashed a hole into an entirely new plane of existence, or universe, or something.
And that was the problem. Too many questions.
The very nature of Project Archangel meant tackling the shadows, the unknowns, and the royal screwups. But their missions normally provided some parameters: Alien crash-landed in Everglades; go catch it. Lab animals went crazy, escaped, and killed a research team; eliminate them. Extraterrestrial spores have contaminated a hanger at Groom Lake; go burn it down and don't mind the slimy things that used to be Air Force personnel.
This time? We do not know what happened, why it happened, what the opposition may be, but we do have this fancy gizmo that you are supposed to activate at ground zero. It should clean up the mess but we are not going to tell you how it is going to do that.
Thank you, General Borman.
Still, if the questions bothered his men it did not show on their faces. Sawicki smoked, Galati and Wells yapped, Franco grumbled, Pearson seemed eager to return to his handheld gaming device, Campion showed no emotion, and the rest — Van Buren, Roberts, Moss — appeared unperturbed.
Well, except for Twiste.
As the last man filed out, Brandon Twiste voiced his concerns.
"Thom, this is FUBAR and you know it."
"Yes, but most of our missions are." Gant wandered back into the room to retrieve unfurled blueprints, computer printouts, and other briefing-related papers from atop the table or, rather, from atop the World War Two game board.
"This is different and you know it. Hell, I went to Tall, I trained on this V.A.A.D. thing."
"What does that stand for again?"
"Variable accelerator antimatter delivery device. Point is, even when I trained for this they didn't clue me in on the details. It's like we're being sent to detonate a nuke or something but they know we wouldn't do it if they told us. You know that Vsalov guy?"
Gant rolled up a blueprint as he answered: "He's the one you flew in from Tall with."
"Yes, he handled my training. He knows how to operate this thing. So why not send him?"
Gant raised an eyebrow. Twiste responded, "Not that I'm afraid, but why bother training me?"
"Doctor, that is a stupid question and you know it. I am past the time for questions, anyway. The general made it quite clear that no more questions will be answered."
"I know you're a good little soldier, Thom, but you have to think about the welfare of your men."
That sounded like a shot across the bow and even though it came from a man whom he considered a friend, it demanded attention. Major Gant put down his papers and marched over to Twiste.
"I know my job, Captain. I will do mine; you do yours."
"Okay, fine. I'm the science officer, I'll follow you into that hole with that thing strapped to my back. But I'm also your medical officer."
"If you have a point, get to it."
"I will review the medical condition of each of these men to make sure they are fit for tomorrow's mission."
Gant shook his head and smiled, but not in a friendly way, then replied, "I will await your reports, Doctor. And I will examine each and every one of them."
Captain Twiste raised his arm in a perfectly rigid salute.
"Yes, sir, major sir."
* * *
General Borman’s accommodations on sublevel 1 were small but not nearly as sparse as the surface cabins. A comfortable bed, a decent washroom with bath and shower, and a small living area with a sofa and entertainment center.
Yet there were too many loose ends to tie up, too many considerations left unresolved for Borman to relax and enjoy the evening. Two years of planning and preparation came down to a few more hours of waiting.
Dr. Vincent Vsalov from The Tall Company shared Borman’s uneasiness. He hovered by the door, puffing furiously on yet another cigarette, while Borman sat with a bottle of Dewar’s White Label within arm's reach.
"Relax, Vincent. Sit down. Have a drink."
"I’m not thirsty."
"Then sit down," the general ordered.
Vsalov hesitated, then did just that.
"You know what your problem is, Vsalov? You lack nerve."
Borman eyed the Russian-American scientist. His shirt was wrinkled, his tie was loose, his hair had not been combed or corrected in hours, and his chewed fingernails sported nicotine stains. He looked nothing like a researcher — more like a used car salesman suffering a particularly bad day.
"You’re a mess," Borman sneered.
"I am what you have made of me."
"Oh no, don’t start with that," Borman shot back, then sipped a glass of scotch and water. "It was you that said the V.A.A.D. was ready to go—you are the one who’s been working on this solution for two years. If it had been up to me we would’ve gone in weeks ago."
"Yes, yes," Vsalov said, waving a hand, "and would you have gone in then? No, it would have been me. You have it easy, General. You order men to go — there is no difference which of your men go. But for me, for Tall, we could not send just anyone in there."
"Yes, you're all a bunch of spineless pricks. You should have just bribed some low-level tech into making this run. But no, you couldn't even do that. I had to put it all together. I had to find someone with enough smarts to operate the damn thing. It took two days to train him, Vincent. The V.A.A.D. is a piece of cake. What a waste of an asset."
"We are a civilian organization," Vsalov shot back. "This is a job for the military."
"Oh don't give me that shit. You're about as much a civilian organization as I am a Boy Scout. The bottom line is that you people don't like to make sacrifices unless it's on your terms. Look at this whole thing here. I'm throwing away one of the best units in all the armed forces. These are highly trained men. They will not be easy to replace and I'm sure that dick Friez will stir up a lot of trouble for me. What about you, Vincent? When this is all over, are you going to be called on the carpet, or will they give you a promotion?"
Vsalov and Borman both fell silent. Borman’s question pertained to the future, after the mission. For several years they had thought about the mission itself, but never about what came next.
A small voice in the back of Borman's head wondered why. What would happen after the V.A.A.D. was activated, successful or not? What would be their next move? And why was he so certain that the Archangel unit was going to its destruction? If they succeeded in activating the V.A.A.D., they would certainly survive.
Right?
Borman had tomorrow all planned out. But the day after tomorrow seemed unimportant.
Vsalov interrupted his train of thought. "Tall has called me on the ‘carpet’ enough this year to last my lifetime. Always questions. Always skeptics. I know I will enjoy proving them wrong."
Vsalov was not really speaking to the general. He spoke to his superiors who pestered him for details; he spoke to his colleagues who constantly questioned his theories regarding the V.A.A.D. He spoke to himself, telling himself that all his work and sacrifice would pay off when he could show those fools the results of—
— the results of what?
This puzzled Vsalov for a moment, but only a moment. Confusion … uncertainty … it all washed away in a flood of pride and satisfaction. Yes, he would enjoy rubbing the results of tomorrow’s mission in the collective faces of his superiors.
But what, exactly, would he show them? He had never thought about that; he had never considered what was to happen after the mission. He had been so focused on preparing the V.A.A.D. that he had not thought about the future.
Somehow, for some reason, the future did not seem important.
The two men sat alone in the VIP quarters, one deadening his conscience with nicotine, the other soothing his nerves with alcohol.
* * *
Campion entered one of the four restrooms on the surface level of the Red Rock complex. Inside he found one working light out of three fixed to the ceiling.
According to the major, nothing had changed at Red Rock in twenty years. So why were they on this mission now? What was the device Twiste had trained to use? What was The Tall Company's involvement?
Questions. One after another pouring into his head. He always had questions before missions, of course. But questions about how to complete the job, not about the bigger picture.
He finished urinating and moved to the sink. As he reached for the tap he noticed a tremble in his right hand. Just a little shake.
What the hell is that?
But he knew. It had been quite a long time but he did recognize that feeling; he knew what had caused the slightest of trembles in his hand.
Fear.
Through training and focus Captain Campion had managed to take fear and bottle it away where it could not interfere with the task at hand, whether that task be rooting out insurgents in Fallujah or redirecting a rampaging alien in the Everglades.
So why did it surface now?
Because this mission makes no sense.
Campion understood that his job entailed facing the unknown. So many jobs over the years came with far too many questions and the need to alter plans in midstream. This was different. Everything felt wrong.
Still, he would not retreat from his orders. He defined himself by following and completing just such orders. And if the fear would not go away on its own, then he would make it go away in the only way he knew how. The only way he had ever known how.
Fear could be trumped … by pain.
Campion punched the restroom wall with his left fist, cracking a slate of green tile. Then again. Then again. He struck hard enough to send stings through his knuckles and up his arm, but not hard enough to break bones. He cracked one tile, then another, then another. Drips of blood splashed into the porcelain sink.
Again and again he pounded the wall until he had beaten his fear into submission, chasing it back into its bottle.
* * *
Gant glanced at his watch: 11:30 p.m.
He should have gone straight to his cabin to get some sleep. Yet he was too restless to call it a night.
He wandered outside for a while, then found himself inside Red Rock again, meandering to the recreation room where he had held the briefing not long before. It felt like returning to the scene of the crime.
Gant decided to check Campion’s progress in their war game. Just as he came to the room out came Specialist Sal Galati holding a soda in one hand and two Twinkie packages in the other.
"Late-night snack?"
Galati appeared to be sweating, perhaps from embarrassment at his late-night craving. He answered, "Yes, sir," in a voice far too meek for a man who told the loudest, most incredible stories (fact and fiction).
"You’ve got enough sugar there to keep you awake all night. Easy does it."
"Oh, these. They’re for tomorrow, sir. I’ve got this feeling that some sugar and cream filling will be exactly what I need about this time tomorrow."
"Sal, this isn't an overnight excursion," Thom said, swallowed, and assured, "We should be in and out before the end of the day."
"Yes, sir, I know sir," the soldier stumbled, seemingly thrown off-track to the point that the major hoped to hell his man had not been drinking or smoking something.
"Go get some sleep. That’s an order."
Galati nodded and moved away. Gant entered the room.
The fluorescent lights lit the static white walls with a buzzing glow. Chairs were scattered about, old magazines were left unattended, and the candy machine was all but empty. The only part of the room that was neat and well-kept was the table where the game map and pieces lay.
Gant gazed down upon the battlefield. He laughed aloud when he saw the situation.
Campion’s forces were in almost exactly the same positions as when Thunder had finished making Gant’s move. Her ruse had, in fact, slowed him down. Campion had moved some of his front line forces into reserve, while his armor launched only probing attacks.
"Well I’ll be damned."
Poor Campion is outthinking himself. I guess there’s something to be said for psychology.
"I see he’s taken the bait."
It was Lieutenant Colonel Thunder, leaning against the door frame.
"Doesn’t anyone sleep around here?"
She yawned in answer.
"I was signing out and saw your name signed in. Thought I’d see what you’ve been up to," she said, moving into the room and standing next to him.
Gant kept his eyes on the board while telling her, "It looks as if you have managed to confuse him. He is hesitating, not sure what he wants to do."
"And that’s not in his nature. It makes him uncomfortable," she replied. "He likes well-defined goals, a clear path. Not now. Now he is questioning what he’s seeing; questioning what’s right in front of his nose."
Thom could not help but ask, "Are we still talking about Campion … or someone else?"
Liz, still staring at the board, spoke in an almost trance-like monotone: "Look …" she swept her hand in a gesture toward the pieces. ”Look at all the toy soldiers. Just pick them up and move them, roll the dice, and—" she reached down and held aloft a small batch of cardboard markers—"discard what you no longer need."
She let the pieces flutter to the tabletop and then forced herself to look at him.
"Are you ready to be discarded, Major? I wonder how the dice will roll tomorrow."
"I think the dice are loaded."
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Captain — and Doctor — Brandon Twiste stood at attention in front of Thunder's desk. Gant stood there as well, but in a much more casual posture as he handed Thunder the papers Twiste had shared with him.
"Three men," she said, glancing over the columns. "All three unfit for duty?"
Gant eyed Brandon suspiciously as the doctor answered, "Sawicki suffered bruised ribs during a mission in south Florida five days ago."
"Bruised ribs?" Gant interrupted. "Bruises, yes, but I do not believe—"
"If you question my diagnosis, have him transferred to a hospital facility for more extensive testing. In my opinion, his ribs are bruised and inhibit his ability to complete this mission."
Thunder watched the two men volley, fascinated but unwilling to intervene.
"And Van Buren? Roberts? Are you serious?"
"Roberts complained last night of a sore throat and is running a slight fever."
Liz read aloud, "Ninety-nine point one."
"He complained of a dry throat," Gant corrected. "Because he and Pearson got into some kind of video game contest and ended up screaming at each other. As for his so-called fever, that could easily be the thermometer you used. He is perfectly fine."
"He has a fever," Twiste repeated. "He is showing early signs of possible flu-like symptoms. He is unfit."
"And Van Buren? A rash? Are you serious?"
"He is suffering from Toxicodendron pubescens."
Liz translated in an almost detached voice: "Poison oak. Probably got it walking the grounds here; it's all over."
Gant huffed and growled, "He has an itch and it disqualifies him from this mission? I do not believe that General Borman will—"
"General Borman has reviewed this sick list and approved it," Twiste said while remaining in a mockingly stiff version of attention.
"Wow," is all Thunder could say.
Gant gasped, "You must be joking."
Twiste finally faced his friend and told him, "The general seemed unconcerned that our team would be down three men. He appeared more focused on the simple fact that we are scheduled to breech the vault door in less than an hour."
Gant fell silent.
Thunder asked, "Is this it? Is this sick list final?"
Twiste shuffled his feet, bit his lower lip, and reluctantly admitted, "Yes. I could find nothing wrong with any of the other men."
"And I'll bet you looked, even for hangnails," Gant said.
"Yes, I did. And you'd be proud of them, Thom. All three cursed up a fit when I told them they were off-mission."
"You realize losing those three men cold compromise this mission."
"General Borman did not think so. In fact, I believe his exact words were 'what's three men, more or less'. As long as I'm going in with the V.A.A.D., I don't think he cares."
"V.A.A.D.?" Thunder asked.
"Variable antimatter accelerator delivery device," Twiste replied, although his answer did not clarify anything for the lieutenant colonel.
Gant grabbed the clipboard from Colonel Thunder, looked over the paperwork, and said, "But nothing for yourself? You are perfectly healthy?"
"Yes, I am," Twiste answered. "I think if I even tried to put myself on that list, Borman would call in an entire medical team to double-check my diagnosis. Like I said, he is determined that I take that little present from The Tall Company down to the Red Lab. But there's another reason I would not even try to get out of this. Someone has to look after you, Major."
Again, Gant said nothing, but Thunder broke in, "I can't blame you, Captain Twiste. More importantly, as commanding officer of this facility, the composition of the entry team is not my concern. Therefore, I have no interest in reviewing or questioning your medical opinion on these men."
"Well, then," Gant found his voice again. "If we are finished playing games, I have a mission to command."
* * *
The break room on sublevel five played the role of staging area, with military hardware spread out like a picnic across a long table.
The arsenal included assault rifles and machine guns, tactical body armor and ballistic helmets, thigh rigs packed with gas masks, survival tools and first aid supplies, knives nestled in leather sheaths, Nomex hoods, hand-held Tasers, collapsible batons, and even a forty-year-old flamethrower leaning in a corner of the room.
Gant sat at the head of the table as his men stood around the stockpile. He pulled out a solitary magazine and jammed it into a Beretta.
"Suit up."
Only Franco showed any signs of forced enthusiasm. The rest remained surprisingly stoic despite facing a mission more vague and possibly more lethal than they had seen to date. Like he had on the plane ride to Florida a few days ago, Major Gant worried about how easily the army had trained these soldiers to put aside fear and curiosity and replace it with determination and brutality.
Of all the monsters they had already faced or might see in the future, he wondered if his team might not be the scariest of the lot.
Hands reached in from all angles, pulling away the arsenal piece by piece.
First went body armor and assault vests, slung on and snapped tight over black BDU’s. Then the thigh rigs — gas masks on one leg, assault rigs on another — followed by utility belts with pockets for stun guns, batons, flash-bang grenades, spare ammunition, and more.
Wells and Galati faced off, tightening straps for one another until their armor was intact, then — as was their tradition — they slammed fists into one another’s shoulders and butted helmeted heads like sparring rams.
Campion adjusted the laser site on his Mp5. Moss chose an M4 assault rifle equipped with an infrared scope. Wells picked a SCAR-H paired with black-tipped armor-piercing 7.62 NATO rounds for extra oomph. Galati looked longingly at a sniper rifle before settling on a HK G36.
Franco twirled a Ka-Bar on the tip of his finger, grunting at Campion, "Hey, check this shit out."
Campion swiveled the barrel of his assault rifle about, placing a little red target dot right between Franco’s eyes.
"Okay, bitch, okay, I get it, I get it," Franco pouted as he reached for a USAS-12 automatic shotgun.
Pearson struggled with the ancient flamethrower. Roberts and Van Buren — both complaining loudly about being excluded from the mission — helped him strap on the bulky contraption.
"You need a light?" Van Buren asked as he popped a flame on a Bic and held it to the barrel of the ancient contraption.
"Smokin’," Pearson muttered as the small blue ignition flame at the end of the wand flashed on like a gas stove pilot light.
Galati retrieved a small demolitions kit designed for breaching doors and barricades. Wells strapped a tiny .380 automatic to his ankle. Pearson took a set of throwing stars that had become more his good luck charm than a real weapon.
Campion eschewed body armor and helmets and kept with a basic black cap, choosing agility over protection. He slipped his own knife into its sheath and attached it to his ankle, then went about checking every piece of his equipment once again to make sure everything was in place. Gant recognized this bit of OCD in his officer, knowing the captain would check those same straps, packs, and pockets at least three more times before they went in.
Franco hoisted a handheld device that looked something like a boom microphone. It was, in fact, a Searchcam that could be extended to peek around corners without exposing oneself to enemy fire.
Brandon Twiste wandered a step inside and stood apart from the men in a number of ways, starting with his choice of green camouflage that contrasted with the black clothes worn by the rest of the unit. He did wear a utility belt and as he walked in Gant thrust a holster packed with a Beretta into his chest, which the doctor reluctantly accepted.
Twiste did, however, carry something far more important than any utility belt or weapon. Or rather, he tried to carry it, in two obviously heavy duffel bags.
"You guys must be my chaperones," Twiste said, mustering some good humor.
"Is that it, Doc?" Moss asked.
"This is it, the V.A.A.D.," Twiste said, pointing at one of the bags.
"What is in the other bag?" Gant asked.
"Actually, both are parts to the V.A.A.D."
He placed the duffels on the table, which had gone from full of military hardware to nearly empty. Only a few pistols, rigs, and miscellaneous items remained.
The team's science officer opened the first bag, revealing a device that might be mistaken for a huge thermos. It was a foot and a half tall, silver, and very thick. Several small compartments ringed a black base. Two ports of some type rested on either side.
"This is the variable accelerator antimatter delivery device — V.A.A.D. for short."
"Antimatter?" Franco said. "I thought that shit was just on Star Trek."
Twiste told the sergeant, "Me, too. From what little they told me at Tall, subatomic particles have charges. The same particle with an opposite charge is antimatter. It does exist, and matter and antimatter obliterate one another when they come into contact."
"What’s this thing do?" Campion asked, much more seriously.
"From what they told me at Tall, it’s going to bombard the target zone with antimatter particles to counteract whatever it was that caused all the problems down there."
"So just set it up and hit the button? Kind of like a bomb?" Pearson asked as he tried to adjust to the weight of the old-time flame unit.
Twiste smiled again. "If it were that simple, I wouldn’t be going in with you guys. No offense. There are a lot of calculations to be made on the spot. Put it this way: if this were a bomb I’d still have to figure out how much explosives to use when I get there and what kind of explosives will get the job done. The V.A.D just sort of carries a lot of different types of explosives for me."
The look of noncomprehension on their faces was enough to convince Twiste he might as well leave it at that.
"What’s in here?" Campion pointed to the other sack.
"The batteries. Two big heavy bastards, too."
"Which part is heavier — the unit or the batteries?" Gant asked.
"Umm, the unit."
"Campion, you carry the unit. Captain Twiste, you will handle the batteries."
"I can carry the entire unit."
"No, you cannot. We must move fast down there. You stick next to me. Campion will protect the unit."
"Yes, sir," the captain answered and transferred the V.A.A.D. from the duffel bag to a bulky backpack.
"Okay, gentlemen," Gant called to his unit. "Let’s go over the basics of this one again. We are penetrating the quarantined levels of this facility. We have to improvise our way down to the target area. Check your night vision gear and make sure your set is equipped with IR illuminators. Standard stuff, I know, but we are underground, people, and there are absolutely no sources of natural light."
"Working lights down there, Chief?" Moss asked as he checked his night vision goggles as instructed.
"There could be," Gant answered, "but we can't rely on that. I don't think they've changed any bulbs down there in twenty years."
"I hate using IRs. It's like looking through a rolled-up newspaper."
Franco referred to the IR — infrared illuminators — necessary to make their night vision goggles effective. Those goggles amplified ambient light, but in the depths of the Red Rock facility there would be no natural light whatsoever. IR illuminators projected a nearly invisible beam that gave the goggles a small source of light to amplify. However, the result was a far more constricted cone of illumination as compared to using night vision outdoors, where starlight provided ample amplification.
"When we get there Captain Twiste will do his thing and we pull out. Any questions?"
There were tons of questions, Gant knew, but at this point asking served no purpose.
"Okay, let’s go."
The unit filed out and down the corridor. The outer entrance to the vault — a solitary metal door — was open and guarded by two soldiers. A red warning light flashed above.
Sawicki, Roberts, and Van Buren watched their comrades head in, managing to catch Major Gant's eye before he disappeared inside. Despite being indoors, they offered him a rare sight — a rigid, formal, and proud salute — not the lazy, familiar gesture that had become accepted among their brotherhood. No, this one conveyed the honor they had in the unit, the trust they felt in their commander, and regret that they were not with their team.
Gant took the time to offer a similarly rigid salute in return, then he followed his boys in and the outer door shut behind them.
The Archangel unit packed into the hallway between the outer and inner doors. Once the first door was secure, the inner door opened and they entered the vestibule.
It was a tight fit: the Archangel unit, General Borman, Lieutenant Colonel Thunder, and two soldiers at the control consoles, one being Corporal Sanchez. Nonetheless, security protocols dictated that no entry could be made into the vault room proper until the entire area was secure.
General Borman barked orders to the seated soldiers: "Open the access door — turn your keys in three… two… one…" the keys turned, the inner bolt mechanism buzzed with a heavy thud, and the door popped open.
Corporal Sanchez spoke the obvious: "Access door unlocked."
General Borman kindly pulled it open for the team, like a New York city doorman welcoming new guests. One by one they went through and assembled in the white, sterile vault room across from the large metal door.
Borman stopped Gant as he brought up the rear.
"Good luck."
Gant thought for a moment, then looked the general straight in the eye.
"Those of us who are about to die, salute you."
Gant did not wait for a reply — he left the straight-faced general holding the door and moved in to the vault room to join his men.
Borman looked at Thunder. She returned his glare and refused to yield. After a moment, he looked away as he pushed the access door closed with an thud.
The Archangel team faced off against the silver vault door for several seconds until Gant pushed his way through their ranks and approached the locks. He sighed, then pushed the first mechanism. The light went from red to green and an unseen electronic bolt slid open.
The major pushed the second switch and sent another light from red to green, setting another bolt free from its lock.
"Stand by," he warned.
Safeties switched off; Franco chambered a slug in his automatic shotgun.
The third lock opened. From what Gant understood, the last man who had opened that third lock had been shot in the back by his own men. If the stories were to be believed, Major Gant would now go further than anyone had gone in twenty years.
He pushed the fourth button. With the automatic alarms disengaged, the drama remained isolated to that fourth light changing from red to green. This time, however, when the locking mechanism withdrew, the heavy door crept open inwards toward the team. Gant retreated a step to give the mammoth gate a wide berth.
As it opened, a gust of stale, cold air rushed out from total blackness. Still, he knew his job. The door was to remain open for the shortest possible interval.
"Go," he commanded.
Franco moved in first, his shotgun ready. Wells and Galati followed close behind, then Pearson, whose bulky flamethrower jingled as he moved. Moss, Twiste, Major Gant, and then finally Campion at the rearguard position all went into the dark.
"Automatic lock," Borman ordered.
"Roger that, sir," Sanchez acknowledged and punched a button on his console.
The vault door slowly retreated, moving at a speed akin to a crawl. Thunder watched it through the glass, and while she feared for Thom Gant and his men, she instinctively wanted that door to shut as fast as possible. In the span of a few seconds her imagination conjured a hundred different nightmares taking this opportunity to break free.
Finally it shut with a surprising vibration. In that moment, Liz thought of it as a monster's mouth closing after swallowing prey.
The green lights turned red again, one by one, with corresponding thuds as the locks secured.
"Are we shut tight?"
The corporal checked his gauges, then answered the general, "Yes, sir. Seals at 100 percent."
"Good," Borman answered, then walked to the intercom and transmitted, "Team Two, go."
He turned and opened the door, allowing two soldiers access to the observation area.
"Open her up again, Sanchez."
Lieutenant Colonel Thunder stammered, "What — what is this??"
"Stand down, Colonel. Sanchez, open her up."
The keys turned again, the access door buzzed open once more. The two soldiers who comprised “Team Two” moved into the vault room. They carried heavy bundles as well as several large metal plates.
And welding gear.
"Cover your eyes, people," Borman said.
Sparks of yellow and red sprayed as Team Two welded plates onto the vault door, sealing its edges — making it impossible to open even if the locks were disengaged.
"General Borman, what the hell are you doing? What if they are successful? What if they complete their mission? How will they get out?"
Borman answered her while still trying to watch the progress of the welders through the bright sparks of their work: "They’re not coming back, Colonel. And no one else is going in. Ever. This is the end game."
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Gant realized he had already made one mistake, and they had been in the quarantine zone for only three seconds. He should have dimmed the vault room’s lights. That mistake had been just plain stupid. Worse, maybe it was a sign that he was not concentrating on the mission enough. Had all the talk from Thunder and Twiste distracted him enough to cause him to miss such an important detail?
He was about to switch on his night vision when he realized there was, in fact, light in the room. He noticed small red dots along the walls near the ceiling. Some sort of emergency lighting that had somehow remained in operation.
Instead of night vision, Gant switched on a tactical flashlight, as did others on the team.
"Hold, gentlemen. Let your eyes adjust," Gant said. The tactical headset worked, but there was plenty of static. Apparently the EMP shielding built into the walls was not going to allow the units to work over long distances; probably no better than line of sight.
As his pupils expanded his surroundings took hold. The now-sealed vault door was ten yards behind. Open black space stretched forward even farther. He could see the form of walls on either side of his team, but the details of those walls remained hidden. Still, the hall was a lot wider than he had expected.
"Listen up. Franco, take us out. Stay sharp, stay focused."
The air was cold enough that he caught glimpses of frosty breath in the collection of flashlight beams. At first it felt as if they had stepped into a refrigerated room, but adrenaline kept any chills at bay.
He sensed a combination of smells in the air. Something like mold, another something like chemicals, and even a subtle hint of spent cartridges, as if a battle had taken place here long ago and the air of the sealed sublevel had captured and held traces of the aroma.
Another smell carried in the air: the smell of dust. Opening the door had kicked up a storm, and every breath nearly induced a sneeze.
His eyes adjusted more completely.
The walls were battleship gray ad looked much newer than he thought they should, despite the dust. There were no functioning light fixtures other than those red emergency lights. As they slowly moved forward, the team worked around some kind of tables and what might have been toppled chairs. After a moment, they cleared the clutter and the area opened up.
Gant spotted Franco at the head of the team. The point man stopped, knelt, and held one fist in the air. The rest of the soldiers followed suit. The major crept forward, weaving between the members of his unit, until he was alongside Franco.
Thom saw why Biggy had halted their brief progress. The hall they traversed came to a choke point, a set of large containment doors dented, scorched, and knocked halfway out of the heavy frame holding them in place.
He thought about what they knew of Briggs's containment order. It had been for expanded containment with, he had assumed, the vault door they had just entered being the perimeter of that expanded containment. So why a set of bulkheads here, and why were they obviously broken open?
"Wait a second," Gant muttered and surveyed his surroundings, but wobbling, thin flashlight beams did not illuminate the area well enough.
"Watch your eyes, people," he warned and lit a flare, which he flung into the center of the hall. After a burst of sparks, a blood-red flickering glow fully lit their surroundings.
They were not, in fact, in a hallway at all. They were in a room that had been segmented into two distinct parts. The unit had already come through the first part, but now the flare showed what they had not seen before in the dark.
What they had thought to be tables were, in fact, consoles equipped with cracked and smashed monitoring equipment. The consoles were perfectly positioned to monitor the second segment of the room, a big chamber housing the broken bulkheads just ahead of Franco.
While Gant said nothing — not at first — the sergeant managed to encapsulate his feelings perfectly.
"Deja fucking vu."
Sal Galati flashed his light over the remains and said, "Didn’t we just leave this place?"
Thom bit his lower lip as he felt his arms tremble, not in fear, but with anger. If Borman had not bothered to fill him in on the important detail that quarantine had been broken sometime in the past — that whatever lurked in the sublevels had actually expanded its reach over the years — then how many more important details had been withheld?
It was all a carbon copy of the vestibule and vault room they had just passed through on their way in, except this one was not shiny and new. It gave Gant the feeling of seeing ancient ruins from Rome or Greece, in the sense that bits and pieces of the structure remained, enough to envision what the entirety had once been.
Suddenly Brandon Twiste — hauling the duffel bag carrying the V.A.A.D.'s batteries — was in his ear, saying, "The bear went over the mountain, and what do you think he saw?"
Beyond the smashed bulkheads waited a dark hall. For a terrifying moment, he wondered if this was what they were in for: layer after layer of observation rooms and containment doors, each one broken and replaced. Thunder had told him there were stretches of time missing from the files. Had Borman covered up the fact that his expert security had repeatedly failed?
Gant spoke into his headset: "Listen up. Wells, Galati, Moss — get up here."
The three soldiers moved forward until they huddled at the front with the sergeant and major.
"Let’s make this a clearing operation. Franco, take these three and slice the pie. We’re looking for a stairwell that goes down… should be twenty yards or so ahead."
Gant remembered the general layout of the facility. Stairwells and elevator shafts were contained between certain levels, most going between only two floors. That is what had made sublevel 5 the choke hold for the complex. All of the elevators and stairwells below were self-contained. No way to the surface except through the main elevator on sublevel 5 on the far side of the nonquarantined zone.
Yet this made their mission more time consuming. They had to search for stairs to take them to sub-6, then either a stairwell or an elevator shaft to go to sub-7, and again to get down to sub-8.
Franco, Galati, Wells, and Moss moved into the hall at angles, almost like a game of leapfrog, with the rearmost team member moving forward while covered by the others. Then the next, then the next — each sweeping his zone of fire, looking for targets and covering the others in the process.
"Clear," came Franco’s voice over the headset. He was only a few yards away but the static was intense.
"Let’s go." Gant moved the others ahead, with Campion still guarding the rear.
Franco and Wells stood at a junction of halls. This made for a good stopping point, not only due to the convergence of passages but because of what they saw ahead: emergency lights mounted high along the wall, shining so brightly it seemed their bulbs were brand new.
Those lights shined in sharp beams creating alternating patches of very bright light and complete darkness. A couple of overturned equipment carts cast long shadows, and doors — some knocked off their hinges, others closed tightly — lined the hall.
Gant did not welcome the extra illumination. He did not like the sharp shadows it created. If it were darker, they could use their night vision or flashlights. If all the interior lights worked, then, well, things would be easy. This was a halfway compromise that seemed to favor all the negatives.
Or, of course, it might just be his nature to be a pessimist.
"Keep moving, Sergeant. We have a long way to go."
"Door right," Franco ordered, and Moss stuck his weapon and its attached tactical light into a storage area, finding buckets, mops, and rusting containers of ancient cleaning supplies.
"Door left," Franco ordered again, and Jupiter Wells used the barrel of his SCAR-H to push open a partly shut door. He found a file room where it appeared someone had once — long, long ago — used old paperwork to start a fire.
"Thom," Twiste said, kneeling and shining his flashlight directly on the concrete floor, revealing a pair of spent ammunition cartridges. "Looks like 5.56 to me."
Ahead of them, Franco continued to use the men to check each side door, every shadow. They found a military boot, lots of papers, pens, clipboards, and several toppled computer terminals. Exactly the type of leftovers one would expect in an evacuated laboratory.
No signs of any threats, but nonetheless Gant let Franco and his team work several paces ahead, knowing that he needed to keep Twiste and the gear he and Campion carried well out of harm's way. If something leapt from a shadow, Franco's group would be on their own.
They are expendable.
After two more minutes of moving forward, the scout team stopped again and Franco signaled for consultation.
Pearson and Campion remained with Twiste a ways behind the vanguard while Gant moved forward to survey the situation. He found Moss and Wells standing to either side of the hall with their weapons trained ahead where a solitary emergency light cast a glow over stacks of desks, chairs, and file cabinets thrown into a messy pile.
Gant squinted and realized this was not a mess but, rather, a hastily constructed barricade. Someone had taken refuge behind that spot and—
The floor, ahead of them and around them, was stained crimson. Old and faded, covered in dust, dried and decaying — but recognizable nonetheless. He moved his flashlight into the shadows unreached by the small spotlight and saw more gore, including an ancient patch splattered among the pipes and wires running along the ceiling.
Meanwhile, Franco and Galati eyed an open stairwell that led in the only direction the designers of Red Rock had allowed: down, one floor at a time.
Gant turned around and glanced back in the direction they had come, seeing a long corridor of light and dark. Particles of dust kicked up by the newcomers' boots floated in the air. He knew the duplicate vault room and vestibule were not too far back there, yet it felt as if they had marched a mile.
He turned back around, sighed, and looked to the stairs. It seemed darker down there, but somehow he knew they would find enough working lights to find their way, although he did not take comfort in that fact.
"Sir?" Franco waited for orders.
"No reason to wait, Sergeant, move us down."
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Liz stood on the wrong side of her desk, having ceded the position of authority to General Borman, who was making it quite clear that her appointment as facility commander at Red Rock meant very little anymore, if it ever had at all. Nonetheless, she refused to back down.
"How are you even going to know if they’re successful?"
"Not your problem, Colonel. You have one job—"
"Yes, yes," she said, waving her hand and dismissing his words. "To keep that door closed. Well, you opened it, General. Maybe I should have stopped you."
"Stopped me? I own this place and I own you!"
"Do you own the mess that happened down there, too? Is that what this is all about? This is all about cleaning up a mess you made, isn’t it? All about covering your ass!"
Borman stepped around the desk and at her so fast that she instinctively retreated a step. Before she knew what was happening, his sidearm was aimed at her forehead.
Liz stood perfectly still. Time slowed and she became incredibly aware of her surroundings, as if her senses had quadrupled in acuity. She heard the tick of the wall clock, the flow of air through the ventilation ducts, the beating of her heart.
General Borman pulled the slide on his semi-automatic pistol. A bullet chambered with what was, in reality, a short and sharp click, but to her ears it sounded like a boom of thunder.
She noticed a soft gleam on his skin and realized he perspired; a sheath of moisture covered his cheeks and gave his skin a plastic-like appearance, as if Harold Borman were more mannequin than man. Except for the eyes, of course. His eyes were wide and white and full of something that was most likely fury but might also pass for desperation.
