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Аннотация
WARNING: This book is not recommended for people with heart conditions, those taking anti-anxiety medications, or people easily repulsed by ghastly levels of (purely necessary) violence and mayhem. Read at your own risk. The author takes no responsibility for nightmares, mental anxieties or phobias resulting from this book.

For everyone else, buckle-up because:

Thousands are dying inside.

Hidden under the burning Arizona desert is the grandest ‘Science-City’ ever created, and all hell is breaking loose. Using stolen genetic research, terrorists are unleashing a devastating attack on the civilian scientists, on their families, on their children. No one is spared.
Barely one hundred and fifty souls survive the first seven minutes. Injured and wounded, limping or carried, they are frantically battling from minute to minute for their very lives. The odds are stacked against them, but one thing is in their favor.
Captain Alexander Coleman is just minutes away, and he’s not coming alone. He commands a full platoon of Special Forces Marines. His estranged wife, Vanessa, and eight year old son, David, might still be alive in the besieged underground complex. The chance they both survived is slim, but that’s more than enough.
Pure horror awaits him, and a frantic race to control the most devastating weapons of mass-destruction ever created: Living weapons.
But above all, more important than anything else, Captain Alexander Coleman must save his family.


Shane M. Brown
FAST: A Military Thriller
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Chapter 1

Ralph Zimmerman frowned at the huge steel freight containers.
There were two of them, side by side.
They shouldn’t be here.
Ralph didn’t like mysteries. What’s more, this particular mystery made him uneasy.
Something about the containers bothered him. Something more than just their unscheduled appearance….
Pull yourself together, man. They’re just containers.
He walked completely around them again. Tapping his clipboard on one, he pressed his ear to the spot and listened. Underweight. He could tell by the hollow sound and how the container had moved on the forklift.
Then he realized what bothered him.
There are no doors.
Neither were there any external handles nor latches. In fact, there seemed to be no way of opening the containers at all. They looked designed to only open from the inside. He double-checked the freight notice on his clipboard. The authorization code checked-out, but how the hell could he open them?
Ralph worked on the bottom level of the Complex, in the basement storage area under the freight lift.
Having a bright idea, he checked the authorization code against the staff records, identifying to whom the contents belonged. Suddenly the mystery made more sense. This consignment belonged to Francis Gould, ordered the day before armed guards escorted Gould from the Complex.
Ralph tapped his class ring on the container thoughtfully, listening to the metallic echo. Vanessa Sharp had ordered Gould’s labs be immediately sealed. The containers must have arrived this morning with nowhere to go.
He hadn’t liked Gould. They had little contact, but Gould always turned up in places he didn’t belong.
Ralph thumped his palm on the container, laughing at the stupidity of the situation and his own scaredy-cat reaction. As he turned away, a tremendous wail of shrieking metal assaulted his ears.
Ralph spun. Right before his eyes, both massive containers dropped open like castle drawbridges.
But that didn’t shock him the most. It was the gunmen that came rushing out, raising their weapons….
Ralph covered his face with the clipboard, but it offered no protection as the gunmen opened fire, shredding him in a hail of gunfire that shattered the glass wall behind him and sent the clipboard spinning from his hand.
* * *
Three levels up from where Ralph’s blood spilled from his body, Dana Lantry led a group of twelve investors on a guided tour of the Complex.
Dana felt flustered.
Born in Cambridge, England, Dana had lived in the United States for nine years, and under the Arizona desert for three. According to her co-workers, not long enough to lose her posh accent.
She just prayed her accent masked her anxiety from the investors. It wasn’t just her who felt it, either. Alarm was infecting the Complex like an epidemic. Every person she spoke to shared an edge of escalating unease.
It’s little wonder, she told herself. It’s not every day a senior research scientist is caught stealing.
Francis Gould’s crime and subsequent high-speed removal by the Irish Government left everyone stunned. That was just two days ago, and long enough for people to start worrying about what Gould had been up to. And the people who looked most worried were the same people who actually knew what type of mayhem Gould could have caused.
He’s gone, Dana reminded herself. His government took him away. Whatever he was up to has been stopped.
But still, that feeling….
She turned and flashed her beaming smile at the trailing investors. The Communication Officer’s responsibility included demonstrating everything operating smoothly, regardless of how she really felt on the inside.
Dana raised her voice and continued, ‘More than eighteen percent of this Complex is constructed from genetically-enhanced building material. The unique combination of strength and flexibility was derived by genetically isolating the polysaccharide chitin found in the cell wall of fungi. This is the same building material in the hard exoskeletons of insects and crustaceans.’
Dana ticked off attributes on her fingers. ‘Our bio-construction materials won’t collapse in an earthquake. They won’t crack from foundation settling. They are resistant to the Earth’s harshest atmospheric conditions. They are cheap to produce. They are water and fire-proof, and their insulation rating is off the chart.’
Dana felt relieved to see a few positive faces as she reached the ‘hard sell’ part of her speech.
‘What about protection from other humans?’ asked a tall, middle-aged investor with bushy eyebrows and deep frown lines. His smart suit looked creased and crushed from too long sitting in a small plane. He quirked an eyebrow as though he wanted to hear about the good stuff. ‘What about the terrorism-proofing?’
Dana didn’t let her smile slip for an instant.
* * *
The Pave Hawk helicopters thundered over the Arizona desert. The long-range aircraft had refueled in flight.
There was no stopping.
Onboard the lead helicopter, five United Nations Weapons Inspectors fidgeted in their seats. The three men and two women looked uncomfortable. Five hours ago they’d been in civilian clothes. Now they were clad in military fatigues from bootstrap to chinstrap. Every few minutes, one of the inspectors checked their wristwatch then stole an uneasy glance at the accompanying Marines. Supporting the weapons inspectors were five teams of United States Marines Corps FAST Special Forces Operatives.
FAST (Fleet Anti-Terrorism Security Team) was charged with the tactical priorities of domestic counter-terrorism and installation security.
This morning they were doing both.
Captain Alex Coleman waited restlessly in the lead Pave Hawk. In the first seat behind the co-pilot, he sat directly across from a young female weapons inspector. Coleman had army-green eyes and a white-picket-fence smile. At thirty-four, he’d commanded a FAST platoon for the last eighteen months. He remembered taking command of the platoon four days after his thirty-second birthday. It made quite a birthday present.
His platoon jokingly called him the Tom Cruise of the elite forces. With his strong jaw line, deep dimples, and thick clipper-cut brown hair, he admitted a slight resemblance, but not enough to warrant all the remarks.
Still, he thought, catching the pretty weapons inspector’s eye so that she blushed and turned away, there are worse people to look like.
Sitting to his immediate right, the three Marines with whom he’d served in Afghanistan and Iraq swapped corny jokes to break the tension. They wore their ‘Mission Faces’. Every Marine had a mission face. It was the way they looked, the way they acted, every time they deployed for an operation. Some people stared blank-faced straight ahead. Some people fiddled with weapons. For these three, their mission faces always manifested just before touch-down.
First it started with the jokes.
‘So anyway,’ continued Corporal ‘Marlin’ Martinez. ‘What do you say to a terrorist with two black eyes?’
In the next seat along, Sergeant William King shrugged.
‘Nothing,’ insisted Marlin, raising his fist. ‘You’ve told him twice already!’
King’s booming laugh shook the Pave Hawk. Bright white teeth flashed in his coal-black shaved head. King was built like a human bulldog. His hulking shoulders took up two seats.
Smirking at King’s big-grin reaction, Marlin looked like a movie-star slumming it with the grunts. His handsome features were painted on an olive canvas. His hair was just a tight black swimming-cap. Before joining the Special Forces, Marlin worked as a freelance security consultant.
By contrast, King studied structural engineering at college, played scholarship football, and then moved on to competitive body-building. A rising star in the body-building circuit, King had dropped out after allegations of performance-enhancing drug use. Three months later he joined the Marines.
King was the godfather of Marlin’s four year old daughter, Emerald. Both men kept a photo of little Emerald in their wallets. Everyone knew that the big, black body-builder and the Latino matinee idol were like brothers.
‘That is pu-ure gold,’ crooned Forest, sitting next to King. Corporal Kelso Forest made up the last member of this close-knit brotherhood. ‘I can never remember the good jokes.’
‘That’s because you suck at telling them,’ replied Marlin, leaning across King to thump Forest on the knee. ‘The cows on Daddy’s farm just don’t get em.’
Forest had light blond hair and those sharp blue eyes where the whites showed right around the iris. He looked wiry and lean all over. Before joining Special Forces, the young Corporal guided high-powered business executives on survival retreats. Back to Mother Nature with nothing but a pocket knife and a prayer. Unfortunately, on his last retreat, one participant carried a gun and a grudge. Three people received gunshot wounds, including Forest. Once recovered, he’d quit his job and enlisted in the Marines.
Smiling, Forest flipped Marlin the bird.
Coleman checked his wristwatch. It’s almost show time.
‘Weapons check,’ he ordered. Down both sides of the Pave Hawk, hands instantly leapt to weapons and ammunition.
Ironically, the weapons inspectors shifted uncomfortably.