He spoke through clenched teeth, and as he did, Liz Thunder realized that at that very moment he would not hesitate to murder her. General Borman might very well pull that trigger, because he so clearly believed that — yes — he owned Red Rock and everything within.
Or does Red Rock own him?
"Listen … very … carefully. When I’m here, I rule. I am the undisputed dictator of this world. I decide who lives and who dies and no one—no one— ever asks me why or how. I put you in this office to babysit. Nothing else. Stay out of my business or I will bury you."
He pushed the automatic into her forehead, leaving a mark on her skin. She closed her eyes to retain at least some outward image of calm, but everything inside went haywire. Confusion. Fear. Anger.
Over the years she had faced a fair number of loaded firearms, from patrolling sentries offering challenge to unbalanced patients desperate for a way out — escape — from nightmares of her conjuring.
This felt different. She could not talk him down, she could not reason with him. Her survival depended on his insanity blowing over, if that was even possible. So Liz Thunder stayed quiet and as motionless as her shivering body allowed.
His breath huffed out in adrenaline-filled snorts, like a bull facing a torero.
Then the pressure was gone. She heard his gun return to its holster and then the click of his shoes. When she finally opened her eyes, General Borman had disappeared.
Still, she remained frozen in place for four … five … ten seconds until the wretch in her gut forced her to seek the wastebasket.
As she struggled to keep the contents of her stomach down, she also struggled with the idea of walking right off base and getting as far away from the Red Rock Mountain Research Facility as possible.
She had already felt that her life was in danger from whatever lurked in the sublevels below, and now she knew that General Borman could put a bullet in her head as easily as ordering lunch from the canteen. When faced with bodily threats, retreat — running — made perfect sense. In this case, she might be able to find someone at the Pentagon willing to listen. They might even send an investigator … who would get here in two to three weeks and who would need to cut through General Borman's long and illustrious history dealing with threats most of the military brass simply did not understand.
Sure, that will work.
Or she could do exactly what she had done last time: just do her job as defined by her superiors and let others worry about the fallout.
Who are you kidding, Liz? That was as much an act of abandonment as walking away.
She pulled herself together and leaned against the desk. Both choices — staying and following orders to the letter or running off for help — meant leaving Thom to his fate.
That gave her pause, and she wondered what secrets they might already have discovered deep below her feet beyond the steel-reinforced concrete, the EMP shielding, the sealed vents, and the welded door. She wondered if they were still alive.
Liz sensed a hint of weight in her pocket; the weight of a cigarette pack. How nice it would be to sit here and enjoy a smoke. Yes, that might just put her mind at ease.
Her fingers slipped into her pocket, touched the half-pack of Virginia Slims … and stopped.
No.
Liz's eyes darted around the office to find something to focus on other than a craving from the past. She saw a pile of file folders on a side table; personnel folders, one for each of the soldiers she had come here to confuse and stump to see if they were focused enough to handle the pressure. She wondered how well she would do in such a test.
One file sat by itself to the side of the rest. She vaguely remembered Sanchez leaving it for her last night, but she had not given it much thought. It was not, after all, like all the rest. Instead of boiling the personality of a man into numbers and words, this folder contained information regarding the Archangel mission into the quarantine zone. Nothing of real interest, just the type of paperwork required of the bureaucracy to ensure the proper documentation of all actions inside Red Rock.
Inside the file she found an inventory of the team's items. It seemed Borman had treated this mission like a NASA moon shot; noting — ad nauseam — every item, including the clothes on the back of each man. She even saw a listing for the Twinkies Sal Galati had stuffed in his kit. Borman must have had base security interview each man, perhaps even search them, prior to their load-out session before entering the vault.
She scanned the columns and sentences and numbers page by page. The weapons list included the standard stuff: rifles, pistols, knives, plenty of ammunition, ballistic armor, fragmentation grenades, one old-style flamethrower, and more.
An idea came to mind. She paged past the information on rations and first aid equipment and personal effects to Captain Twiste’s gear. She found the listing for the variable accelerator antimatter delivery device, or V.A.A.D. for short. There was only a brief description of the thing's size and shape, noting the separate battery packs needed for operation. Under the general column requiring an item's particular function were the words "bombard target area with antiparticles."
That was it. The most important piece of equipment on the mission received no more description or account than Sergeant Franco's boots or Specialist Pearson's gold chain.
Frustrated, she slapped the folder on her desktop and huffed. She knew the Tall Company's representative on-site — that Vsalov guy — probably knew everything about the V.A.A.D., but she also knew he would tell her nothing. That was par for the course; no one at The Tall Company ever provided much help.
Now that's not exactly true, is it?
She did know one person over there who might be willing to talk.
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Sergeant Franco navigated down the stairs by the tactical light attached to his USAS-12. Scattered emergency lights — a few dim red ones marking exits and even fewer bright spotlights mounted in corners — also helped provide just enough illumination that he and the others could put aside their night vision equipment.
As much as he appreciated them, Franco understood that working lights deep inside an underground bunker that had been quarantined for twenty years suggested more bad news than good.
Of course I'm the guy out in front, that angry part of his mind pointed out. I don't see the major's pet sticking his neck out or any of the “brothers” from the team. No, leave the crap stuff for Franco. Think they'll have my back when the shit hits the fan? Yeah, right.
Regardless of how he perceived things, the sergeant was accompanied by Wells, Galati, and Moss as part of the lead element. The others — Campion, Twiste, Gant, as well as Pearson with his flame unit — waited behind at the top of the stairs on sublevel 5.
Franco brushed aside his thoughts and raised a fist in the air. The scout team crouched in the stairwell. They had arrived at the next sublevel. Another hallway loomed. A variety of light sources — spotlights and emergency lights — created a confusing pattern of dark and bright ahead. Franco waited for his eyes to adjust.
He pressed against one wall and descended the last two steps, then quickly peeked around the corner, darting his head out and then back. In that short glimpse he captured a snapshot of the hall to the right: doors along the corridor, debris here and there, and a smashed light panel hanging from the ceiling by its electrical cords.
He darted his head out again, this time in the other direction, seeing a set of closed double doors and an elbow in the hall that most certainly led to another passageway.
Franco ran a hand over his face and wiped free a lot more sweat than expected. The lower halls were not as cold as the ones above, for some reason, but still chilled enough that he had not expected to find so much perspiration on his face.
After a moment of consideration, the sergeant flipped open his wrist computer. While the glow for the display was actually rather dim, it felt like a giant beacon giving away his hiding spot.
He used the contraption to double-check their position. If the map was accurate — and he had been on enough missions to know that maps were not always accurate — then the stairway leading down to the next level was constructed into a corner on the far side of this floor, meaning quite a long walk. Not an efficient layout should the complex need to be evacuated, but isolating the stairs on different ends of each floor helped with security and containment, concerns far more important to places like Red Rock than employee safety.
What a second … what's this?
Franco closed the computer and unslung the Searchcam strapped across his back. He clicked a button and extended the pole beyond the rim of the wall. What he saw on the small monitor confirmed what he had seen during his quick glimpses and confirmed that no danger appeared present; the corridor was empty in either direction except for pieces of overturned office furniture, what appeared to be a jug from a water cooler, and a broken fire axe imbedded in a wall.
More important, his computer map indicated a — yes, there it was. Elevator doors set in the wall a dozen steps down the vacant hall to the right.
Franco reholstered the Searchcam.
Major Gant's voice crackled over Franco's headset: "Biggy, what's your status?"
Up until that moment, Ben Franco had not realized how much he despised that nickname. He was not fat, so they must call him that because they were jealous of his strength. Still…
How about I call you “Blacky,” huh, Major?
Of course, he said no such thing. Instead, he radioed, "We've reached the next sublevel. The stairs end here and a doorway opens to a hall."
Even before he finished his report Franco knew Gant had not heard clearly. There was too much static, even though the major waited only twenty paces behind at the top of the stairs.
"Repeat that, Sergeant."
"I said," Franco started, but he spoke too loudly. He placed a hand over his headset microphone and tried again. "At sublevel 6. Hallway."
Gant may have said something more but Franco did not wait to listen. The last thing he wanted to do was start shouting into his transmitter. The empty halls conducted sound like water conducting electricity. Hell, if it were not for the need for secrecy they could yell to one another far more effectively than using radios. Besides, if the major wanted to know what was up ahead, he could come down and see for himself.
Sergeant Franco proceeded with the next step. Although the contrasting bands of light and dark made hand signals difficult, Wells and Moss were close enough to understand. He used his hands and fingers to dispatch Wells to the far side of the hall then Moss around the corner toward the double doors. Galati, meanwhile, was instructed to hold his position.
As for Franco, he left the confines of the stairwell and crept quickly toward the elevator doors built into the side of the corridor. His boots made a soft scraping sound until he kicked something — maybe a pencil — and it rolled across the floor with a sound that seemed as loud as a jackknifing 18-wheeler.
Franco stopped at the shut elevator and glanced around at his team. Thanks to the glow of an emergency spotlight, Franco clearly saw Moss who had sprinted left when coming out of the stairs and now stood at the corner where a perpendicular corridor led off like a bent elbow. Franco watched as Moss glanced around that corner. After a moment, he turned toward the sergeant and flashed the palm of an open hand over his eyes, signaling that something obstructed his view.
Franco beckoned Galati from the stairs. A moment later he rendezvoused with Franco next to the elevator doors.
"Hold here," Sergeant Franco reversed direction, passed the stairs again, and joined Moss at the corner.
"Too dark," Moss said and Franco saw that he was not lying. After the first few paces around the corner there was nothing to see except for a wall of black; not a single light source.
Franco thought for a second, looked at Moss’s weapon, then whacked the soldier on the back of the head in a move not far removed from Moe slapping Curly. Moss mouthed the words “what the fuck?” but understood when the sergeant tapped the scope on the soldier's M4.
Moss sheepishly raised his rifle and used the infrared site to survey the dark hall. After a moment of searching the black void for heat sources — including body heat — Moss turned to his sergeant and reported, "Clear."
Feeling it was now safe to break silence, Franco said to Moss, "Thanks, dumb ass. Now hump it back up the stairs and bring our fearless leader down here."
Seconds later the rest of the unit came down the stairs and gathered near the elevator.
"We could make our way across this floor until we get to the next stairway down."
Campion, glancing at his own wrist-mounted computer, broke in, "It looks like that would take us through the bioweapons research division."
"So?"
"So," Campion answered, "after twenty years it's possible a vial of anthrax or bubonic plague might have broken its seal. Probably best if we steer clear of that."
Gant said, "This elevator would be a more direct route."
"Going to be a big drop," Campion said.
"One floor," Franco sneered.
"Did you see the blueprints?" Campion came back. "There's ten feet of rock plus nearly as much concrete between each of the levels. This wasn't built like an office building; it's more like a dressed up mine shaft."
"He's right, man," Wells agreed. "Felt like we went down three flights of stairs and it was only one level."
Gant pushed aside the debate, ordering, "Sergeant, set up a perimeter. Moss, Campion, get these doors open."
While Franco deployed the rest of the team to cover both directions of the hall as well as the stairs they had just left behind, Gant oversaw Moss and Campion as the two used their knives and fingers to pry open the elevator doors. When they did, a smell like hot wires or skidding rubber floated up through the shaft on a cushion of cold air.
Twiste put down his duffel bag and pulled from his utility belt a light stick, which he snapped and dropped down the shaft. The green glow landed atop the elevator car, nearly two dozen feet below.
"Let me get this straight," he said to Gant. "They built elevators that go between only two floors? That's government efficiency for you right there."
"It's for security," Campion answered, either ignoring or missing the sarcasm in Twiste's tone. "Just like the stairwells."
Gant ordered, "We require an anchor and a rope."
"I've got rope," Moss said.
Major Gant thought for a second, glanced around, and said, "There should be electrical or plumbing conduits above the drop ceiling that might make for a usable anchor."
They went to work immediately. It pleased Gant to see his men focused on the task, although he should have expected as much if for no other reason than that the men were not privy to all the horror stories Lieutenant Colonel Thunder had dug up about the place, so they approached Red Rock like any other mission.
The soldiers removed a ceiling tile and tightly tied one end of the rope to a thick pipe. Campion tossed the other end down the shaft.
"Okay, then," Thom said. "It is my turn to go on point."
"Sir?" Campion and Twiste protested in unison.
"Just keep Captain Twiste here and the V.A.A.D. components safe. They are your primary concern. I'll go down first. If all is clear, send down Franco's scout team. If there is a problem, start off for the stairs on the far side."
"Trying to play the hero?" Twiste asked.
"Just doing my part, actually."
Gant moved to the elevator shaft, lowered himself over the edge, and rappelled down once … twice … and was then on top of the car. He used the tactical light on his HK MP5 to search for a roof hatch, which he found and opened. Twenty years of neglect resulted in a horrid squeal from the hinges. He might as well have sounded a bullhorn.
Too late to turn back now.
He shined the light mounted under the barrel of his gun into the opening.
More darkness, no apparent threats.
"We’re good," he said into his headset and looked up at Campion. The interference, however, completely jumbled the transmission, so he added a thumbs up in the beam of the captain's light, which was pointed down the shaft.
Things seemed to be going as good as could be expected. They had penetrated the complex without opposition, despite far too much noise. Once the scout team descended, he would send them through the elevator out into sublevel 7, one floor above the target zone.
Overhead, a soldier descended the rope, his boots scraping off the sides of the elevator shaft and generally coming down in a manner far too clumsy for the major's liking. Gant made a mental note to visit the training grounds for practice, but then he saw who it was: Brandon Twiste with his duffle bag.
"What are you doing? I wanted the scout team first."
"Yeah, I know, but Campion insisted I go next. He practically pushed me down the shaft. Something about protecting the gear and me, and then he said something weird."
"What?"
"He said, 'go away, it's playtime.' Not sure what he was getting at but—"
Gant ignored the rest of Twiste's explanation and radioed, "Captain Campion, what is your status?"
He shined his light up the shaft and saw nothing and was about to reach for the rope when a voice said something over his headset. It sounded like Franco. And it sounded like the word, "movement!"
Then the shouting began, not over the radio but echoing into the shaft from the floor above.
"Movement behind!"
"Multiple targets!"
More shouting, but he could not make out the words through the sound of gunfire. First a solitary shot, then a prolonged volley.
"Thom…"
"Get down into the elevator car," Gant said, grabbing Twiste by the shoulder and moving him to the opening.
"What about you?"
Instead of answering with words, he reached for the rope, but before he could start climbing the entire line — free of its anchor — dropped to his feet.
Overhead a flash lit the top of the shaft like a stroke of lightning and was followed by a jet of flame blasting through the open door above.
"Down! Now!"
He pushed Twiste and his bag through the open hatch and jumped himself just as a burning blast of fire spread through the chute, threatening to singe his hair.
The two landed in the elevator car. Their jump kicked up a storm of dust that made Twiste sneeze, although he barely noticed after banging his head on the wall and doing something painful to his ankle upon landing.
Light, heat, and sound from the battle one story above followed them down, forcing them out the open doors and into the sublevel 7 corridor, where they collapsed on the cold floor.
Thom shook the cobwebs from his head and moved to kneel, sweeping his surroundings with his MP5. The beam from the tactical light illuminated a tight hallway lined with pipes, wires, and smashed lights. In the distance — far away — he spied a red glow. In the other direction he saw a small metal door that looked like it belonged to a utility closet or something similar.
"Listen," Twiste said, although his voice sounded somewhat muffled, as he held a hand against a red mark on his cheek.
"Are you hurt?"
"Smacked my head, maybe twisted my ankle, but," Brandon held one finger aloft. "Listen."
Gant did just that but heard nothing.
"What is it?"
"The gunfire … it's stopped."
Twiste was right. After nearly a minute of weapons fire the battle had faded.
He touched his headset and spoke: "Campion, Franco, report."
Static.
"Anyone, report. This is Gant."
Nothing.
"Maybe we can find the other stairwell and get back up there," Twiste said as he stood.
The idea crossed Thom's mind, but the cold, calculating soldier inside quickly dismissed it. Major Gant saw no alternative. He could not climb up the shaft and, as Campion had said, the only staircase connecting to the level above was a distance away and involved traversing potentially hazardous ground. Besides, his mission parameters dictated that Twiste was the most important human asset on his team.
"Let's move forward. We will have to find a way down to level 8."
"What? Wait a sec, the team is up there."
"We don't know that, Captain," Major Gant said, then started along the corridor toward the red glow in the distance. For some reason he thought it might actually be fires from a high-tech version of Dante's Inferno.
"Hold on a second," Twiste said, taking hold of his arm and stopping his movement. "They can still get down to us, through the shaft."
Thom moved up so close to Twiste that their noses nearly touched. His breath came and went in quick gasps as he said what needed to be said, regardless of how horrible the words tasted.
"Listen to me, Doctor. They could come down that shaft, or whatever attacked them could come down after us. If Campion and Franco are alive, they will complete their mission by making their way to the Red Lab on sublevel 8. It is my intention to do the same, and I will haul you through this nightmare by the collar of your shirt if I have to, but you will move out now."
Gant held his friend’s eyes and did not blink. Twiste matched his stare for a moment, then reluctantly retrieved his bag. Together they moved deeper into the Hell Hole.
* * *
Sergeant Ben "Biggy" Franco directed the other members of the team to form a perimeter around the elevator while Gant oversaw Campion and Moss gaining access to the shaft.
Look at them, sticking together: Gant, his best buddy, and his lapdog.
In front of the sergeant stretched an empty hall with doors to either side, most with frosted glass windows, or shattered frosted glass windows.
He knelt behind an overturned desk and kept his gun facing forward. An askew emergency light affixed to a crooked box twenty meters away provided a slice of illumination that cut across the blackness ahead as if a bladed weapon had sliced open the void, allowing light to bleed out.
Franco did not have a good feeling about this mission. While quite capable of moving silently through hostile territory, he was a man built for more direct action, particularly in his upper body. He could bench press more than anyone in the unit—
— including the major's pet, Campion—
— and despite a few extra pounds he had stamina on par with most of the rest of the team.
Except Campion. He'll run circles around you all day long, Biggy. Same with Wells, too, but then again his kind are built for that shit, right?
He removed the black cap covering his head and, again, the amount of perspiration surprised him. His tangled brown hair felt soaked.
Franco surveyed the guards he had dispatched to the perimeter. Wells and Pearson covered the area by the double doors where that pitch black hall elbowed off. Galati stood at the base of the stairs. To Biggy's right, over by the elevator doors, the others worked. Campion had freed a ceiling tile and found a rusting metal folding chair to help him reach a pipe of some kind to use as an anchor for the rope.
What the fuck is taking these idiots so long? It's a goddamn rope, not storming Omaha Beach.
He shook his head in disgust and returned his attention to the empty hall in front of him. Not for the first time, he wondered if anything actually lived down here. The way Gant had briefed the team … the way that wuss Twiste moped around—
— the way he dug for reasons for three guys to opt out of the mission—
— the rigid, almost robot-like stiffness of the garrison at Red Rock all pointed to some high-level threat. Yet so far, nothing. Only a cold, empty, underground office complex that smelled like a retirement home suffering from poor sanitation.
Kind of like the one Mom was in before she died. Half the place smelled like disinfectant, the other half smelled like a pissed bed. Bunch of crazy old folks, some howling for pain medication, which that fucking orderly — the black orderly — never brought on time.
Franco heard Gant say, ""Okay, then. It is my turn to go on point."
As much as that surprised Biggy, it did not surprise him that Gant's two little butt buddies were all like “no, don't go,” and “send Franco down” or whatever.
Gant said, "Just keep Captain Twiste here and the V.A.A.D. components safe. They are your primary concern. I'll go down first. If all is clear, send down Franco's scout team. If there is a problem, start off for the stairs on the far side."
He alternated his attention between the hall ahead and the elevator as Major Gant disappeared over the side. A few second later a horrid squeal — like fingers on a chalkboard — came out of the shaft.
Good going, Major. Way to let everything in this place know where we are.
"We're good," came Gant's voice over the tactical headset, albeit a voice covered in crackling static.
Franco's eyes drifted over to the elevator, waiting for Campion's signal for the advance team to head into the shaft. He hated roping. Back when he was with the Rangers he had slipped when roping out of a Blackhawk and dislocated his shoulder.
Didn't hear the end of that one for months.
To his surprise, Campion directed Twiste toward the rope, going as far as to put a hand on this shoulder and seemingly push him. Franco could not hear whatever it was the two captains discussed, but clearly this was not Gant's plan. Well, at least not as far as Franco had heard.
Nonetheless, he watched in disbelief as Twiste — duffel bag and all — disappeared over the ledge and started down the shaft.
Biggy returned his attention to the hallway ahead.
Whatever it was, it poked out of and then pulled back into one of the open doorways; one of the offices. Franco heard a soft crack, like a footstep on broken glass. In that brief glimpse, his eyes reported something about the size of a child, maybe four feet tall, with what might have been a bipedal, humanoid body, but the lack of light hid any other details.
Instinctively he called out, "Movement!"
Campion: "Biggy! What have you got?"
Franco: "Five meters ahead on the left. In one of those offices."
From behind them, down the hall, came Wells's voice: "Movement behind!"
Galati backed away from the stairwell, shouting, "Multiple targets!"
Sergeant Franco's head swiveled around from Wells, to Galati, to the office door ahead where he had seen movement but saw nothing now.
Major Gant and his pal Twiste got out just in time, didn't they?
Then they came, pouring around the corner guarded by Wells and from the stairwell door from which Sal Galati bid a hasty retreat. A lack of light made their attackers hard to discern, and even when Franco saw what he saw, he did not know what they were.
Shapes. Vaguely humanoid. Like a dozen or so walking — running — shadows. Animals? Machines? His mind did not stop to analyze. Indeed, his thinking process was overwhelmed with a sudden and sharp blast of emotion.
Fear, yes, a healthy dose, but something more. Anger. Disgust. Whatever these things really were, to Benjamin "Biggy" Franco they were rats that needed to be exterminated before they could infect him with their filth.
He raised his automatic shotgun and zeroed in as the mob chased the team into a circle at the center of the hall. Franco fired at one of the living shadows as it approached. It dissipated into nothingness, like a cloud of fog blown apart by a wind gust.
Franco checked the others. Wells fired his SCAR-H into the ground, seemingly shooting nothing but blasting away chunks of the floor one after another, all while screaming in outright terror — not panic, not adrenaline — but fear.
Galati stood alongside Campion, both emptying magazines into the mob of attackers but inflicting no casualties.
What Franco saw next confused him to the point that his mind all but short-circuited.
Moss moved toward him, walking among the approaching shadow-things with the infrared scope on his M4 raised to his eye as if searching his surroundings, but not firing at all. In fact, he was saying something. Something very strange.
"No targets! I've got no targets!"
Then things took a turn for the weirder, and Franco saw it all happen just ten feet in front of him.
One of the creatures walked straight into Moss. Just walked into him. No collision, no impact, just slipping right into him like a ghost possessing a body, except Franco saw Moss disappear, his BDUs, his body armor, his weapons … everything enveloped by a living shadow, eliminating any trace of the man and replacing it with a monster.
Then it came for Biggy. Staggering toward him, a warped limb made out of night reaching out with intent to strangle.
The sergeant fired his USAS-12; three blasts in quick succession. This time the shadow collapsed backwards instead of disintegrating.
They can be killed!
No matter how alien the things appeared, they could be killed and Biggy aimed to do just that; to exterminate every last one of the disgusting things.
He fired and fired again, apparently hitting nothing. But when he turned to look across the hall he saw that Pearson was in trouble. Some creature — some version of these walking shadows — had latched on to the soldier's back and was doing to Pearson what Franco had seen one do to Wells: absorbing him, enveloping him, taking his flesh and turning it into something inhuman.
Sergeant Franco ran across the hall with the hope of prying the attacker free, but it was too late; the monster completed the metamorphosis. What should have been a man was now something else.
"Die, you fucking bastard!"
And Franco let his USAS-12 do the work. The shells tore into the creature. It screamed in a surprisingly human voice, even though Franco saw no mouth or eyes or any other features.
That scream was replaced by a warped hiss as the wounded foe staggered about, side to side.
"Franco!"
He raised his shotgun to finish off the target … then he saw Captain Campion approach and raise his sidearm.
"I got this one, get the fuck out of my way," Franco said, pulling his trigger and blasting the creature one last time. At the same instant, a bullet from Campion's pistol slammed into Franco's shoulder. His left arm went limp. First the barrel then the rest of the heavy weapon dropped from his hands.
Campion shot me! What the f—
He never finished the thought. The creature he had shot … the one that took Pearson's body … exploded in a ball of golden flame. A wall of heat came with a blast of concussion that sent Franco falling backwards, splaying across the floor and sliding into the side wall, his body peppered with some kind of shrapnel and blood pouring from the bullet wound to his shoulder.
Franco remained conscious just long enough to hear Campion issue orders.
"Move! We have to move out of here!"
Then Biggy Franco's eyes closed and his mind turned off for a while.
* * *
Campion stepped from the folding chair and tugged the rope. The pipe — probably a protective cover for electrical wires — would serve as an adequate anchor.
"That should do the trick," he told Gant.
"Okay, then," Thom said. "It is my turn to go on point."
"Sir?" he and Twiste said in unison.
Campion, however, heard the major's tone, and he also recognized the expression on Gant's face. There would be no talking him out of it, no changing his mind, and the captain thought he knew why. It was apparent from the start that Franco was not happy being sent on point. Why? Well, Captain Campion had long ago given up trying to understand the sergeant. For all his intelligence, Franco seemed a man who let his emotions get the better of him.
Emotion has no place on the battlefield.
"Just keep Captain Twiste here and the V.A.A.D. components safe," Gant said as he reached for the rope. "They are your primary concern. I'll go down first. If all is clear, send down Franco's scout team. If there is a problem, start off for the stairs on the far side."
Despite knowing he had no chance at success, Campion started to try and talk the major out of it, but a new thought pushed away that idea.
Let him go.
Yes, of course, it made sense for Gant to go first. He was the leader, he was important, and there was something else about him … something that set him apart from the others in the unit.
Campion turned away from the elevator shaft and surveyed the corridor. The men were in good position. Yes, there was one soldier — Wells — standing by the secondary corridor that led to the break room near the double doors that opened to the cafeteria. Another man — Salvatore Galati — covered the stairwell, and of course the others — Pearson, Moss, Franco, and, yes, Brandon Twiste, the scientist carrying an equipment bag and trained to operate the V.A.A.D.
A terrible sound — a scream of some sort — reverberated up through the elevator shaft and nearly made Campion jump. Then he realized that he had heard a screech of rusty hinges, probably the elevator roof hatch.
A burst of static crackled in Campion's ear, followed by Major Gant's voice: "We're good."
The equipment must be protected. Get Twiste down there now, everyone else can stay behind for playtime.
Campion motioned for Twiste to go down the rope.
"He said to send the scout team first."
"Get going Doctor," Campion said, putting a hand on Twiste's shoulder and shoving him toward the shaft and the rope. Still Twiste hesitated, standing there with his eyes squinting and his head tilted in what was clearly an expression of confusion.
"I said go; it's playtime."
Campion's words only added to his comrade's confusion, to the point that Twiste physically did as instructed even though his mind obviously struggled with the idea. Of course, Campion sympathized because he was not sure why he had said that, either. It just sort of came to mind.
In fact, he wondered why he felt the urge to send Twiste down against Gant's orders. It made no sense. The hall was secure, but the floor below could be full of danger. That was why the scout team needed to go first … but it made perfect sense for Twiste to go now. For some reason … he could not quite understand.
"Captain Campion, what is your status?"
I honestly don't know, sir.
"Movement!"
Franco's shout focused Campion's mind as his training — instinct, actually — took over.
"Biggy! What have you got?"
"Five meters ahead on the left. In one of those offices."
Campion looked in that direction. His eyes struggled with the contrast between the darkness and a cone of brightness emanating from a half-broken security light. Still, he saw something just inside the door of one of the offices. Someone or something about four to four and a half feet tall. Just a silhouette; an outline of dark standing in a room of dark.
He raised his MP5 and swung both the laser targeting beam and the tactical light toward the door. Whatever hid in there retreated deeper into the room before he could get a better view. His attention, however, went elsewhere.
"Movement behind!"
"Multiple targets!"
Turning around, he saw Galati back away from the stairs and Wells retreat down the hall toward the elevator.
Campion heard the attackers a moment before actually seeing them: the jingle of equipment and the thump-thump-thump of jackboots fast-marching up the hall. Then they took form out of the darkness: coal scuttle helmets and field gray tunics.
Soldiers of the German Wehrmacht armed with rifles (Campion's mind immediately identified them as Gwehr 41s) but they approached as if intent on striking with their bayonets.
Biggy's shotgun went off and then other members of the team opened fire. Campion did the same, putting three rounds from his MP5 directly in the chest of one of the faceless infantrymen bearing down on his position. His target jerked and stumbled backwards, slipping to one knee, then rose to his feet again to renew his charge.
Galati stood at the captain's side, firing his G36, but Campion remained focused on his own targets, although careful not to hit Moss, who stood amongst the mob, scanning the area as if he could not see the Germans.
They must have blinded him, he thought.
The captain hit another enemy soldier, this time in the top of his head. Strangely enough, the man — the thing — reacted in exactly the same manner as the one he had hit in the chest; stumbling backwards, slipping to one knee, then standing again. The bullet to the head should have at least knocked the man's (creature’s?) helmet free.
That was odd enough, but Wells — standing in front of Richard Campion not far from the stairs from which Wehrmacht soldiers marched out — screamed in horror and fired his assault rifle into the ground, seemingly at the boots—the boots? — of one of the attackers.
Even in the midst of the firefight, Campion disapproved. Wells was a professional soldier. He should be finding targets and hitting them at center mass or even in the head. Instead, he looked like a panicked old lady squaring off against a mouse or house spider.
A voice shouted, "No targets! I've got no targets!"
It was Moss, and he, like Wells, was acting in an incomprehensible manner, drifting across the battlefield with his eye fixed to his infrared scope, swinging it about as if he could not see the German soldiers all around him.
Sensing a threat, Campion fired his MP5 at another of the attackers, hitting him somewhere in the shoulder, but again the enemy staggered, knelt, and then returned to his feet.
He turned back just in time to see Franco shoot Moss at nearly point-blank range. The sergeant drilled the soldier with three blasts from his automatic shotgun, obliterating Moss's body armor and turning everything between the man's shoulders and his waistline into a cavity of gore. Franco kept on firing away with little regard for aim.
He has gone crazy.
Just as Captain Campion made that realization, he watched Biggy turn and face Pearson, who, from what he could see, was sort of standing around in a state of total confusion, much like Moss had acted before Franco murdered him. And apparently, Franco intended to do the same to Pearson. Biggy crossed the hall with his shotgun raised.
"Die, you fucking bastard!"
Campion tried to intervene, shouting then taking aim and pulling the trigger but his magazine had run dry. With no time to reload, he reached for his sidearm.
Too late. Franco blasted away at Pearson, who screamed and fell against the wall, narrowly avoiding falling down the elevator shaft. Instead, he dropped to the ground and writhed from the shotgun pellets peppering his side from his neck to his knee.
Franco saw the captain approach and yelled, "I got this one, get the fuck out of my way."
Campion saw no alternative. He fired his pistol at Franco just as the sergeant fired at Pearson one last time.
Both men hit their mark.
Franco dropped his weapon and staggered, a bullet wound in his shoulder.
Pearson, fortunately, still lived, thanks to instinctively turning away from the shotgun. Unfortunately, that meant Biggy's blast hit the ancient flamethrower on Pearson's back. The pellets ruptured the gas tank, venting highly flammable fumes … which ignited when they reached the pilot light on the weapon's wand.
The blast sent Campion tumbling. His right arm caught fire, but he used the momentum of his fall to roll and snuff those flames. At the same time, a ball of fire erupted across the ceiling and along the wall.
He ignored the sting of something sharp in his cheek, the smell of singed flesh from his arm, and the ache from a now-twisted ankle, focusing on the changing tactical situation.
Galati and Wells lived; he saw them stagger to their feet.
Their attackers — the German soldiers wearing World War Two uniforms and sporting 1940s-era weapons — seemed to have withdrawn, perhaps scared off by the explosion. No doubt they would regroup and renew their attack.
Franco was down, dead or dying, but given that he had murdered two of the men, Campion was no longer concerned with the sergeant's status. In fact, if Franco tried to get up, he might have to put another bullet in him for the sake of the team.
Pearson was dead, incinerated by the explosion and fireball. A line of burning fuel and debris covered a stretch of wall including the open elevator doors. In fact, the fire seemed to burn the brightest near that opening. Smoke pooled overhead.
You can't go that way. It's blocked. No way you can follow Gant or Twiste.
That left one option; moving forward on this level, hopefully finding the second stairwell and rendezvousing with the major at the Red Lab two floors below.
"Move! We have to move out of here!"
His shout rallied Galati and Wells, whom he led away from the burning battle scene, away from the stairs leading up, and across sublevel 6, separated from Major Gant and Brandon Twiste and leaving behind two dead comrades as well as Sergeant Benjamin Franco.
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Gant and Twiste walked for several minutes at a slow pace. The major kept checking behind, worried there might be some pursuit; he simply was not optimistic enough to think the rest of the unit might catch up to them.
That particular stretch of sublevel 7 felt less like a research facility and more like an industrial complex. They saw dormant incinerators, tanks and pumps devoted to waste water treatment, and a rather large room focused on electricity and power distribution.
Each of those areas appeared old and neglected … although not as old and neglected as Thom would have expected. He saw pools of water on the pump room floor and relatively new wiring in at least one of the circuit boxes.
They did not, however, stop for a complete investigation. He kept them moving through featureless gray halls lit by the occasional red exit light and the even more occasional emergency light. Progress remained slow due to Brandon's limp.
"You okay?"
Captain Twiste still held one palm against the side of his head. He mumbled an answer Gant could not hear, but his tone and accompanying body language strongly suggested "no."
"Well, you are the doctor and it does not really matter how you are feeling. We have to keep moving."
Twiste held up a hand, dropped his duffel bag, and slid down to a sitting position against the wall beneath a decal reading "SUBLEVEL 7 MAINTENANCE SECTION." He undid one boot, rolled down the sock, and examined his ankle.
"Is it broken?"
This time Twiste removed his hand so he could be clearly heard.
"No, maybe sprained. Thanks for pushing me down the hatch, buddy."
Of course he did not sound mad but Gant felt guilty enough to explain for the third time, "A ball of fire was filling the shaft, probably burning fuel. If I had not pushed you down the hatch, you would have third-degree burns, not merely a bump on the cheek and a sore foot."
"This isn't just a bump on the cheek," he objected, but his tone softened as he admitted, "I sort of bit the inside of my mouth and I've got a loose tooth."