They have every reason to feel nervous, reasoned Coleman. Sitting crammed among six armed Marines wasn’t everyone’s typical day at the office. Coleman had kept all the inspectors travelling together. Today, his platoon comprised of five task-organized units, designated First through Fifth Unit, each with eight Marines apiece. Coleman operated with Third Unit. Keeping the inspectors together meant two of his unit travelled in another Pave Hawk. The two bumped Marines would be dropped off just seconds behind Third Unit.
Coleman finished checking his assault rifle. The CMAR-17 (Caseless Modular Assault Rifle) was replacing the M16A2 among Special Forces.
The smooth, black, ergonomically designed CMAR-17 fired 5.56mm caseless ammunition. The high velocity projectile gave the small caliber round its armor-piercing capability and very low recoil. The modular design allowed useful secondary systems to fit snugly under the barrel. Today their CMAR-17s sported high-powered torches.
Strapped to Coleman’s right thigh rested a big silver colt M1911. The colt represented the strongest and most reliable automatic pistol ever made, its type having served the US Army from 1911 to 1985. This model, a Government Series 80, carried only seven rounds. Every bullet was a thumper. The .45 caliber round was far more devastating than an assault rifle bullet at short range.
Coleman’s uncle, the last of his living family, presented him with the pistol the day he reached the rank of First Lieutenant. Special Forces operatives chose their own backup weapon, so Coleman carried the heavy silver colt.
‘We’ve got a good visual,’ reported the pilot, winking over his shoulder at Coleman. ‘I just know you’re going to want to see this.’
Trying not to seem too eager, Coleman shrugged out of his seat harness and clambered forward. The sight through the Pave Hawk’s windshield left him speechless for three seconds.
‘Unbelievable,’ he breathed.
The Biological Solutions Research Complex.
His awe mixed with a guilty sense of adolescent fulfillment. For any professional dedicated to installation security, this represented the Holy Grail of missions.
From the air the structure resembled a giant cement plug embedded in the desert. Half a kilometer wide, three hundred feet deep, and all constructed snugly within the pit of an abandoned open-cut gold mine. A concrete pancake, the ‘plug’ really functioned as the roof of the underground Complex.
Coleman had studied satellite photos before the mission, but they hadn’t done the sheer scale of research installation any justice. At best, the photos gave the impression of a facility sunk in quicksand until only its giant cement roof remained exposed.
People actually live under there. The best and brightest. Geneticists from around the world competed to spend time working under that plug. Shops, dormitories, recreational areas, a swimming pool, the Complex had everything its community of international researchers and their families required to approximate the illusion of normal daily life.
Including his ex-wife and son.
Vanessa and David. Vanessa Sharp, Coleman repeated in his mind. She was back to using her maiden name now. Had been, in fact, for the last six years. It still sounded strange. Like she had gone back in time to be the person she’d been before they married.
But she wasn’t that person anymore. She’d come a long way.
Coleman’s platoon was chosen for this operation because of Vanessa. During his briefing on the USS Coronado, no one said, ‘We know you were married to Vanessa Sharp’, but it hung unspoken. This morning when her picture appeared on the briefing screen, all eyes flicked his way. A onetime weapons inspector herself, the brass flagged Vanessa as both a critical operational objective and a potential problem.
Because Vanessa Sharp hated the military.
Her outspoken views were common knowledge. She could argue the topic for hours — American weapons-research traded like shares. Fraudulent military claims of biological weapons. Cover-ups after botched weapon trials — the list went on.
It was just a shame, Coleman thought, that her feelings manifested themselves after they had been married. They’d separated eight years ago. It was hardest on David, their son, with Coleman and Vanessa’s constant terse negotiations over the boy.
Coleman doubted he’d be as useful as the brass obviously hoped.
How would she feel about her ex-husband leading an uninvited team of armed Marines into her research facility? Accompanying weapons inspectors, no less. Hopefully she wouldn’t take it personally.
Please, who are you kidding? Everything is personal with her.
Trouble between them seemed inevitable. If they couldn’t agree on how much time Coleman could spend with David, his own son, then what chance did they have with this? Their arguments before the break-up had been bitter, but always just between them. Today a lot more was at stake than just a marriage.
Coleman mentally shoved aside the looming problem of Vanessa. Things would unfold however they would, and there was nothing he could do about it now. On the bright side, he’d be seeing David and where Vanessa had been hiding him for the last eleven months.
That’s not fair. We agreed this was better than boarding school. Don’t be bitter.
He took the opportunity to scan the research facility again from the air. Still thinking about David, he found his eyes drawn over to the dome.
The largest above-ground structure was a massive transparent biodome. Three hundred meters long, the oblong dome bulged from the desert like a futuristic space base. Under the dome nestled a sprawling botanical reserve. Landscaped for recreational purposes, the reserve dual-functioned as a living gene bank for genetic research. It reminded Coleman of the Eden Project in Cornwall, England, where a series of biodomes contained examples of widely varied ecosystems from around the world. He and Vanessa had backpacked across England before their engagement. The Eden biodomes were the highlight of her trip, but they were featherweights compared to this monster.
David raved about the dome during his phone calls. He said parts of it looked like Jurassic Park, and that he knew the place better than anyone in the Complex.
As if the plug and the biodome weren’t enough, there was more.
The lawn.
Visible from space, a two mile wide circle of genetically-enhanced grass surrounded the Complex in a lush green oasis. Coleman knew the lawn was fundamental to the operation of the Complex, but that was all he could discover.
Where do they get the water for all that grass? he wondered.
‘Okay. We’ve just lost GPS navigation,’ advised the pilot. He spoke quickly into his headset and then shook his head at the co-pilot. ‘I’ve lost the other birds.’
‘It’s their security system,’ confirmed Coleman, leaning forward to talk over the chopper drone. ‘The signal jamming should start about five clicks out if all their C-Guards are fired up.’
‘Spot on,’ confirmed the co-pilot, checking his instruments. ‘Five clicks. That’s some impressive jamming hardware.’
No landlines served the Complex. It was all wireless. In a world where every cell phone could transmit images and data around the world, the C-Guards offered the only secure option.
Coleman had experience with the types of C-Guards used for protecting VIP convoys, but never anything on this scale. C-Guards were very high powered radio jamming devices. During a security alert, such as the theft of sensitive research data, no electronic signals could breach a five kilometer zone around the Complex. This prevented the stolen data being transmitted off site. The devices shrouded the Complex in a zone of radio silence.
But not for long.
Coleman pointed out the windshield. ‘There. That helipad’s our drop point.’
‘I see it,’ replied the pilot, flicking off a series of alarm switches. The Pave Hawk wasn’t happy about all the jamming to its navigation and weapon systems.
Coleman checked his wristwatch and smiled. At that exact moment, two Pave Hawks peeled off left and right. The elevator and ventilation plant rooms made ideal infiltration points. One helicopter headed to the west elevator plant room, the other to its eastern equivalent on the right side of the plug. A third bird went humming straight over Coleman’s Pave Hawk towards the northern plant room.
Coleman struggled to keep the growing excitement from his face. A wave of anticipation crested through the helicopter’s passengers, Marines and weapons inspectors both.
It was show time, and his team were taking the front entrance.
* * *
Gunmen poured from the freight containers, leaping over Ralph’s body. They moved fast, with purpose, securing the storage area, then the freight lift, then the entire south-west quadrant of the basement level.
‘All clear,’ reported the lead gunman, a huge man with the body of a competitive weight-lifter. ‘Zero resistance.’
At that signal, two men stepped from the first container.
They couldn’t have looked more different from one another.
The face on the left was so angular that nervous sweat dripped from the tip of his nose. His brown hair clumped straight back like a rat squirming from a sewer. He looked prematurely aged, with deep lines surrounding his sallow eyes like cracks in a drying saltpan.
Dressed in the same grey military-style fatigues as the gunmen, he was the only person not wearing a headset radio and a grey bullet-proof vest.
This was Francis Gould.
But it was the second man who dominated the scene, diminishing Gould’s presence to an insubstantial shadow.
Turning his head slowly, absorbing the scene from left to right, Cameron Cairns’s rugged features exuded a cold aura of barely-restrained violence.
Cairns’s presence triggered instinctive fear in strangers. When he entered the room, you immediately appreciated your own mortality. When he looked at you with those close set eyes over his big parrot-beaked nose, you just knew he was auditing your heartbeats, deciding if you’d had enough already.
Or that’s how Gould felt. Cairns terrified the living shit out of Gould.
With good reason, Gould told himself. I know what he’s capable of.
As Cairns crossed from the container to the lead gunman, his every fluid gesture demonstrated confident control of his body and surroundings. He clenched and unclenched a grey-stubbled lower jaw that looked strong enough to bite through a steel bar.
‘Lieutenant Bora,’ Cairns said to the lead gunman, his voice a husky growl. ‘The chest.’
Lieutenant Bora signaled two gunmen with a quick hand gesture. The gunmen shouldered their weapons and rushed into the freight container. They returned carrying a heavily-reinforced steel chest between them.
Cairns glanced up at the nearest ceiling vent and then lowered his unsettling gaze back down to Gould. ‘Dr Gould, if you please.’
Gould came forward, almost tripping over his own boots. The long wait in the cramped freight container had sent his legs into severe pins and needles. He looked up at the ceiling vent. I’m actually going to do this. There’s no backing out now. He’ll kill me if I don’t.
Gould withdrew a slim silver canister from a concealed pocket inside his grey oversized military fatigues. It was the size and shape of a big cigar. For a moment he stared at the canister, his thumb stroking the sealed cap.
He pictured the face of Vanessa Sharp in his mind. It proved all the motivation he needed. This is for you, bitch.
In one deft movement, he flicked off the cap and held the canister up to the vent.
After five seconds, he lowered the canister. His hand was shaking. Angry at his own reaction, he threw the expended container across the floor so that it settled against Ralph’s body in an expanding pool of blood. Hate was a powerful emotion.
Gould looked at the chest, at the ruthless men guarding it, at all the heavily-armed men standing around him.
All guarding an empty chest.
But it wouldn’t stay empty for long.
Biological hell had been unleashed.
* * *
Three levels up from where Gould stood under the ceiling vent, Sasha Kinnane worked in a room filled with butterflies.
Every wall, every bench, every spare space in her laboratory and the corridor outside was filled with boxes of butterflies. The transparent butterfly cubes were stacked to the ceiling.
Sasha was the senior resident entomologist. A butterfly specialist. Right now she sat rigidly forward in her chair, staring with rapt attention at her computer screen, captivated by the bizarre reading from her remote pheromone sensors in the recreational reserve.
Sasha worked directly under a ceiling vent.
Her head snapped up when she heard an incredible rustling sound. She pushed off from the lab bench with one hand so her chair swiveled on the spot. She stopped herself with her foot on the floor when she faced the entire lab.
Her butterflies were going haywire.
What the…?
Every butterfly cube was a violent brown blur of activity. The rustling was the sound of tens of thousands of butterflies all pelting frantically inside their cubes.
Sasha had never seen this before, not in fifteen years of field and lab entomology.
Suddenly she put two and two together.
She snatched up her field pherometer. The device looked like a cross between a metal detector and a small vacuum cleaner.
The readings are off the chart!
It must have been a lot of pheromone. Sasha was perplexed. Nothing in the Complex can produce a pheromone this concentrated. That means it has to be artificial. Is it something from my lab or an external source?
There was one quick way to find out. Sasha rushed along the nearest workbench and flipped open the lids of six butterfly cubes. The frantic butterflies poured from their confinement.
At the end of the workbench, she searched with her left hand until she found the button for the intercom system. She didn’t take her eyes from the small cloud of butterflies for a second.
‘This is Sasha up in the entomology lab. Ah, you’d better get Vanessa Sharp on the line. I think we have a very big problem up here.’
Every single butterfly had flown straight through the ceiling vent.
* * *
The fern gully in the recreational reserve was by far the children’s favorite artificial ecosystem. It looked prehistoric, with ferns and mist-jets carpeting the forest floor.
But mostly they liked it because of the helicopter pods. A helicopter pod was a type of seed pod with three little wings. When you twisted the stem between your fingers, it flew like a helicopter. The children ran through the forest, spinning the pods and trying to catch them mid-flight.
All the children except for David and Angie.
David, nine years old, and Angie, ten, stared at what they had found in the recreational reserve.
This was a place where no one came, David had assured his classmate as he led the way through the ferny undergrowth, swinging a short stick to find his helicopter pod.
And then they had found it.
‘Let’s go back,’ Angie said, seeing the rest of their classmates moving away through the trees. Now she could just see the occasional patch of colored clothing between the trees as their classmates left her and David behind. They weren’t supposed to have come this way, but Angie couldn’t let David go on his own. ‘We’re going to get into big trouble if we don’t catch them up.’
David walked around the thing, hitting it with his stupid stick.
Angie once had a boil on her leg that looked like this thing. Except this one had grown from the forest floor, bending aside ferns and pushing away the soil. It was taller than David, who disappeared from sight as he walked behind it.
‘This definitely wasn’t here before,’ David said as he came back around, lifting his knees to negotiate the clustered ferns. ‘This is brand new.’
Angie wished she’d never followed him. David had lived here eleven months, only half as long as herself, but he acted like he owned the place because his mother was Dr Sharp.
‘Don’t touch it,’ pleaded Angie. ‘I don’t like it. We need to get going. If you don’t come right now, I’m going without you.’
David smiled mischievously, all dimples and teeth. He’d had a haircut yesterday. His straight brown hair curved up neatly around his ears. He pressed his palm to the dark dome.
‘I’m goooo-ing,’ warned Angie, taking a few steps.
But David knew she wasn’t going anywhere. At first he was just teasing her, but now, up close, he was genuinely interested in the thing. He pressed down with both hands. The thing yielded under his weight like jelly. He stood on his toes and peered inside.
There! Just under the surface. Movement.
He peered closer, but it was hard to see. Turning his head, ignoring Angie’s shrill protests, David slowly pressed his ear to the surface and listened.
Something snatched his shoulder.
He jumped back, then looked up and saw it was just his teacher, Miss Wright. She must have come back along the track to find them. But she didn’t seem angry with him.
She looked terrified.
David followed her line of sight to where his ear rested a second ago.
Something bulged towards his face.
Miss Wright yanked him away, grabbing Angie as the entire hump violently convulsed. Now David could see clearly. Something was trying to get out. Something was uncoiling inside. No — many things!
‘Run back to the path! Go! Go!’ yelled Miss Wright, pushing the children ahead. ‘Quickly, go!’
The jelly-hump exploded, spraying them with liquid. As they ran through the reserve with ferns snapping at their knees, they heard the emergency evacuation alarm begin.
* * *
Dana smiled at the tall investor in the crumpled suit asking about terrorism-proof engineering.
Here’s what they really came to hear about.
Counter-terrorism engineering.
It was part of everyday conversation. It was all over the talk-shows. People wanted to feel safe again. Huge amounts of funding would be tied to the first research organization able to provide that security. Terror-proofing was the catchphrase on everyone’s lips.
Dana felt her confidence begin to erode.
Delivering her own spiel was one thing, but counter-terrorism engineering was way outside of her field. Hell, it was an entirely new field! Dana didn’t even have security clearance to visit level three where they conducted the research.
‘Humans have always relied on plants for survival,’ stammered Dana. ‘And yes, we are taking this a step further and using plant genetics to design building materials for uncertain political climates.’
The tall investor interrupted, ‘So how far along are these projects?’
‘We are not a counter-terrorism research organization,’ Dana explained carefully, getting her rhythm back. ‘But in the event of, say, a powerful explosion, our construction materials don’t fragment like conventionally reinforced concrete. Their natural flexibility absorbs energy, dramatically reducing the chance of massive structural failure.’
Dana hoped she sounded tactful.
Something above the investors’ heads caught her attention. A single butterfly fluttered over their heads. Its erratic flight came lower and lower.
She ignored the eye-catching movement and said dramatically, ‘All our technology is exhaustively trialed and incorporated into this Complex before being released to the market. That makes this about the safest place on earth.’
‘When will we see further product releases?’
Dana didn’t see who’d asked the question. A cloud of butterflies now jostled above the investors’ heads.
What’s with all the butterflies? It wasn’t unusual to see one or two around the place, but never a cloud.
Dana focused back on her job. She was ready for this question. Investors always wanted to know when their money would start bearing fruit.
‘Biology is a complex discipline,’ she started, ‘far more prone to unforeseen variables than the pure math of conventional engineering, so rigorous testing is….’
But no one listened anymore.
Half of them ran for their lives. The ones not running stared past her towards the western fire stairs, their eyes wide, unbelieving.
Dana heard the evacuation alarm. Then she heard the screaming.
She turned and saw. ‘Mother of God….’
* * *
On the habitation level, in the single-room school for the staff’s younger children, Peter Crane heard the emergency evacuation alarm.
All personnel evacuate immediately, this is not a drill…All personnel evacuate immediately, this is not a drill…
Peter jumped to action. He’d been trained for this. He knew what to do.
‘Pencils down students, we’ll finish the drawings later. No, just leave them on your table and make two lines at the door. Now we are going to walk, not run, to the Evacuation Center. You all know where that is.’
The passageway outside the classroom led south through the administration hub, across the pedestrian loop to the Evacuation Center.
Peter stood in the short corridor just outside the classroom. Ushering out the last child, he heard screaming coming from back inside the hub.
Real screaming.
And then other noises that came straight from hell.
Nina Holland, his teacher’s aide, looked stunned by the sound.
Peter grabbed her arm, pressing his fingers savagely into her muscle. The pain cut through her shock long enough for her to listen.
‘Get the children to the Evacuation Center. For God’s sake go!’
Peter turned as he heard something come scrabbling into the corridor behind him. The creatures that surged into the end of the corridor looked beyond horrific.
‘Run!’ he yelled. ‘Run, Children — EVERYONE RUN NOW!’
Turning to face the things, he heard the clatter of small shoes fleeing down the corridor behind him.
Of all a teacher’s duties, one duty Peter held above all.
He must protect the children.