"Clearly we need to find the infirmary."
"Speaking of that, besides the obvious—" Twiste waved at the decal above his head—"where are we?"
Gant’s immediate answer was up shit’s creek. He decided that actually saying as much would be counterproductive.
"We’re on level 7, searching for a way down to the Red Lab on level 8. According to the map on my computer…" he tapped the wrist-mounted unit "… we should find several options for doing just that, but they are all further along this level."
"Elevators and stairs that go only one floor at a time, spread out across levels the size of football fields, full of hallways that feel like they go in circles. Your federal government at work."
"You are pouting again, Doctor." Gant tried to muster good humor, but came up dry. Truth was, his unit might be wiped out by an enemy he still did not know.
A sound like something metal rattling as if knocked over echoed through the maze. Gant could not discern from which direction it had come; there were several side passages not far behind and more ahead. It was even more difficult to gauge proximity. He guessed it was not too close … but why take chances?
"Come on, Captain, we need to get moving."
Twiste did not protest. He accepted assistance from Gant in getting to his feet, grabbed his bag, and limped forward. Thom stayed a pace ahead with both hands on his MP5, using the tactical light to help steer their way.
They came to a large four-way intersection with a SECURITY SUB STATION kiosk in one corner. To their left and right the passages disappeared into complete darkness; no lighting whatsoever. Ahead of them, however, about a third of the fluorescent lights worked, albeit with a constant flickering that produced a strobe light effect.
"Why do I not feel good about this," Twiste asked, eying the better-lit corridor like a fish that had grown wise to worms.
Gant consulted his map, looked ahead, consulted the map again, pointed forward and in an unsure voice said, "According to the blueprints, that direction would be our best option."
Twiste opened his mouth, most likely to say something witty, but a groaning noise drifted into the corridor, stopping him short.
Gant glanced behind. He saw only the darkness from which they had come, but he felt sure the noise originated from that direction. Still some distance away, but closer than the rattling metal sound they had heard a minute before.
The two men stood still for several seconds, very much like deer caught in oncoming headlights.
Footsteps. Or something very much like footsteps. Not boots, more of a shuffling sound, and not consistent as would be expected from a man walking. No, this sounded lazy and haphazard and as such had an animal quality about it.
Gant threw his arm around Twiste’s shoulder and moved them at a fast clip. Brandon bit his lip in pain but made no noise. Still, the footsteps sounded louder and Gant realized the extra light in the corridor made them much more visible.
He risked a glance behind. The flickering strobe lights provided vision all the way back to the intersection, but no further. He saw nothing.
"Turn here," Twiste said, shifting his weight to the left and moving them off the main corridor and down a different stretch, this one with no lights other than the bouncing fluorescents seeping in from the main passage.
More noise, this time a grunt. The source of the sounds had at least reached the security substation, maybe twenty yards behind. Considering Twiste's limp, they were not going to outrun the threat and the major was well aware that he had lost contact with his team after they had been attacked, which raised the possibility that bullets might not be capable of dispatching whatever it was that haunted them in this dungeon.
That left one option, and when he spied a metal door with a small window he took it, grasping the dusty, cold latch and turning. For a moment he feared it would be locked or that it would open with the same type of blood-curdling screech the elevator hatch had emitted.
His luck held on both counts. The bolt gave way easily and the door opened without complaint, revealing more blackness than the hallway they escaped, but in this case, the dark might be their ally.
Gant forced Twiste inside and then softly shut the heavy door. Sharp flashes from the flickering fluorescents followed them in through the small square window.
He helped Twiste to the floor, propping him against a metal shelf, then he knelt next to the closed door, his finger floating on the trigger guard of his HK.
Gant heard footsteps, shuffling, and as they neared his ear sifted through the sounds and he realized that he heard more than one entity. He heard a group, although he could not be sure how many.
Shadows blocked the flicker of the fluorescents. He felt them just outside the door, inches away on the far side of the aging steel. A sound like a snort or grunt, a squeal from another source, a stranger noise — a chuckle? — from another still. Three distinct creatures.
He dared a sideways glance out the window and was rewarded with a quick glimpse of the enemy.
His eyes picked them up just as they moved from the light of the strobe-like fluorescents into the darkness further down the corridor. At the lead was what appeared to be a man, sort of stumbling along as if sleepwalking. He wore what might be army BDUs but they appeared tattered, grimy, and bloody to the point that Gant wondered if he saw a zombie soldier who had dug himself out of a grave. Caucasian skin, possibly, but cracked and covered with wounds and blemishes. The zombie analogy stuck.
Two smaller entities followed the first, and what he saw of their appearance made him nearly vomit in disgust. They were horror incarnate, one about four feet 000tall, the other perhaps over five, but exact dimensions were hard to estimate because both walked with wild gaits, like rabid animals, shuffling back and forth between the walls, bumping into one another, snarling and snapping.
Their pale skin was covered with all manner of sores, warts, and rashes stretched tightly over spindly arms and legs. He might have seen a scrap of clothing on one, but all three quickly faded into the black further down the passage.
Thom slowly slid to a seated position. He worried the creatures might return to investigate the side rooms, but that assumed they were actually searching for them. Given their primitive, barbaric appearance, he realized they might merely live in this dungeon and not even be aware of the intruders.
Are these levels some kind of new ecosystem? Did those things cross over from some other world, thanks to the Briggs experiment?
"What did you see?"
Thom saw Brandon watching him with wide eyes and mouth slightly ajar, probably a reflection of his own expression.
"I …" Thom stopped, considered. "I'm not sure what I saw. What might have been a man, but something was wrong with him. Two other … two other things that resembled, well, I am not sure what they resembled. They were, they were …"
"I can see by the look in your eyes. That alien in the swamp didn't throw you this much. Are we out of danger?"
"No, not by a long shot. But I think they passed us by this time. If they are searching for us, they are not operating with any intelligent pattern, otherwise they would go door to door."
Twiste said, "This level may be big, but eventually they’ll get around again and by then they might start opening doors. I suppose sitting tight and hoping for a rescue team isn't a great plan?"
Gant answered, "I wonder how many of those first-entry teams barricaded themselves in rooms like this, hoping Borman would send in the cavalry. Speaking of which, I wonder what we have here."
He scanned the large room with the light attached to his MP5's barrel and found row upon row of Metro shelves stacked with boxes and barrels and cans.
Twiste followed the beam of light, saying, "Looks like a storage area."
"Most of sublevel seven was devoted to long-term survival," Gant explained. "That and facilities management. This place was originally built for government bigwigs to ride out a nuclear winter."
"Then it was turned into a research facility?"
"As far as I know, yes," Thom answered as he stood and examined the boxes on the nearest shelves. Many of the containers sported older Civil Defense logos, but many more wore the mark of FEMA. "They installed Red Labs on the level below us. It looks like they kept the survival gear intact — these are long-term provisions."
Thom walked deeper into the chamber. After a few steps he saw that most of the containers in the warehouse had been pulled down, torn open, and devoured.
"These things — or at least someone — has been living off the stuff down here. That means they either have to eat, or something else down here does."
Twiste took hold of the shelving above his head and used it as leverage to stand.
Gant asked, "You getting better?"
"Yeah, yeah. But the ankle still hurts, the inside of my mouth is still bleeding, and I feel like I just fell down an elevator shaft. Oh wait, I was pushed down an elevator shaft."
Gant ignored the humor although he appreciated the attempt.
"There cannot be enough stuff down here to keep people fed for over twenty years," Thom said and, with Twiste a step behind, they surveyed the rows of mostly consumed provisions.
Wrappers, empty cans, torn bags, and busted boxes littered the space between the aisles. The two were very careful not to accidentally send a parcel flying with an inadvertent step; they did not want to make any noise.
Thom’s light fell upon a jumbled pile of something that looked out of place. His light illuminated a mass of fabric … and boots … and helmets … and body armor … and gas masks — all in bad condition, all stained with dried blood; the leftovers from previous battles in the bowels of Red Rock.
"Oh Jeez," Twiste grimaced.
Thom shook his head and felt a surge of pity as well as camaraderie with whoever had worn that gear into this place. He wondered if his black BDUs would be added to the pile before the day was done.
"So what is it you think you saw, Thom?"
Gant knew what he meant and struggled to find the words. Then his training kicked in: boil everything down to facts.
"Four to five feet tall, bipedal, pale skin over a humanoid skeleton. They walked with an ape-like gait, they seemed more like animals of some kind, despite their appearance."
His training switched off with the definition complete and he told Twiste, "If we get close enough to one, perhaps you can tell me. You are, after all, the science officer."
Twiste leaned against a gigantic barrel of salt or, rather, a gigantic barrel that once held salt.
"I'll pass on a closer inspection until you get one back to the containment cells at Darwin."
"Where is that curiosity now, Doctor?" Gant managed a smile.
"I, um, have decided to follow your example, Major. No questions asked, just a job to do, and my job is to activate the V.A.A.D. in the primary lab. Well, now that I think about it that's FUBAR, too."
Gant corrected, "Not at all. We still have a mission to accomplish. I think finishing our job is the only chance we have of getting out of here alive."
"I think you’ve probably noticed that I don’t have the V.A.A.D. Captain Campion has that. I just have the batteries."
"We do not know what happened to Campion. If he is dead, we might be able to backtrack and find it. If he is alive, he is right now seeking out an alternative route to the Red Lab to accomplish all goals."
Twiste said, "You’re an optimist," and both of them heard the heavy dose of sarcasm in his voice. Gant knew he was no such thing, and he knew that his friend Brandon Twiste knew it, too.
Gant reached the back wall of the room and found the same things over and over again: the remnants of a large stockpile of supplies and scattered piles of gear that belonged to the soldiers and hazmat teams who had come this way before.
Twiste caught up to him, followed the glow of his flashlight as it cast over a ripped backpack, and asked, "Could those things be people? Jesus, Thom, the personnel who were trapped in here when containment was initiated?"
He considered and answered, "I saw three of them. One might once have been a soldier based on what he was wearing, but he did not walk like a normal man. He was not in good condition. As for the other two, no, I cannot see how. I do not even believe they were human."
"But they could have survived down here. Someone was eating these supplies."
"That's twenty years. And these supplies have been pretty well picked through."
"But there's power down here and obviously water recycling. The basics are here."
"Yes," Gant agreed, "but all of that machinery would require maintenance, spare parts — expertise from outside the quarantine zone. This is a contained environment, Doctor, not a natural environment. The materials in this room would provide some sustainability, but I cannot believe those supplies could last for decades."
Twiste, however, did not appear to hear the last part of Gant's sentence. Even in the near-darkness Thom saw Brandon's eyes grow wide and his head cock to the side. He recognized the expression. Brandon might well have shouted “eureka” at that moment except, well, whatever epiphany hit home, the look in his friend's eyes suggested the revelation would not be pleasant.
"What is it?"
"You are absolutely right, Thom. Nothing could survive down here that long, not entirely on its own. Forget the food. Forget water. Maybe, if you stretched your imagination, you could believe there was enough in the stores to keep a small number alive for a long while. But none of that matters."
"What is it you are trying to say?"
"Take a deep breath."
Thom did. He smelled an odor probably attributable to the scattered bits of foodstuffs that rotted and decayed over the years. But nothing—
He stopped, and it hit him like sledgehammer.
"Yes, that's right, you understand, don't you?" Twiste limped closer to Gant. "And right now, you're starting to feel like a real idiot. Looks like the machine does smash a cog or two now and then."
Gant's lips clamped shut tight.
Twiste went on, "It's the air."
"There are most likely oxygen scrubbers down here. Submarines produce their own oxygen; no doubt a facility such as this would—"
"Submarines pull air out of the saltwater around them. There’s none of that here, and unless we find a storage room the size of the Superdome filled with oxygen canisters, then the only way air gets down here is because General Borman lets it get down here. Nothing can live in a vacuum, Thom. Why didn't the General cut off the oxygen supply?"
"How, exactly, am I supposed to know that?"
"Because you should have asked the question! You don't just line up, take your orders, and march off."
Major Gant returned to the door at the front of the room. Twiste followed as fast as he could on his bum ankle.
"Don't walk away from me. I'm talking to you."
"Captain, I am not sure what it is you are hoping to accomplish, but this is counterproductive."
"You know what I'm getting at. You know Borman dropped us down here like we were just another smart bomb sent to hit the target. Yeah, sure, usually it's Friez giving us our marching orders, but if it wasn't Friez or Borman it'd be someone else."
"That is the way the army works, or have you not been in the military for even longer than I? Exactly why should I take issue with that?"
"Because you know better!" Twiste's voice grew a little too loud. The men glanced at the door and paused. When they did not hear any reaction from outside, Brandon Twiste lowered his voice and went on, "You know better. I see it in you, Thomas Gant. You know the games they play, the dark secrets, the cover-ups, and the way they throw men into the meat grinder with no consideration. This was a suicide run, but you didn't even raise your hand to ask a question."
"I believe in the system," Gant said. He remembered what Doreen McCaul had noted of his nature during his visit to The Tall Company with Liz Thunder. "I have faith in the chain of command."
"You don't trust that chain of command, not one bit. You've seen it all; the double crosses, the backstabbing, the political games. You can't possibly have faith in that, you're too smart. So why are you kidding yourself?"
Thom felt his mouth open but he could not find — or dared not give — the answer his friend sought. Instead, he asked, "Why is this so important to you? You are a soldier, too, Doctor. Orders are part of the business."
"Yes, but it's the job of soldiers like us to make it a better business. We've been in this a long time, you and I. One dirty job after another. No breaks. No time off. Hell, I've seen my grandchild once since she was born last year because I spend all my time walking around in the dark for Uncle Sam. We've earned the right to ask the questions and even to refuse orders if we must."
"I cannot do that."
"And that's what I don't understand."
Again, Thom stumbled with his answer, reworked it, and responded with the best defense mechanism he could muster.
"It is not our job to understand; it is our job to complete the mission, Captain. And that is what I intend to do and it is what I expect of you."
Twiste shook his head. "You can say it all you want, but I know you don't believe it."
"Then why are you here? You could have disobeyed orders, skipped out on training, and gone AWOL. Maybe even filed an objection all the way up the chain of command. No one forced you to come."
Twiste hesitated, licked his lips, and said, "You are my commanding officer, and also my friend. I suppose if you're going to be stupid, so am I. Listen, Thom, I've known you for a long time and I know you see a lot more than mission objectives and orders. But for some reason, you've put yourself into a quarantine just like this Hell hole. Do you have a death wish? What is going to get better if Thom Gant isn't around?"
"Do not push me, Doctor," Gant said. Each of his words came out separate and distinct, a sure sign he had reached a tipping point.
"I just want to hear you admit it. To admit you aren't some blind soldier; that you have your doubts, just like me. But for some reason you let yourself be controlled by your programming. Is that safer? Is that easier?"
A noise interrupted their discussion: a sharp tone and a blast of static.
For a moment, both Gant and Twiste thought their tactical headsets had sprung to life again, but this noise came from outside the door. As the static faded, Gant recognized the tone as feedback from a microphone.
"That's the public address system," he said. "For announcements to the personnel down here."
"No one is working down here these days," Twiste pointed out.
A woman broadcast through the halls of sublevel 7. She spoke in a monotone voice, which is why it took Gant a moment to recognize her.
"Thomas Gant … are you listening?"
Jean.
"Who is that?" Twiste asked. "How does she know you?"
The words coming from the address system suggested pleading, but they came out dry and flat, like a first-year drama student reading a script.
"I'm stuck down here, Thom. It's your fault. You have to come and get me."
He felt Brandon's hand on his shoulder as a sign of support and as a prod.
"That is my wife," Gant said. "My wife, Jean."
Brandon Twiste did not reply, probably because his mind was stuck on the same thing as the major's: there was no way Mrs. Gant was down inside the Red Rock Mountain Research Facility. She was, in fact, thousands of miles away.
Tending to her garden.
"Why did you leave me? You always leave me. You're never around. It would be better if you don't come home from this. It would be better for me."
Her voice bounced around the empty corridors of sublevel 7, carrying through the shadows and empty rooms. A message broadcast in a tomb.
"The garden won't grow this year. The soil is barren. It's your fault."
Brandon whispered, "That's not your wife, Thom. I've met Jean. Her voice is more, is more …"
Twiste did not finish his thought but Gant knew what his friend was trying to say: alive. But then again, Brandon had not been around Jean in a couple of years. Things change.
Thom remembered the myriad of accounts detailing mental influences taking hold of base personnel. People tricked into attempting to break quarantine, a young girl driven to self-mutilation.
"It is trying to bait us."
"Fine, okay, I get it," Twiste said. "But how does it know your name, or that you even have a wife? And why use her voice to get to you?"
"As for how, I think that is one of the answers waiting for us in the Red Lab. As to why, it is a sadistic son of a bitch."
Gant remembered Thunder's stories about those mental influences taking hold of the target's mind and controlling them. That was not the case here, however. If this thing could outright control minds, why did it fake his wife's voice? Could it not merely reach out and force Thomas Gant to march into the open?
The woman's voice went on, "You can't hide in the dark from me, Thom. I know you can hear me."
Brandon asked, "But why her? Why your wife?"
He did not reply, but the hesitation in his eyes, the slight bowing of his head gave him away. His body language spoke volumes, giving Twiste the answer he had sought all along.
"I'm sorry," he consoled his friend. "You know that's not Jean, right?"
Gant lifted his head up but did not look at Brandon. He did, however, have something to say.
"No, that is not my wife. But it is good news."
"Good news?"
"It is trying to bait me, which means that no matter how powerful this thing is, no matter if it can read thoughts or play mind games, it does not know where we are. That means we still have at least some element of surprise."
"I suppose we're not going to use that advantage to slink back up and out of here?"
If the entity had tapped his memories and used his wife's voice in an attempt to cower Major Thomas Gant, it had failed miserably. In fact, the idea of such a foul entity even knowing Jean's name only filled him with rage.
His expression grew hard, his eyes focused.
"No, Doctor. We are going to go down to where this thing lives and kill it."
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Sergeant Ben "Biggy" Franco felt a pain that started at the base of his skull and circled around and through every part of his cranium.
He tried to move his body but his limbs ignored the command.
He opened his eyes and saw only black causing an alarm to scream “I'm blind!” but after a moment he realized that something lay atop his face, meaning the lack of vision had more to do with an obstruction than damage to his optic nerve.
His head, however, had suffered some sort of damage.
From what?
It ached. A killer headache dwarfing even the worst of the migraines he had suffered during his teen years. But he was not a kid anymore and things like headaches were not going to slow him down, no matter how goddamn painful.
He took a breath and tasted smoke, fuel, and dust.
This time, Biggy forced the impulse to go through and it worked. He managed to move his right arm and grasp something that was on his face, pulling away a broken, lightweight tile that had fallen from the hallway's dropped ceiling. Obviously the tile had been blown away by …
… by what? Oh yeah, the explosion. The explosion of what?
The pain in Ben Franco’s head was a hard, dull throb, probably caused when he hit the floor, but why, again, had he hit the floor?
… Pearson’s tanks must’ve exploded. That’s it, right?
While he struggled with his memory, his body switched back on, one nerve, one synapse at a time. He felt a tingling in his fingers, a warm ache in his shoulder and then—-and then an agony that chased away any concerns over a bump to the head. A raw, horrid, tearing pain roared up Franco’s right leg into his thigh, through his waist, and all the way up to his shoulders, where it joined the warm sting of a gunshot wound to create a hellish agony. His teeth clamped tight and a groan bellowed in the back of his throat.
Then he heard slurping sounds.
Franco raised his head as best he could. He saw smoke lingering in the air reflecting yellow flickers from small, scattered fires left over from the exploded flamethrower tanks. The unmistakable odor of burning human flesh drifted on the smoke.
He quickly located the source of the pain. It came because something knelt next to him and gnawed on his calf.
It was not one of the shadow-creatures that had attacked the unit. It was small, between four and five feet tall, although it was hard to tell since it was kneeling on the floor in a low-light environment. Still, the sergeant saw more than he cared to see.
Franco counted two arms and two legs, hands, and a head; it was very much human in general form. Yet there was no way this thing could possibly be human, not with the myriad of welts, sores, boils, and rashes covering its unnaturally pale skin. It appeared hairless except for some wiry thatch atop a small skull.
The face was difficult to see because that face was buried in Franco's calf, pulling at a strand of flesh with spindly fingers on two gnarled hands, slurping as it ate. Biggy saw a wisp of steam rise from the gaping wound.
Franco gasped, revealing to the diner that its meal lived. When it turned to face him, it showed flesh pulled tight on cheekbones as if shrink-wrapped onto the face of a gruesome doll; eyes seemingly all black, the result of pupils expanded to the widest possible size to survive in a dungeon of dark.
An escalation of pain as the bullet in his shoulder screamed nearly caused Franco to pass out. Only through pure willpower did he remain conscious — willpower driven by disgust and survival instinct, by knowing that if he slept again he would either not wake up at all or, worse, wake up half-devoured.
He looked about for a weapon and saw none within easy reach. Then he remembered his utility belt. He grabbed the first thing he could lay his hands on: a portable ring wire saw.
Despite shaking from the volcano of pain electrocuting his body, despite a bullet in his shoulder near his collarbone, Franco grasped the wire saw's rings and pulled the cord taut. He then forced himself into a sitting position, coming eye to eye with the fiend tearing at his leg.
It seemed surprised at Franco’s ability to move. It seemed more surprised at how fast the soldier wrapped the cord around its neck.
Franco pulled the rings in opposite directions and the wire throttled the creature. In those few seconds the part of the soldier's mind that had been conditioned to observe and store information took stock of his foe, even though the incoming data was distorted by emotion, confusion, and agony.
First, the creature reacted to the wire around its throat, so it felt pain. Second, it appeared to gasp for air, so it needed to breathe and therefore was alive, and that meant it could be killed. Third, it was a small thing, almost childlike in its dimensions, but the blood caked on its cheeks, the jagged fingernails, the broken but dangerously sharp teeth, the guttural noises it screeched as Franco attacked, made this thing seem like something demonic.
Biggy Franco turned his pain into rage. He did not give the creature a chance to suffocate. He pulled the rings with all his strength, forcing his wounded shoulder to comply; the wires cut through its throat until there was no more resistance. Its head wobbled for a moment, then rolled away, teeth impulsively chattering for a second longer.
With the threat dealt with, Biggy's mind stepped back and took in the situation, except taking in this particular situation was a tall task. In fact, the incoming flood of emotion, information, and understanding tripped a sanity circuit breaker.
Franco glanced around. Bodies, gore, charred flesh, shell casings, and blood were scattered about, but no more of those things — wait, over by the stairs lurked another, this one a little larger than the first. Unlike the first, the second creature wore pants that were obviously several sizes too big. Franco noted a green camouflage pattern; a trophy, no doubt, from a past victim.
It took no notice of the sergeant or his actions; it was too busy ripping into Moss’s ribcage. Unlike Franco, Specialist Moss was definitely Not going to wake up to this unpleasant surprise. Specialist Moss was already pulling guard duty at some heavenly outpost far away.
No one … no Gant … no Campion — they left me. They left me to sit here and be eaten.
Franco turned his attention to his leg wound: a gaping hole, surrounded by teeth marks. He felt body heat rise from the gash as well as a current of blood. Then his shoulder chimed in, competing for attention by sending a burning tremor all along his arm.
Campion shot me. He wouldn't do that without Gant's orders. Fucking major wanted me DEAD.
Franco reached for and found the first aid kit on his belt using his right arm — the one that did not have a bullet hole in the shoulder — to find a trauma compress. He leaned back down and held it hard against the shoulder wound. After some more fiddling, he managed to free some adhesive tape and loosely secure the compress. It would not hold for long, but he had more important things to deal with before he could dress the bullet wound properly.
Next came his leg. He stuffed gauze into the torn flesh, bandaged it, and prepared a tourniquet.
Eating me … fucking eating me.
He pulled it tight and Sergeant Ben "Biggy" Franco screamed. He screamed from a deep spot far down in his merciless soul. It started as a scream of agony, but as the breath roared from his lungs it turned savage. It turned from agony into anger into pure rage. The sound reverberated up and down the hall and sounded as inhuman as any of the denizens therein.
The blood, the unspeakable creatures, this hellish underground complex, the smell of burnt bodies, a bullet in the shoulder and teeth marks on his leg, which had been the main course for something's dinner — all that could easily have killed a man from fear alone. But not Ben Franco. Hell, this wasn't any harder than an average day during his childhood.
He forced himself to stand. Despite the tourniquet, blood soaked through the gauze on his leg. On his shoulder, the pad slipped but, for the moment, held.
The thing that had been eating Moss — the creature — reacted to Franco’s cry and took notice, crossing the corridor with an ape-like gait.
"Come on! Come on, you fuck. You want a monster? You want a monster?"
Franco did not wait for it to strike. He reached out and grabbed its throat with his left arm, the one weakened by a bullet hole.
The creature took the general form of a person but might have been even more inhuman-looking than the alien from the Everglades. Sores and bruises, boils and cracked skin, black eyes and cauliflower ears, a skeleton covered in a skin that resembled white plastic. The only sight he had ever seen that came close to this beast were old photographs of bodies piled at Auschwitz or Buchenwald.
Franco threw it against the wall. It offered little resistance, little in the way of strength, but it did snap at him with rotting, jagged teeth, as if trying to bite off his nose.
"You want a monster, huh, bitch? You want a fucking monster?"
Franco jammed two fingers into its eyes … and pushed. They popped like sour grapes but he did not stop; he drove further into its mushy skull, easily puncturing bands of weak cartilage and snapping skinny bones that seemed no stronger than chicken wings.
It gurgled something, some kind of moan. Its teeth kept snapping, its arms flailed.
Franco pulled away his gore-covered fingers and grasped its throat with both hands. A pain shot up from his wounded leg. He nearly lost his balance and fell backwards. That would have reversed the situation. Instead, the near misstep made him angrier still.
"I’m your fucking monster!" he screamed, banging its head into the wall. "I’m the biggest fucking king-of-the-hill bad-ass sonofawhore monster in this whole Christ-forsaken shithole and DON’T YOU FUCKING FORGET IT!"
He battered the thing’s skull again … and again … and again. A thick, chunky liquid splashed out onto the wall behind. Teeth stopped chattering; arms stopped flailing. Its head deformed, taking on the shape of a rotting cantaloupe.
The sergeant stopped his assault not so much because it was dead, but because his arm grew tired. He stopped with both hands around its throat, his eyes staring straight at its gory, punctured sockets.
"What the fuck you looking at?"
He laughed, unsure if he had asked the question of the monster or it of him. Down there, in that dungeon where shapeless monsters consumed men, where brothers deserted one another, where creatures feasted on flesh — down there the mind could play tricks, making the strange and absurd seem likely and reasoned, especially for a mind burning hot from infection, a mind that had been bent and twisted by the thing living on sublevel 8.
Playtime.
Under such stress, the hidden doors inside a man's consciousness could break open, letting free demons of a far more human nature, but no less dangerous. Demons of prejudice and envy; of frustration and anger.
Demons a weak soul might turn to if trapped in the dark.
"They left me here. They left me here to be eaten alive."
What was that saying? Oh yeah …
"Dad always said … he said, ‘Son, sooner or later you gotta pay the piper.’ What the fuck is a piper?"
Don’t know … but he gets paid … each and every time … sooner or later.
How about this, Benny. How about if you wallow around in this crazy shit long enough, sooner or later you're going to get your due. Sooner or later there’s a price to be paid.
"You say something? Did you … did you say something?" Its lips had not moved. Its arms hung loose. The stain of blood — and worse — still slopped along the wall behind its smashed skull.
The creature had said nothing, nor had anyone else. He had been discarded by everyone and everything, his purpose apparently fulfilled. Gant … Campion, they continued on, as did everything else in Red Rocks' dungeon halls. Sergeant Benjamin Franco was all alone down there; all alone with his memories, his thoughts, and his demons.
"No … you didn’t say shit. You’re dead. Just like they thought they’d leave me for dead, didn’t they? They just forgot about old Sarge and went on their happy little way. I learned in the Rangers, no one gets left behind. You don't leave people behind."
He banged its skull against the wall one more time, as if he held Gant and Campion in his grip and they needed a lesson drilled home.
"So what am I supposed to do? Huh? What am I supposed to do?"
Franco spitefully tossed the limp body aside. It thumped to the ground, as lifeless as Moss, Pearson, and the monster that had been eating his leg.
As his adrenaline cooled, the pain returned. Sharp and debilitating from two distinct injuries. Franco fell to his knees and vomited. He vomited until there was nothing left but dry heaves, one after another for several minutes. When he was done, he wiped the spit from his lips with the back of his hand, but succeeded only in smearing blood across his face.
He paid that blood no attention. But he did pay attention to something else. Not far from Moss’s body lay that soldier’s M4 carbine with its infrared scope.
Franco looked at the weapon, then looked at the stairs ascending to sublevel 5.
Those fuckers left me here to die.
Franco tried to stand again but he managed it for only a long second; the pain was too much. He could do no better than hunch over and limp as he made his way to the carbine.
Biggy grabbed it. The grip and trigger were painted in Moss's blood but Franco barely noticed the mess, just as he failed to recognize that it had been his shotgun that had blown away half that man's body. No, Franco was more interested in the magazine, which he ejected and examined, finding it full.
Idiot didn't even fire a shot. Died without a shot. Fuck that. I'm going down with both barrels blazing.
Franco slung the M4 over his shoulder, wobbled to the stairwell, and grabbed the rail for balance.
They owed him a debt and he planned to collect.
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Captain Campion stood in one corner of a big room full of bookshelves, tables, microfilm readers, and mammoth monitors hooked to equally large computer towers complete with floppy drives. He realized the place was, in fact, a library, but it could also pass as a museum.
Jupiter Wells and Sal Galati stood to either side, trying to catch their breath after a double-time evacuation from the combat zone.
Still, they had escaped the initial danger, giving Campion an opportunity to get his bearings and plan their next move. To that end, he examined the display on his wrist computer yet again. He knew better than to completely trust that map. After all, the facility's layout had changed during its construction in the early 70s, not to mention some levels undergoing remodeling and retasking in the years before the incident. Add in the fact that the images on his screen were actually poor-quality scans from forty-year-old blueprints and the result was more of a general overview than an accurate representation of sublevel 6.
Wells tapped Campion's shoulder.
"Hey, Cap, just so you know, you almost forgot this."
Wells held the duffel bag containing the V.A.A.D. unit. Somehow, for some reason, Campion had completely forgotten about his half of the equipment. In fact, right before the battle broke out he had focused entirely on keeping Twiste and the bag that man carried safe, yet that bag contained only batteries.
For the first time in his career, Campion worried he might be losing focus. How could he possibly have concentrated so much on Twiste and disregarded the fact that Twiste was useless without the main unit? Worse, how could he leave the battle scene and not even remember the one piece of gear that was critical to completing the mission?
As he recounted the confrontation outside the elevator, Campion came to realize that his mind had not seemed quite right during that entire episode. While forcing Twiste to go first turned out — ironically — to be the best move, it made no sense and did go against Major Gant's wishes.
Galati's voice speaking into his tactical headset interrupted Campion's thoughts.
"Do you copy? Major Gant, do you copy? What is your position?"
"Give it a rest, Sal," Wells told his friend. "You won’t get anything but static unless you’re in line of sight."
"Pipe down, you two," Campion ordered. "Speak only when necessary. We don’t want to draw any attention if we don’t have to."
Wells moved away from Campion and removed his helmet to run a hand through his sweat-soaked hair.
The blast and fire had bought them cover for their retreat, which started out as a run down the hall followed by a shortcut through a large computer room housing an ancient HP mainframe that had not been in use for years before the initiation of quarantine. From there they stumbled about in the dark for a few minutes before finding the library.
A line of big, rectangular windows separated the room from one of the main corridors from which several battery-powered spotlights shined in, providing better light than in most sections of the underground facility. Never mind the question as to how battery-powered lights still worked after twenty years of total isolation.
The three soldiers stood behind a row of reference books. Wells glanced at some of the titles — all scientific journals and reference volumes — while Galati gave up on the radio and turned his attention to his weapons. He had expended quite a bit of ammunition and was running low.
Wells asked, "Hey, Cap, why aren’t we bugging out?"
Campion did not turn away from his study of the map as he answered, "I said stow it, soldier. I’ve got work to do."
"With all due respect, sir," Wells kept on, "we somehow managed to survive Little Big Horn out there yet we’re not heading back up. Why not?"
"We have a mission to complete."
"Mission? We just got overrun and routed by some of the nastiest shit I've ever seen. Isn't it time to get back to the exit? You know, live to fight another day."
Campion snapped the cover of his wrist computer shut and looked Wells directly in the eye.
"Listen to me, both of you. We have a mission to complete. That's why we were sent down here. You knew coming in that this was going to get crazy, so don’t start acting like a couple of school kids. Focus and let your training do the job."
"Hey," Galati strolled over to him. "I've been, you know, on missions more fucked up than this one but I got to admit, maybe we should—"
"Bullshit, Sal," Wells spat. "You have never been on anything as fucked up as this, just like you never banged a Sports Illustrated swimsuit model and you didn't call that pool shot in the rec room the other night. Now isn't the time for one of your stupid stories."
Galati coked his head at his friend's shot across the bow and opened his mouth to launch a rebuttal, but Captain Campion interceded.
"Shut the fuck up, both of you."
His use of such strong language knocked them off balance, just as planned. Campion was not opposed to four-letter words, but he knew such words had their place. Dropping f-bombs in every sentence sort of reduced the effect, but when Richard Campion let one fly it grabbed attention.
"I am not routed. I plan to take back the initiative and I plan to complete the mission. This is who we are; this is what we do. We stick together, we work as a team, and we get the job done. I'll cover your backs, you cover mine and we'll make it through this."
Both men stared at him, either thinking him crazy and plotting a mutiny or buying in to his words. Campion did not know which way they would go. He was never good at reading personalities or emotions. He dealt with facts and he lived by a code he expected others to follow, no matter how often they disappointed him.
Of course, retreat always remained an option; a tool for use in war like any other weapon or tactic. But one did not retreat when the objective was only two floors below.
Sal sort of smirked and said, sheepishly, "I've heard better inspirational speeches, Cap," and he glanced at Wells.
"Yeah, yeah, sure," Wells gave in, too. "Whatever you say, I'm in," he said, then he punched Galati lightly in the shoulder. "But only because someone has to look after his sorry ass."
Sal puckered his lips and blew him a kiss. "You can kiss this sorry ass, sweetheart."
Campion popped open the computer again, now that things seemed under control.
He told the men, "We're going to find another way down. If we have to cut through the bioweapons sector, so be it, but I'd like to find a route around or an alternative means of descent."
"Bioweapons?" Wells asked. "Say, Cap, you think that's where those things came from? You know those things that hit us. They seemed like some kind of nasty bioweapons project gone bad."