The school was close to the underground evacuation tunnel. He wouldn’t need to distract the creatures long. In one smooth motion, he unclipped the fire extinguisher from the wall and lifted it above his head like a club. The creatures charged.
Peter Crane’s jaw clenched as he watched them come. He blinked twice and then they were on him.
He held them back nine seconds longer than any single person up to that point.
* * *
Sprinting up the western stairwell among dozens of screaming and panicking people, Michael Simms struggled to keep his glasses on.
It was absolute chaos. It was a nightmare.
The creatures surged up the fire stairs behind them, tearing another two people from the pushing crowd. Michael saw a woman trip and get yanked through the gap between the metal steps. Her body squished like play-dough through the small gap.
Pain and death flared everywhere.
And butterflies. The stairwell above their heads swarmed with butterflies.
Then people started pushing back down the stairs. Michael saw the creatures coming down the stairwell too!
I’m trapped in between. The creatures tore into the terrified crowd like sharks joining a feeding frenzy.
Michael wasn’t a brave man, but he recognized a royal cluster-fuck when he saw it.
Up or down, it’s all the same. I’m not staying here.
Michael chose up. It proved the last choice he ever made.
* * *
Captain Coleman leapt down from the helicopter.
He dashed forward to make room for the six Marines jumping down behind him. The weapons inspectors would stay with the aircraft until he gave the all clear.
Privates Tremaine and Gill ran over from a second Pave Hawk, giving the Okay hand-signal. Their personal radios were as vulnerable to the facility’s jamming hardware as everything else. The C-Guards had directional antenna to reduce friendly jamming inside the Complex, but at best their radios would be unreliable.
Team assembled, Coleman led Third Unit towards the main entrance.
His goal was clear. Third Unit would enter the habitation level via the front entrance, secure the central administration hub, and then sit tight while the weapons inspectors completed their investigation. The inspectors would enter once the labs were secured. The rest of the facility would be encouraged to function as normal.
Across the roof, four other FAST units reached their designated entry points.
Coleman’s was the only team not accessing the facility via the elevator plant rooms. Instead, ahead, a four meter high cement hump curved around the large helicopter pad and framed the main entrance.
Two sliding glass doors nestled right in the center of the hump.
Coleman reached the automatic doors.
The doors parted and released a cool wave of air-conditioned air.
Third Unit jogged through in tight single file formation, passing an unmanned security foyer and continuing down the wide flight of stairs to the open habitation level.
Coleman knew what to expect at the bottom. The habitation level’s layout resembled a big square wheel. In the middle sat the administration hub. Surrounding the hub was the pedestrian loop — mostly open space. Enclosing the pedestrian loop, the outer walls functioned like a shopping plaza dotted with services and amenities. The simple design gave residents plenty of free space.
Coleman reached the bottom of the stairs.
He stopped and stared, absorbing the bloody pandemonium unfolding before him.
‘Holy crap,’ he breathed. His sense of reality derailed at very high speed. What he was seeing couldn’t be real, but judging by the Marines’ stunned swearing behind him, he knew they witnessed the same spectacle.
What in the name of all things holy?
It was like a scene from a horror movie.
The creatures chasing and eating people looked the size of lions.
Each creature possessed a mass of tentacles like a dozen thrashing anacondas. A large tapered head sprouted from this tentacle nest. When the creatures caught a victim, the head blossomed open, revealing a mouth wide enough to swallow a wild boar. Concentric rows of inward-pointing teeth lined this crimson cavity.
Like a Great White Shark, realized Coleman.
Fleeing the creatures, the human content of the level emptied chaotically across the pedestrian loop towards its south-east corner, towards the evacuation tunnel entrance. Or at least they tried to. Many weren’t making it, and still more people were emerging from the western stairwell. The distance from the western stairwell to the evacuation tunnel measured at least four hundred meters. No refuge from the creatures existed in between. The loop’s only feature this side of the glass-walled administration hub were four large, leafy planter boxes.
Essentially, the evacuees made their desperate escape across a four hundred meter long killing field. At least thirty creatures stood in their path. People were getting mauled. People were getting dragged. Coleman realized that every hump of thrashing limbs was somebody being torn apart. Only the sheer number of people weaving through the bedlam reduced casualties. Some creatures seemed unsure where to attack first and missed their chance.
All this flashed before Coleman in a second, but only one question seared into his mind.
Where is David? Where is my son?
Coleman desperately searched the faces and shapes of the fleeing people. No children. Had the children already reached the evacuation center, or were they cut off and trapped somewhere, forgotten in the panic and unable to compete against the hordes of terrified adults?
Vanessa won’t let that happen. She’s got him. She loves our boy more than life itself. She’d already have him in the evacuation center.
But what if she didn’t or couldn’t? What if she was trapped herself, unable to reach him? Coleman imagined David terrified and alone somewhere, or perhaps fighting for his life this very second. Where would he be?
Coleman realized he was panicking, freezing up, completely forgetting his training and everything he was meant to do. But it was his boy….
Someone roughly grabbed his shoulder. Corporal Forest was one step ahead of Coleman’s thoughts. He jerked his head at the evacuation tunnel and yelled over the screaming, ‘David’s either in there or trying to get in there right. We need to clear him a path right now! We need to help!’
Coleman sucked it up and looked over his shoulder. You want to help your boy, then start helping right here.
Third Unit had snapped their weapons into firing position. They had stopped behind him in an arrowhead formation, as equally at a loss as himself. No military maneuver existed to deal with this situation, but the Marines couldn’t help by gaping from the sidelines.
Coleman had to trust in the professionalism of his team.
Let’s just fight them.
‘Choose your targets,’ he barked. ‘Let’s give these people some room to move, Marines!’
Third Unit reacted instantly. King, Marlin and Gill attacked left. Tremaine, Fisher and London attacked right.
Coleman and Forest ran straight into the middle of the mayhem.
Forest was already firing, snapping his rifle left and right and using his precise trigger-control to hurt every hostile in his firing arc.
All around, Coleman heard CMAR-17 assault rifles start discharging. Third Unit were finding whatever means they could to attack the creatures without injuring civilians.
On Coleman’s left, a creature dragged a man like a fallen horseman caught in the stirrups. Blood soaked his trouser leg where the creature gripped him. He desperately scrabbled for purchase on the smooth enamel floor.
Coleman saw a clean shot and took it.
He snapped off three fast rounds squarely into the creature’s head. The creature stumbled sideways, then recovered and charged straight towards the gunfire.
Diving aside, rolling on his shoulder, Coleman avoided the charge and came up shooting. His bullets tore into the creature at point-blank range. Behind the nest of tentacles pumped a fat, pale, wasp-like body. The body throbbed like a giant human heart. Sappy white fluid spewed from its wounds as Coleman churned bullets into the collapsing mess.
The creature stopped moving with a quarter of its body torn to shreds.
‘Target their abdomens!’ Coleman radioed as he knelt beside the wounded man. ‘The body is vulnerable!’
The man bellowed as Coleman wrenched the tentacle from his calf. Three-inch long thorns lined the creature’s limb. The man stumbled away towards the evac tunnel despite the deep raking wounds covering his leg.
Coleman checked his CMAR-17 magazine. He had used nearly half a magazine to take down just one creature.
Part of a frantic radio message burst over his headset: ‘- I repeat, we have multiple hostiles. Non-human! I repeat, non-human, attacking us from all sides! Request immediate — ’
It sounded like Fifth Unit. Corporal Stevens. Stevens’ team entered the Complex by the northern stairwell. Coleman could only imagine the carnage if they became trapped in the stairwell.
What have we walked into?
Listening now, Coleman heard automatic CMAR-17 fire coming from every corner of the Complex. Multiple skirmishes. Every team sounded heavily engaged.
Desperate engagements, Coleman realized from the sound of the sustained gunfire. The creatures are everywhere.
He heard another voice he recognized on the headset, Corporal Harrison’s, a friend of Coleman’s since basic training. Harrison was attempting to fight and make a combat report simultaneously:
‘- got too many…(static)…be everywhere…(static)…defensive withdrawal through…(static)…civilian casualties coming…(static)…trapped in — ’
The radio message cut off.
Coleman stopped trying to make sense of the fragmented messages. Third Unit was scattered everywhere. To the west, Fisher and London stood back-to-back firing. Closer to Coleman’s position, Marlin and King sidestepped around a creature thrashing wildly under their assault. They lifted their weapons high and angled their shots downwards to avoid hitting passing civilians.
To Coleman’s right, to the east, Tremaine, Gill and Forest each worked on their own, weaving through the chaos, shooting, moving, shooting again.
Coleman noticed a pattern in the creatures’ behavior. Gunfire affected their movements. Even the creatures not being fired upon moved erratically and changed directions every time a weapon discharged nearby. He saw the pattern, but didn’t have time to dwell on it.
Because at that moment he saw Forest in trouble.
Forest’s assault rifle had run dry. He stood plugging aimed pistol shots into a creature charging straight towards him.
Coleman keyed his headset radio. ‘Forest, get ready to reload.’
Forest didn’t respond. He was busy shooting for his life.
Coleman dropped to one knee and leveled his assault rifle between Forest and the creature.
He thumbed the weapon to fully-automatic and aimed. When the creature’s wasp-like body filled his weapon-sight, he squeezed the trigger. The blast of fully-automatic fire ripped down the side of the creature like a cheese-grater.
The creature rolled away from the impact, its momentum thrown off by the side-attack.
Forest reacted instantly. He holstered his pistol and in one smooth motion lifted out a fresh ammunition magazine for his rifle. He rammed the magazine home, cocked his weapon, and started firing downwards into the creature like he was hosing leaves off a driveway.
Coleman spun towards the sound of sustained gunfire to the west. Third Unit’s attack had formed a temporary breach between the creatures and the evacuees. At the head of that breach, Privates Fisher and London faced the full force of the swarming creatures.
Standing back-to-back, Fisher and London used a three-hundred and sixty degree arc of gunfire to hurt everything in their range. Creatures swarmed towards them from every side. Their CMAR-17s fired white-hot, but the creatures surged closer every moment.
Fisher’s voice burst over Coleman’s radio. ‘Backup. We need backup right now!’
Coleman searched for a way to help. He couldn’t reach Fisher and London in time. King and Marlin looked closer, but were maneuvering to place a wounded creature between themselves and more incoming hostiles. They appeared only seconds away from the same predicament as Fisher and London.
‘Fisher — London — you need to break out,’ ordered Coleman over his headset. ‘Focus your fire to the east and break out!’
‘We can’t!’ yelled Fisher between bursts of his weapon. ‘They’re too close. There’s too many!’
And then Coleman saw one of the creatures swipe a barbed tentacle across London’s face.
London’s entire head smashed to the right. The left side of his face tore away. Blood fountained from his carotid artery like a burst water main. The impact slammed him to the ground.
‘London is down. London is down!’ yelled Coleman into his radio.
Private Gill rushed up beside Coleman.
‘Holy shit,’ moaned Gill. London’s blood spurted straight up into the air.
‘We need to get in there!’ Coleman yelled. ‘You go left and we’ll open a — ’
Then Gill was gone.
The creature slammed Gill from behind like a raging bull. In the roar of gunfire they hadn’t heard the creature approaching. Gill rolled along the floor in the creature’s grip. Before their momentum stopped, every tentacle had wrapped tightly around his body.
Then it got worse. The creature began a frenzy of hyperactive motion, tearing Gill apart.
Coleman sprinted towards the young Private. He stopped just a meter short, searching for a clean shot, but the limbs wrapped up too tightly around Gill.
Writhing under the assault, Gill pounded with his fists for the three or four seconds his body remained in one piece.
Then the creature began feeding. Coleman could see straight into its mouth where hundreds of noodle-like strands flicked over Gill’s wounds like tiny vacuum cleaners.
Seeing how quickly the creature killed Private Gill, Coleman realized why there were so few wounded evacuees. They either reached the evacuation tunnel in one piece or not at all.
Backing away from the feeding creature, Coleman searched for London and Fisher. Fisher’s firing hadn’t stopped during the attack on Gill. Marlin and King broke from their engagement and ran to offer Fisher support fire.
It was too late.
Kneeling over London’s body, Fisher clamped his hand against London’s gushing carotid artery. He looked up as a creature’s mouth entirely engulfed his head.
The creature jerked Fisher from his feet. It thrashed his body overhead like a doll in the mouth of a rabid dog. Fisher’s legs kicked up in the air. His searching right hand found his pistol.
Somehow, he drew his pistol and started firing. His bullets went wild, but he didn’t give up. Only his body armor kept him alive.
The creature slammed Fisher’s body down on the floor. Coleman heard a grisly series of cracks as Fisher’s back broke. Now its mouth clamped around Fisher’s neck.
The creature gave the limp body another massive overhead swing. The body came loose and cartwheeled through the air. Fisher’s head stayed in the creature’s mouth. Blood sprayed outwards from the cartwheeling corpse. As Fisher’s decapitated body slid across the floor between King and Marlin, Coleman heard a tremendous crash of breaking glass to the north.
‘Captain,’ Forest shouted over the radio, ‘I got kids over here! I got incoming hostiles. I can’t stop them. I need help right now!’
Coleman’s guts tensed up in fear. Kids! Children. Maybe David. They hadn’t reached the evacuation center.
A young woman emerged from the admin hub shepherding six children towards the evac tunnel. Coleman remembered there was a school back in there. David had talked on the phone about his school in the hub.
Already sprinting, Coleman scanned the terrified little forms for David. None were David, but one was in trouble.
‘I see them,’ Coleman yelled into his radio. ‘Get them moving, Forest. Tremaine — focus on the admin hub — stop those creatures reaching the kids.’
Tremaine turned and poured gunfire into the creatures that came bursting from the hub.
Forest reached the young woman with the children. ‘Come on, Come on — this way! Come on, faster!’
Coleman fired as he ran.
Tremaine obliterated the front of the hub trying to stall the creatures pouring from every office and corridor. He slapped a fresh magazine into his CMAR-17 and kept firing.
Two creatures already moved to intercept the children.
One terrified child, a small red-haired boy, slipped from the back of the pack and stood screaming. Forest spotted the child and started backtracking. Coleman was closer. Without stopping, he snatched the boy up and tossed the rigid child towards Forest.
‘Get them out of here!’ Coleman spun as the boy flew through the air towards Forest.
The two hostiles charged at Coleman.
He didn’t have time to turn and run. He didn’t have time to lift the CMAR-17 and take down both creatures. As the creatures came together, he dove. His body flew through a nightmarish maze of thorns grazing his body armor. He hit the ground just behind the creatures, ducking his head into a combat roll so he came up running. Now he led the creatures away from the children.
Tremaine stood thirty meters ahead, facing a dozen creatures swarming from the admin hub. The creatures reached less than fifteen meters from Tremaine, who fired his assault rifle left and right, trying to hold the hostiles back.
But Coleman knew how the creatures moved. He knew how they reacted to gunfire. Tremaine was in trouble.
Coleman keyed his radio as he ran. ‘Tremaine — break out — they’re too close to you!’
Tremaine turned and took two steps before a tentacle struck his ankle.
‘No!’ yelled Coleman as Tremaine pitched forward.
Tremaine windmilled his arms and tumbled forward headlong, smacking into the ground and sliding on his body armor. He flipped over and started crawling on his shoulders, bringing up his rifle.
The creatures surged on top of him.
Tremaine’s body tore apart in seconds.
‘The kids are clear,’ Forest radioed, but Coleman was running for his life. The two hostiles pursued just meters behind him. He cut left and headed for the large planter boxes. Each three meter long marble planter overflowed with glossy shrubs. Four of these heavy features stood arranged in a diamond.
Coleman focused all his strength into leaping over the closest box. He planted his right boot and jumped. He didn’t know if leaping over the box was even possible in his body armor.
Two seconds later, he discovered the jump wasn’t possible. His left boot caught the top edge of the box. Face-first, he crashed through the shrubs and tumbled out the other side.
The first creature smashed into the planter box. The entire box rocked towards him, tilting up precariously on one edge.
Then the second creature hit.
The heavy marble box toppled over Coleman’s legs. He lunged away, moments before the box crashed down inches from his boots. Plants and soil cascaded over his legs like a mini-landslide.
The first creature had three tentacles pinned under the heavy box. Coleman fired from a prone position, unwilling to spare a second to find his feet.
Marble shards exploded off the box.
But the second creature wasn’t pinned. It launched itself straight through the air towards him. He couldn’t move in time. He lay in the exact position in which Tremaine had died — on his back, unable to rise as a creature fell upon him.
The impact felt stunning. Its body knocked aside his assault rifle. Its heaving bulk crushed his lower body. Inches from Coleman face, its head blossomed open into a pink cavity of teeth. It reared back to attack. Coleman’s legs came free.
He kicked up and jammed his boots either side of the creature’s descending head.
The creature jerked to a halt with Coleman’s legs locked straight out. Its horrid mouth gaped just inches from his face.
Coleman was stuck. If he moved he would lose his balance. His CMAR-17 lay jammed under his left shoulder. His legs shook. Any moment they would buckle.
But strapped to his right thigh hung his silver savior.
Sliding out the heavy colt pistol, he aimed the weapon right into the creature’s gaping mouth.
BOOM!
The shot blasted a hole in the creature’s head the size of a dinner plate.
BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! He kept firing, tearing wet chunks from the creature’s head. He twisted his arm and fired down the creature’s mouth into its body.
Liquid jetted from the wound in a geyser that splashed on the floor behind him. At once the creature slumped back. Coleman pushed away with his legs.
He slid backwards on the slippery floor and found his feet.
The creature looked finished, but he’d seen enough monster movies. He shot it some more. BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!
As he repositioned his assault rifle, King, Marlin and Forest rushed into cover behind the planter boxes.
Coleman checked his radio. Third Unit couldn’t expect any help. All over the Complex, every unit had heavy casualties. They all called for backup.
‘Captain,’ yelled Forest, pointing to the east. ‘They’re sealing the evac tunnel!’
The heavy, portcullis-like containment door was sealing the Evacuation Center from the Complex in a spectacle of whining sirens and flashing orange lights.
It didn’t matter, Coleman realized as the remaining survivors of Third Unit grouped together back-to-back.