"What?" Campion said, because he thought Wells's suggestion sounded absurd. "What would that have to do with anything? If it was an experiment that went bad, then maybe it had something to do with time travel. Those uniforms were from the 1940s."
"Uniforms? What uniforms?" Wells tilted his head and squinted his eyes in a manner that suggested he questioned the Captain's sanity. "How the hell would something like that wear a uniform?"
Campion shut his computer lid again and looked at Wells. "Those were German soldiers who attacked us, or people dressed up like World War Two Germans. You know I'm an expert on that kind of thing."
"Germans?" Wells gasped. "Those weren't Germans who attacked us. Those were spiders, Cap. Spiders the size of cats and dogs. How the hell could you mistake something like that for soldiers? You hit your head or something?"
Campion's mind raced. What had he seen during the battle? He clearly remembered the sound of the approaching soldiers, their gear, the way they lunged forward brandishing bayonets. That is what he had seen but … he had noticed Wells shooting at the floor, exactly where a big spider would be. And Franco, he had gone crazy.
"Wait a second," Campion said to Wells and then glanced at Galati, who, for his part, was surprisingly silent and stood with his head bowed. "You saw spiders? I saw German soldiers."
"How is that possible?"
"I'm guessing you don't like spiders?"
Wells broke eye contact, shuffled his feet, and admitted, "Nah, man, I hate the little bastards. They give me the creeps."
"And I've always got World War Two on my mind. I've always sort of, I guess, sort of thought of the Germans as an impressive military machine from back then."
Wells scratched the side of his head just under his tactical helmet and said, "So, I saw spiders and you saw Germans? We imagined it all?"
"I don’t know," Campion said. He tried to recall the sequence of events. "Did any of them touch you? Did you shoot any of the spiders you saw? I kept hitting Germans but not killing them, just sort of knocking them down and buying time."
Wells snapped his fingers. "Me too. They'd get up close and I'd shoot them. Sometimes they ran off, sometimes they just sort of disappeared. Never got me, though. Say, you saying they weren't really there? Just all in our heads?"
"I think so." Campion wondered if the Defense Department had worked on some kind of mind control weapon in this place. "Something sure as hell got in Biggy's head. He shot Moss and Pearson. Maybe he didn't mean to. Maybe he saw something else. I had to … well I told you, I had to put him down."
Why don't I feel bad about that?
Wells shook his head.
"I don't know about that, Cap. I don't think it's a coincidence that Franco shot two black guys. If you hadn't shot him, I bet he would have taken me out next. I hate spiders, so I saw spiders. Franco has his own list of things he hates, if you know what I mean. Christ, man, what if this thing can make us see whatever? We could end up shooting each other."
Campion noticed Sal's silence.
"I saw you shooting, Sal. You were right by me. What did you see?"
Sal raised his head but looked anywhere but at his two comrades.
"C'mon, Sal, don't get shy," Wells jumped in. "What did you see, man?"
"I saw, um, I saw spiders. Biggest fucks I've ever seen, six legs and—"
"Bullshit, Sal. Spiders have eight legs. What did you see?"
Galati kicked dust under his boot, shifted his gaze to the ceiling, and let out a deep sigh before answering.
"Clowns, man. I saw fucking clowns."
* * *
Another grunt of pain. To Sergeant Franco each of those grunts sent loud echoes through the entire complex; echoes that would give away his position and call more of the creatures to come raining down on him.
He welcomed it. He hoped they would come with their greedy little mouths gaping and groping for another meal.
Fucking eating me. Eating ME.
Bring it on, you fucks.
Anger and hate were more familiar emotions than fear. He preferred those feelings to being afraid. With the right amount of internal pep talk to crank out adrenaline, he could turn fear into anger and hate. This was a type of alchemy he had known since his youngest days.
Go and buy me a pack of smokes. And I swear if you waste any of my hard-earned money on a soda or some candy shit I will kick you right in your fat ass.
"Okay, Dad, I'll go.”
His hand reached further along the stair railing. Franco used his upper body strength to pull the rest of his body along. His right leg — the one that had been chewed on — throbbed. Despite the bandage and despite the tourniquet, he knew it still bled.
He channeled the pain in the same direction as the fear. As the blood drained, his consciousness faded in and out, but each time he snapped back, angrier still.
His left hand — gripping the M4—slung forward and clanged against the floor of sublevel 5. His right hand reached higher on the railing, gripped, and his body followed his weapon as he returned to the level where it had all started.
Franco needed to rest. He had pushed his endurance and pulled his weight all the way up the long flight of stairs from the battlefield below. It had taken him only a few minutes to descend those stairs when he led the team down. Climbing on an injured leg, with his strength draining, an infection spreading through his body, and his sanity stretched and pulled like a rubber band about to snap, took far longer.
Biggy! If you expect special treatment at practice because I'm your father you are sorely mistaken.
"I got it, Coach. Loud and clear, sir."
Franco rolled over and gazed at the ceiling. He gasped as he exhaled into the cold air. He felt dust swirling all around him. The dust they had left him behind to die in..
And where were those guys now? Probably down in one of the lower levels, finishing the precious mission. Doing it by the book. Following those orders with a jump in their step and a quick salute.
You put some effort into this, Biggy, or you'll never get a scholarship to play for the Blue Hens.
"Maybe I don't want to go to school and play football at Delaware. Maybe I'll join the army."
He closed his eyes — squeezed them shut as hard as he could — tried desperately to clear his mind of ghosts. But the more the infection spread, the more of his blood dripped out, the more his exhaustion and pain nibbled at his sanity, the same way that thing had taken bites from his leg.
"Shut up, Dad, I don't want to talk to you right now. I'm busy."
Franco turned over on his belly and gripped the floor with his palm. The pain was not as bad when he lay on his belly. So Franco crawled, leaving a trail of blood behind him.
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Gant peered around the corner.
More darkness, broken only by the crimson glow of a red warning light that illuminated more featureless, dusty walls. No sign of opposition, however, so he felt safe to wave Twiste and his bag of V.A.A.D. batteries forward and out of the stairwell.
"Welcome to sublevel 8," Gant said.
"Let me guess," Brandon quipped as he produced and cracked on a green glow stick. "Ladies’ undergarments, furniture, and housewares."
"More like hazardous materials disposal, specialized containment vaults, and my personal favorite — Red Labs."
Three different corridors split in three different directions.
"Which way?"
Major Gant answered by swinging his tactical light to the wall. The beam illuminated the only bit of color on what was otherwise dull gray: a thick, red line.
"Not exactly a yellow brick road," Twiste said.
"But we will follow it just the same," Gant replied and they did, keeping the red line to their right as they walked through a particularly dark stretch of corridor with Gant's flashlight and Twiste's glow stick showing the way until they spotted a light at the end of the tunnel.
The red stripe led them to a rectangular junction. Several other passageways also converged at this spot, each leading their own version of a red stripe to this place.
An imposing counter built into one wall dominated the area. Behind that counter stood an array of monitors and electronic equipment, all dormant and covered with ancient dust. A big sign proclaimed in stenciled letters SECURITY.
The area felt like an antechamber due to the seats, tables, and plastic plants lined up along the walls. Gant and Twiste could see these details because this was the best-lit area of the quarantine zone thus far. That added illumination came from a light box with a red frame emblazoned with the word CONTAINMENT fixed above the wide entrance to the Red Lab section.
Every time Major Gant encountered a Red Lab entrance it made him shudder. As often as he saw them he still could not get used to the fact that they even existed: research facilities deigned to handle the most dangerous experiments any scientist — any madman — could conceive of. So dangerous, so lethal, so secret that any mistake, any miscalculation, could turn the lab into a tomb.
In this case, the Red Lab entrance was a bulkhead; a thick door serving as the only entry and exit point for the laboratories beyond. As expected, that bulkhead stood open. After all, history recorded that Briggs had called for expanded quarantine, suggesting that this particular choke point had already been compromised. That resulted in the big vault door up on sublevel five.
That's not exactly right, though, is it, Thom? What did you find when you came in? That's right, the original vault door. One that had been overrun at some point in the past. Funny how Borman had failed to mention that little fact.
"Christ, these things just shouldn’t be," Twiste mumbled as he read a large sign posted alongside the entrance:
WARNING.
RED LAB SECTION: AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY

Smaller print informed:
In case of emergency, Red Lab section may be sealed off for containment purposes. Do not attempt to open these doors if the CONTAINMENT alarm is activated. Any attempt to do so will be met with lethal force. All personnel entering this area are required to receive Red Lab Containment Protocols Training. Passing through this entrance means you willfully accept the risks and hazards of working in this area.

Gant knew what Red Lab Containment Protocols Training referred to: legal agreements allowing the government to lie about when, where, and how you died. Agreements that signed over your remains to the facility and whatever authority operated that facility. The training essentially brainwashed participants into thinking the containment protocols existed for their protection.
In truth, the scientists and technicians who passed that sign should know that if anything went wrong that door could and would slam shut. Whether or not it would ever open again depended on how valuable the research was, how bad things had gone, and whether any of the research team were critical to the success of other projects.
It did not matter if you were deep in the Red Lab section, or one inch inside the bulkhead. If the containment alarm went off, those doors shut. If you were standing one foot in and one foot out, you were split like Solomon’s baby. They left no room for error … or mercy.
Gant had seen enough examples of what could go wrong; how one scientist's "whoops" could lead to a dozen deaths in the name of scientific security.
At that moment, the CONTAINMENT sign above the entrance went out.
Gant tensed, expecting an attack, and scanned the area with his tactical light while Twiste held his glow stick high like a torch, but it provided only a tiny radius of illumination.
Ahead of them from inside the Red Lab section came a new source of light as several beacons sprang to life, spinning and flashing yellow and red. Emergency lights, turned on — it seemed — for their benefit.
"How come I don't like the look of that?"
Gant answered, "For the same reason I don't."
As much as he did not like the idea, Major Gant realized that they had no choice. Apparently all their slinking about had come to naught; they were expected. Guided, in fact.
Together they crossed the threshold. The red stripes that had led them to the entranceway bled until they engulfed the concrete walls entirely.
Steel doors marked secondary laboratories. Most were hidden behind the concrete, but one offered a stretch of thick, laminated glass, allowing the research in one workshop to be viewed from the passage.
It was dark in there, but one of those spinning yellow siren lights provided enough flashing light for the intruders to see inside: test tubes, ancient computers, and a tall metal cylinder that Gant believed was a transmission electron microscope. However, the two bodies sitting at chairs among the equipment grabbed his attention more than the equipment itself.
With each yellow flash he discerned more features and realized he saw the mummified remains of two researchers sitting with their heads slung back, staring at the ceiling through black holes with decaying jaws locked open in an eternal scream.
The image made Gant think of a display at a museum: come see the dead scientists in their natural habitat!
His view inside the lab as well as everything behind went dark as the flashing siren lights clicked off, leaving them in total blackness yet again.
As had happened the last time, the dark did not last long. Soft track lighting — only half the bulbs worked — fixed in the upper corner of a hallway switched on, lighting the way, joined a few paces later by about half the bulbs in a couple of fluorescent lights.
Gant wondered if they should follow the prescribed path. Perhaps a brief retreat to regroup and find a new approach might be best. Yet he could not shake the feeling that their choices were limited, and he had grown tired of the mystery. He wanted to know his enemy.
They reached a four-way intersection where the lights ended, leaving the other passages shrouded in shadows. Ahead waited two large doors shut tight. Gant saw a sign posted there, and while it was too dark to read the fine print, he knew that sign marked their final destination: ground zero of the Briggs experiment.
Something moved to their left, just around a corner. Gant shined his tactical light in that direction and it fell — briefly — on a ghastly white face with big black eyes. That face retreated, so he did not fire, but he knew it had not gone far.
Another sound, this time to the right. That passage led to a large door displaying the word "disposal" below a biohazard icon. That door stood open, just a little. The major's tactical light illuminated several pairs of pale hands sporting spindly fingers.
At that point, he knew what was coming before he heard the sounds from behind. He did not bother swiveling his rifle around to see the creatures shadowing them.
The track lights and fluorescents switched off. Lines of red — like fiber-optic wires — turned on and ran the length of the hall, leading to the double doors.
Twiste glanced about nervously and said, "What the hell are those things? Is that what you saw outside the storage room?"
"Yes, I think so. For the most part."
"What do we do now?"
"We have two choices," Major Gant replied. "We could start firing and hope to fight our way out, but I don't think that worked very well for the rest of the team. Or we could accept the invitation and see where it leads. After all," he nodded at the bag Twiste carried, "that’s where we want to be, anyhow."
"I don't like those choices, Thom. Not at all."
"Me neither."
Side by side, they started toward the double doors. As they moved, Gant heard the scampering of feet, the snarls, the snapping of the creatures behind them moving to block that avenue of egress.
Before they reached the doors, Twiste touched Gant's shoulder and said, "Hey, um, Thom, I'm sorry about pushing you back there. You know, in the storage room. I just, well, you're a friend and I think sometimes you need a push."
"You might be right, Doctor. I hope we make it through this and you can push me some more. But for now, let's find out what this is all about."
Gant and Twiste reached the double doors and went inside.
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Lieutenant Colonel Liz Thunder imagined the nicotine sliding down her windpipe. Then that feeling of calm, of satisfaction, of everything right in the world could move in and take over, chasing away the doubts and second-guessing. By the time she finished what remained of the pack, she felt sure she would not give a damn about the Red Rock Mountain Research Facility and all the problems therein.
Yet she hesitated. Why?
She stood outside in the sunshine for the first time all day. In fact, it felt like several days since she had seen the sun with all the clouds and rain that had blown through.
Still, she did not like the woods, so she remained close to the main entrance, sucking down big gulps of fresh air with the half-pack of Virginia Slims in her hand.
A cadre of unseen birds chirped while the sporadic movement of small animals — probably squirrels or woodchuck — disturbed a branch here, a leaf there.
It had been nearly four hours since the Archangel unit disappeared beyond the great vault door. Four hours since General Borman’s blow torches sealed that door shut, entombing them.
Oh, what's the difference, Liz? You've entombed plenty of people in the past, sealing them away behind a vault door of drugs and "'therapy.” It's all part of this nasty business. Just relax and have a cigarette. You'll feel better in a jiff.
As she wandered along the concrete slab that stretched around the perimeter of the building, she realized how much she had missed the sun. She realized that the fake light from the buzzing fluorescents of the sublevels could never match the real thing.
What are you doing here, Liz?
Now there was one of those questions she tried to avoid. It was right there along with “why did you do that?” and “is this really what you want?” Those were not good questions because she rarely liked the answers.
She gazed at the pack and imagined glowing embers devouring the paper inch by delicious inch, leaving ashes in their wake.
Movement from behind distracted her from the cigarettes' attraction. The main door to the facility opened and Corporal Sanchez emerged without seeing her. He stood and looked toward the sky, closing his eyes and craning his neck as if bathing in the afternoon air. Then he stretched his arms and let slip a quick groan as his tired muscles released.
Liz watched the soldier as he appreciated his own respite from the depths. He seemed to let everything flow away from him, and he did not need a cigarette to do it.
Here was a young man who, not even a week ago, shot to death his commanding officer. Here was a man who worked in one of the most secure areas in the world, where armed guards, containment doors, key card passes, and lethally charged electric fences were a part of everyday life, a life Sanchez spent hundreds of feet below ground a breath away from doomsday.
Yet it took only a moment of fresh air, a moment of sun, to chase it all away.
The result, Liz assumed, of a clear conscience.
Sanchez rolled his neck to work out the stiffness. As he did he caught sight of her. His demeanor changed immediately. His muscles stiffened again and he stood straight.
Liz raised a hand and told him, "Relax, Corporal. It’s nice to get some fresh air, isn’t it?"
"Yeah." Apparently he felt this was too casual and added, "I mean, yes, ma'am."
"I was beginning to wonder if you were ever off duty."
She had told him to relax but there was no mistaking that her presence deprived him of his respite. That made her feel guilty.
"So what did you think of all that this morning?"
He answered, "It’s not my place to think about it, with all respect, ma'am."
"Of course, that would go against General Borman's no-thinking-for-yourself policy, right?"
The young corporal stopped dead in his tracks, perhaps unsure of what he had heard. Maybe he was worried that she was playing one of her psychological tricks on him the way she had the other soldiers on staff, including several who were no longer on staff as a result.
Then something interesting happened. Sanchez squinted his eyes — just a little — and replied in a tone that carried all sorts of connotations, "I wouldn’t know about that, ma'am. General Borman isn’t my boss."
She casually asked, "Oh? Who is your boss?"
Sanchez looked at her as if he were explaining the concept of a round Earth to a four-year-old child. Liz actually felt a pang of embarrassment that she had asked such a stupid question.
"That would be you, colonel."
"Oh, well, yeah, sure. In name only."
"Ma’am, if there’s one thing I’ve learned about the army, it’s that there’s a chain of command. That chain is written in black and white. According to that chain, you are in charge of Red Rock. It's your responsibility. The general, well, he's really just a VIP guest. Unless, of course, he relieves you of command. But that's a lot of paperwork and would require a detailed explanation for the record."
She smiled nervously and tried to joke, "I guess that makes me the fall-girl."
Sanchez shot fast, "Only if you let it, ma'am."
That gave her pause. She cast her eyes away from Sanchez and away from that ugly building and off toward the trees, where a soft breeze caused branches to sway.
"Thank you, Corporal."
"If you need anything from me, just say the word, Colonel."
"I'll keep that in mind," she said, although she had no idea what she could do, particularly considering Borman had already put a gun to her head.
Sanchez nodded and returned inside. Liz felt the pack of cigarettes in her hand.
Just as the door shut behind Sanchez, it opened again and out walked Vsalov of The Tall Company. To Liz's eyes, the older man appeared sickly, thanks to his drawn face and black hair that had not spent time with a comb in days. He wore a light blue sport jacket drooped over his sagging shoulders.
Vsalov produced his own cigarette pack, wiggled a finger in it, found nothing, and tossed it into a nearby bush. He searched his pockets and found another pack, this one already opened but far from empty.
She watched his hands shake as he lit his smoke with a big silver lighter and sucked in the nicotine like a heroin addict finding a fix after hours of withdrawal.
Liz recognized him. It had not been that long ago that she had done the same — tried to drown out the guilty conscience or the bad feelings or the nerves with a smoke or two. Or three. Or two packs a day.
He finally took notice of her and flashed a flirtatious smile that seemed born of some slimy male instinct, but it quickly morphed into something like a scowl. Obviously General Borman had told Vsalov of her trip to The Tall Company and her questions. No doubt Vsalov had lost interest in her curves and could see her only as a fly in their ointment.
Seeing Vsalov, however, reminded Liz that she still waited for a return call from Dr. Doreen McCaul. In fact, she felt it might be a good idea to go inside and try her again. While she appreciated the sunshine, Vsalov had brought his own clouds.
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Major Thom Gant reached for the handle of one of the two big, thick-hinged doors leading into the primary Red Lab. His fingers grasped the metal carefully, as if he served on the bomb-disposal squad opening a suspicious briefcase.
He paused.
Had he heard …?
Yes, the sound grew louder.
He looked at Twiste, whose eyes grew wide in astonishment.
Music.
Quiet but building, giving Gant the feeling of standing outside the high school gymnasium while the prom took place inside.
He pressed down on right door's latch, Twiste did the same on the left, and they opened the double doors in unison.
Of all the scenarios, of all the nightmares, of everything he had expected to find at the bottom of the Red Rock Mountain Research Facility, he could not have imagined this.
It was a square room with an eight-foot ceiling comprised of protective tiles resembling sound proofing. Lights hung from various angles along the walls, some rotating like dance floor spotlights in a glowing spectrum of colors including white, blue, and red pointed haphazardly about the otherwise dark chamber, creating cones of light between the shadows.
To the left along the wall just visible in a flash of blue he saw wire shelving. To the right in a flash of bright white he spotted a pair of small doors, either exits or closets.
The music was the Glenn Miller Band’s In the Mood, playing from a large console radio located across the room under the radiance of a dedicated beam of light. The thing looked quite out of place, particularly because it rested atop a shiny metal cart meant for the best research equipment 1992 could offer.
The radio — an RCA model circa 1937 or so — was a behemoth of a thing, encased almost entirely in a finished wood frame. The monolithic fascia was broken only by the speaker mesh that stretched across the midsection running vertically down from an ancient horizontal tuner with two big round knobs.
Party trimmings hung from the ceiling and walls, including streamers, balloons, and a banner that might have said "welcome home" or "congratulations," but for some reason the lettering would not come into focus for Thom's eyes.
It appeared that the Red Lab was one big party, complete with dancers. Two of them, in fact. A man and a woman twirled in the shadows, keeping their features hidden, although Gant seemed to think they wore a tux and a gown, but, as with the banner, his eyes could not quite draw the entire picture.
Indeed, the couple and the party seemed a surreal canvas of impressionist art: a picture drawn from the memory of a glance.
Gant and Twiste stepped inside the room, but only a step; each still held his respective door open.
The Major listened to the music, he watched the dancers strut and shimmy on the far side of the chamber, and he kept his finger on the trigger of his MP5.
He tried to focus on the details. The streamers were like painted shadows; he wondered if they were really there. If he got close enough, he thought he could make them disappear with a wave of his hand, like chasing vapors or smoke.
He looked to the dancers. They felt more real, yet there was something ethereal about them, too. No matter where they moved they kept to the dark spots between the gyrating spotlights.
Were they people, or marionettes?
Unsure if he could trust his eyes, Thom turned to his other senses. His nose offered a blend of smells that told of age and neglect: dust and odors of decay. Despite its visual appearance, this place remained old, musty, and isolated.
His ears heard the music, but there was something not right. As the banners and dancers did to his eyes, the music felt out of focus to his ears.
The big radio dominated the room like the altar at the heart of a church, on full display with a spotlight of its own, boldly broadcasting the big band sound. Yet it, too, posed questions for the eye. Was it really there?
Glenn Miller's signature song came to a close. The dancers stopped fast, frozen in a pose like toys with drained batteries. The lights ceased their spinning and flashing and then dimmed, taking the party streamers and balloons with them into darkness.
Only the radio remained, illuminated in a beam of light.
The tuner glowed green and a voice announced, "That one went out to our brave fighting GI’s who have finally made it. Let’s hear it for our boys!"
Both dancers — barely visible — put their hands together in applause.
The radio dial glowed green again and the announcer continued, "Major Thom Gant and Captain Brandon Twiste, come on in and join the party!"
Thom glanced at his friend and saw in Brandon's eyes exactly what he felt in his own heart: fear. When faced with a threat, Thom's training kicked in. Guns and fists, defensive moves and tactical planning. But this was something different. A threat to be sure, but seemingly to his sanity, although he had no illusions: death felt close.
Both men let go of their doors, allowing the entranceway to ease shut and close with a clang.
At that moment, one red spotlight returned to life, drifted across the floor, and settled on Thom Gant. The beam started wide but then shrank down to the width of a laser, focusing on his HK MP5.
"The war is over, boys," the radio told them. "Turn your swords into plowshares."
Gant raised his machine gun and pointed it in no particular direction. The two dancers moved toward him, but without any of the grace they had displayed — he had thought he saw — when they swayed to music.
They came close enough to see.
No more illusions of party garb. Tattered clothes on the man and woman. Aged faces that looked only one step more human than the things that had pursued Gant and Twiste throughout the complex.
The man was balding with wiry gray hair, cheeks covered in stubble, eyes vacant and wide. He wore pants that might have been white once, a long time ago, but were stained with a palette of colors ranging from mud and dirt to rust and blood. He might be wearing an ancient dress shirt, but it too was dirty beyond recognition, to the point that it seemed more like skin than a garment.
How could Gant have possibly mistaken this figure for a suave dancer?
The woman seemed a little cleaner, her blond hair ragged and dirty but relatively healthy. She wore a khaki dress of sorts mended from a potpourri of materials, and a black turtleneck that appeared two sizes too large. Yet her eyes were even further gone than the man’s, almost glasslike; a doll.
Neither the man nor the woman held a weapon or moved in a threatening manner. It became apparent that they had stepped forward expecting the newcomers to hand over their weapons without complain.
Gant maintained his posture, ready to fire.
"We are here to help; we are friends," Twiste said, but his words were delivered with too much shake to sound convincing.
"Yo, bro, hand over the hardware," the radio broadcast.
Gant stepped off and drew a bead on the man.
"Come on, doctor," the Major said. "We have a mission to finish."
A hand clamped down on him from behind and in that moment Thom realized that the radio, the streamers, and the dancers had conspired to keep his attention focused forward instead of scanning for threats. One such threat had apparently moved in behind, undetected either because of the shadows or because of their host's ability to conjure illusion.
Whatever the case, the hand was real enough, and very strong, coming from a person at least a foot taller than the major.
He tried to turn and face the threat, but a gun barrel pressed into the back of his skull. He heard something like a chuckle in his ear.
"Thom …" Twiste said as his eyes focused on what gripped Gant's shoulder.
If Twiste considered taking action, he stopped when the double doors swung open again and in the glow of light from the outside hall he saw a mass of the smaller creatures: pale white skin, big black pupils, with skin pulled taut over emaciated skeletons.
They seemed ready to rush in, but something held them at bay. The inference, however, was clear. Despite their guns, Gant and Twiste were in no position to resist.
Again the tuner glowed green and a voice spoke to the things at the door, "Easy children, no reason to get excited. Major Gant and Captain Twiste are going to cooperate. They are here to help."
Another hand came in and pulled away his gun. At that point, the grip released and Thom turned to face his attacker and realized he had seen him before: through the window in the storage room.
He did wear green army BDUs; a little of the camouflage pattern could be seen through layers of grime and dirt. It was hard to tell whether it was the man's skin that hung in tatters or the fabric of his clothes, because, like the rest of the denizens trapped down there, the difference between skin and clothes had blurred over the years.
Blemishes — cracks, cuts, bruises, and abrasions, many of which seemed old but not fully healed, covered the man’s neck. His head and face were covered in that same mixture of gore and dirt that coated everything in this world, but it was his mouth that garnered the most attention; all the skin around his lower jaw had been removed, possibly burned away, leaving white teeth and pink gums visible to the world and giving the creature the illusion of a permanent smile.
The sight stunned Gant into inaction, particularly with the added vision of a trio of pale-skinned devils hovering a few feet away at the entrance. Their black eyes stared at him, their teeth gnashed, and he knew they saw him as a feast waiting to be consumed.
Gant felt his hand reaching for his sidearm, but Brandon stopped him.
"Thom, as long as we’re alive, we have a chance."
While Gant’s eyes alternated between the seven-foot creature hovering over him and the group at the door, the female dancer moved in and relieved Thom of the rest of his weapons, including his pistol, knife, and collapsible baton. The male did the same to Twiste, finding only his handgun, which he took and then pointed at the soldiers.
Through the green glow on the tuner the voice spoke, "It's okay, children, go along and play." The creatures at the entrance retreated; the heavy lab doors shut. "Jolly, bring them closer so they can see."
The man in the tattered BDU's—“Jolly”— pushed Thom and Brandon toward the radio. At the same time, a few small lights came back on, without the color, however. Just normal lights — two panels in the ceiling, leaving plenty of shadows — but enough to see their surroundings for what they really were.
A laboratory with white walls and silver trim, with neglected equipment ranging from computers to microscopes. Gant saw a dirty old mattress in one corner that must be living quarters for one of the occupants. He smelled pungent odors ranging from what might be urine to a moldy, moist odor.
Out of place odds and ends, including a stack of tissues, a frying pan, and a coat rack, lay around the area, contrasting with the scientific gear. Stains on the walls, broken light fixtures, and a puddle of something smelly in a corner illustrated the decay of the place from cutting-edge research center to some kind of high-tech rat hole.
Behind the radio stood another wall, this one dominated by a rectangular window: an observation window. A heavy bulkhead to the left of the window clearly led to an isolation room of some kind, which the observation window looked in on. Just moments before, Gant had thought he saw a paper banner hanging there.
The view through the window was clouded — literally. A surreal fog swirled against the heavy glass, apparently filling the small chamber therein.
The ancient radio spoke: "Pay no attention to the thing behind the curtain."
Something cut through the cloud and touched the window, like a sea creature moving through an ocean of mist, bumping against the aquarium glass as it swam past. Whatever it was, it was large, but in that quick, foggy glimpse Gant saw only a fluid block of dull green mass.
It disappeared again so fast — vanished — that he could not be sure he had seen it at all. Perhaps it, too, was just another illusion in this place of deception.
Influences, Thunder had said.
While Gant and Twiste puzzled over what they saw … or thought they saw … the radio spoke once more.
"Come closer," it encouraged, almost beckoned.
Gant did take a step toward the radio and spoke, although his eyes remained focused on the observation window and the fog there.
"I am Major Thom Gant." It sounded absurd to repeat what the intelligence already knew, yet the soldier simply did not know how to proceed. He was a fighter, not a negotiator. His position of weakness — of helplessness — was uncomfortably new.
"We mean you no harm."
The radio dial flared green. "Not true, but that is irrelevant."
"Who are you?"
The radio dial remained lit but no words came. Nothing moved in the mist.
"Who are you?" Thom repeated.
"I am God."
Gant glanced at Twiste, who absently scratched a patch of gray hair on his head but otherwise remained transfixed, either by fear or by curiosity, probably both.
"I am your God," the voice reiterated. "Kneel."
The male and female — the dancers — immediately collapsed to their knees, as did “Jolly” behind them.
A strong impulse flooded Gant's mind. For a moment, he accepted the idea that this voice was the voice of his God. That impulse told him how right, how proper, how important it was that he — Major Thom Gant — drop to his knees before the image of a 1930s RCA radio. That this was the one true Creator.
How strange Gant found that impulse. It did not frighten him; he easily pushed it aside. He found it curious, as if a fly had tried to attack him and he was able to capture it in a jar.
He tilted his head and closed his eyes, then opened them again and found the impulse gone. Again, had it really been there, or was it just a figment of his imagination?
Thom again stole a look at Twiste. He saw the young doctor seemingly shaking away cobwebs and realized Brandon had experienced the same thing and also cast it aside.
Gant looked toward the RCA again. "You are not my God, I will not kneel before you."
The light in the dial changed from green to red. An angry red. Thom felt a vibration. In the ground? In the air? No. Neither. The vibration bounced through his consciousness. A ripple of thought. And while it did no harm, he found it as curious as that strange impulse.
He realized that the thing in the lab had tried to control his mind, the way it had controlled so many others over the years. But it had failed. Why?
Then the light on the radio eased green again. The vibration ceased.
The voice returned and calmly said, "You shall kneel. If not now, soon."
Gant held his hand in front of his eyes. Could it be possible that everything he saw and felt was a dream?
His hand looked real. The smells around him — of age and decay — were too rich to be fake. Part of it might be a dream, but another part real. Finding that line of distinction might be the answer to saving his life and completing the mission.
The voice of God returned.
"Brandon Twiste, remove the variable accelerator device from your pack."
With one hand still holding Twiste's pistol, the male dancer took the duffel bag from Brandon's hand, stepped closer to the radio, knelt, and opened it. The servant removed the two heavy batteries and placed them on the floor in front of the RCA. He then stepped away cautiously but with an expression approximating content, as if he had successfully run an important errand for his boss.
There was a long pause before the voice from the radio spoke again. "This is not the device. These are the power units for the device." The radio dial turned from green to red. "Where is the variable accelerator? Where is the variable accelerator?"
Both dancers hurried to the bag and frantically rummaged through it, as if maybe the V.A.A.D. hid inside.
"Well, I don't have it," Twiste answered and Gant found himself impressed with his friend's cool demeanor.
"Where did you leave it?"
Twiste hesitated to answer. The dial burned red. Gant felt that mental shockwave race across his mind, this time much more sharply than the first; this time accompanied by pain.
"WHERE IS IT!?"
The double doors to the lab swung open. A trio of inhuman creatures perched at the entrance, howling and grunting at the angry voice of their father. The lot of them seemed tethered by the thinnest of leashes, wanting, crying, to be let loose.
Gant interceded, "We did not leave it anywhere. We are a reconnaissance team. We did not bring the device in. It is our job to—"
The big creature in the BDU's slammed the butt of Gant's own weapon against the back of the major's head hard enough that Thom saw stars. He hunched over, but refused to fall; that would seem too much like kneeling.
"You are lying. I know what your mission is, Major. If Captain Twiste carried the power units, then your other captain must have the main unit. Captain … Campion."
Gant took the opportunity to gather intelligence.
"He's dead. Your pets killed him."
The radio dial eased from red to green.
"No, Major, he is alive. And …" the voice paused, as if checking a fact before answering. "And in possession of the unit. That's unfortunate. Sometimes my children get overexcited and they can be difficult to control, particularly up there. It is their playground, of sorts. Still, I'll do my best to see to it he finds his way to us."
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"Oh, now this is just fucking perfect," Wells reacted to the sight of a dead end illuminated only by the tactical and portable lights the men carried.
Office doors to the right, equipment cabinets to his left, yet nothing but massive electrical boxes and panels covering the wall where the corridor terminated.
"Then we have to go the other way," Galati said nonchalantly.
"Brilliant idea," Jupiter Wells responded. "That means trying to go through that bioweapons lab. I don't know about you, but I'd like to avoid anthrax spores or whatever shit they were cooking up in here."
"Relax," Campion said as he studied his wrist computer. "We’ve got a problem; we just have to solve it. Think."
Wells grunted but held his tongue.
"What does the map say, Captain?" Galati asked.
Campion squinted at the display. "It's not really complete for this section. Hard to make anything out. According to this, there is literally nothing in front of us. We may have to go back."
Wells complained, "Great. If those things don't get us, the shit in the lab will. We should have brought CBRN gear."
"Fuck that," Galati volleyed. "I'm not walking around down here with that shit on. Can't see, hardly can move, and sweat your ass off."
Wells, of course, fired back, and so it continued until the two men realized that Captain Campion remained silent. In fact, Campion appeared in a trance, staring at the wall in front of them, where a pair of big electrical boxes sat. Insulated cords exited the boxes and disappeared into the wall.
"Hello? Captain?" Wells called.
"Huh? What?"
"You with us? You look like you're sleepwalking."
Campion glanced at the two of them, then realized they were right. Still, there was something about this wall. He ran his hand over it, touching the flexible wire conduits sprouting from the electrical boxes.
Galati's head spun around and he said, "Um, I think I hear something coming."
A sound like shuffling footsteps reached them out of the dark. Something approached through the dark, and they had nowhere to run.
Campion, meantime, felt an idea bloom, although it did not really feel like his idea; more like someone else's finding its way into his thoughts. He saw the wall in front of him … and he also saw a maintenance chute inside that wall, something not noted on his map or mentioned during the pre-mission briefing.
Yet he knew it was there.
"Galati," Campion called, but Sal remained fixed on the darkness behind, waiting for an attacker to charge. "Salvatore!"
That worked. Galati faced Campion.
"You have a demo kit, right? I need to blow a hole in this wall right now!"
"A hole? You want to blow a fucking hole in the wall?" Wells griped.
"Do it. Now."
Galati shouldered his weapon and pulled the kit from his utility belt, producing three molded charges ready for use.
"Use them all"
"Where?"
Campion directed the soldier to three specific points along the dead-end wall.
"We’re running out of time!" Wells kept his voice as low as possible while his light searched the dark hall behind them, waiting for his spiders to return.
"Rig it up. Hurry."
Galati placed the charges and linked them to a detonating cord. As he worked — his fingers fumbling — he told Campion, "This stuff isn’t meant for taking down walls. It’s meant for popping open doors. It won’t even make a scratch."
"The wall is weaker here. They had to make repairs to the main lines in '87. They jackhammered through the concrete and got lazy patching it up. Most of what’s here is drywall."
Wells gasped, "How the hell do you know that?"
Instead of answering Wells, Campion asked Galati, "Are you ready?"
"Um … yes, ready to blow."
"Then back away. Everyone in there," and Campion directed them into a maintenance closet, where they took refuge among brooms, mops, and jugs of cleaning chemicals. Galati held the detonator.
"Fire in the hole!"
BAM.
Plumes of smoke rocketed along the hall carrying a shower of plaster. Before the debris even settled, Campion rushed to examine the damage, waving his hands to hurry away the smoke. After a moment he saw that the explosives, perfectly placed to take advantage of where the structure had been weakened during repair work more than twenty-five years ago, had done their job. The dead-end now offered a neat square hole where drywall had replaced jackhammered concrete.
Inside that hole ran a tangle of flexible, insulated wire conduits resembling vacuum hoses. Campion reached in and muscled them apart as if pushing aside curtains. Galati leaned over and used the tactical light on his G36 to illuminate a tight tunnel dropping down to the next sublevel.
"How did you know?" Wells's panicked tone added a dash of contrition.
"I don't know how I knew, I just did. Now get in," Campion ordered.
The soldiers barely fit through the hole, and the conduit was even tighter, particularly as they tried to transport the bag holding the V.A.A.D. Still, Sal Galati found a grip on tiny metal rungs embedded in the concrete wall to guide the conduits and began to descend, followed by Wells.
Before he followed them down, Campion turned his attention to the long dark hallway they had escaped. He heard the grunts and groans of something nasty, probably not the German soldiers he had seen before. Maybe the true nature of their enemy.
Whatever came, surely it could have rushed the small group by now? What held it — or them — back?
It's not my job to worry about that. I have only one mission: get the V.A.A.D. to the Red Lab on sublevel 8.
Captain Campion planned to do just that.
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The light on the radio dial faded, but not entirely. Like the last glowing embers of an extinguished fire, the dial offered just enough green to make its presence known.
Gant found it difficult to track the passing of time. Of course, sitting in near-darkness did not help, but it was more than that. A cloud of uncertainty hung over everything; he could not trust his mind or his eyes.
He recalled the stories Liz told of self-mutilation, of voices calling from behind the vault door, of emotions running amok and officers acting irrationally.
She called them influences. He now stood at the core of their source and wondered if he could distinguish between his own deliberate actions and the persuasions of their captor. Of course his captor had demanded that he kneel and Gant had easily pushed aside that impulse.
Thom surveyed his surroundings. The two dancers stood on the far side of the room behind the radio, holding perfectly still with their eyes glued on the interlopers. Jolly hovered behind in the shadows, his breath occasionally whistling through his exposed teeth.
It seemed to Thom that the man and woman — the dancers — were likely a part of the original research team. As for Jolly, despite his horrid appearance he looked younger, probably one of the entry teams or a member of the base's garrison who fell under “God's” spell, serving as something akin to an attack dog.
As for the other, shorter creatures roaming the halls, he had no clue.
Brandon broke the silence, asking his friend, "How long do you think we're going to have to stand here?"
"That is a question I cannot answer. Why, do you have somewhere to go?"
"Yeah," Brandon swallowed hard and forced a brave front. "I want to go see a recruiter about re-enlisting."
Thom noticed a grimace run across Twiste's face and heard the slightest grunt.
"What is it? Your ankle, still?"
"All this standing isn't helping."
Gant spied a 1970s vintage molded plastic chair against one wall next to a line of cabinets and sinks. The major put an arm on Brandon's shoulder, led him over, and eased him into that molded chair.
Twiste showed his thanks with a nod and then removed his boot to examine his foot.
"Swollen like a son of a bitch," the doctor reported.
"I am sorry to hear that."
"Still better than third-degree burns, I suppose."
Gant looked around, half-expecting to see the big thing — Jolly — moving to disrupt Brandon's rest. But no, the giant stood in the shadows.
Of even greater importance, the radio remained silent despite a soft emerald glow coming from the tuner, and the mist in the observation window swirled unperturbed.
Thom decided to push his luck and spoke to the two dancers.
"So who are you two? Is one of you Dr. Briggs’?"
Despite asking the question, he expected the answer to be no. The man did not fit the description. But in fairness, twenty years underground with a psychopathic entity might deform the exterior as much as the mind.
Neither of the two moved, although he saw that the handguns they had taken from he and Twiste remained in their possession.
"I just want to talk," he said and stepped closer with his palms open in a nonthreatening manner.
They did not react, but he heard Jolly's breath grow more rapid, and that man — that thing — still carried Gant's HK MP5 as well as a pistol of his own. Of course, Jolly could probably rip Gant apart without the aid of any gun.
It made no difference, however, because before Gant could say any more the double doors opened and in staggered two of the pale creatures. As he watched them shuffle across the lab, Thom tried to understand what they were.
In many ways, they resembled human beings. Arms, legs, feet, and a torso. Two eyes, a pair of ears, a nose, a mouth, and all the right parts. The tallest was still a foot shorter than the average man, and their bodies seemed diseased and broken. Yet still, they were human in more ways than he would have originally imagined.
Whatever they were, they walked over to the radio and dropped armfuls of bounty in front of their idol.
Thom retreated to Twiste, who remained seated but alert.
The creatures brought backpacks, an assault vest, bags, knives, belts, and even boots. All possessions formerly belonging to members of the Archangel entry team.
After delivering their cargo, the things shuffled out of the lab, nipping and snarling at each other like a couple of nasty siblings.
Gant took notice that the man and the woman stayed at the back of the room. It seemed as if they, too, felt a healthy fear of the hall monitors.
Yet once the pathetic, deformed creatures left, the male disciple moved to inspect the gifts. Acting on impulse — the urge to do something to change the status quo — Gant stepped in front of the scarred bag of bones.
"Wait," Gant said as he looked at the sunken eyes of what had surely been a brilliant scientist or technician but was now little more than a walking corpse.
"Are you Ronald Briggs?"
Gant's boldness surprised the man to the point that he stumbled and nearly fell.
"Please. Listen. I mean you no harm. I can help."
The man shook his head and grunted. No, not a grunt. He tried to speak, finally moving his parched lips enough to say, "No help, I must do this now. Move."
Gant did not move.
"Please move."
"I will, if you tell me your name."
The man looked around in a near panic, first back across the room at Jolly and then to his companion. The poor fellow seemed overtaken with fear; Gant worried he might have a heart attack and drop dead.
"His name is Andrew," the woman spoke for her dance partner. "My name is Ruth. Now stand aside or you will anger Him. You do not want to do that."
To make her point, Ruth raised the pistol she had taken from Twiste.
Gant willingly stepped out of Andrew’s path, and the man then hurried to the salvaged goods and frantically rummaged through the contents.
Certainly the packs, bags, and belts came from his detachment, but the items Andrew pulled from those backpacks and pockets were surprising and out of place for a combat unit: a charcoal gray sport jacket and slacks with a matching black tie; a pair of leather dress shoes; a small plastic case; and several packages of Twinkies.
In addition to these oddities, Andrew found other, more typical items but seemed to discard these without much consideration: a pen light, knives, a box of flares, spare ammunition, a black cap, knee pads, a couple of MREs, and more of the equipment Gant had issued to his men for the entry mission.
Andrew gathered the important items from the first pile and walked to the door next to the observation window. That door eased open with a groan and Andrew disappeared inside for a moment, but his entry into that smaller chamber did not disturb the swirling mist.
When he returned, he gathered the rest of the items and moved them to the corner of the room where he and Ruth had set up camp. The two stowed most of the items but ripped open the MREs (Meals Ready to Eat).
Gant stole a look at Twiste, who was hunched over in his chair still dealing with his sore ankle. When he met Gant's eyes he shook his head, sharing the major’s lack of understanding.
The radio glowed more intently.
"Major Thomas Gant, Doctor Brandon Twiste," the voice of God spoke. "Allow me to introduce myself …"
The heavy metal door creaked open. A very bright light poured from the isolation chamber into the main lab. It seemed as bright as the sun to Major Gant, but then again his eyes had been in this dark dungeon for several hours.
Was this a divine light or another illusion?
As he watched, Thom saw the glowing radiance shrink and mold itself into a figure, then fade and dull until all the light had gone, replaced by a man.
"You recognize this form from your photo files?"
"No," Twiste replied, still sitting on the chair.
Gant, however, did. "Ronald Briggs?"
A short body with a balding scalp flanked by tufts of black-turning-gray hair. His small eyes lacked the oversized glasses Gant knew from old photographs and the physique was in better shape; no pot belly. Nonetheless, it was Ronald Briggs, dressed in a perfectly clean white laboratory coat worn over dull slacks and a faded blue dress shirt.
The entity that mimicked a human scientist casually strolled forward until he stood next to the classic radio. The soft light on the dial went completely dark.
Briggs reached behind the set and produced a white cloth, which he draped over the image of the RCA contraption, hiding it completely.
"Yes," the being said with his lips moving but his face stoic and empty. "There is some of Briggs here, just the tiniest amount, as if he were a grain of sand on a beach. But here, nonetheless."
"And who are you?" Twiste asked as he slowly stood — wobbled — from his chair.
"I have told you. I am God."
Gant tried to think of something witty to say, but the right response eluded him. Was that because he was tired and wary or because he could not entirely dismiss the idea?
"God?" came Twiste. "The God — our one God? You are God?"
"Yes," came the reply.
"And how did you come to be … here?" Twiste asked.
It was Gant who tried to answer: "Dr. Briggs was searching for the God particle. Are you saying he found you?"
"Yes."
"What happened to Dr. Briggs?"
"I have absorbed him into my essence."
"I don’t understand," Twiste said.
Gant asked, "Why don't you tell us what Dr. Briggs was up to down here?"
"His work is beyond your comprehension."
"Let me try." Gant tried desperately to remember what he had learned from Doreen McCaul at The Tall Company. "Briggs dug into the subatomic world, hoping that one of those really small parts would be the Higgs boson. Something some other guy eventually called the God particle. So tell us what happened down here."
"I have already told you. He succeeded and found me — God." The voice did not sound so monotone this time, so emotionless. This time Gant detected a strong dose of aggravation. Apparently it did not appreciate questioning. "There is a part of my essence in every atom of this world, of this existence. He touched my being and I came here."
"So he brought you to our world?" Gant spoke in a tone that clearly conveyed disrespect. "That must’ve really sucked. Briggs pulled you to this place and left you sealed below ground, alone and stuck in this Hell hole."
The entity's eyes narrowed and it asked the major, "Who is the most skilled with pistols in your unit, Major? No, not Salvatore Galati, he is a sharpshooter. Who consistently scores the best on the handgun range?"
A smile that had been forming on Gant's lips faded with the question. He had no intention of answering, of course, but the entity already knew.
"It is Roberts, is it not? He is the best shooter in your unit with a pistol."
The entity turned again and this time looked across the room at Ruthie. She stood a good distance away in the minimal light of the old laboratory.
"I think Ruthie can shoot as well as Roberts."
Ruthie raised the pistol …
… "So, then I said to her — what’s wrong, man?"
Van Buren’s tale of his hottest date since high school was interrupted as the only one listening to him — Roberts — got up from his seat in the rec room. But it was not his standing that interrupted Van Buren. It was the way Roberts's little-boy face went completely blank.
"Hey, man, you listening?"
Roberts did not answer. He looked across the otherwise empty break room at nothing.
"Hey, what's wrong?"
The best pistol shooter in the Archangel team slowly, mechanically, raised his right hand and, like a little kid playing cowboys and Indians, mimicked a gun with his thumb and forefinger …
… and fired without seeming to aim or think about her actions. The bullet flew true and perfect; the thunderclap of the discharge filled the room.
Major Thom Gant crumpled from the impact, leaning to his left then falling to the floor. He grabbed at his knee even before the electric pain reached his brain.
The entity that looked like Dr. Ronald Briggs stood still and remained indifferent, but almost immediately after the bullet fired, the ugly and feeble Andrew hovered over Gant and screamed like anger incarnate.
"YOU FUCKING COLORED JUNGLE BUNNY, HOW FUCKING DARE YOU SPEAK TO YOUR GOD LIKE THAT? I’LL RIP YOUR NIGGER TONGUE OUT, YOU CHRIST-FORSAKEN SONOFAWHORE!"
Gant rolled into a fetus-like defensive position with both hands grasping his left knee. Andrew — seemingly filled with rage — kicked Gant in the stomach and head.
Twiste limped forward as if to intervene, but God waved one of Briggs’s fingers with the not-so-subtle suggestion that Twiste keep to himself. Brandon became keenly aware that Ruthie still held a loaded pistol aimed in his direction and that Jolly had taken several steps closer to the action. He stood in arm's reach, watching and breathing out what sounded like a chuckle.
Andrew’s rage faded fast. One instant he kicked Gant’s curled body, the next he stood calm and emotionless above the prone soldier before retreating to Ruth's side.
God said, "I told you, you would kneel before me."
Fortunately for Thom, as fierce as Andrew's rage was, the man's emaciated form could not deliver severe blows, causing nothing more than bruises and a few contusions. However, his knee ached badly and blood oozed from the wound.
The thing resembling Ronald Briggs turned away and walked across the room as if granting permission for Twiste to help the major, which he did.
"How bad?"
Gant concentrated and controlled his breathing as best he could. His first words were little more than sobs, but they slowly took form as he repeated them.
"B-bad … need dressing now."
Twiste looked about and found the first aid kit attached to the utility belt Gant still wore. He opened it and found wrapping for the wound.
Gant removed his hands long enough for Twiste to begin bandaging the injury, which was really a blob of blood pouring from a hole above Gant's kneecap. Still, he just wrapped and wrapped, hoping pressure might ease the flow.
"There's not much I can do," Doctor Twiste explained. "I don't see an exit wound, so it's probably lodged in there. A lot of blood, but I think we can at least slow it down with what we've got. Still, you're going to need a surgeon."
Twiste stood and looked at the entity calling itself God and pleaded, "Can you heal him? If you are God, can you not heal him?"
The entity seemed surprised by the request. It paused, considered, then answered, "I shall not."
"Why? God is supposed to be merciful."
"I showed mercy. Had I so chosen, that bullet would have pierced his skull. He will have this wound to remind him to speak to me with more respect."
Gant grabbed at Twiste’s arm. There was an anger on the major’s face; a determined anger feeding off pain.
"I … can … still … stand …"
Gant stood as straight as he dared, yet still needed an arm slung around Twiste’s waist to maintain his balance, a tough act considering that man's own bad ankle.
"I can still stand and you are still stuck down here. You can shoot a bullet through my head, but it does not change the fact that you are a caged rat."
Briggs answered, "You believe a tiny little door can keep Me in here?" He waved his human arms to indicate the laboratory around him and all the halls and corridors comprising the Hell Hole. "The locked vault door, the sentries and cameras and barbed wire — they do not exist to keep me in; they are here to keep the outside out. You think that everything is as it seems, but none of it is true."
"I don't believe you. You have nothing to offer but mind games."
"You hate your own life, Major Gant, so much that you would try to coerce me into killing you quickly. No, you will live long enough to see the extent of my power when I emerge into this world in full. I will have use for you at that moment. You will live until I am finished with you."
Briggs took a step closer to Gant and narrowed his human-looking eyes at the soldier.
"When I am done with you, I will make you fall to your knees and put a bullet in your brain from a gun in your own hand."
The entity turned his back on the two and looked at Jolly. The former-soldier-turned-attack-dog moved, and while he held the HK MP5 aggressively, the muscular monster did not require a firearm to control the two weakened prisoners.
Jolly grunted something like a chuckle and pointed to an open door along one of the inside walls. Twiste supported much of Gant’s weight, despite his ankle, as they followed the giant's direction to a room that had once been an office but was occupied now by only a small battery-powered lamp atop a desk.
Gant and Twiste collapsed inside and the door shut behind them, followed by the unmistakable sound of a bolt catching.
"So now we know who the man behind the curtain is," Twiste said as he examined Gant's bandages. "And Briggs went looking for God."
"He was trying to find the God particle. He tore the fabric of space, whatever that means. I guess— oh shit, this hurts."
"Yeah, right, with that laser array. But he ended up finding some sort of creature. A creature that seems to be able to get in and out of people’s minds."
Gant grimaced as he moved to lean against one of the cold walls of the small office. The glow from the lamp offered a circle of light in the center, only shadows around the edges.
"There have been stories — reports — of crazy shit going on upstairs ever since this all started. People at the base doing some insane stuff, like shooting each other and trying to break containment and just generally going haywire. The shrinks who checked it out came back saying there were ‘influences’ in this place. That’s why all the guards and techs who work here go through some big-time mental training from PsyOps."
"Shrinks?" Twiste asked. "You mean like Lieutenant Colonel Thunder?"
"She is new to this place, but I did sense a tone in your voice. You said not to trust her. Why is that? Have you worked with her before?"
"No, not directly. I can't be 100 percent sure, but I recall her being mixed up in some nasty experiments a few years ago. I had to review some medical files as part of an investigation into a project that went wrong. Like everything else we deal with, I was shown only small pieces of the bigger picture."
"And?"
"It all revolved around psychopharmacology."
Grant grunted from the pain, struggled to control it. After a moment he said, "If you could translate that into English, Doctor."
"Drugs that target the thinking process, mental states, moods, and sensations. Very much like recreational drugs. All I know is that she was knee-deep in some project that went FUBAR, the shit hit the fan, and she ended up on the hot seat. And now here she is, back in action on the most screwed-up base in all the military. Not sure that’s a coincidence."
Gant wondered about Liz Thunder. Her interest appeared genuine, her concern for the safety of the team sincere, and their trip to The Tall Company clearly did not sit well with General Borman. If she played a hand in this, she held that hand close.
"I appreciate your concern, Doctor, and I will file it away for future reference. For now, we have bigger problems. I guess the first question is, do you think it could be God?"
Twiste shook his head in disbelief. "No, I can’t believe God is like this. This thing is brutal, unforgiving, and arrogant. It sees us like insects to play with, maybe like plucking the wings off a fly."
Gant remembered the medium — the girl — and what she had done to herself.
"It gets off on hurting people."
"If that’s God, then there’s no hope. It’s something else, but what?"
Gant perked up and said, "Your friend Colonel Thunder and I went to see a researcher over at The Tall Company who had been on Briggs’s team. She described the experiment as if he were ripping up the floorboards of the universe. I remember what Liz said. She said, ‘what happens when you dig at the floorboards when you live in an apartment?’"
Twiste answered the question: "You break through to another apartment."
"Right."
"Right," Twiste went on. "So maybe Briggs ripped open a hole. Wow, now that makes some sense."
"Ouch! Mother — what makes sense?"
"Those two little puppets it’s got. I bet Roberts has a headache or something right now. I bet it went and got in his mind and copied what he knows about shooting a handgun and put it into Ruth’s mind and that’s how she could shoot you in exactly the right spot to damage you but… " and Twiste touched parts of the knee, considered, and told him, "… not cause permanent damage. You'll need surgery, but I think the bullet missed the good stuff."
"I suppose I should be thankful."
"It said something like it was going to completely — I think it said ‘fully’—come into this world. As if it’s not already here."
"I must have missed that part."
"You were busy being shot."
"Okay," Gant tried to recap through gritted teeth. "So this thing can put ideas into a person’s head or make a person see things or do things. You say it still has to come into our world. What do you mean by that?"
"I didn’t say it," Twiste corrected. "It did. Let’s say Briggs poked a hole into some kind of other dimension, some place where things are like pure mental energy, where things are made up of pure thought."
"The scientist we spoke with at Tall compared the infinite of space to the infinite of the small. She suggested that there’s an entire universe of the small."
"Jesus," Twiste said. "Now you’re talking over my head," and he chuckled.
"So this Briggs punches a hole into another universe or dimension or whatever."
"Maybe like the God particle is supposed to be, maybe this is a pocket of what was here before the universe, before the big bang." Twiste’s curiosity grew, and Gant saw that, despite the circumstances, he enjoyed indulging his curiosity, as opposed to locking the enigmas away in a containment cell. He resolved that should they make it home alive, he would push for Twiste to have more access to the fruits of their labors.
Brandon's theorizing, however, appeared on the brink of running amok.
"This raises a bunch of interesting theories about—"
"Doctor," Gant took one hand away from his knee and held it aloft in a "stop" sign. "I am more concerned with the theory of operational awareness. Let's call it staying focused on what is important to the mission. Theories are great, but I have a feeling time is short."
"Why’s that?"
"Because It seems really interested in the V.A.A.D. Campion is carrying."
Twiste asked, "Do you think he can get it here in once piece?"
"You have known Campion for a while now. He is a skilled and capable soldier. Besides, that thing appears to control those creatures. He will find his way here, sooner or later. My concern is that our host will grab the V.A.A.D. and dismantle it before it can reverse the situation."
Twiste shook his head. "I don't know about that, Thom. We may be better off if Campion doesn't make it down here."
"What are you talking about?"
"I think Dr. Briggs broke through those floorboards and this thing tried to crawl into our apartment, except it got stuck because the hole wasn’t big enough."
"I assume the V.A.A.D. is designed to repair that hole."
Twiste, however, saw things differently.
"I don’t think so. I think the V.A.A.D. is going to rip open that hole and let that thing all the way in."

26

It had taken all day, but Colonel Thunder finally reached Dr. Doreen McCaul.
Liz sat at her desk and after accepting McCaul's long-winded apology revolving around a research project that could not be disturbed, Liz dove right in to the particulars of her problem, without any concern as to whether the call was monitored.
"Yes, it’s called a variable accelerator antimatter delivery device — V.A.A.D. for short."
"You say it will bombard the area with antiparticles?"
Liz replied, "That's my understanding, yes."
"You think this is all about Briggs’s experiment. Maybe his experiment worked a little too well, maybe he created some sort of rift — is that what you're thinking?"
Liz rocked in her chair and said, "Based on what you told me and what I’ve heard, that’s what I’m going on. Is it possible he punched a hole into another dimension? I know that sounds crazy."
"The idea of multiple dimensions is far from crazy, Colonel. It is the basis for string theory. Of course, there is also the theory of a multi-verse: an infinite number of parallel universes where the physical laws are quite different from what we know here."
"Okay," Liz stopped rocking, leaned on her desk, and grabbed a pencil, which she proceeded to chew on. "It seems as if someone at Tall thinks this variable accelerator antimatter thing can repair the damage."
"Well, I don’t see how. What you’re describing is the idea of projecting antimatter at the affected area. Maybe an area as small as one atom, I don’t know."
"So what?"
"So when antimatter hits matter you get annihilation: the destruction of the particles when they collide. It will result in the release of gamma rays."
"Again I ask, 'so what?'"
"No need to be agitated, dear. As I told you and your major friend last time, you can’t expect me to boil decades of subatomic research into a few clever sound bites or a nice, tidily packaged metaphor."
"Yes, of course, I’m sorry. You were saying?"
"If you believe a hole has been ripped open at the subatomic level and you then bombard that area with antimatter, I can't see how you’ll have anything other than more destruction, not less."
Colonel Thunder summarized, "You mean the hole will be ripped open even more?"
"I suppose that could very well happen. That’s assuming your thinking is accurate. I’ve never heard of such a situation outside of science fiction stories."
Colonel Thunder said, "But no one ever thought they could do what Briggs was trying to do with his lasers either, right?"
"Not at that scale, no. I told you there is a project in the works to use lasers but on a much larger scale, with tremendous energy requirements. If his project worked, he accomplished a lot more with a lot less."
Liz tried to hurry to the point, saying, "Let's assume his experiment worked."
"Okay, if his experiment worked and he was able to tear apart the fabric of space at the subatomic level he’d be playing with the parts that make up the building blocks of our reality. Who knows what could happen or come of it."
"I thought you dealt in the unknown. I thought your job was to figure these things out," Thunder said, sensing misgiving in McCaul’s voice.
"My dear Colonel, science is a wonderful thing, but it can be a dangerous thing, too. The more secrets of the universe we unlock, the more fragile and tenuous our existence seems."
Thunder fell silent and absorbed the whole of the conversation.
"Colonel?"
"Thank you, Dr. McCaul."
"Oh, don’t thank me, it wasn’t a bother at all."
"It may be. I can think of a couple of people who probably won’t like the fact that we just had this conversation."
"That’s okay." Thunder felt McCaul’s smile over the phone line. "Sometimes we scientists like to kick over a rock and watch all the slimy bugs go running for cover."
Thunder laughed, then said goodbye. She had to go confront one of those slimy bugs, but Vsalov — she felt — was not likely to go running for cover. He was more likely to turn and fight.
Liz remembered Major Gant, Campion, and the rest of the men, as well as the metal plate welded to the door to seal their fate. All the silver oak leaves in all the army could not erase her shame if she did not act.
Not again. Not this time.
She remembered Twiste confronting her, thinking her the devil pulling the strings. She remembered the way he had looked at her, threatened her, not knowing that she had already earned the wrath of General Borman for trying to derail this mission.
Maybe if she could find out more on this end — unearth the truth — it might help the men down below, or at least ensure that their sacrifice did not occur in vain.
Or maybe, Liz, you just owe it to yourself to do the right thing for once.
And it was not merely about the Archangel detachment. If her fears were correct, if Major Gant and his team accomplished their mission, things might get worse, and for a lot more people.
Liz stormed out of her office with long, determined strides. She rounded the corner and approached the elevator, using her access card to activate the car. A series of whirs and clangs announced the elevator's approach.
When the big doors opened a soldier in black BDU’s stepped out. She immediately sensed that something was wrong. He held one hand to his temple, while in the other he clutched a bundle of plastic-wrapped packages.
"Soldier? Roberts, right?"
The grunt tried to stand at attention and show the proper respect, but he was obviously bothered by something either emotional or physical — or both.
"What seems to be the problem?" she asked cautiously as her mind recalled twenty years' worth of incident reports at Red Rock.
"Well, I’ve got one hell of a headache," he answered. "And then there’s these. I just can’t figure it out."
He carried a number of Twinkie packages. Thunder remembered seeing Roberts pump quarters into the vending machine in the cafeteria.
"What can’t you figure out?" Liz shifted uneasily.
"Before the mission — I mean, before the other guys went on the mission — I had this incredible craving for these things. I just couldn’t get enough of them. But I wasn’t eating them. I just kept thinking, man these would be great to have on the mission, you know? Like I was going to need a Twinkie in the middle of all of that, you know?"
"And now?"
He looked at the packages and tossed one to her. She caught it with both hands.
"And now I realize I hate these things."
Liz probed, "Other guys on your team buy up a lot of Twinkies, too?"
Roberts did not need to think about that answer. He told her, "Twinkies, soda, candy bars, and I think Pearson took in a can of coffee. Just getting all this weird stuff like we were going to need it. I mean, we never stop for a snack when we’re in the field. Maybe an MRE if it’s an all-day thing, but not a friggin’ Twinkie. Other stuff, too. Moss took a package of light bulbs. I saw him, but at the time I didn't think it was weird. It was like, sure, we'll need light bulbs down there and I'll need Twinkies. Strange, you know?"
Liz’s attention wandered and she vacantly agreed, "Yeah, I know …".
She did not look at him again, so Roberts walked away, probably wondering to himself if the lieutenant colonel felt right.
Thunder no longer thought about confronting Vsalov; she had a much more pressing matter. She boarded the elevator but did not go toward the vault room. Instead, she stopped on sublevel four, home of — among other things — the records room.
* * *
Corporal "Sammy" Sanchez walked briskly along the corridor, his boots offering muffled thumps against the floor. He oftentimes mused that facilities this big were not meant to be so empty.
He came to the records room, saw the padlock Borman had placed there snapped off, and went inside, only to immediately wonder if the lieutenant colonel had succumbed to the same delusion-causing influences that had overcome his previous commanding officer.
The records room looked small, but was really quite long. Row upon row of shelves stretched from floor to ceiling, with only tiny pathways in between to create a cozy feeling. Yet those rows of shelves ran for great length through the shadows of the poorly lit area.
Thunder sat at a desk at the mouth of those pathways. A solitary lamp augmented the aging light fixtures drooping overhead from dust-covered cords.
Piles upon piles of folders surrounded the colonel, their contents scattered over the desk as well as over two old wooden chairs and even more were strewn on the cold concrete floor.
Without looking at him, Colonel Thunder said, "Glad to see you could make it, Corporal. Pull up a chair."
He strolled in cautiously, still trying to ascertain her state of mind. After all, there were no chairs available for the pulling.
"Colonel … um … ma'am, are you okay?"
She continued to shuffle through the reports, actually throwing two sheets of paper over her left shoulder in a combination of frustration and impatience. The pages — yellowed with age — fluttered like mortally wounded paper airplanes before hitting the deck.
"Okay? No, Corporal, I’m not okay. Why? Why do you ask?"
Sanchez remembered how comfortable she had made him feel on the surface. Now either she was intentionally making him uncomfortable or something was wrong. He quickly wondered again if this was one of her psyche tests, the type where he could end up transferred. He wondered if that was a bad thing.
"Well, Colonel, ma'am," he said. He had never gotten anywhere by being coy. "We’re supposed to keep an eye out for strange behavior, and you seem to be behaving strangely."
She stopped looking at the papers and offered him a gaze that made him feel as if he had an "I’m an asshole" bumper sticker slapped on his forehead.
Sanchez’s concern for her behavior increased substantially as she slammed the remaining papers on the cluttered desk and rose to her feet with a determination that made him feel he might be in for a left hook.
In the 1.5 seconds it took Liz to get into his face Sanchez wondered which would be worse — the damage to his chivalry if he were to hit her back or the time in the stockade for striking a superior officer. Then again, a few days ago he had shot a superior officer, so all things were certainly relative.
"On the lookout for strange behavior — is that right?" She challenged.
"Sure, I mean, yes, ma'am. That’s part of our—"
"Strange behavior like people hearing voices. An example of which would be Colonel Haas and his idea that his daughter was behind the vault door."
"Well, yes."
Her eyes were wide and angry, but he could see that they were also tired.
"How about a tactical team that stuffs its pockets with Twinkies before it goes into a combat zone on an unknown mission?"
"I suppose — huh?"
"Maybe this is one of my psyche tests and I’m just fucking with you, right?"
Christ, she can actually read minds.
"How long have you been on base, Corporal?"
He considered and answered, "A year, ma'am."
"Do you know you are the longest tenured member of the staff here? Borman wasn't lying when he told me that before, but when you said you had been here for just about a year I figured that wasn't long enough, so he must have been mistaken."
"I believe Colonel Haas and Lieutenant Colonel Lewis were here longer than I, ma'am," he replied, but, of course they were both dead.
"I'm not talking about officers; I'm talking about the garrison. The grunts, corporal. And when I say you've been here the longest, I don't just mean the longest of those here now. I mean the longest of anyone who has served here, for almost twenty years."
At first he did not follow her point, but then it hit him.
"Yes, Colonel, they move us in and out a lot. High-stress post and all."
"Sure, Corporal, high stress. But it's more than that. Keep shuffling people in and out and none of them get to see more than a small slice of this place's history."
He had no idea what she meant until she asked, "How many entry teams have you seen go into the quarantine zone in the last year?"
That, he knew, qualified as classified information, and while she was technically his boss, his previous boss had given strict orders not to discuss entry teams.
Again, she seemed to read his mind.
"Don't worry, Corporal, the answer is right here. General Borman indicated to me and Major Gant that his group was the first to go in since the original incident. He gave me records from only those original incursions. But Task Force Archangel isn't the first to go in since 1992. Hell, they aren't even the first this year, are they?"
Regardless of inflection, she was not really asking a question.
The lieutenant colonel stepped away from Sanchez and returned to the desk and the papers and all the files. She randomly selected one.
"Take a look around this room, corporal. What do you see?"
He carefully pulled his eyes from her and glanced at the rows of shelves and the piles of papers and books and binders stacked therein.
"Um … a lot of records."
"The army loves to keep records."
"Yes, ma'am."
"Each of the entry teams that headed into the quarantine zone over the years, each one was carefully recorded. The names and ranks of each team member, even the surface temperature at the time of entry. Real anal, wouldn’t you say?"
Instead of speaking, he nodded.
"Why, there are even inventory lists of every last piece of equipment, supplies, weapons, and everything else that each of these teams took in with them. I mean, down to their shoelaces."
Sanchez finally broke: "Ahh, excuse me, ma'am, but, so what?"
"So what? Look around this room, corporal. Look at all the paperwork. These aren't records of old experiments or base personnel. These are entry team records. Dozens upon dozens of them."
He glanced again at the shelves and the clutter that barely fit in the room. Corporal Sanchez began to understand.
"Corporal, if you think that’s interesting, wait until you see this."
She grabbed a stack of papers and walked over to Sanchez. She forced those papers into his hands.
"I started pulling the inventory lists; the shit the teams took in. Take a look."
Sammy hesitated to take his eyes from hers; he still was not sure if she was completely in control. Nonetheless, he examined the inventory sheets and read about the type of things the entry teams had taken into the quarantine zone over the years.
"What in God’s name …" his thoughts trailed off.
"God? I’m thinking General Borman."
He stuttered, "What do we do now?"
That stopped Thunder’s rant. Her tone — which had been a combination of sarcasm, anger, and fear — grew nervous but determined.
"Well, as commander of this base I believe I deserve an answer."
Sanchez smiled.
"I believe you do, ma'am."
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"What do you figure this place was, Cap?" Galati asked as he sat on the floor, his back against a stainless steel wall.
Campion surveyed the dark surroundings. Only the tiniest pinpricks of light offered any illumination. That is why he had chosen this spot for a rest.
"Specimen containment, probably," Campion thought.
The area was old and dirty and full of clutter from broken equipment, discarded furniture, litter, and a thick layer of grime over everything. Yet there was no mistaking the cages built for small animals, the feed tubes stuck to bars, the small tabletops for opening up the beasts of scientific burden to understand what that nifty new drug had done, how had the brain cells been altered, whether it could withstand another 100 milligrams of saccharin.