Because they were completely surrounded by hostiles.
They were trapped.
* * *
Corporal Harrison and Private Sullivan ran for their lives.
The things had attacked Second Unit in the eastern stairwell. In all the confusion, the creatures had gotten close while the Marines tried to identify exactly what was charging at them. They couldn’t shoot among the evacuees crowding the stairs. Half of Second Unit was dead before they escaped the stairwell.
Only Harrison and Sullivan were still alive. Now they sprinted south along the pedestrian loop, trailing the final exodus of evacuees towards the evac tunnel.
Harrison ran around the corner of the admin hub. Sullivan ran just steps behind him.
‘We made it,’ puffed Sullivan, pointing. The emergency containment door was still partially open.
Harrison looked in the other direction, towards the planter boxes in the middle of the southern section of the loop. A group of four Marines were making a last desperate stand.
He immediately recognized the giant figure of King. Then Forest, Marlin and Captain Coleman.
It was Third Unit.

Chapter 2

The CMAR-17 fire around Coleman made a deafening roar.
Their safe zone shrank as the creatures surged closer and closer.
Suddenly two more assault rifles joined the battle. Glancing east towards the evac tunnel, Coleman recognized Corporal Harrison and Private Sullivan of Second Unit. The Marines must have spotted Third Unit’s desperate situation while racing for the descending door. Weapons up and firing three-round bursts, they recklessly advanced towards Coleman’s position.
Eight creatures turned and charged the newcomers. The two Marines just kept on coming, advancing straight into the hostiles.
Coleman couldn’t let them throw their lives away.
He activated his radio. ‘Second Unit — stand down your advance and escort the civilians to the Evacuation Center! I repeat — stand down your advance and protect the civilians!’
They hesitated. Coleman knew how they felt. Marines never left their own people. Behind them, the containment door reached just five feet from sealing.
Harrison touched his headset.
‘We’ll cut you a path out,’ he radioed.
Both Coleman and Harrison knew it was impossible. The only safe place in the Complex was on the other side of that massive containment door. Third Unit couldn’t reach the descending door in time. If Harrison and Sullivan didn’t retreat, they would miss their chance too.
The door was just four feet from sealing.
‘Get out of here, Harrison!’ Coleman shouted into his headset. ‘You can’t help us.’
Still firing, Harrison and Sullivan reluctantly backed towards the descending door. They fired until the very last second, then sprinted for the disappearing gap. Together they dropped and slid under the door just moments before it sealed shut.
Third Unit was cut off.
Coleman made a split-second decision. He hadn’t spotted David or Vanessa in the mayhem. With the Evacuation Center sealed up, no safe refuge existed this side of the containment door. If they weren’t already behind that door, they remained in terrible danger.
If they’re still alive. Don’t! Don’t even start thinking like that. They’re alive, and you are going to find them and get them out of this mess.
‘We have to keep moving!’ yelled Marlin.
Second Unit had drawn away half the creatures. Right now, the hostiles were fewest between Third Unit and the administration hub. The corridor from which the school children had earlier emerged was marked by three shallow stairs leading back into the hub.
Anywhere is better than here.
‘Clear those stairs!’ Coleman bellowed.
As one, Third Unit focused their fire towards the stairs. Only two creatures blocked their path.
‘Come on! Go-go-go!’ ordered Coleman as their attack opened a path through the creatures. ‘Run, run, go you lazy sons-of-bitches!’
They could be running straight into more trouble, but they had no choice. Staying still meant death. He’d be no good to anyone then.
Easily the fastest sprinter, Forest barely slowed to leap the three stairs down into the wide corridor. Marlin and King followed just steps behind him.
Coleman jumped down last.
The corridor appeared lined with offices. It ended at a large revolving door. Coleman recognized the location from the schematic map of the Complex. The area behind the door was the very center of the habitation level. The door consisted of four large reinforced glass panels rotating around a central pole. Wheels under each panel followed grooves in the floor and kept the door spinning smoothly.
Forest crouched in a defensive position beside the door as Marlin and King bundled through.
‘Don’t stop,’ Coleman yelled when he saw Forest crouching beside the door. ‘Go through!’
Coleman ploughed through the door behind Forest. As they spilled out the other side, he stopped and turned. For a second he judged the spin of the door.
Drawing his combat dagger, he watched the charging creatures. His legs wanted to run, and every muscle in his body agreed, but if he timed this just right….
Now.
He thrust his combat dagger under the wheel at the exact moment the first creature slammed into the glass panel.
The creature’s momentum jammed his dagger firmly under the wheel. The door juddered to a stop with half the creature stuck between the wall and the spinning door. Its body prevented the door from turning backwards, and Coleman’s wedged dagger stopped the door from letting the creature pass through.
Three more creatures crashed into the door. The entire unit shuddered in its wall foundations.
Coleman backed up a few steps, staring at the thrashing mess of tentacles sliding everywhere over the glass. It looked like a hundred octopus crammed in a fish tank.
‘Jesus Christ,’ he whispered. The entire corridor behind the door filled with creatures.
The trapped creature wrapped two limbs around the central pole. Firmly braced, it began wrenching its body through the gap. The reinforced glass panel bent outwards — cracks zigzagged all over its surface.
‘Marlin,’ Coleman ordered as he retreated to Third Unit. ‘Find us a way out now!’
Marlin tugged down the velcro flap on his body armor to expose his maps.
‘Hurry…’ urged King, watching the creatures demolish the door.
‘Coming-coming-coming,’ repeated Marlin like a mantra, his eyes flicking over the lines and notes to find them an escape route.
Coleman heard a clear radio signal.
He recognized Corporal Erin Stevens’ almost frantic voice.
‘I repeat — this is Fifth Unit. We have sustained heavy casualties and are withdrawing west through the habitation level dormitories. If anyone’s out there we need your — ’
They were on the same level. Several sustained bursts of assault rifle fire interrupted Stevens’ message. Fifth Unit were staging a defensive withdrawal west.
Coleman knew they had to consolidate their forces immediately. Yanking down the flap on his body armor revealed his skirmish maps. Immediately between the two forces sat the pool room, an obvious point on the map that both units could find. It seemed the logical rendezvous point.
‘Marlin, can we reach the pool room from here?’
Marlin’s face snapped up. ‘It works on my map, but we’ll have to make some shortcuts.’
When Marlin said shortcuts he meant they would have to use explosive cutting charge. Coleman keyed his headset. ‘Fifth Unit, this is Captain Coleman. Head for the pool room, Stevens. We are en route to rendezvous with you there.’
‘Okay. Habitation level pool room,’ came the reply. ‘En route, Third Unit. Glad you’re still alive, Captain.’
‘Captain.’ Forest jerked his head towards the revolving door.
Coleman spun around, ready to fire, but the door and the corridor beyond were completely empty. All the creatures had disappeared. One second they were there, cramming together, trying to smash through the door, and the next moment they were gone.
Their sudden disappearance dumbfounded Coleman. He stared towards the nearly demolished door. His emotional roller coaster of adrenalin and fear hadn’t been ready for this.
‘Where did they all go?’ asked Marlin.
‘Who cares?’ King said. ‘They gave up. That’s good enough for me.’
Coleman doubted it. The entire door looked almost torn from the wall.
Wait, the door’s not empty. What’s that movement?
He cautiously approached the creaking wreckage. At least a dozen brown butterflies fluttered inside the revolving door. Monarch butterflies. He recognized their wing patterns.
‘They were almost through,’ he said, thinking about the creatures as he watched the butterflies. ‘Why would they just stop?’
* * *
Three hundred meters away, Fifth Unit sprinted back through the dormitory corridors.
Erin Stevens ran point. Behind Stevens came Goldsmith and Cheng.
Only three of them escaped the north stairwell. Only their training kept them alive.
Stevens tried not to think about the stairwell’s confined space. The last three minutes were almost indescribable. If he thought about it, he might vomit. He had to keep a clear head and stay focused on their one important task. After the confusion of the northern stairwell, focusing his mind on achieving one single task was a relief.
They just had to reach the pool room.
He knew their chances of survival greatly improved if they joined up with Third Unit. If he could be fighting beside any single person in the United States Armed Forces, it would be Captain Alex Coleman.
Fifth Unit ran wildly, their boots pounding the floor.
Stevens glanced over his shoulder. His heartbeat thumped in his ears. He tried to look everywhere at once. Goldsmith and Cheng were still behind him.
He caught a warning look from Cheng. Cheng lifted his weapon.
Stevens snapped his head around and saw six gunmen blocking the passageway.
The gunmen were dressed in grey fatigues. Every inch of their clothing and equipment matched the walls. The only part not concealed was their eyes.
Stevens read their intention in those eyes.
He raised his hand. ‘No. Wait —’
All six gunmen opened fire.
Stevens was minced where he stood. Bullets tore through his body armor like cardboard. His flesh exploded outwards from every entry wound. Cheng and Goldsmith didn’t even fire a shot. Chunks of their flesh tore away as though bitten off by a giant invisible mouth. Cheng’s body twisted on the spot and thumped the wall. He slid down the wall and left a fat red stain.