Nothing moved now. The animals were long gone.
"Say, Captain," Wells asked after taking a swig from his canteen, "How much further we got to go?"
Campion removed his cap and scratched behind his ear as he thought. The comforting weight of his MP5 machine gun rested reassuringly on his lap.
"Not far. I've got a feeling we can access the main ventilation shaft at the end of this hallway. We should be able to drop down onto sublevel 8 not far from the primary lab facility. Then it’s a short hop skip and a jump and we’re at the target zone."
"Piece of cake, right Boss?"
"That’s right, no problem," Campion said.
Galati pulled his own canteen from his pack. He popped the top, but before the bottle touched his lips he asked, "So is this V.A.A.D. thing going to be hard to use?"
Campion did not reply. After several seconds both Wells and Galati gave the captain their complete attention as they waited for an answer.
None was forthcoming.
"Oh my fucking God," Wells said. "You have no clue how to work it, do you?"
Campion did not respond.
"Cap … sir," Galati was more respectful but equally as surprised. "What’s this all about if you can’t get that thing going?"
"Stow it, right now, both of you. Captain Twiste was trained on this the thing. Besides, he’s got the batteries. It’s no good without the batteries. We will rendezvous with Major Gant and Captain Twiste and he’ll operate it. End of story."
Galati and Wells fell silent, but they knew it was not the end of the story.
* * *
Twiste told Gant the good news: "The bleeding has really slowed down."
"Unfortunately the pain has not slowed down nearly as much."
The two had sat for a long time, although in the dark it was hard to tell if a couple of hours had passed or just a whole lot of minutes. Regardless, they had heard no movement from outside the locked office for quite some time.
"I’ve been thinking," Twiste speculated. "Briggs was looking for God, right?"
"Not really. Not God as the Bible thinks of it. More like a particle that was at the center of creation."
"Sounds like God to me."
Gant replied, "I suppose it is a matter of perspective."
"Point is, what if he succeeded, but didn’t find what he had been expecting?"
"I do not follow."
"You know me, always the good Catholic," Twiste smiled. "If my Sunday school teachers were right, if there is a God, then doesn’t it follow that … well … maybe Briggs found the opposite of God."
"Give me a moment while I struggle with the idea of you as an altar boy."
"Pure as the driven snow," Twiste chuckled.
"You mean all that snow growing in your hair? I suppose I should be more respectful to my elders."
"All right, all right, you got your shots in. But listen to what I’m saying. What if Briggs didn't exactly find God, but something else?"
"You are forgetting that he was not looking for the Creator; he was looking for a particle."
"Yes, the particle at the center of creation. But play along with me."
"Very well. You mean, what if he found the devil?"
Twiste shrugged and said, "He sure is a mean son of a bitch. Sadistic. Petty. Sounds like the devil to me."
"Or just your average IRS agent."
"Funny coming from the guy who needs me to do his taxes every year."
The door to the tiny office unbolted and swung open in one quick motion. Even the dim light of the Red Lab appeared bright compared to the solitary lamp in the office-turned-holding-cell.
Jolly stood there motioning for Twiste and Gant to stand. His breath whistled through his teeth right where there should have been a chin.
Twiste said, "He’s hurt."
Jolly did not care. Gant tried to stand. He got most of the way up, thanks to a helping hand from Twiste, but Jolly had to step in and haul the major out of the office, nearly throwing him into the lab.
The entity in the form of Dr. Ronald Briggs stood with Andrew and Ruth on his flanks. It spoke through Briggs’s mouth, and while it may not have been human there was no mistaking the anger in the way it gritted its teeth. "You did not tell me that your Captain Campion does not know how to operate the V.A.A.D."
Gant could not resist: "You didn’t ask."
Jolly instantly whacked Gant's damaged knee with the collapsible baton. He screamed and hunched but did not fall.
Twiste jumped: "Campion has the device. I was carrying the batteries to power it."
"Yes, of course. You were chosen for training. You will activate the device."
The last part of the thing’s words seemed more as if it were thinking aloud than addressing Brandon. The body of Briggs turned to walk away, as if the issue had been settled.
"I won’t do it."
Briggs’s attention fully returned to Twiste, who said, "I think I’ve figured you out. Whatever you are."
"You know nothing," it said.
"You are God?"
"Yes," it answered.
"Where did you come from — heaven?"
The question appeared to throw the entity.
Twiste went on, "You're not from heaven, but you aren't from our world, either. You are a different type of life form, maybe made of pure energy or maybe … maybe," Twiste stole a glance at Gant and said, "… maybe pure thought."
He turned back to Briggs. "Point is, you’re stuck down here. See, the way I figure it, this experiment opened up a hole into a new plane of existence — something that crosses paths with this world on a subatomic level. Hell, maybe something that really was part of the God particle."
"I AM GOD."
"No, no you’re not," Twiste corrected while Gant struggled with a new bout of pain, hearing the conversation and seeing the action from a sort of mental distance, almost apart from it. "You have some sort of power, some sort of mental power. The way I figure, maybe you’re a being that’s completely made up of what we would call mental energy, maybe psychic energy. Shit, maybe even a ghost of some sort."
"You will operate the device. You will complete your mission."
"No, I don’t think so. The V.A.A.D. isn’t going to shut the hole Briggs opened, it’s going to widen it. You may be all Mr. God and whatnot down here, but you’re still stuck down here. Open that hole and I guess you’ll be a lot more powerful and a lot more mobile. All of you will come through, and that would be bad news."
Gant recovered his composure enough to say, "Captain, do not say any more."
But Twiste would not stop.
"Come to think of it, maybe you put the idea in their head. You order your three lackeys here through some sort of mind control. I was impressed how you pulled sharp shooting out of the head of Roberts and put it into Ruthie’s head over there; pretty good. You’ve even managed to make me see some things that aren’t there, like that whole big band shit when we walked in."
Gant realized his friend had become courageous because he had decided to die, right there and right then. He was agitating the entity into dispatching him in something like suicide-by-cop, except in this case the reason was to avoid assisting this evil being.
"But you know what," Twiste said, not asked. "For some reason you just can’t get me or the major here to do anything. Oh, you can throw up an illusion or two, but you can't get in and force us. Something in our heads is keeping you out."
Briggs turned scarlet red.
Ruthie marched over like a marionette on strings. The gun she held she pointed at Major Gant.
"I will kill him right now," the entity said with its human face. "And his blood will be on your hands."
Twiste did not hesitate, as if he had foreseen this move: "Go ahead. You already said you’re going to kill Thom anyway after you're done with whatever it is you need from him. What is that, by the way?"
Again, the entity said nothing, and Gant was impressed. He had seen Brandon Twiste outtalk and outwit a number of adversaries, officers, and politicians over the years, but now he parried with God.
"Besides, Thom would agree that saving the world from whatever you’ve got planned is worth his life."
Despite the gun pointed in his direction, Gant managed to smile. He was proud of his friend, and if they were to die in the next few moments, at least it would be for a good reason.
And Jean will be free to go and live.
"There are ways to die, horrible ways to die," the thing threatened.
Again a countermove: "There are horrible ways to die. You’ve inflicted them on people already. And you’d inflict all types of horrors on people like my family, my children, my grandchild. To spare them, I’ll suffer whatever you have in store for me." Twiste turned to Gant, "Sorry, Thom, but I think it’s for the best."
"Yes, yes it is," Thom agreed.
The figure of Ronald Briggs turned away with clenched fists. Gant knew what was coming next: pain.
"You sound brave," the entity said. "But down here, this is reality. No mind games. Major Gant could survive a dozen wounds. Then I will call in my children to eat him alive. And you will be responsible for how he dies because you refuse your God."
"Wait a second — that’s' it, isn't it? That's what they are." Twiste turned to Gant. "He keeps calling them his children. Those things, in the hall. I just sort of thought that you were playing the God game and calling all creatures your children. But that's not the case, is it? You mean that very literally, don't you?"
"They are my children."
"His children, Thom. Feral children. Born in this place. Pale skin because they don't see the sun. Savage children, raised like animals, used like guard dogs, who the hell knows what they've been eating. Probably … Jesus, probably cannibals to boot."
Twiste faced Ruth.
"You're the mother, aren't you? They're your children. Twenty years of bearing this thing's offspring."
Her expression — that vacant expression — turned sad. Gant saw decades of torment there. Not neglect, but a form of torture perhaps no man could ever really know.
Twiste flashed Gant a glance and Thom saw what his friend had done. With the exception of Jolly, Twiste had thrown their captors off balance. The entity looked elsewhere, grappling with some emotion, almost certainly anger and frustration. Andrew trembled and his dead eyes alternated between Gant and Briggs and Twiste, unsettled to the point that Thom worried a nervous spasm might let a bullet fly. Ruth faded off into some horrible memory. Of all the souls tortured in the Hell Hole, none could know her misery.
Point was, Twiste had given them a chance … and they proceeded to take it.
Brandon lunged for the M9 Beretta Ruth held and easily pried it from her hands.
At the same time, Thom jumped for Andrew's weapon, but he did not make it far. Two big hands — Jolly's hands — clamped down on his shoulders and literally threw him across the room. He smashed into a gurney and dropped to the floor.
A solitary gunshot rang out.
The entity — Briggs — stood perfectly still with an expression of very human horror fixed on his face. In that instant, Gant took note of the thing's fear and realized that, no, it was not all-powerful. It was petty, mean … and weak.
The gunshot came from Andrew. Twiste's attack had been enough to jerk that trigger finger, shooting a bullet into Brandon's gut at nearly point-blank range.
The puppet-body of Ronald Briggs put both of its hands to its head, as if suffering an intense migraine. As his hands moved, so did the hands of Ruthie and Jolly, mimicking their master.
Andrew, however, looked very much alone and lost. He dropped the gun like it glowed red-hot.
Briggs’s mouth formed a word that started quiet and grew louder: "No … no … no… NO … NO!! NONONONONONONO!"
Ruthie and Jolly echoed his words over and over again until their chorus filled the lab. Just when Gant thought his eardrums would bust, the screams stopped, though they were followed by a howl of anger.
Andrew was no longer the instrument of the entity's emotion but, rather, the target. The frail old man with the zombie eyes retreated a step but could not escape Jolly, who bore down on him like a tsunami of rage.
No gun this time. Apparently a bullet would be too quick, too merciful. No, nothing expressed rage and frustration like a blunt instrument. In this case, Jolly attacked with Gant's collapsible baton, raising it high and then slamming it into Andrew's skull. Gant heard a sick crack, like a coconut being smashed. Andrew crumpled without a word of protest, dead already.
But the blows continued, one after another, pummeling the carcass into a bloody bag. While the giant soldier did the work, Ruthie stood to the side, swinging her arm in perfect unison with the executioner, striking air with an empty hand.
Briggs's face wore an expression of hatred, anger, and frustration, akin to a disturbed child whose frustration had boiled over into violence.
Blow after blow continued to fall. Andrew's head smashed into pulp, every bone in his body pulverized until snaps and cracks gave way to soft thumps. Finally, Jolly stopped.
Then it happened. Gant was lucky to be looking directly at Dr. Briggs when it occurred, or he might have missed it.
Briggs's face changed. In one second it was the snarling, occupied expression of the one who claimed to be God … then that expression became almost ghost-white and blank. The eyes grew wide; childlike.
He spoke so soft that even in the silence of the lab Thom nearly missed it.
"Help me."
Gant stumbled to his feet. He reached out.
"Dr. Briggs? Ronald, are you in there? Can you hear me? Fight it, Briggs — fight IT!"
It faded, replaced by a snarl again, but a clearly exhausted snarl. Nonetheless, Thom saw Jolly rush toward him, wielding the baton. Bits of gore dripped from the weapon as it swung toward his head, but it missed and struck his shoulder instead, sending him to the floor. After this no further blows came.
The body of Dr. Briggs retreated to the sanctuary in the room full of mist. Jolly stood still, gasping out exhausted breaths.
Doing his best to ignore the new pain in his shoulder, Thom crawled over to Brandon. The man lay on the floor, a few last gasps of air exhaling from his lungs. Thom grabbed his hand and looked into his eyes.
"Captain… Brandon, can you hear me?"
He blinked; his eyes moved, but just a little as his life poured out onto the floor.
"Damn it, damn it Brandon," he said. He considered, closed his eyes for a second, and then said, "You are right. I have … I have questions."
Maybe that was a smile tugging at Twiste's lips. Maybe Gant had just imagined it.
"I do not trust any of them, not one damn bit. I have questions, but that just makes things harder. I guess, I guess," he looked away, around the room, and when he returned his eyes to his dying friend he told him, "I guess they programmed me too well. I don't know how to do things any other way."
Gant felt Brandon squeeze his hand — just a little — and then his eyes glazed over and his fingers went limp.
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General Harold Borman stood in his quarters in front of the mirror in his dress uniform, carefully positioning each of his hard-earned medals on his breast.
After all, he knew he must prepare. For what? Well, that was the question, but his sixth sense had never failed him before, so he would not ignore the feeling of needing to prepare this time.
From Vietnam to Panama to the Gulf and all the shadowy places in between, he had always been aided by his gut as much as his brain.
His analytical mind, his cold sense of brutal strategy, the ease with which he could make those hard decisions — that certainly contributed to his success and promotion. But over the decades a sort of sixth sense had helped keep him alive and had aided him in his quest for increased authority. Indeed, ever since coming to Red Rock, his power had grown exponentially, and he always seemed ready for whatever might come.
Now he sensed something important on the horizon. He felt the overwhelming desire to neatly press his dress uniform and shine his shoes.
Maybe an unexpected dignitary would soon arrive. Whatever the case, General Borman prepared so as to look like the proud officer he was.
With the last of those hard-earned medals in place, Borman moved out of the bathroom and into the living room of his underground VIP quarters. There waited his dress shoes. He was certain — absolutely positive — that there was a dirty scuff on one side. If the light hit it just right he could see it.
There would be no scuffs on his shoes today. No, sir.
The general retrieved his polishing kit, sat on the sofa, and got to work on ridding his shoes of all blemishes. As he worked his lips perked and he whistled the Battle Hymn of the Republic.
A loud knock on the door interrupted his whistling and polishing.
Borman sighed, set his shoes aside, and marched to the door. On the other side stood Lieutenant Colonel Elizabeth Thunder with Corporal Sanchez on her flank. Her very appearance filled him with a sense of frustration. He had already decided to get her out of Red Rock as soon as possible; she was a tremendous disappointment.
"Yes, Colonel?" He purposely made his voice sound preoccupied.
She ignored his tone with the same ease, he thought, as she tended to ignore his orders.
"General, may we have a word with you?"
Borman's gaze alternated between Thunder and Sanchez.
That corporal, he was a good man. Despite having known Colonel Haas for a year, Sanchez had still made the hard decision to shoot the colonel when that officer lost control.
Lost discipline.
Shooting a superior officer in the back to protect the greater mission — that was an act for which General Harold Borman held great respect. Still, Sanchez now seemed in cahoots with Thunder. This could spell trouble. This could spell a breakdown in discipline.
"I am quite busy. Can this wait?"
"No, it can’t, sir."
Sanchez echoed Thunder, "Sir, the colonel has found some important information, sir."
Borman sighed.
"Very well, come in." He turned his back to them and walked into his quarters, leaving the door open. The two soldiers followed. Sanchez took the time to close the door.
Colonel Thunder spoke to the general’s back: "General, permission to—"
"Yes, yes." Borman waved his hand in the air then turned to face her. "At ease, Colonel. You’re going to speak freely no matter what I say."
"I don’t know where to begin, really," she said, stumbling for the best approach.
"That usually isn’t your problem, Colonel," Borman said, without an ounce of levity in his words.
"General, how many missions have been sent into the quarantine zone since the containment doors shut?"
Borman grimaced. "That’s not information you should—"
"A dozen? Two dozen?" Liz pounced.
"Sir," Sanchez chimed in. "We found files for nearly sixty entry missions."
"Wait a moment," Borman interrupted. "You two went scouring through the records room? I don’t remember giving you permission to look through the archives."
Thunder pressed on, "And you should see what those missions were all about, sir. We were sending in the best military minds with the best equipment the Defense Department could muster."
At this point Borman saw that Sanchez held a thick old file folder. Thunder turned to the Corporal and nodded. Sanchez consulted papers in that file folder.
He spoke: "In October of 1993, ‘Badger’ force entered the quarantine zone. Their primary goal was listed as reconnaissance. Their equipment list included four new pairs of sneakers, laundry detergent, and several bottles of red wine."
General Borman reacted as if reading lines from a cue card, "Badger … mission objective was to search for survivors then return to entry point."
"The Badger team," Liz pointed out, "was never heard from again."
Sanchez continued, "January 1995, Delta Team Seven entered with an inventory list that included toothpaste, eyeglass frames, a hand-held battery-powered video game, and four dozen eggs. Delta Team Seven failed to return."
Again, the general spoke absently, "Delta Team Seven's mission objective was to detonate a radioactive device inside the complex in order to destroy any hostiles located within. Colonel Thunder, if you have a point to make, get to it."
"A point? A point?!"
Borman remained calm, emotionless. He even took the time to brush a hand across his medals. He thought it important she should take note of them.
Thunder slapped one index finger into the other as if counting her fingers as she ticked off items: "A loaf of frozen banana bread; half a dozen X-rated videocassettes; lipstick; textbooks on theoretical physics, subatomic structure, and quantum mechanics; powdered milk; pillowcases; a nail file—"
"Wait a second, wait a second," General Borman fluttered a dismissive wave. "Let’s get back to the important thing here. What were you doing rooting through all the old files? There’s no need for you to be going through all of that."
Thunder’s jaw dropped.
"Did you hear me? Have you been listening?"
He stared at her, unsure why she seemed so flabbergasted. Could she not understand a simple question? Had she lost control of her emotions?
Women tend to do that.
"Your missions all these years …" Liz grabbed the thick file folder from Sanchez, held it aloft, and growled at Borman — at her superior officer: "All of these — all of these people — they weren’t missions … they weren’t entry teams … they were supply runs!"
General Borman did not understand her point.
"All your air-quality tests … tell me, General, for every molecule of air you took out to test, how much more fresh air did you pump down there? Why, General? What is down there that you’re protecting? What have you been keeping alive all these years?"
Borman waited until the last huffs of her anxious breath had calmed. He held a hand outward in a conciliatory manner.
"Listen, Colonel," he said, priding himself on managing to remain calm. It was important to show a subordinate — particularly one in the grip of an emotional outburst — that remaining calm was the mark of a good officer. It was important to be in control of oneself at all times. "I can overlook your unauthorized foray into the records room, but only if you forget this silliness and return to your post."
Unfortunately, it appeared that his calm demeanor was lost on such an emotional creature. He saw her eyes grow wide and he heard her breath turn into gasps, like one of those teenagers in a horror movie when the bad boy with the machete comes calling.
"Oh … oh … my … God," she said and he did not like the way she looked him, as if his uniform were out of sorts. She raised a crooked finger at him and said, "You — you’re under the control of whatever is down there, aren’t you?"
He tried again to chase away her craziness. "Now Colonel — Liz — I am in complete control of myself. Look at me — rational, composed. Not a hair out of place, not a speck on my uniform. I am the very model of discipline."
Borman reconsidered his statement and glanced at his feet, which were dressed only in dark socks. He then glanced over at the pair of shoes waiting on the bed, yearning for his attention.
"Except for my shoes, of course. They do have a few scuffs that need to be worked out. Nothing I can’t handle, of course."
Colonel Thunder wobbled backwards, bumping into Sanchez.
"How long, General? How long has it been controlling you? Twenty years? Since the beginning? Is that door really to keep something locked up, or is it to keep something safe?"
His attention remained on his shoes. They were in need of attention.
"I do need to get back to polishing them."
"And the device you sent down with Major Gant; that device isn’t destroying whatever is down there, it’s helping it. Did it give you those marching orders, too?"
He felt himself growing angry at this interruption.
I have work to do and this woman is yapping on about nonsense.
"Colonel, I am going to get back to polishing my shoes. When I’m done, I’m going to decide whether or not to have you arrested. In the meantime, I suggest you head back to your quarters." The general directed his gaze at Sanchez: "And Corporal, if you know what’s good for you, you’ll distance yourself from Colonel Thunder. Too bad, too, I had such hopes for you. Such … such high hopes …"
Sanchez gripped Liz’s shoulder and answered with the proper respect, "Yes, sir. I understand, sir. I’ll show the colonel back to her quarters, sir."
"That's a good soldier. Carry on."
General Borman watched Sanchez all but push Thunder out the door and close it behind.
Good boy, that Sanchez, for a Hispanic fellow. Now, where did I put those shoes?
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Gant propped himself on one knee, his head slung low while a trio of the entity's children dragged Brandon and Andrew's bodies out into the hallway and no doubt to some corner where they would eat. The heavy doors swung shut, leaving two trails of crimson behind.
The entity — in the form of Dr. Briggs — had been gone for a long time, but time in the belly of the Hell Hole was some sort of illusion. Reality was the dark, the stale air, and the horrid enigma of the entity and its court. Thom had been swallowed by some horrific beast; a tale of Jonah's whale and Dante's Inferno wrapped into one.
Ruthie retreated across the room but still held a gun, and Jolly stood in a corner watching through his crazy eyes with a permanent smile.
Gant, however, would not be trying any heroics. The last blow with the baton had damaged his shoulder. Now he had a busted knee and what felt like a separated shoulder. He could not run and, for the time being at least, his right arm could not hold a weapon, much less throw a punch.
The entity, for all its great mental powers, had neutralized the major with the pure blunt force of an essentially primitive weapon, wielded by a mindless brute.
"They’ve abandoned you, you know," Dr. Briggs said, emerging from the isolation chamber at the back of the lab. He seemed to glide across the floor.
Thom sensed a tiredness in his voice. Perhaps it reflected the strain of watching Twiste — his hope for activating the V.A.A.D. — die. Certainly he had lost control of his temper, beating to death the servant who had accidentally killed the one person this creature seemed to need.
During that moment, Gant had seen something else, perhaps the consciousness of Briggs, trapped inside this creature from another plane, but possibly still down there. Smothered, controlled, but not dead.
He thought about Twiste’s theory. Perhaps this was a creature comprised entirely of the energy of thought. If so, it might not have the physical means to do anything.
Still, it was inside Briggs’s body; the form was not a hallucination, it was solid and real. If the body of Briggs touched a table as it strolled by, that table moved in reaction. No ghost. No image. A real body.
The entity — the creature made of pure thought — must be using the shell of Briggs like a person wears clothes.
No, Gant considered. Like the invisible man wore clothes. No clothes, nothing to see.
"I said, they abandoned you," Dr. Briggs repeated, sounding annoyed that Gant had not reacted to his first statement.
"They have, have they?"
"Yes," Briggs told him. "After your team passed through the vault door, General Borman sealed it shut, even welding a steel plate in place so that unlocking the door is not enough to open it."
"Well, then, it seems we are both stuck down here."
Briggs sat on a tabletop with his legs dangling in an attempt to appear casual. Instead he looked awkward and uncomfortable
Jolly responded to some telepathic message and hurried toward Gant, grabbing a chair along the way. He placed it close to the major, then helped Thom take a seat.
Gant moaned as his knee bent. The pain was still sharp, still undeniable.
"We should look at that wound," Briggs said. "Ruthie, redress the major’s injury, please."
She hurried over, knelt next to his chair, and unraveled the makeshift bandage. Blood had matted and dried making the bandage feel as if it were one with Gant’s leg. When Ruth yanked the last strand off, it felt as if she had ripped off a patch of skin.
Gant held back a scream. Barely.
The bleeding had stopped, but the wound was still substantial. Gant considered all the wonderful things happening in there: infection, bone chips floating around, and cartilage torn to shreds. Even if he survived this mission — which seemed a long shot — he would suffer a long road to recovery.
Ruth stepped away and walked to a corner of the room, where the skeletal woman searched through a big bag that, no doubt, once belonged to another team of soldiers sent into this parlor of horrors.
"You know, Major, it is obvious that you have a great sense of duty and obligation. I admire that. So many of your predecessors had that, too."
Gant rubbed a hand over the top of his wounded knee. The skin was tender and raw.
"My predecessors?"
"Oh, yes," Briggs was happy to tell him. "The many missions before yours. So many soldiers and scientists. Each one led by a man like you — confident, willing to do what it took to complete the mission, full of a sense of duty. Take Jolly, here," and Briggs motioned toward his giant-sized deformed slave. "He led a team down here, what, about eight years ago. He was quite determined, very resilient, and strong, as you know. Gave me quite a lot of trouble. But as you can see, I managed to overcome all the obstacles of his stubborn personality and now he is my most faithful servant. At the time when he came in here, he had your same self-assuredness in the rightness of his cause."
Ruth returned with a bottle of peroxide and a fresh, honest-to-goodness bandage wrap.
Gant half smiled, pointed to his knee, and said, "I thought you might heal this with the wave of your hand."
The creature inside Briggs’s body refused to be drawn.
Ruth poured solution on the wound. Bubbles fizzled and hissed on the damaged tissue. Gant bit his lip to the point of drawing blood, yet he still could not stifle a cry of pain.
"Eventually I’ll move out into the world to reshape it in a new image. I could use someone like you in this new world. Someone who has loyalty. Could you take the same righteousness you show to people like Borman and show it to me?"
Gant played along. He liked having his wound cleaned and dressed, despite the pain.
"I thought your plan was to show off your new power by forcing me to shoot myself in my head?"
The entity conceded, "I was thinking of doing that, yes. Then again, when I take the world and make it mine, a whole universe of possibilities will open. Think of your wildest dreams, Major. Your greatest fantasies; maybe your darkest ones, too. I can give that all to you. Or, of course, I can make you suffer terribly."
Ruth wrapped the wound perfectly. Gant wondered if the being inside of Briggs had robbed some doctor of his memories so that she could do it right.
Gant nodded his head in acceptance of the statements. As the last bandage was wrapped and as Ruth fastened a metal clasp to hold it all in place, Gant asked the obvious question.
"Why are you bargaining with me?"
The question surprised, or embarrassed, the entity.
"I am not bargaining with you."
"Yes, yes you are," Gant corrected as Ruth stood and walked away, her mission accomplished. Gant nodded a "thank you" to the broken shell of a woman who had just performed a field dressing as well as any medic he knew. She did not appear to hear.
"You are bargaining with me as if you want me to do something for you, like turn on the V.A.A.D. Problem is, I do not know how it works."
Briggs sneered; a look of contempt. The look of a man who had had his amateurish bluff called in a poker game. The man's body got up and walked away.
"You take all these … these … people," Gant waved his hand in general reference to the entity and all its minions, "and use them like puppets. You even make people on the surface go nuts now and then, by getting into their minds. Yet here I am two feet from you and you can't make me say, ‘boo.’ Why is that?"
The entity just looked at Gant. It appeared speechless.
"And Twiste, too. You could not drag the info on this V.A.A.D. thing out of his head, not like the way you seem to drag stuff out of other people. It seems you went into Roberts's head and pulled out how to shoot a pistol accurately, and he is a couple hundred feet above us through rock and stone and steel. Brandon was standing right here, and you could not make him do anything."
The entity, with anger burning just below the surface, said sternly, "I can make you do things, Major. Soon enough I WILL have you shoot your brains out. Or maybe I’ll have you cut off your testicles and eat them. Or throw yourself at my feet and beg for mercy. You will respect me, Major. Even if it’s with your dying breath."
It went back into the room at the rear of the lab, shutting the door behind.
Gant, however, was not finished. He voiced his thoughts out loud, with Ruthie and Jolly his only audience — a disinterested one at that.
"You cannot control my mind, and you could not control Twiste's, either." Gant tried to pace, testing the new bandage. He found he could put a little more weight on the knee, almost walk — more of a shuffle.
"What was it with Twiste? What made him different? What makes me different? You can project illusions to trick our eyes for a while, but you cannot use us like puppets. Yet over the years you took professional soldiers who were trained to be mentally disciplined, to stay focused, and you turned them into," he paused, looked at the grotesque Jolly, and then finished, "you turned them into playthings."
Focused. Disciplined.
Gant stopped pacing and considered.
"Brandon was anything but focused. He was always asking questions. Never took anything at face value. This job always confused him. Is that it? Is that the difference?
And Gant realized, too, that he was confused himself. Confused about his marriage. Confused about his job. Confused about every mission they undertook, especially this one.
The entity had suggested that he—Gant— had a self-righteousness about his duty.
Nothing could be farther from the truth.
So many years of following orders and killing on command. Where had it gotten him? Deeper and deeper into the gray area between right and wrong.
He worked for men who made nightmares — men like General Borman, like The Tall Company. The feeling had been growing inside of Thom for several years — years in which he had watched his wife go from afraid to stoic about his job. He had watched her become yet another victim of his work.
There was no righteousness here — only orders. Orders Major Thom Gant followed because he had been trained to do so — trained as well as any attack dog.
Once, long ago, he had obeyed those orders because he wanted to. Now he obeyed because he knew nothing else; you might as well ask him to stop breathing. Yet even while he obeyed he wondered what had become of him, his life, and the lives of those around him.
Confusion. Doubt. Fear. Like Twiste, Gant allowed his emotions and confusion to blind his usually ordered and controlled mind, despite what the outside world saw. And like Twiste, "God" was held at bay. His own weakness had become his only defense.
"That’s it, isn’t it?" Gant spoke out loud again, as if everyone listening had been following his train of thought. "You can get into an ordered, disciplined mind. A mind that does not question what it sees. People like the guards upstairs. People like Haas. People like—"
Gant stopped. His mouth worked for a moment before it formed his next thought.
"People like General Borman."
He pivoted on his leg a little too fast and a sharp pain shimmied up his body.
When it dulled to a throb, he shook his head and asked, "Who else can’t you control? Who else is so blinded by emotion and confusion that you cannot get into their head?"
* * *
Sgt. "Biggy" Franco leaned easily into the corner. He was in the "old" vestibule area — the one that seemed a carbon copy of the area the Archangel team had assembled in — how long ago? — a day? Twelve hours?
Time seemed irrelevant in that dungeon, and particularly so to Franco. Time did not matter. The blood that poured from this body did not matter. The dizzy spells that came and went, they did not matter either.
What did matter? Oh, now that was the rub. What did matter to Sgt. Franco was that there was only one way into the quarantine zone on sublevel five. And only one way out.
Biggy Franco waited in a perfect position to watch that exit. Indeed, he propped himself behind an overturned desk in clear view of that door.
You missed another tackle, Biggy! You let that nigger run you right over! He went right by you! One fucking tackle and we would've won the game. You lost it for us, Biggy. You are a goddamn loser.
"I'm sorry, Dad. He was too fast. Too slippery. But I'll get the next one. He won't get by me again. Not after what they did to me. Not after they left me to be … to be dinner. They're gonna pay the piper, Dad. I'll get 'em good."
Franco had an assault rifle with an infrared scope, a clear shot at the only exit in the whole godforsaken place, and as long as he did not bleed to death, he had the patience to wait.
Don't miss another one, you worthless fuck.
"I won't, Dad. Not this time."
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Wells was the last of the three to fall to the floor from the drop ceiling. The sound of his boots hitting echoed down the dark hall. The three soldiers held still — nary a breath — waiting to see if that sound would be greeted by attack.
Nothing came from the pitch black ahead, and therefore Campion concluded that they were safe.
"Where are we?" Galati asked in a huff.
They had taken so many turns, crawled through so many air vents, walked through so many halls that seemed familiar that it felt as if they were in a holding pattern; as if Campion’s sixth sense for finding paths through the complex had purposely delayed their progress.
All the time, at every turn, they heard the distant shuffle of the denizens of that big hole in the ground — sometimes a growl or snarl, too. But each time Campion found an escape route before the creatures — Germans, spiders, clowns, or whatever — came into view or pounced.
"This is nucking futz," Wells played on words.
"Relax, soldier," the captain replied.
"I’m just saying," Wells grunted, but he left it at that.
Campion surveyed their surroundings. Just as he had expected, a maintenance shaft had led them to a ventilation duct that had provided them a safe, sheltered route from one end of sublevel 8 to the other.
Now they assembled in a secondary passage lined with storage facilities, sealed biohazard bins, and the access room for a long-dormant industrial incinerator that had once been used to dispose of toxic materials.
How Campion knew all this, how he even knew the maintenance shaft would lead to the ventilation duct and in turn to this secondary corridor, was as much a mystery to him as to the others. None of these shortcuts appeared on his computer map. Yet like a cool pool player who makes a lucky shot, Campion acted in complete control; the best leaders inspired confidence.
Nonetheless, a nagging feeling that he was wasting time troubled the captain. Part of him kept suggesting that the main Red Lab sat around the next corner, while another part — a stronger part — suggested it would be better to take their time, to wait to complete the mission.
Wait for what?
Captain Campion relaxed his grip on his submachine gun. The area appeared safe.
A great place for a rest.
"Let’s take a rest. We’re almost to the home stretch and I want everyone sharp for this last bit because it could get hairy."
Galati and Wells shared a glance. They had stopped for a number of breaks and rests.
Campion led them into a pitch-black storage room. He pulled a glow stick from his utility belt, cracked it, then shook the chemical mixture. In a few short seconds a bright green glow illuminated a circle of the dark room.
Dusty shelves, old boxes. Nothing of interest; nothing younger than very old.
Wells gently closed the door behind them and the three sat together.
Campion removed the V.A.A.D. from the duffel bag with both hands, then rested it in front of him as if it were a sculpture worthy of admiration.
The others eyed him suspiciously. Galati and Wells knew that Campion had neither an instruction booklet nor the training to make it do what it was supposed to do.
"What are those holes there, on that thing?" Galati pointed to small circles on the sides.
"Those are the plugs for the batteries. Dr. Twiste has the batteries."
"Some assembly required, huh?" Wells said in a flippant tone.
Campion took one solitary finger and slid it lovingly along the side of the device. It ran over the battery plugs then pushed against a small compartment. That compartment swung open on a swivel, revealing a row of small buttons and a dormant light.
"Power grid activation," Campion said, but there were no words to read.
He paused, tilted his head in a manner similar to a dog tilting its head in reaction to a high-pitched noise. Then he ran his finger over the inside of the compartment.
"The batteries plug in here … then they’re activated one at a time by these switches. The device charges … when it’s at full charge the light glows green."
Galati and Wells shared yet another look.
"You’ve … seen this thing, before? Cap?" Galati wondered.
"No … no …" Campion mumbled to them but then spoke out loud to himself while running both his hands over and along the device, opening more compartments to access more buttons, dials, gauges, and switches. "Of course, it’s simple. I set the radius of effect using the two dials; set the duration of effect with this timer … here. Then it’s just a matter of finding the correct particle balance."