Goldsmith’s head disintegrated. His body dropped instantly. His helmet and headset radio slid along the floor towards the gunmen.
* * *
The lead gunman stopped the sliding helmet under his heavy grey boot.
Pulling down his mask, Bora revealed a face that looked like its strong, eastern European features had been traced on a balloon, and then the balloon over-inflated so that everything seemed slightly out of proportion, but perfectly suited to his big hands, muscular arms and brutish physique.
He lifted the helmet and shook out the remains of the Marine’s skull. After listening to the headset radio for a few seconds, he tossed the helmet back towards the dead Marines.
Behind Bora stood a gunman with a rifle unlike any of the others. The weapon was longer than their FN P190 submachine guns. Its fat, tubular design had no obvious magazine. The gunman carried it with a lot more care.
Bora spoke to the man with the strange rifle, pointing to the Marines’ mangled remains.
‘Did you get all that?’
‘Yes, sir.’
The man came forward and aimed the rifle one at a time at the dead bodies. Then he aimed at the pieces of flesh stuck to the walls.
‘Got it all now,’ reported the man. ‘Are these the bodies we’re using?’
Bora nodded distractedly. He knelt to place his left palm on the floor. His eyes slowly unfocused. The gunmen froze. Bora reached out his right hand and splayed his fingertips against the wall. The gunmen could have been statues. They weren’t even breathing. Their eyes locked on Bora like he was a voodoo priest predicting their future.
Which, in a way, he was.
Bora snapped his fingers and stood up, triggering the gunmen to breathe again. ‘You know what to do with them. Go now. Exactly as I explained. We have about forty seconds.’
Four gunmen rushed forward and gathered the Marines’ equipment. They dragged the bodies away by the heels.
The articulate voice of Cameron Cairns came over Bora’s headset. By now Cairns should have complete control of the administration hub, and soon the entire Complex.
‘Bora,’ radioed Cairns. ‘The last Special Forces team is heading to the pool room. Make sure they never leave it.’
‘Yes, sir. We’re on our way.’
* * *
Cameron Cairns lowered his radio with a satisfied smirk.
He stood in the communications room in the eastern wing of the admin hub. The comms-room measured the size of four of its surrounding offices joined together. Two parallel workstations crowded with comm-tech coordination hardware divided the room.
This was his center of operations, secured because of the equipment it contained, chiefly of which, suspended from the ceiling, hung a six-meter-wide digital display screen.
Connected to the screen and packed wall-to-wall in the surprisingly compact room was enough hardware to track every radio signal in the Complex. Whenever the Special Forces spoke into their radios, Cairns heard the message and saw their location appear as a red blip on the large screen. The screen also displayed their average speed and direction of travel.
For the last eight minutes, he’d listened and tracked with growing satisfaction the radio messages from the Marines dying all over the Complex. It was a symphony of slaughter.
It was the most beautiful thing he’d ever heard.
In another time, in the basement of an abandoned textiles factory, a young Cameron Cairns had trained as an underground code catcher, listening for the ticks and clicks of the enemy’s radio messages. The work had seemed a waste of his talents at the time, but he had nonetheless applied himself to the task with the alacrity of a man who knew that life’s best investments were of the mind. The experience taught Cairns the value of intercepting radio communications.
But Cairns had chosen this particular room for an additional reason.
During an emergency evacuation, the control of all mechanical services in the Complex defaulted to this comms-room. Ordinarily, the last evacuating staff member would transfer all system controls to the Evacuation Center, but Cairns intervened in the process. Two dead bodies slumped over their workstations sported matching bullet wounds to the backs of their heads.
With the comms-room secured, Cairns directed Francis Gould in the control of almost every system in the Complex. Sitting across the room, reluctantly working an arm’s length from one of the dead staff, Gould toiled right now in that process.
Gould’s insipid presence irked Cairns. For the moment it was necessary. The only expert authority on the creatures, Gould had taken pains to ensure he remained indispensable, doling information grudgingly and insisting in personally overseeing the mechanical operations inside the Complex. He was a tight-lipped little runt, but when the time came, Cairns had been fantasizing about how he would dispose of Gould. He would start with heat….
‘I’ve activated the last pump station,’ reported Gould. Perhaps sensing the direction of Cairns’s thoughts, he shifted uncomfortably at his workstation. ‘I’m not sure this is a wise idea. It might not be enough time to get in and out. Maybe we should stagger the pumps. And we should have more men guarding this door. Two isn’t enough. You’ve seen what the creatures can do.’
Cairns ignored the whiney runt and keyed his radio. ‘Bora, the diversions are operating, you are free to move at speed.’
‘Copy that,’ responded Bora a second later.
Now Cairns turned and locked his withering gaze on Gould.
The little worm was a bundle of nervous ticks and involuntary habits. Even on the rare occasion when the scientist was completely still, he looked to be twitching on the inside.
He’s pitiful.
Cairns spoke quietly. ‘Two men like you wouldn’t be enough. Don’t judge my men by your own standard. If you do your job properly, we won’t need any men guarding this door. Let’s call it professional incentive.’
Gould rolled his eyes and focused on his computer terminal.
Resisting the strong urge to scalp Gould slowly with a ball-point pen, Cairns turned back to the overhead screen. Later. You’ll get what’s coming to you, Gould. I’m going to relish every second of it.
Right now, Bora hunted the last Special Forces team. Unlike with Gould, Cairns had no doubts about Bora. Before his skills were noticed by the right people, Krisko ‘Bora’ Borivoj ranked a Lieutenant in the Czech Special Forces. It showed. In combat, Bora was as savage as a wild dog; at other times, however, from an observant comment or a half-hidden reaction, Cairns recognized a complex depth behind Bora’s brutish exterior. Most men at the top of their game kept a rein on their emotions, but Bora operated with an entirely different mental model. Animal instincts guided his decisions equally.
Plus, Bora possessed other skills qualifying him for this operation.
It all depended on what they found on level three.
Cairns moved to a keyboard and raised the digital floor plan of level three. Even from this comms-room, the only available data constituted a schematic outline of the laboratory’s floor plan. The computerized mapping software offered no other information. In fact, no information could be purchased anywhere in the world about the security arrangements on level three.
But Cairns knew that every system had a weak spot. No system was impenetrable.
He keyed his radio again. ‘Basement team, the diversions are operating. Transfer your equipment to level three.’
He allowed himself the luxury of a self-indulgent smile. With the Special Forces almost wiped-out, his preliminary work neared completion.
Now it was time to really get this mission started.
* * *
Marlin jerked his head around the corner and stole a snapshot view of the corridor ahead.
‘All clear,’ he reported.
Coleman hated these tight corridors. The confined spaces made him feel vulnerable and edgy. He was also worried about Fifth Unit.
He’d heard Stevens yell ‘No wait!’ over the radio, followed by the sound of gunfire. It wasn’t the familiar sound of a CMAR-17 firing. The caseless ammunition of the CMAR-17 produced a higher-pitched percussion wave that Coleman would instantly recognize over the radio. This sounded more like submachine gun fire. The submachine gun was the assault rifles’ nasty cousin, the perfect weapon in such a confined environment.
Now Fifth Unit wasn’t responding to Coleman’s request for a position update. It could very well be the jamming hardware interfering with their radios, but Coleman had graver suspicions. Impossible as it seemed, things had gotten worse. Vanessa and David unaccounted for, marauding creatures, Special Forces units obliterated, massive civilian casualties….
And now potentially another unidentified hostile force in the Complex attacking the Marines.
I need to contact the Evacuation Center. If David and Vanessa have evacuated safely, things would be so much better.
‘This is it,’ Marlin said, drawing Coleman’s attention to a door-sized vent in the corridor wall. The vent was locked, hinged on one side, and dark beyond. ‘This service passage joins the pool room. I have to cut the lock.’
‘Do it,’ Coleman said. ‘These corridors are making me nervous. I want to find the nearest intercom and contact the evac center.’
Marlin knelt and pressed cutting charge around the simple lock.
‘Clear,’ he warned, and they turned their eyes from the short, bright — crack! — of the cutting charge slicing through the metal. Marlin yanked open the vent and systematically swept every surface with flashlight light.
Coleman side-stepped into the service corridor after Marlin. The short corridor ended at another door-sized vent. Halfway along the corridor, a single intersection branched left. Marlin darted across the intersection and crouched at the second vent.
Coleman peered down the intersection. Beyond operated a massive ventilation plant room. Life underground offered no external windows, so the massive air-conditioning plant provided every breath of ventilation for the entire Complex. The oversized ventilation shafts radiated from the main plant like spokes on a bicycle tire. The boxy silver tunnels disappeared into the walls.
Coleman felt the fans’ vibrations through his boots. He couldn’t see a phone or intercom on any of the walls. There might be one in the pool room.
‘Captain,’ hissed Forest. ‘I think we’ve found First Unit.’
Coleman rallied to hear some good news for a change. Perhaps First Unit heard their radio message and decided to make for the pool room. Perhaps they picked up some survivors. Perhaps David. ‘Any civilians?’
Forest didn’t sound happy as he answered, ‘I think maybe the weapons inspectors.’