Galati shrugged and sarcastically said, "Yeah, um, Cap, sounds simple to me."
"Sure," Wells chimed in. "Just find the correct particle balance. Of course. Why didn’t I think of that?"
Campion fell out of his trance, looked at the two soldiers, and said to them, "I don't know. It's like I've had the instructions for this thing in my head all the time. I just had to, well, remember."
* * *
The tender sound of Beethoven’s Symphony Number Nine rolled across the small living room like the current of a gentle stream. The sounds fell upon a vacant sofa and matching coffee table, where an ancient copy of Popular Mechanics rested. Alongside the couch sat a small stereo, from which the classical music played.
Then came another sound, just below the music — never overpowering it.
A sniffle. A sob. A grunt. A pencil scribbling.
Dr. Vincent Vsalov sat at a round table in his guest quarters, writing. He wrote on a solitary sheet of paper with a number 2 pencil. The remains of a half-dozen number 2 pencils — snapped or worn to nothing — lay at his feet, across the table, and otherwise discarded in haphazard fashion.
More writing paper — blank — waited in a neat pile to his left; waited to go under his pencil, to receive line after line of harsh, sloppy scribbles to then be thrown to his right to join a growing messy mass of papers already covered in line after line of jagged script.
Vsalov gripped the pencil in a red fist so hard his fingers cramped. The letters came out mutated and mangled. But the ideas behinds those words were clear. Each broken word a clear thought in his mind before it made it to the paper; the paper then filled and discarded.
Vsalov wanted to cry out, but mental gridlock froze out any impulse other than the impulse to spill his thoughts onto the paper. He was in pain; horrible pain as something strip-mined his brain, forcing the ideas, concepts, and designs it wanted into his arm and smashing them onto the paper.
He worked with the fury of a desperate addict, and the impulse to tell became a psychological bullet, pulling out the desired knowledge but turning his mind into something as mutated and mangled as the wretched marks on the paper.
A tear splashed onto the paper as he filled the last bit of white space on a page. That sheet, the words, and the tear were thrown aside — they were no longer needed. The written words were irrelevant.
It was the thought that counted.
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Major Gant took the last bite of an energy bar pulled from his survival kit. He washed it down with a mouthful of water that was warm and tasted metallic. Not exactly his first choice of last meals, but no one appeared willing to share the culinary bounty of Twinkies, candy bars, and MREs taken from his team's gear, so it would have to do.
The creature wearing Dr. Briggs’s flesh emerged from its room at the end of the lab, but what came out from behind the heavy metal door was greatly changed from what had gone in.
This version of Briggs seemed re-energized, as evidenced by the surprising bounce in his step. Furthermore, the scientist-turned-vessel had dressed in the charcoal gray sport jacket, slacks, and matching tie that had somehow made its way into one of Gant’s soldiers’ backpacks.
What hair was left on Briggs’s balding scalp was groomed to the point of being slick, and while it appeared the entity had made no attempt to cure its host’s hair loss, it did apparently feel that eyesight was important: Briggs’s glasses were gone.
In all, he appeared one part funeral director and one part Mafioso, although a smattering of nerdiness remained.
The self-described superior being emerged and looked about the lab until its human eyes fell upon Ruthie, who reacted to some manner of communication by setting aside her pistol and approaching her master. Jolly did the same, although the former soldier kept his gun — once Gant's HK MP5—pointed at the prisoner.
Briggs, however, gave all his attention to Ruthie, no doubt one of his prized playthings, as evidenced by the obscene "children" infesting the lower levels.
"You have been so very good to me, my dear. I have enjoyed our experiences together," he said to the skeletal woman and ran his hand lovingly across her cheek. "I have made you beautiful, have I not? You were never beautiful before — but I gave you this gift."
Gant found it hard to believe that anyone could consider the frail, broken woman "beautiful." Perhaps once, sure. But what stood there in that lab was only an echo of what had once been a woman. She — like Jolly — was less than alive, but not mercifully dead.
"Oh yes, my love," she said as she closed her eyes and rested her hand upon his.
Gant realized that this was the first time he had seen Briggs — the entity — talk to or treat any of his followers as anything other than servants or tools.
Briggs’s left hand found the back of her wiry hair, and while he moved in what appeared to be a compassionate fashion, Major Gant felt an uneasiness in the room, like watching a barometer fall as an omen of foul weather.
"So many … things …" the entity told her, "we shared so much."
It sounded to Gant as if Ruthie moaned or purred, but it came across as forced, a lie to stroke his ego.
"I know I hurt you from time to time," Briggs said with little concern in his tone.
"All wonderful," she responded.
"Do you remember back in the beginning?"
Briggs's voice remained soothing but Gant felt his muscles tense as he clearly sensed a storm about to break.
"Do you remember what you said to me, that first time?"
Gant was conscious of movement from behind, from the double doors of the lab.
Ruthie did not answer. She held her head tilted up with her eyes closed, still clasping his right hand as it stroked her cheek.
"You said 'never.' Do you remember?"
The master’s tone lost any semblance of soothing and took on a sharp, nasty edge. The creature’s hand tighten on her hair and yanked her head back. For a moment Gant feared Briggs planned to bite into her throat like a vampire.
Ruthie's hands floundered at her sides. She tried to smile, but a grimace of pain kept overtaking that smile.
"You said, 'NEVER.'"
The doors to the lab opened. First one, then two, then three of the horrible children came in, their teeth chattering, their posture bent over so that their long fingernails nearly dragged on the floor.
Briggs’s voice became angered — not louder, but stronger and cruel.
"You said, ‘never,’ you stuck-up bitch."
Ruthie squirmed. When she spoke her words sounded nearly human, a voice buried under two decades of submission, brutality, and terror.
"No … I did everything. I did everything you asked."
"Yes, you did," Briggs clenched his teeth and glared at her. "Open your eyes and look at me."
Ruthie complied.
Gant stepped forward. Jolly matched his step and raised the gun, and while he warned the major off, the way his teeth bared through his open gums made it seem like the monster welcomed confrontation.
"You did everything. You did everything, every way. You were mine, whenever and however I wanted. And you loved it too, didn’t you?"
"No — please don’t …"
"Begging again, Ruthie?" Briggs snarled. "I thought you said never. I thought I wasn’t good enough for you."
"I’ll do anything," she said, forcing herself to caress his hand again.
"Everything you like … all those things …"
"Why would I want that now?" the thing in Briggs's body asked. "Soon I’ll take any woman on the planet. I'll call them and they will come running to me. What would I want with you? I’m throwing you away, Ruthie. I’m throwing YOU away."

Briggs jammed his lips onto hers in kiss that shared more in common with a bite. Then as he pulled away he ripped her shirt, exposing sagging, worn breasts on an emaciated body.
"Children, kiss your mother goodnight."
And the mob took her. Claws, ragged teeth, dug into the woman who had given them birth. Her upper body disappeared into the center of the trio. Gant saw only her legs, kicking and slapping the ground with little strength. Blood splashed out from the slaughter and streamed across the concrete.
Jolly just stood there, and while Gant figured the creature probably did not even realize what had happened, his exhales sounded like a soft, insane chuckle as one demon enjoyed the sport of others.
"You told me, ‘never,’" Briggs said again.
The creatures dragged her away. Her legs still kicked, a little, and Gant saw her fingers clench and unclench, but whatever life remained in the research assistant named Ruthie was quickly draining away.
Briggs watched Ruthie’s body disappear out through the double doors with his eyes bulging and a thin smirk on his face making an expression Gant translated as some kind of perverse satisfaction; a petty child settling a score.
Then the entity that inhabited what had once been a leading human scientist turned and locked eyes with the soldier. Calmly, casually, the thing told Thom: "Time to go."
"Well, then, I suppose this is the end of the road for me."
He did not want to die, particularly not at the hands — claws — of the children. But he could not defend himself. Hell, he could barely stand on his bad knee, and his left arm would be useless in a fight.
However, the entity said, "Not quite, Major. You’re coming too. We have to make way for your friend, Captain Campion. He’ll be here any minute and we don’t want to disturb his work."
Jolly kept an eye on Major Gant but also found and pushed the bag holding the V.A.A.D. batteries to the center of the room, just in front of the cloth covering the ancient radio.
If there is actually still a radio under there, Gant thought.
Once the big guy had taken care of that particular task, he motioned the barrel of the MP5 at Gant and then toward the exit. The major understood perfectly, and although a bolt of pain shot up his leg, he walked in that direction, careful not to slip over the trails of blood leading out the door. He could not discern which of the trails belonged to Twiste's body; all the blood had sort of merged together into one wide track.
"Why don’t you just go without me. I don’t think I’m going to be able to climb all those stairs, anyhow."
"Don’t worry, Major. You won’t have to. Now keep moving."
Gant pushed open the double doors and led the three up the hall under the glow of track lighting to the four-way intersection where he and Twiste had paused several hours ago. There he heard the entity's kids feasting on Ruthie's corpse, but they did their nasty business behind the door marked for biohazard disposal. He recalled seeing several sets of ghastly fingers poking out from there during the trip in.
Thom lamented his injuries — if it were only his shoulder or only his knee, he might have been in a position to get that gun from Jolly. Perhaps to shoot the entity, perhaps to shoot himself. But with both injuries he knew he simply would stumble and fall. Not even worth the effort.
"Around the corner, Major, and straight on," Briggs commanded from behind. Thom did as instructed, entering the passage where the spinning siren lights sent flashes of yellow and red. It seemed like forever ago that he and his friend had come through this way, passing the observation windows that looked in on dead scientists.
Eventually they exited the Red Lab section, working their way into the antechamber with the plastic chairs, the phony plants, the security counter, and the CONTAINMENT sign that, once again, filled the area with its glow.
At this point, Briggs pointed them along a different path, no longer tracing Gant and Twiste's journey in. The passage they walked grew darker, and Gant wondered what kind of dead-end the entity had in mind until Briggs's voice commanded, "stop."
Major Gant glanced around, his eyes struggling to adjust to the lack of light. He saw something set in the wall: an elevator.
At that instant it seemed to Major Gant as if the entire complex exploded in front of him. A brilliant flash of light erupted as if the sun engulfed the corridor. His arm rose instinctively and shielded his eyes but he could not shut them tight enough to keep out the light.
With the light came a mechanical, churning noise vibrating along the walls and turning the silence of the dungeon into a cacophony of sound.
"Ah, right on time," Briggs’s voice commented.
Thom slowly lowered his arm, then cautiously opened his eyes.
No explosion. No sun. No super-flash of any sort.
Just hall lights. Yet it had been so long since he had seen normal lighting that the fluorescents were like brilliant spotlights overpowering his retina.
The noise also seemed to his ears much more powerful than in reality. He heard the elevator motor coming to life. Yet in the still silence it had seemed a boom.
"What is this?" Gant gasped.
"And so I said, let there be light," Briggs smirked. "They are rolling out the red carpet for me. Like I said, it’s time to go."
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"So what do we do now?" Corporal Sanchez asked Colonel Thunder.
The two stood outside of the main building on the surface. Liz desperately needed a cigarette but fought off the urge. Sanchez desperately needed direction. Both felt some fresh air might help them better judge the situation.
Liz glanced away from the building. Through the trees she could barely make out spots of color that she knew was a helicopter resting on the landing pad.
Well, we could bug the fuck out and head for the hills to wait for Armageddon.
Somehow she did not think that was what Sanchez wanted to hear.
He asked, "Who can stop this? Is there someone in Washington who can override the general?"
Thunder chuckled. "Override General Harold Borman? Are you kidding? The guy wrote the book on unconventional enemies. He made Red Rock what it is. All he has to say is that you and I are under the influence of whatever is down there and we’d be locked up, or get a bullet in the noggin."
"His face, man," Sanchez recounted their confrontation with Borman. "He was not even there. He was some sort of mannequin or something."
Thunder put a hand on his shoulder and told him, "Yeah, and you lied right to his face. You should’ve dragged him out of there, not me."
"You think?" Sammy was genuinely apologetic. "I don't think he would have cooperated. I thought it was best just to get us out of there."
Again Liz reminded herself that last week this kid had shot to death another colonel.
"This is totally whack," Sanchez said.
Thunder paused and managed a smile.
"Totally whack? What the hell is that?"
Sanchez looked over at her. He was confused and upset and not in the mood for sarcasm. Hell, he probably would not recognize sarcasm if it bit him on the ass, at least not at that moment.
"Okay, look," she said. "We’ve got to handle this, you and I. Who can help us?"
"The chain of command," Sanchez stumbled. "Who’s on top of the general?"
"Forget that," she told him again. "That isn't going to happen. About the only shot there is, is to try and contact Gant's boss at his base — that was a General Friez, I believe. But Borman is his superior officer, so the Pentagon will not let him jump on anything fast and he's probably all the way back in California, where Archangel is based. But this isn’t just a military operation, is it?"
Sanchez failed to grasp her meaning..
"The Tall Company," she explained. "This is their baby, too."
"So?"
"So that Vsalov, he’s down there. Honestly, he strikes me as slime but he's scientist-slime so maybe he'll listen. If we make him see what’s going on, maybe he can stop it."
"Okay, but …" Sanchez started.
"But what?"
"But what if he’s like the general?"
Liz considered, then asked, "Do you know how to fly a helicopter?"
That threw him for a loop.
"What?"
"Never mind. Let’s go."
* * *
Captain Campion led Wells and Galati along the hall until they were stopped by a series of sounds: gurgling, munching, and snorts. He held up his fist and his comrades dropped into a "hold" position, on one knee and quiet.
The captain communicated with his team with hand signals: an open palm, a thumb to his chest, two fingers walking on air, two fingers pointing at his eyes.
They nodded in understanding and waited as Campion crept forward to a bend in the hall. It was dark — everything was dark down there — but there were some emergency lights on and his eyes had adjusted enough that he could see around the corner.
He was on one end of a four-way intersection. Straight ahead across a perpendicular passage was slightly ajar door with a biohazard symbol and the word "disposal" written underneath. The sounds came from that room.
A few paces closer, another corridor illuminated by red track lighting led to the main lab; the target area.
The V.A.A.D. must be activated in the laboratory!
Would whatever lurked inside that biohazard disposal room come out and interfere with reaching the lab? Obviously he could not be sure, but he had no alternative; the device needed to be activated, the mission must be completed.
He waved to his two comrades to join him. He had a plan, but they might not like it.
* * *
Liz and Sanchez moved fast through the underground halls. The colonel worried that Borman was not going to forget about their little incident, and given his unpredictable mental state, that could mean anything.
They made a series of sharp turns through the maze until they came to a rather wide, well-lit, and carpeted corridor marking the VIP residential section. It was one of the few areas that remained relatively well kept. No chipped paint here, no burned-out bulbs.
"There," Sanchez pointed. "He’s in 22."
Liz knocked on the wooden door.
"Dr. Vsalov? Are you in there?"
"Um … Colonel … I think the general has finished polishing his boots."
She saw what Corporal Sanchez saw: a pair of military policemen marching down the hall in their direction. Both carried M16s. Both stared at Colonel Thunder.
She knocked on the door much harder, causing her knuckles to actually crack.
"Dr. Vsalov, it’s Colonel Thunder. This is very important."
No voice came from within, but a sound akin to something large falling over, maybe a lamp or a chair overturned, reached their ears.
"Something’s wrong in there," she said to Sanchez and put her shoulder against the door.
"Halt," a freckle-faced soldier in fatigues yelled. His partner — a black soldier with a scar on his cheek — pulled the charging handle on his weapon.
It was quite possible, Liz figured, that the two MPs were under the influence of whatever haunted the complex. If so, instead of arresting her they might simply shoot to kill. The next few seconds were critical.
She turned toward them, ignoring the sound of another something big smashing over inside Vsalov’s quarters.
"Don’t you throw orders at me," she said, using her best commander’s voice. "Any orders here will be given by me."
Sanchez echoed, "Stand down, soldier."
"Orders from General Borman," the freckled kid addressed Thunder. "You are to be arrested and removed from this facility, with force if necessary."
Again a loud noise, this time smashing against the door and grabbing everyone's attention. Liz utilized the distraction and lunged at the scarred soldier, using her left hand to force his barrel up and her right to reach for the sidearm holstered on his hip.
The freckled MP turned on her with his own gun, but Sanchez managed to shove that barrel up, too.
The soldier Liz grappled with regained enough control of his rifle to drive the butt into her gut. She stumbled backwards into the wall.
The scarred MP then turned to help his friend, once more using the butt of his M16, forcing Sanchez to relinquish his grip on the other soldier. In the process the freckled kid discharged a round into the ceiling, sending a sonic shockwave up and down the hall. The loud bang in such close quarters caused everyone's ears to ring.
The door to Dr. Vsalov’s quarters swung open and out came something that was mad and ravenous and inhuman despite its human form. It reached for the freckled-faced soldier with both hands, grabbing his rifle and forcing another accidental discharge, this time into the floor.
Its hands occupied, the attacker lunged with its next weapon: its teeth. Its mouth cupped the soldier's throat and bit hard. A fountain of blood erupted and ruined the blue carpet.
"Jesus fucking Christ," the black soldier cried and came to his partner's aid with a rifle butt to the attacker’s head.
It did not budge.
The freckle-faced soldier tried to cry out, but blood filled his throat and bubbled over his gaping lips. Sanchez threw his arms up and under the thing’s shoulders and tried to pry it loose.
Liz realized that the thing that had burst from the VIP quarters was Vsalov. Except Vsalov had undergone a few changes.
His cheeks had been scratched into a tangled mess of shredded skin, blood, and exposed jaw. His hair — or at least the hair that had not been pulled free of his scalp — was matted in blood from a head injury that might have been from slamming his skull against the wall repeatedly. His oversized clothes were torn and covered with red.
Something had taken hold of Vsalov, driven him insane to the point of self-mutilation, and filled what remained with a monster of rage and insanity.
Finally Sanchez wrested Vsalov from his death bite and, together, they stumbled backwards into the apartment, falling over an overturned chair just inside the doorway.
Sanchez fell with what had once been Vsalov on top of him, albeit still in a half nelson.
The black soldier took a step inside the door and leveled his rifle at the monster. Liz hurriedly slapped the barrel away, sending two 5.56 rounds into the wall.
"You want to kill them both? Sanchez, get it off of you."
"I–I can’t—"
But he did. He rolled and let go, then rolled the other direction.
The beastly thing crawled toward Sanchez. The corporal cried out as he tried to stumble to his feet.
BLAM.
A single report rang out and a bullet from the M16 found its mark in Vsalov’s back. He stopped moving … for a moment. A long enough moment for Sanchez to gain his balance and stand.
Vsalov — or the creature that had been Vsalov — stood and gaped hungrily at the three.
"What are you waiting for?" Liz asked the soldier. "Waste that thing."
The soldier squeezed the trigger on his rifle and a three-round burst hit the monster square in the chest. More blood fell on the remains of the leisure suit.
Vsalov stumbled, but did not fall.
"Full fucking auto," Liz commanded.
The soldier complied and thumbed the selector switch on his rifle. This time one continuous stream of fire flowed from the rifle. It shook in the MP's arms and many rounds went wild but many more hit the target. Wounds erupted all over the former man's body, causing him to jerk and jump as if a thousand volts of electricity had zapped his flesh. For a moment it looked as if the living corpse of Dr. Vsalov did some hellish dance, then it dropped as the last round left the soldier’s magazine.
Liz turned and went into the hall. She knelt next to the freckle-faced kid. He tried to speak but the only thing that came out was more blood.
Then he stopped.
She held a hand to his wrist, searching for a pulse, and found none. With a sigh, Liz, gently shut the boy’s eyelids to give the illusion of peace. But there was no peace here. Liz remembered evaluating this soldier. His name was Henson — or Hanson — something like that.
"Colonel, look at this," Sanchez called.
Thunder returned to inside the living quarters. Vsalov’s body lay still. The MP was not convinced; he had reloaded and kept his rifle aimed squarely at the motionless thing. All thoughts of making an arrest appeared to have left his mind.
"What have you got?"
Sanchez held up a scrap of paper, one of dozens of scraps of paper littering the room.
"Instructions," he told her in a very shaky voice. "Looks like instructions to operate something called a V.A.A.D. — whatever that is. Tough to read, though."
"What is that thing?" The soldier asked, but he did not take his eyes off of it. "I mean, what the freak is that thing?"
"It’s Dr. Vsalov," she told him.
"That’s not human," the soldier said. "That’s no person at all."
"It was," she answered, then looked at the scraps of paper again and when she saw what was on those scraps of paper she added, "It was a person, until something fried his brain dragging all of this out."
"What does it mean, Colonel?" Sanchez asked.
"It’s the thought that counts," she mused aloud a moment before realization hit hard. "Oh God, it means we’re running out of time."
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"Hold at this intersection," Campion ordered in a soft whisper as the crunching, gurgling, groaning, and slurping sounds emanated from behind the biohazard door. "If whatever is in there comes out, retreat back the way we came and draw it off so I can work in the lab."
"So, we should be bait?" Wells asked.
"Yes, sorry, that's the idea."
"Well," Galati said, "I sure hope whatever it is prefers dark meat."
Jupiter Wells turned and faced his friend with wide, pissed off eyes, but when he saw the smirk he nearly burst out laughing.
"You're an asshole, Sal. A real friggin' asshole."
"I know."
"And you didn't call that pool shot you lying bastard."
"I know," Sal surprisingly admitted. "But you're not getting that ten spot back."
"Hold here," Campion repeated and took the duffel bag in one hand while balancing his laser-equipped HK MP5 in the other. "I'll be back when the job is done."
Before he took a step, however, the environment underwent a significant change. First came what sounded like a series of heavy bolts slamming open or shut; then the lights flickered; then the hallway went from a dirty dark to a brilliant white light.
All three were forced to shield their eyes from this eruption of illumination. It had been nearly an entire day since they had been subjected to normal lighting; so long that now "normal" light levels felt like blinding lasers.
"Jesus … friggin’ … damn …" Wells muttered.
"Full power? How the hell are the lights still working down here?" Galati struggled to avoid shouting.
Wells added, "and who’s the fucking brain surgeon who turned them on?"
Campion’s eyesight slowly adjusted and he answered, "It doesn’t change anything. Nothing has changed."
The Captain, in his mind, knew otherwise — things had just become much more urgent. He could feel the energy in the air. Not the energy that powered the lights but the energy of the entire situation.
It was time to finish the mission. It was time to bring it to a conclusion.
What came after that conclusion was foggy and uncertain to Captain Campion and felt wholly unimportant.
Finish the mission.
* * *
Liz led Sanchez through the maze, past her office, and along the corridor on their way to the large secure elevator. She vaguely remembered the security tapes of Colonel Haas — her predecessor — and his deliberate and focused gait as he moved under the influences of some unseen force.
She wondered if it might be her, not Borman, who was being controlled. Could something be forcing her mind to make connections and draw conclusions that were not so?
Haas had apparently heard his daughter calling to him from the quarantine zone. Now what did she hear? Her own suspicions? A magnification of the distrust she felt for the shadowy elements of the U.S. military establishment and the people — like Borman — who served it?
People like me.
She realized that Sanchez had slowed, not from fatigue but as something caught his attention. He tilted his head and cocked an ear to the air.
"What is it? We have to keep moving," Liz asked and commanded in the same breath, but Sanchez did not listen.
Now what voices is he hearing?
After a moment of listening, he explained, "I’ve worked here for a long time now. This whole complex has a smell to it, a feel, and a sound."
"Yes? What?"
"Something just … changed. It’s a vibration … a noise … I’m not sure—"
"Sanchez, we don’t have time for this."
"Oh, Jeez. I think someone just turned on full power to the lower levels. It feels like either new generators kicked on or the regular ones just doubled output."
Liz soaked that in for a moment, then told him, "If that's true, then we really — I mean we really— have to get moving."
* * *
The doors to the elevator car opened and the well-dressed figure of what had once been Dr. Ronald Briggs exited first. Major Gant came next, with Jolly’s gun motivating him from behind.
Thom moved but he did not exactly walk; he shuffled along, hunched over like one of Dr. Frankenstein's assistants. He realized that if any of his men still lived and saw him, they might mistake him for one of the entity's mindless minions.
Who are you kidding, Thom? You've been a mindless minion for other entities. Dr. Frankensteins by other names. Friez and Borman, for example.
No, not mindless. It would be easier to be mindless. Better. No — you still have enough of a brain to think, so why have you refused to use it all these years?
"I’m sorry for the inconvenience, Major Gant," Briggs interrupted his thoughts. "I realize that you must be in horrible pain and, quite frankly, you’re slowing us down. But don’t blame me. I’m not the one who designed this complex without an express elevator. Quite an inconvenience."
"I appreciate your concern." Gant tried to sound smart but the grunts of pain between the words took away any of the stubborn tone of disobedience he was trying to project.
The small group continued along the now well-lit corridor of sublevel 7.
"There’s one thing I do not understand."
"Please, Major Gant, ask away. It will help pass the time."
"Why are you bothering to bring me along? I mean, could you not have left me all locked up, then — once you become omnipotent — have me blow my brains out from a distance?"
Gant did manage to slip some sarcasm into "omnipotent," but the entity appeared not to notice, or care.
The creature did not answer right away. Thom was not sure whether it did not know how to answer or it was thinking of other things. Regardless, an answer did eventually come.
"I’m looking forward to actually seeing you shoot yourself. I think, Major, that when death finally comes for you, you won’t have a clever remark. And with your body in such bad shape, any hopes of heroic sacrifice are also gone. You’ll die just like all the other soldiers they sent in over the years: a failure. Then again, maybe I’ll just suck out your brains and make you one of my pets, like Jolly here. Maybe have you drive to your home and beat your wife to death with a baseball bat. How does that sound?"
They approached another elevator door — the door he and Brandon had used to enter the level after the lopsided battle on the floor above.
Thom resisted the bait. "That’s a rather long answer. Long enough that I don’t buy it. You need me at your side for some reason."
"Not relevant to me," Briggs’s form said as it stopped in front of the open elevator doors.
"You know what I think? I think I am your canary in the coal mine, that's what I think. You are not sure what is going to happen when the V.A.A.D. is activated."
"I know what will happen."
"You think you know. When Campion hits that switch you are expecting to become all-powerful. But you are not sure. So here I am. You cannot control everyone. How many heads can keep you out? Half? One out of three? Seven out of ten? Sure, you managed to stock Red Rock with the type of minds you could influence, all thanks to pushing Borman around, I suppose. But the real world is one big collection of conflicted, confused, and emotionally compromised people. The type of people you cannot control."
"Pointless speculation."
"I do not think so. I think that is exactly the point. You have been operating at low power for the last twenty years. Is that how long it took to come up with a solution to being stuck only halfway in this universe? You think the V.A.A.D. will blow open that hole and you will come pouring through, full power and all. But will that be enough to crack open stubborn skulls like mine? That is why I am here. When Campion hits the switch, you will test your power on me. If you can make me shoot myself, I suppose everything is going to plan. If not — what? Back down to the basement?"
Briggs swallowed hard. "I’ve changed my mind, Major. Instead of having you shoot yourself, I’m going to have you eviscerate your own body with something rusty and sharp. Something horrible. You will scream a lot."
"You know, for a God-like creature you are spiteful and full of hate, aren’t you? You’re nasty, too, huh? When I saw what you did to Ruthie — now that was something."
The face on Briggs’s body showed hints of a smile, as if recalling something pleasurable.
"I’m just guessing here, but when you first got your power I bet she resisted you. Then you managed to overpower her, but after all these years you still remember her rejecting you. So it was not enough to kill her; you had to degrade her and reject her. Was that satisfying for you? Was it satisfying how you tortured and mutilated that hippie chick psychic years ago?"
The entity fully smiled at that memory. "Oh yes, I remember her. My gift to all the hardworking soldiers of the base. I hope they enjoyed her."
"You have quite a misogynistic streak."
They stepped into the elevator car. Briggs’s fingers pushed a button and the car started up.
Like the rest of the underground labyrinth, the elevator was now bathed in light. Gant smelled dust burning as power ran through neglected electrical cords and lightbulbs.
He considered his situation. Jolly stood behind him with an MP5 submachine gun. The elevator was even more confined than the hallways of the complex, so this was his best chance to disarm Jolly. However, he needed to lean against the elevator wall to stay upright and he could move his left arm only about four inches in either direction before an excruciating pain locked things down.
No.
He could not attack. It might as well be a two-year-old holding the submachine gun; Thomas Gant was in no condition to do anything. The entity had done a good job of neutering his foe. Thomas Gant was, for all intents and purposes, a spectator.
All he could do now was watch and see how it all ended.
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Campion turned down the hall leading toward the primary Red Lab, leaving Wells and Galati at the four-way intersection, their guns pointed at the door with the biohazard symbol. Slurps, moans, and crunches continued, but slowed, replaced more by snaps and snarls, the sounds of a scuffle.
"I don't think I want to know what those things in there are doing," Sal said to Jupiter Wells, "but it sounds like they're about done."
Wells's SCAR-H trembled in his hands but remained aimed at the slightly ajar door.
"Man, tell me you've been in a more fucked up situation than this. Make some shit up if you have to, I'll believe it."
Sal shook his head. "No, sorry, this is the new benchmark for fucked up."
"What?" Wells turned his head and faced his friend. "You've been telling bullshit stories all these years and the one time I actually want to hear it you've got nothing?"
Sal did not have time to answer. The door with the biohazard label opened and the monsters lurking therein moved out of the shadows and into the bright light of the hall.
Three of them, the tallest maybe over five feet, but each hunched and holding its arms over its face in reaction to light brighter than any they had experienced in all their life. They snarled and growled as if trying to attack the bright.
"Those aren't spiders, man," Wells said as he and his partner instinctively retreated a step and then two. "Are you seeing what I'm seeing?"
Sal answered, and while he tried to sound scientific, reasoned, and in control his words trembled, "Ah, humanoid, bipedal, um, pasty white skin, um—"
"Yeah, that's what I see, too."
The creatures grew as accustomed to the light as possible. One by one their arms lowered.
Eyes almost pure white with only a tiny speck of black where a pupil should be. Mouths full of crooked and jagged teeth. Welts, bruises, sores, and gashes everywhere. Pieces of cloth served as clothing and covered very little of their sickening skin, which seemed like plastic shrink-wrapped over bundles of bones. Blood and gore splashes— the remains of whatever meal they had recently finished — decorated their bodies.
They hissed. They clawed the ground. They braced in preparation to rush.
"Damn it, Sal, are those things … are they human?"
"I … I have no clue. But they kind of look like, Jesus man, they kind of look like—"
"Kids. Yeah, I know. Maybe it's an illusion. You afraid of kids?"
Without taking his eyes from his sights Sal considered, sort of tilted his head and shrugged, saying, "Maybe a little."
The trio of beasts charged the two soldiers, who, as per orders, retreated to draw the action away from the Red Lab and Campion's work.
* * *
Thunder and Sanchez found their path to the vestibule blocked by a pair of heavily armed sentries.
"Stand down," she commanded, but she knew, even before the words left her lips, that the command would hold little weight with the guards.
"Sorry, ma'am, General Borman ordered us to not let any one pass, especially you."
Corporal Sanchez apparently knew the two men and addressed them by their first names: "Billy, Ted, remember who’s in charge around here. It’s the colonel. Now stand down."
"Sorry, sir," Billy replied.
Ted sounded more conciliatory as he explained, "Sammy, the general went in there a minute ago. He gave us our orders directly. You know the drill, man, a couple of stars beats an oak leaf any day."
Liz understood.
Her job had been to filter out and send away any of the men whose minds were not completely focused; not entirely disciplined. Minds so unlike her own, minds that were not conflicted by the roles they played in the dark games of places like Red Rock.
The general — or whatever pulled the general's leash — wanted focused, disciplined minds because those types of minds could be controlled and manipulated. Minds that accepted what they saw at face value and did not question. Minds susceptible to illusion, voices, and impulses.
"Listen to me," she tried again. She kept her distance, fully aware that these men would shoot without hesitation. "You said Borman went in there. He was in full dress uniform, wasn’t he?"
The two sentries exchanged a glance.
Liz repeated, "Wasn’t he?"
It was obvious from the guards’ expression that, yes, the general had been in full dress uniform and despite their focused minds they had found such pomp unusual.
Sanchez took the opening, "Doesn’t that seem strange to you? Billy, Ted, think about it."
"Use your heads," Liz pleaded. "Good soldiers don’t just follow orders, they don’t just do what they’re told, they think. There is a line between focused and mindless, between disciplined and manipulated."
Sanchez added, "You guys have been here almost as long as I have. Do you feel it? Billy, do you feel the vibration? Do you hear the hum? Someone has turned on all the power down there. Something is going on beneath us."
"We have our orders," Billy replied.
"General Borman is being used by whatever is down there," she said but, again, kept her distance. Force would not win this battle. If it came to blows she and Sanchez would end up dead. "It has manipulated everything, all of us, for years. All getting ready for this day. Today. It’s counting on all of us to be good little robots, to not question what we’re told, what we see. But think, damn it, think! You have to think and you have to make a decision. If you make the wrong decision, we are all going to die."
The sentries kept their guns pointed in accordance with their orders.
"Think," Liz tried one last time. "Please, be soldiers, real soldiers. Not just good little robots."
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Campion pushed through the heavy double doors with his gun ready. His eyes swept side to side in search of targets and threats. The Red Lab was quiet, no sign of movement in either the main room or the isolation chamber at the back.
As in the rest of the complex, the lights here had inexplicably come to life. A few of the fluorescent bulbs in the ceiling-mounted light panels had failed to work, but he could see everything — from the ancient equipment to the mattress in the corner surrounded by scraps of food and supplies to the streaks of blood on the floor
At the center of it all stood a table and something covered in a cloth. He placed the duffle bag on the floor, raised his rifle, and approached the hidden object, his laser target falling on the white sheet.
When in arm's reach, he grabbed the cover and yanked it off, revealing an old-style console radio — no, wait. He blinked, and when he opened his eyes again he saw that his eyes had played a trick.
No, it was not a radio but Dr. Briggs’s experiment. A strange, square contraption at rest on a table with all sorts of protrusions and dials and buttons and wires attached to a thick conduit that ran across the floor and back into the isolation chamber, where it interfaced with additional gear.
The captain did not know how the enigmatic box did what it did, but he knew it was ground zero of Briggs's experiment, whatever that might have been. That type of understanding was not germane to his mission.
What did matter was that it was, in fact, his lucky day. Dr. Twiste’s bag with the two V.A.A.D. battery packs lay on the floor in front of the machine.
Campion did not stop to wonder why it was all so easy; he did not question why fate had seen fit to bless his mission. He accepted what his eyes saw, and his eyes saw that all the tools he needed to complete his objective were now at hand. He had the batteries, he had the V.A.A.D. main unit, he had the knowledge of how to operate it (where’d I pick that up from?), and he had the laboratory all to himself.
From somewhere far, far away came the sound of gunshots. Like everything else not associated with activating the V.A.A.D., those gunshots were unimportant to him. They might as well have been a universe away.
He knelt and set his weapon aside, certain he would face no interruptions.
Campion pulled the two metallic, brick-like batteries from the bag that had once been carried by Dr. Brandon Twiste. He then set the V.A.A.D. unit on the floor and carefully attached those batteries.
He recalled the instructions that had wormed their way into his mind. It was now time to take readings, make adjustments, and set the device to detonate.
Captain Campion was not sure what would happen after that. For some reason, that did not seem important. He cared about only one thing: follow orders and complete the mission.
And when the mission is done, Captain, use your sidearm to blow your brains out, will you?
Okay, sure.
* * *
Major Gant walked a pace behind the entity dressed in the body of Dr. Ronald Briggs. A pace behind Gant followed the thing that had once been a man named Jolly but was now a cross between guard dog and zombie, with a healthy dose of demon mixed in.
He heard, from further back, another sound. It seemed as if at least one more had joined the entourage, but kept its distance
For a moment, he thought maybe one of his men — Campion? Franco? — had picked up their trail and followed, perhaps contemplating an attack. But the sounds he heard came across less as footsteps and more as something shuffling, scurrying along.
One of the entity's warped children, no doubt, following its father at a discreet distance, always just around the last corner, as if playing a game. Maybe merely curious, possibly called by its master, but yet another obstacle to any chance of gaining his freedom and stopping Briggs.
Major Thom Gant felt certain he would soon die. He was not eager to die; that would not be the best way to characterize his state of mind. However, death would end the conflict tearing at his soul. On one side of that conflict stood the instincts programmed into his body from years of training, discipline, and following orders. The other side of that conflict rose from corners of his mind where conscience and question tried to light fires of revolt against that programming.
Alas, he knew he was not the only victim of that conflict. He had dragged Jean into his personal battle zone. She was collateral damage. She had been mutated from a happy young girl into a lonely woman who accepted loneliness with a dignified resolve.
She deserved better, and perhaps if he did die she might find something better.
* * *
The door to the vault room buzzed and opened. The sound startled General Borman’s attention away from the two soldiers who worked on the quarantine bulkhead, cutting away the metal plate Borman had welded into place the day before.
Lieutenant Colonel Liz Thunder took two tentative steps into the white room, much to the ire of the general.
"You? I gave orders that you were not permitted in here!"
She gazed around the room like a child walking through the world's grandest toy store. She stood in the most guarded and most feared room in all the world, at least as far as the Pentagon was concerned.
That, of course, begged many questions. If the government feared what lay in the levels below, why had they not sent an entire battalion of troops through the vault? Why not gas the lower levels or, at the very least, cut off the oxygen supply?
The reason for the failure to use extreme measures stood in front of Colonel Thunder: General Harold Borman, the Pentagon’s darling when it came to unconventional enemies, and their expert on Red Rock.
Whatever lived in the bowels of the quarantine zone had not wanted a mass of troops or a cloud of nerve gas sent against it. Therefore Borman and Vsalov had opposed such measures. Their words about that menagerie of horrors were gold in the halls of Washington.
The general — his uniform perfectly pressed, his medals shining, his shoes blemish-free — repeated, "I gave a direct order to keep you out."
"Yes, to your robots. They decided not to play along anymore."
His face contorted but there was confusion there.
She added, "They decided to think for themselves this time. They weren’t quite ready to listen with blind obedience. Not when it’s obvious that their general is not in control."
* * *
Wake up, fat ass.
Huh?
Are you sleeping out there, Biggy? Looks like they're running right around you again. They must figure you can't make the stop.
Sergeant Ben Franco opened his eyes.
He was still behind the overturned desk. At some point he had found a lab coat within crawling distance and pulled it over his body for added warmth. He needed warmth; everything below his neck felt very cold, very drained. Yet his head burned like it might be on fire. What a strange sensation, shivering from a chill at the same time as he was sweating with fever.
Of course everything — from his black BDUs to the dirty old lab coat — was wet with his blood, although he had managed to slow down the streams from his shoulder and his leg enough so as to not to bleed to death. At least not yet.
The room was not as dark as before. No amount of power could make the busted bulbs in the old vestibule glow, but light from the hall drifted in and formed a beam stretching across the middle of the room.
He heard voices and movement. People walked toward the exit, passing him to the left, never noticing him, paying him no mind, no thought. Just like Gant never gave Franco his due. No, that black bastard was too busy keeping the sergeant down and spoon-feeding praise to that lapdog captain of his.
He's going to slip around you again, Biggy, unless you get your ass in gear.
Franco heard Major Thom Gant’s voice. It played like fingers on a chalkboard to his ears, touching the exposed nerves of hate, anger, frustration, and fear all heightened by that lonely dark pit of a place, sharpened by a mind pushed beyond the breaking point, and let loose by an infection that scrambled the soldier's senses, blotting out any thoughts of right or wrong.
In the bowels of Red Rock, the nastiest demons were free to dance in the dark, and the piper played Franco's tune.
Fucker is NOT getting past me this time.
Sgt. Franco peered over the desk and saw that — yes — Major Gant walked across the room, accompanied by two strangers: a short, balding guy wearing — wearing a suit? Seriously? — and a big fellow who might have been a soldier but clearly not one of the team.
More secrets they kept from me. Gant planned this shit all along. Him and Campion led us to an ambush and met up with some buddies down here.
Other than as new fuel for his anger and paranoia, Franco gave the other two little attention. His fever and delusions allowed only tunnel vision.
Biggy ignored the pain in his shoulder and the pain in his leg and slid out from behind the desk, aligning himself in the center of the room. From there, he had a clear view of the three men moving toward the closed vault door, but only Major Gant held his interest.
Time to pay the piper, you fuck.
Franco concentrated so completely on Gant that he took no notice of the ghastly white creature lumbering up the hall from behind.
* * *
"So what is all this?" Gant asked as they walked through the ruins of the old security station and approached the sealed vault door.
"This?" the entity wearing Briggs’s body answered. "Games to amuse me."
"Amuse you?"
The old vestibule lacked the bright lights of the rest of the complex. Apparently no one had replaced the bulbs in this section.
"If you have been in control since the experiment, why did you try to make people break quarantine? Why did you want to see colonels shot and soldiers gassed? Why bother breaking through this first door?"
Briggs remained silent.
"So it was all to amuse you. Like Ruthie amused you. You were playing with insects."
Still, the entity did not respond.
Gant remembered seeing the face of Dr. Briggs go blank when Twiste killed himself. He remembered a voice trapped inside that body pleading for someone to "help me." He remembered the hippie chick and the Twinkies his men brought into the bowels of the facility.
He remembered the words of Dr. McCaul: "Ronald was always telling me and Ruthie that we were putting on weight or something. Yet he was the one with the cupcakes and girlie magazines in his desk drawer."
They reached the vault door and while that bulkhead remained closed, a door leading to the truth opened to Thomas Gant.
"I am such an idiot," he chuckled, sardonically. "It was all right there, in front of me, the whole damn time."
"What? Stop laughing, you fool."
"All this time the truth was staring me in the face."
* * *
General Borman stood in front of the vault door, his face shining beet red.
"Not in control? I am in COMPLETE CONTROL!"
"No, no you’re not. You never have been."
Borman’s fingers drummed on his sidearm.
"Everything down here is mine to command! You are nothing more than a half-assed babysitter. I put together the security protocols down here. They are a model for all the military. Me. General Harold Borman!"
"Whatever is down there—" she maneuvered to the side and pointed at the intimidating portal. " — has been in charge all these years!"
"Nonsense!"
"You have been sending supply runs! Feeding it, keeping it alive. Replenishing its oxygen. All these guards …" she waved her arm around. "All to keep it safe! All to keep the outside out! You have been nothing more than a pawn. Can’t you see? Can’t you fight it?"
"I am in complete control! My word goes down here, Colonel. No one else’s. Mine! I can do as I want. This is my place. I OWN IT!"
"It wanted disciplined military minds. You had me and all the other shrinks over the years throw out anyone who could be distracted! Anyone who wasn’t completely focused! It wanted focused minds, General. Focused minds don’t question what they see!"
"I sent down the V.A.A.D. to end this stalemate!"
"It called for the V.A.A.D.! It’s been biding its time all these years, waiting for what it needs to be free. And now here you stand, ready to open the door for it! To let it out!"
"I … AM … IN … CONTROL …"
Borman pulled his pistol and leveled it at Thunder.
"… and I have had enough of you …"
* * *
Sgt. Franco placed the sight to his eye and peered downrange at his target, seeing three globs of identical yellow and red heat signatures. He knew Gant stood to the right.
Franco heard a noise from behind, but gave it no heed.
Don't let him slip by again, Biggy.
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"I am such an idiot," Gant said, bringing his laughter under enough control to form words.
"Stop it! Stop laughing, you insect! Stop it!"
"I assumed the Briggs experiment cut a hole into another … what? Dimension?" the major explained with a smile that held little humor but a lot of scorn. "And some life force came pouring out right into the body of poor old Ronald Briggs and got stuck. Maybe the hole was not big enough."
"Why are you laughing? Stop it!"
"A life force made up of thought! It was the ‘help me’ that threw me for a loop. I figured that was Briggs trying to get out."
"Stop … laughing … AT … ME!"
"All this time I thought Briggs got absorbed by an alien, but that’s not what happened, is it … Ronald?"
"I AM A GOD!"
Gant’s humor left and he growled, "It came through all right: pure intellect. Pure thought. And you grabbed it with your black heart and hate and trapped it in that frail little body! It’s all been an illusion. There was no monster in the mist; that was a trick. You wanted us to believe there was a creature behind the curtain. But it has been you all along, Doctor. It was the entity that pleaded for help! It wanted to escape from the hell of your sick mind!"
Briggs shook and shuddered and repeated in a red face, "I AM GOD!"
Jolly stumbled around, the gun hanging loose in his grip as the directives and impulses inside his controlled mind became crossed and confused.
"Twiste was right! You found the devil, Briggs! You found it in your own soul!"
* * *
Sgt. Franco held his target in the scope. He paid no attention to the shouting among the men, paid no attention to the big guy with the gun starting to wobble and turn as if he were a malfunctioning robot.
He was focused … completely … on his target.
At that instant a weight fell on him. He heard a bark-like shout and snapping teeth. He felt sharp stings and raking claws and jagged bites.
His finger yanked the trigger. The M4's muzzle flashed licks of fire and spat bullets across the old vestibule toward the trio gathered at the vault door.
Then Franco rolled over, confronting his attacker, holding it at bay and fighting for what remained of his life.
* * *
Major Gant’s moment of triumph — at least on some personal level — over the entity that was in reality Dr. Briggs himself was short-lived. Gant felt a bullet whiz past his nose before he heard the fire, before he saw the flash of an explosion.
He instinctively sought cover but his leg gave way and his entire body fell to the floor like a helpless sack. He heard more shots and saw more flashes. He saw Jolly whirl in the grips of some mental malfunction.
Most important of all, Gant saw one of those rounds slam into the chest of the enraged Dr. Briggs. The man who dared dream of godhood staggered, his rage replaced by shock.
Briggs had convinced others — even himself — of his power. He had drained the brains of people and turned them into mindless drones. He had tricked men into murder and suicide. He had controlled a general and crafted his own private hell deep beneath the surface of the Earth.
Yet in the end, he was merely a man. A perverted man of weak emotions and petty hatred. A man with a black heart full of sadistic desires. But a man of flesh and bone.
One bullet was all it took.
The human who was indeed a monster staggered and gaped as a massive stain of crimson grew on his chest, ruining his suit. His mouth worked as if to speak but there was nothing left for Dr. Ronald Briggs to say.
Jolly dropped the submachine gun and the giant fell to his knees, clutching his head with both hands and screaming, his howls whistling through exposed teeth until another wild bullet exploded the monster's skull.
As for Briggs, the death of his body was the unlocking of a prison door …
* * *
Sal Galati and Jupiter Wells retreated no more; not when they saw what bullets could do to these creatures. These were not ethereal nightmares but animals of flesh and blood. They could be killed.
After withdrawing around the corner, the two soldiers stood and fought. Sal's G36 tore away two skulls, Wells's SCAR-H handled the third.
"Finally, something that dies," Wells said as he eyed the pale-skinned, child-sized spawn of the Red Rock monster.
"They weren't so tough," Sal said, inhaling deeply as he caught his breath. "I remember these things we ran into on an oil rig—"
"Shut the fuck up."
Their task done, the two soldiers hurried back to the Red Lab to support Campion. Before they could get there, energy exploded through the corridors like a hurricane of light, knocking them over as it gushed toward the surface.
* * *
Campion completed his mission.
He calibrated, charged, and activated the contraption a few feet ahead of Briggs's equipment. His task done, he stood and walked toward the exit and then absently remembered, oh yes, I'm supposed to shoot myself now.
He reached for his sidearm, pulled the slide, and … the impulse faded.
Why exactly should I shoot myself?
Electrical energy charged around the device and the V.A.A.D. generated a hum that started low but seemed to double in volume every second, like a bomb about to explode, encouraging him to walk fast and then run, knocking open the double doors and sprinting down the hall.
The variable accelerator antimatter delivery device exploded. Not with shrapnel or concussion, but with light. Streams of plasma surged at the box-like centerpiece that was the epicenter of a dimensional rift. A rift Dr. Ronald Briggs had wedged open more than two decades before.
That dimensional rift was not repaired. That had never been the intent. Briggs had always been in control. He had arranged everything, using Vsalov and Borman as pawns.
The V.A.A.D. blasted that rift wide open, breaking the tether holding the entity close to ground zero a moment after a bullet freed it from a sick man's mind.
It came from the infinitely small and burst from imprisonment into the world as a growing flow of blue-white plasma. It drove out from the laboratory, exploding open the double doors, passing Campion as he dove for cover, all the while growing more powerful and more immense as it rushed for freedom.
* * *
A tremor went through the entire complex. Every level — above and underground — shook.
In the vault room, Liz staggered and fell. Borman nearly fell, too, but he reached out and placed a hand on the vault door and steadied himself.
She shouted, "It's coming!"
* * *
Gant lay on the floor. Had he not already been there, the quake would have toppled him.
Briggs did not fall, however. Or, rather, Briggs’s body did not fall. It stood straight and still, as if immune to the tremble of the earth.
That’s when Gant realized … Briggs was dead and gone. The body that remained was merely the holding cell for whatever entity had been held hostage by the man. An entity comprised of pure thought. An entity that knew not of rage and hatred and perversion or any of the rest of man’s emotional excesses. An entity that could have expanded the boundaries of man’s mental capacity. Instead, its arrival to humanity’s plane of existence had been hijacked by an evil soul that had then twisted that power to indulge its own sick fantasies and warped delusions.
Red Rock had been more than a subterranean dungeon; it had been a dark hole in the human soul. Belowground, people changed, their heart of darkness set free.
Thom realized that Captain Campion had completed his mission. The V.A.A.D. had truly been the solution to the stalemate at Red Rock: Dr. Briggs’s solution.
With its vessel dead and the portal blasted open, the entity that had been captive in that monster’s mind was free. The balance of its essence rose up from the bowels of the complex. Gant knew—he knew— the big metal door that had kept the evil doctor safe and secure belowground for two decades would not be enough to stop the creature.
A great light blared into the abandoned vestibule room. The first strands of that light illuminated a writhing pile of bodies and Gant saw Benjamin Franco wrestling with one of Briggs's feral children and he understood: it had been Franco who had come to the rescue. Franco's bullets had killed Jolly and Briggs; otherwise all that power rising from below would be in the control of a madman.
The light became a tidal wave of energy surging toward the vault door. Gant rolled away, his leg and shoulder screaming.
The energy being smashed part Ronald Briggs, but it did not stop there
* * *
General Borman dropped the pistol. It rolled across the floor.
The man who had been little more than a puppet for over twenty years saw it all with crystal-clear clarity. His hand rose to his temples and pushed.
Then the vault door blasted off its hinges, smashed into Harold Borman, turning his body into a jumble of broken bones, and fell to the floor on top of him.
The blue-white mass of energy shot through the vault room, through the vestibule, and along the hall, forcing Sanchez and the other soldiers to dive aside or be smashed to pieces.
Liz lay on the floor to the side of the exposed entryway and watched it soar past like a comet, leaving behind a glowing tendon of smoking plasma.
* * *
The countryside around the Red Rock facility shook. The exterior windows and several chunks of the facility's exterior walls and ceiling exploded like a collapsing dam as the energy erupted from within and enveloped the entire complex.
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Major Thom Gant felt the glow all around him as the alien flowed out the door and beyond. As he did, his eyes glazed over and he was no longer lying on the floor …
… he was surrounded by a storm, standing in a forest … a surreal woodland placed on a stage. So phony that when lightning flashed he saw the shadows of the branches reflect against a gray canvass.
The wind ripped across the façade, casting leaves from the trees. Those leaves warped and dried as they fell, as if the decay of autumn could happen in an instant.
He held his hand aloft to block the wind and to shield himself from the tornado of dried leaves as they swept across. Thom felt no pain in his leg or shoulder, yet he was dreadfully cold. The whole place was cold. Cold and empty and sad.
He staggered forward, looking for something. What was it? Who was it?
Ahead, there, the forest rose and cleared. There was a peak there … a precipice reaching toward a vast nothingness.
Gant moved forward, fighting the wind. A whirling cloud of leaves and sticks followed. There was a person on that ledge ahead. He could not see who it was … not at first … then he saw.
"Jean! Jean!"
His wife stood at the edge of that cliff, looking off toward more nothingness in the distance. A fake void built at the end of the stage.
He shouted and cried but she did not turn.
"Jean! I’m here!"
He approached. She was almost within reach.
Then the swirl of blowing leaves engulfed her.
"No! Jean!"
Her image began to collapse, like those leaves falling from the trees. He heard her say one thing, except he knew it was not Jean Gant speaking but the entity composed of thought that, at that very moment, could probably sense every thought across the planet.
"If you listen, you can hear them screaming."
Then there was nothing but dead, dried foliage. The image of Jean broke apart into decayed pieces. The entire whirling mass moved off the ledge and disappeared.
Thom fell to his knees in the fake woodlands.
* * *
Lieutenant Colonel Liz Thunder lay on the floor as the entity filled the chamber en route to points far beyond. Her mind, however, traveled through time, viewing a rapid succession of images torn from her past.
She saw graduation day and a diploma.
She wore an assistant’s jacket at an internship in a hospital.
Her first pair of military fatigues and a counselor’s job at battalion HQ.
Then a place that could have been mistaken for a hospital but was in reality a torture chamber.
Clinical trial one-four-seven. Injecting patient 249 with Blue-17, C variant, at oh-eight-thirty hours.
People writhing and screaming.
My head! What did you put in my head?
Relax … relax … it’s just a side effect … it will pass …
I want out! Open the goddamn door!
Test subject twelve experiencing mental deterioration after fifty-one hours in isolation chamber. Increased breathing, heart rate, and perspiration all noted. Test subject will remain in isolation chamber for another twelve hours.
We should let him out.
No. That will skew the results. He stays.
A hand … reaching at a small window … a bloody hand …
Minds torn asunder, the fragments sifted as if they were prospectors panning for gold nuggets of psychological truth. Soldiers as unsuspecting guinea pigs; waivers for secrecy, withheld medical care, arcane drugs to stimulate mysterious parts of the brain — they were tools to be used in pursuit of … of what?
Not a helping, healing hand but a cold analyst dissecting the human consciousness with no more compassion than a mortician embalming a cadaver.
One man in particular, in his late-twenties with curly black hair. Different from the rest. As close to success as possible. Lying in a bed with restraints holding his legs and ankles.
Are these necessary?
The subject has attempted to harm himself.
But the compound is working?
The results are outstanding.
She leaned in close.
"Peter, can you hear me?"
His eyes opened fast and wide, as if jolted by electricity. It was no longer Peter, but a conduit for something else.
Is this what you are? Is this who you want to be?
The ghost spoke through the lips of a memory: "Can you hear them screaming?"
— The tendon of energy was released from the Red Lab at the heart of the Hell Hole, collapsing the rift behind it and disappearing skyward through Red Rock's broken roof. The entity was complete; entirely free and completely in the dimension of the physical.
It pulled away from the blue marble world and rocketed off into the depths of space, toward the distant reaches of the galaxy; from the infinitely small to the infinitely large.
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Major Thom Gant limped across the smashed-open threshold into the vault room.
The flow of energy, the glow, it was all gone. Its aftermath, however, lingered.
The first thing Thom saw after his eyes adjusted to the brilliant white of the room was the vault door, knocked over, and laying atop the broken, dead body of General Harold Borman.
Across that room he saw movement. He saw Corporal Sanchez find his feet, although he wobbled. Others — soldiers working the vestibule — massaging their heads and craning their necks as if waking from some kind of sleep.
He pointed back into the gaping black hole and called out, "Medics! I have a man down in there."
A pair of soldiers stepped forward then stopped, realizing they stared into the mouth of the Hell Hole.
"It's okay," Gant huffed, "the danger has passed."
They moved in with sidearms drawn. A moment later two more soldiers followed, one carrying a medical bag.
Thom saw Liz lying on the floor, holding a hand to her head. He limped over and knelt next to her.
"You okay?"
"Thom? Either we're all about to die, or it looks like you saved the day."
"Me? No, I was just a spectator. I think we can thank Sergeant Franco. He sort of ended the stalemate."
Corporal Sanchez hurried over.
"Ma'am, what do you want me to do?"
Gant answered for her, "I still have men down there. Corporal, send an armed detachment in. You won't find much in the way of resistance. And send medics."
Of course Sanchez did not take orders from Major Gant. He looked to Thunder, who waved her arm and echoed, "Open this place up, Sammy. Send them in. Medics, too."
He moved to carry out her instructions.
"Thom, it was controlling Borman. I think it set this whole thing up from the beginning. What was it?"
"It?" Gant said. "That's not exactly right, Colonel. There was a monster down there, but it was just a man."
She sat up, with one hand still held to her head. A group of soldiers hurried by with M16s, flashlights, and rescue gear.
"What was in my head?" she asked. "That wasn't a man. Some kind of glow. Energy … something."
"If you ask me, I believe that was a being, Liz, composed of pure thought. Something amazing that Briggs captured and perverted."
"Pure thought? So it was inside my head."
"What did you see?"
Colonel Thunder did not answer right away. Gant figured she had seen something similar to his vision; something personal.
"I saw … things I would like to change."
Gant slid over and propped himself against the wall a few feet from the pulverized hand of General Borman.
"I think … I think it was a trip wire. Set there for us to find."
"A trip wire?"
He explained, "Remember what McCaul said. Maybe it was God’s original thought that ignited the Big Bang. What if that creature … what if it was hidden at the molecular level … that original thought. Hidden for us to find the day our science got smart enough to start ripping apart the building blocks of our universe."
"What do you mean? I’m not sure I—"
"To make sure that our humanity was not outpaced by our science. It was left hidden there for us to find. Except the man who found it was a monster."
"So then, why did it leave?"
He told her, "I think we probably scared the hell out of it."
Liz joined him against the side wall. A medic handed her a chemical ice pack, which she twisted until the contents mixed to radiate cold. She then held it to her head. It felt as if she had bumped the side on the way to the floor.
She asked, "So what now?"
Thom Gant thought about the image of Jean disappearing in a storm of leaves. He saw her tending the garden.
"I suppose that is up to us."
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Benjamin Franco hated hospitals. As a kid, a stomach flu had put him in one the night before Christmas. That sucked. As a teenager a bout of alcohol poisoning had put him in another. That had sucked even more, particularly given that his father promised that, when he got home, he would beat him so bad they would have to take him right back to the emergency room.
He did not mind this time. He was alone in a room with the lights on; he insisted the lights remain on. He had spent enough time in the dark.
The doctors told him he would be here for a while before returning to California. He had already undergone one surgery for his shoulder and expected to undergo another soon, as well as surgery on his leg to help repair the muscle down there.
With time, his body should make a full recovery.
The door opened and in limped Major Gant with the aid of a cane, his left arm in a sling. He was dressed in casual civilian clothes, of course. The people of Williamsport, Pennsylvania, had no idea how many military soldiers and scientists swarmed the state. They probably never would.
"Sergeant, how are you feeling?"
Try as he might, Franco could not look Gant in the eye. The last time he had looked at him it had been down the barrel of a gun, with intent to kill.
"Okay, Chief. I guess. Still really sore."
"You had a hell of an infection," Gant said as he stood next to the bed. "The doctors say the infection was worse than the gunshot."
"Yeah, um, that's why they've got all this shit here," Franco referred to the plethora of lines running into his body, delivering antibiotics by the truckload.
Neither man said anything for several long seconds. Franco still could not bring himself to face the major.
"It's not your fault, Sergeant," Gant finally said, resting a hand on the man's shoulder.
"Yeah, well, tell that to Pearson's parents, or Moss's girlfriend."
"You did not kill them. Ronald Briggs killed them."
Of course Franco understood that. Briggs had used his power to show each of the men in the unit what they feared or what they hated; whatever would motivate them to turn on one another. Campion saw German soldiers. Wells saw spiders. So what did Biggy Franco see?
Gant went on. "You saved the day. A bullet in your shoulder, a severely injured leg. Based on what the doctors said, I am surprised you managed to move, let alone crawl all the way back to the vault. You are a determined individual, Sergeant. I will not forget that."
Neither will I, Major. I won't forget how I planned to murder you. We can talk about infections and mental influences all day, but in the end I drew a bead on your head and if not for something jumping on my back, you would be dead. And why? Because I’m a racist son of a bitch, and don't think that thing down there didn't know it. It's no accident that Pearson and Moss are dead because of me.
Franco kept his eyes averted as he asked, "What about the other guys?"
"Everyone else headed back to California. Galati and Wells had a tough time of it, and so did Campion, but they are fine. No one had it as rough as you did, Sergeant."
Again, silence.
"I have a few things to take care of before I go back to work. But I want you to know, Ben, that you did good down there. In the end, you saved everyone's ass."
The sergeant coughed and mumbled, "Thank you, sir."
"Well, I will see you again in a few weeks. Get better, Sergeant."
Major Gant turned and hobbled out. The door eased shut behind him.
Franco put a hand over his eyes, turned on his side, and cried.
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Colonel Liz Thunder walked out from the formerly quarantined levels of the Red Rock Mountain Research Facility. Behind her, portable units augmented the lights of the lower levels, brightening everything down there, chasing away the shadows.
A man dressed in all the trappings of a two-star general waited for her in the vault room. He even wore his hat tight on his head, nearly covering his eyes. She wondered how he could see from beneath the brim of that hat; she could barely make out any features between his thin mustache and the cap. Did he even have eyes?
"Colonel Thunder?"
"General Friez, I presume?"
"Yes, Colonel. I am taking control of this facility to supervise final cleanup."
"Not much left. Over the last few days we've scoured the place for any remaining hostiles, what Major Gant indicated were Briggs's children. What we found we bagged and tagged per your orders. I assume they are being shipped to Darwin?"
"That is classified, Colonel."
"Of course it is."
Friez walked around her and peered into the area beyond the threshold. He saw bright lights shining on debris, dust, and the broken remains of the old vestibule.
"Not sure what all the fuss was about," he said. "Place doesn't look scary to me."
"Not now that we turned on all the lights. It was easy for the bad things to hide in the dark. To hide behind the closed door."
Friez turned and faced her with something more important on his mind.
"Colonel, I've reviewed the after-action reports. Now stop me when I am wrong, but it is assumed this entity was stuck in a portal between our world and another, um, another plane of existence. Is that correct?"
Something in his tone bothered Liz. This was General Albert Friez, at one time second only to Borman when it came to dealing in unconventional enemies, yet he seemed to struggle with the nature of the entity.
"That's the theory, yes. The V.A.A.D. expanded that rift and allowed the entity to come into our world fully. Very powerful. Even if Briggs had not been shot dead, it might have overwhelmed his ability to control it, although I think he believed otherwise. From what we can tell, the rift sealed behind it."
"I understand that, Colonel. Briggs's death released it and what did it do? It hovered here, at this place, for a short time and then disappeared into space."
"Were you able to track it?"
"You are not entitled to that information."
She stared at him and, to her surprise, he relented.
"No, we did not. It moved off-world. Given its nature, I think we have seen the last of it. But let's walk back to those few seconds that it enveloped Red Rock. Given how powerful it was, and given that it was a creature comprised entirely of mental, or for lack of a better term, psychic energy, it is reasonable to assume that it received thoughts from a greater area than this facility. Possibly the entire planet."
"I have not read any reports suggesting it influenced people outside this area, General."
"Influenced, no, but it is reasonable to believe it received information on a global scale."
She wondered whether General Friez thought the data captured by the entity could be used for intelligence gathering. If so, she wondered, how he intend to gather that data. The entity had fled, leaving this planet as any intelligent creature would.
It turned out, however, that was not his aim.
"Colonel, as I said, I've reviewed all of the after-action reports. Every soldier on this base reported experiencing visions during the two seconds the entity encompassed the complex. Those visions ranged from emotional responses to reliving past experiences."
Liz remembered that the entity had thrown a mirror up to her life and she had not liked the reflection.
She shifted uncomfortably and prodded, "General?"
"Every one of those accounts had one thing in common. One element that seemed out of place to the entirety of the experience. Do you know what that was?"
Liz did. Her eyes glazed over and she answered, "It asked if I could hear the screaming."
"Yes, Colonel. Every individual was asked a variation of the same question. Can you hear the screaming or if you listen, you can hear them scream."
"Who is 'them'? What screaming?"
"I don't believe it was related to what occurred here, at Red Rock. I think this is something else."
She tilted her head but said nothing.
"Colonel, an entity that was in touch with the thoughts of every living thing on this planet believes someone, or something, is screaming and it's important that we start listening."
They stared at one another for a moment. Liz felt an icy vine crawl up her spine.
Movement, however, turned her attention to a more immediate issue. A newcomer walked into the vault room, a young man maybe in his late twenties, dressed in a business suit with suspenders holding his tailored slacks in place. His perfectly groomed hair seemed frozen, his eyes were big and bright, and his smile was not quite warm but very friendly.
"Hello! Excuse me, sorry to interrupt."
"This is a restricted area," General Friez warned.
"Yes, yes, I know," the man said as he handed Friez an envelope. "This is for you. Oh, and here is my card," he said as he handed it to Liz Thunder.
Stan Goreman. Account Representative. The Tall Company. Sciences Division.
"My superiors have transferred the Briggs account to me. Messy business."
"This is a military facility," Friez said, but his attention was focused on Goreman's letter.
"Ah, yes, of course. But there are certain proprietary interests we have in Dr. Briggs's research. The lab was, you recall, leased to our company at the time of the experiment."
Thunder told him, "If you're looking for his laser contraption, don't bother. It was destroyed."
"Oh." Goreman's enthusiasm deflated. "What a pity. Still, I understand the good doctor's progeny called the lower levels home?"
Friez finished reading the letter and told Goreman, "Any specimens recovered from inside this facility are the property of the U.S. government."
"I suppose that is something my superiors can discuss with yours. In the meantime, as you can see, my company has been granted access to sublevel 8 of this facility."
"Yes," Friez said as he returned the envelope to the man. "Access granted."
Goreman turned and looked back the way he had come. A moment later a pair of burly men wearing Tall Security badges and carrying suitcases entered the room and headed into the formerly quarantined zone.
"Thank you for your cooperation," Goreman smiled. "We’ll do our best to stay out of your way."
The Tall Company's agent then followed his escort into the underground labyrinth, whistling some nondescript tune as he walked.
Friez watched him go as he asked Thunder, "Where is Major Gant?"
"He headed back west. Said there was something he had to do."
* * *
Thom parked his Buick sedan at the curb. It was a beautiful fall weekend in southern California. The type of day for families and picnics and friends. Not the type of day for this.
He exited the car, carefully swinging out his injured leg and struggled to rise from the car without sending a bolt of pain through his arm. He had discarded the sling against doctor's orders, and he eschewed his cane because he needed to stand tall today, if only for a few minutes.
The mailbox in front of the duplex listed a name he did not recognize, but he knew the mother of the house; her maiden name was Twiste and she had a young daughter of her own.
Thom stood as straight as he could and studied his reflection in the car window. Technically he should not be wearing his old blue dress uniform. In the Pentagon's eyes, he was no longer a marine; he was a member of Task Force Archangel, an organization that did not wear a dress uniform, displayed no visible signs of rank, and worked in the darkest shadows.
Not today. Not for Brandon. Today he was Major Thom Gant of the United States Marines. Proud. Honorable. And he was here to look a daughter in the eye and tell her that her father was the most noble man Thom Gant had ever served with; to tell her that he had died trying to save lives and trying to make the world — and the people in it — better.
When he was finished here, Thom Gant would go back to his job of fighting the nightmares. But if the Hell Hole had taught him any lesson, it was that many of those nightmares were of our own creation.
He stood as tall as his wounded leg and damaged shoulder allowed and marched across the sidewalk and up the concrete path, to knock on the door.
* * *
The rotors whirred, sending a constant gust of wind across the pad and down the path where Liz Thunder walked, bag in hand, with General Friez as an escort to her helicopter.
"Colonel, one more thing."
She stopped and faced him.
"You did a good job here, Colonel. You used your head. That's what a good soldier does. It's what a good commander does."
"Thank you, General."
"As you can imagine," he started, but the rotors were too loud, the wind too strong. He tried again in a louder voice: "As you can imagine, my area of responsibility is growing, due to the loss of Borman. That's created an opening back in California."
"Sir? Are you offering me a job?"
"Yes, Colonel, I am offering you a job."
She glanced at the helicopter, her ride to the airport. She glanced at the Red Rock building, barely visible through the trees. She remembered the secrets, the violence, the guilt, the regrets, and the cravings for a cigarette.
"I'll think about it."
* * *
A pair of eighteen-wheeler tractor trailers pulled out of the dirt parking lot and started down Red Rock mountain. Corporal Sanchez watched them go. The last of dozens of such trucks hauling away every scrap, every piece of equipment, everything that could possibly be salvaged from that high-tech hole in the ground.
Evacuated. Emptied. Abandoned. No matter which word he chose, he approved. With the lower levels collapsed through controlled demolitions and the vault room cemented in, Red Rock became just another office building that no one wanted anymore, although he had heard that some government agency thought the site might make a good job training center or something like that.
Sanchez would never forget his time here, nor would anyone else who served in the Hell Hole. He figured that was a good thing. Such places — such incidents — should not be forgotten.
He wrapped a heavy chain around the handles of the front door and clamped on a thick padlock.
Satisfied everything was locked up tight, Corporal Sanchez turned his back on the place and walked away.
THE END
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