What? The inspectors were supposed to stay out of harm’s way up on the plug until Coleman gave the all-clear. Why would First Unit have brought them to the pool room?
‘Are you sure?’ Coleman asked, crossing to the vent.
‘God knows.’ Forest sounded shaken. He pushed open the vent. ‘You’ve got to see this.’
The first thing Coleman saw was a twenty-five meter swimming pool littered with debris and floating corpses. The dead wore Marine Corps fatigues. For a moment, Coleman couldn’t understand how the Marines came to be floating in the pool.
Then he looked up. His hope fizzled like a misstruck match.
Embedded in the ceiling was a US Marine Corps Pave Hawk helicopter.
He recognized the helicopter’s designation. It was their mission’s first deployment Pave Hawk, the same helicopter the weapons inspectors were supposed to be waiting in for the all clear. Bewildered by the totally unexpected sight, Coleman groped for an explanation. He scanned the pool room. Somehow, at least half of First Unit managed to reach the helicopter waiting up on the plug. The helicopter had taken off, and then somehow flipped over in-flight and crashed into the pool room’s transparent ceiling.
The pool room itself measured only slightly larger than the pool, and its ceiling framed a huge plexiglass skylight. The helicopter’s impact smashed through the skylight, and now the entire top half of the aircraft hung precariously suspended above the pool.
Sparks rained from the wreckage and fizzed out on the pool’s surface.
Despondently, Coleman judged it unlikely anyone survived the wreck. Three Marines in the pool still occupied their seats. The buoyant seats suspended their bodies upside-down in the water. A lone body wearing ill-fitting fatigues floated nearby. The person’s frame looked too small for a member of First Unit. The corpse had long blond hair.
She was the pretty inspector sitting opposite me.
Coleman experienced a moment of intense regret as he groped for her name. They had been introduced very quickly.
Conway. Her name was Lisa Conway.
Coleman directed his flashlight into the Pave Hawk. More suspended corpses occupied the wreckage. One dangled in the Pave Hawk’s winch-cable. The body hung midair below the helicopter’s fuselage.
King and Marlin shone their torches in the pool. Their lights probed the blood-stained water and found the helicopter’s tail rotor twisted and buckled on the bottom. The massive shadow of the Pave Hawk blotted most the light entering the room.
Marlin’s torchlight settled on the submerged hand of a Marine. The man wore a wedding band.
The entire scene made Coleman feel strangely surreal and disengaged. He felt the shock of their situation catching up. Adrenaline and terror buffered them through the non-stop mayhem up to this point, but now their minds and emotions demanded a reckoning.
King looked glassy-eyed around the carnage. Weariness dominated his usually animated face. Slowly, he directed his light back up to the fuselage and the dangling inspector.
Something zipped through his torchlight. He flicked his wrist and tracked the tiny object with the light.
‘More butterflies,’ observed Forest.
About a dozen more butterflies clung upside down from the fuselage. A few struggled on the pool’s surface.
King stopped tracking the insect and returned his light to the suspended fuselage.
‘How did First Unit end up here?’ His voice was a somber rumble.
Coleman saw no evidence of surface-to-air weapon damage on the helicopter’s fuselage. A stinger missile left a big mark on a helicopter. He crossed to where a body bumped against the poolside. Kneeling, he rolled the body over, discovering massive flesh trauma lacerating the man’s face and arms. King shone his flashlight over the wounds. All the lesions occurred on the front of the body. They were extreme versions of the wounds Coleman had earlier observed on the man being dragged behind the creature.
He released the body. It turned over slowly in the water.
After a moment’s grim reflection, he fashioned a theory. Without rising from the poolside, Coleman said, ‘First Unit retreated back to the waiting helicopter. Somehow the hostiles got on board at the same time. The Marines couldn’t fire for fear of hitting each other. Everybody was trapped inside and getting torn apart. It looks like the pilot tried to take off.’
Coleman’s imagination painted a far more graphic version. Even a single creature surging into the helicopter’s confined interior would have been like detonating a shrapnel grenade in a shoebox. He imagined the pilot looking over his shoulder and seeing the creatures tearing apart the passengers, the screaming inspectors, the madness inside the helicopter as someone started firing. Bullets hitting the creatures and maybe each other, perhaps hitting the pilot. The helicopter turning sharply, then tipping…the ground racing up….
‘Fifth Unit should have arrived by now,’ Coleman said, shaking the ghastly scene from his mind.
Forest moved his flashlight beam across the wall further down the room, then suddenly backtracked the light. ‘Captain.’
Coleman looked up and saw the intercom Forest had spotted about twenty feet away. He could finally call the evac center for David and Vanessa! Nervous hope drew him two steps towards the intercom.
He only got two steps before it all happened.
The automatic glass doors at the end of the pool room slid open. Then they slid shut again.
Third Unit spun towards the doors, and then froze warily. The intercom was between Coleman and the doors.
Coleman’s mind whirled into action.
The pool room had a simple design. Lockers down one side, and a single archway leading into a row of dead-end changing rooms on the other. The archway was up the Marines’ end of the pool room. The automatic doors down the far end of the pool room offered the only conventional exit. They resembled the doors of an air-conditioned shopping center with a motion sensor at the top. Something or someone had tripped the sensor, but they hadn’t come through the doors.
Like someone stealthily approaching the pool just triggered the doors by accident.
Coleman remembered Fifth Unit’s last radio message had contained the sound of foreign gunfire.
Coleman glanced at the intercom and swore. It was so close.
‘Back, back,’ he hissed. ‘Take cover.’
The glass doors exploded.
Whoever occupied the corridor realized their mistake and tried to cut their losses by catching Coleman’s team in the open.
Third Unit scattered for any scrap of cover.
Coleman dove towards the bay of free-standing lockers. Across the pool, Marlin and Forest returned fire and dashed for the changing rooms’ archway. The gunfire caught King right out in the middle. Dropping to his belly, he scrambled behind a low steel hump at the end of the pool. King’s cover was the lid of the machine that rolled up the pool cover. The steel lid measured hardly larger than King himself.
Coleman scrambled to his feet, keeping his back pressed to the tiled wall. The locker at his left shoulder provided slim cover from the glass doors.
‘Anyone hit?’ he called out.
‘Intact,’ radioed Forest. The same response quickly echoed from Marlin and King.
‘Who the hell are they?’ called Forest.
‘Good question,’ Coleman answered. ‘Marlin — escape route, pronto.’
‘On it.’
Coleman heard the gunmen knocking glass fragments from the door with their weapon barrels. Leaning forward slightly, he looked down the bay of lockers to catch a view of the gunmen taking position.
Shit. This isn’t good.
At least six gunmen took offensive positions against Third Unit. The gunmen’s grey body armor incorporated six horizontal magazine pockets arranged like shark gills. All their equipment matched the color of the facility walls. No standard military unit, not even Special Forces, issued mission-specific camouflaged uniforms. To Coleman, this suggested the hostile force outfitted with this exact location in mind. It indicated Third Unit faced a well-prepared force.
Coleman jerked his head back barely in time.
Bullets tore down the lockers. The locker doors buckled and caved-in. Glancing down with alarm, he saw the locker’s edge twisting right beside his knee-cap. Some of the bullets came too damn close to punching through and hitting him.
‘Now!’ he called.
He hung his rifle around the locker and let rip back at the gunmen. King was lying flat, belly down. He lifted his rifle and sprayed a burst of unaimed bullets towards the doorway. Forest swung his weapon around the corner and fired.
The gunmen fired back at exactly the same time.
For six seconds, everyone was shooting at once.
The pool room became a metal hailstorm. Arcs of bullets swam across the room, trailing lines of exploding tiles. Sparks flew off the maintenance vent.
The wall near Forest disintegrated as bullets smashed the tiles like a thousand heavy hammer blows focused into six seconds. With all the tiles gone, the wall began eroding in explosive bursts of masonry dust.
Beside Coleman the lockers buckled and jerked, and then they started sliding towards him under the force of the sustained fire. Jamming his boot against the base of the locker, he prayed the metal could withstand the damage. Bullets destroyed the wall just a hand span from his right shoulder.
King’s cover became a steel snare-drum, amplifying the sound of every round that buried into its surface. In seconds, every inch of King’s cover was puckered with fist-sized dents like someone had gone crazy with a pick-axe.
The sound was deafening.
Absolutely deafening.
Then all the shooting stopped.
A single wall-tile dropped to the floor. A locker door fell free and clanked down.
Then it grew quiet again.
‘Fuuuck me,’ King called out when the firing stopped, lifting his head to survey the devastated room.
Coleman shook his head to dislodge the chips of tiles that had stung his face.
The pool room was shredded. The only patch of undamaged floor lay under King. The only patch of undamaged wall stood behind Coleman. No one’s cover could last long under this kind of punishment.
Coleman knew his weapons, and only one breed of firearm could do so much damage so quickly. The hostile force carried submachine guns. More specifically, the FN P190 Mark 2’s. The ‘Mark 2’s’ represented the latest breed of personal defense weapons. Based on the success of the FN P90, the Mark 2 had a short effective range, less than 250 meters, a larger magazine capacity, and an astonishing 2000 rounds per minute rate of fire. The weapon’s designer, Fabrique National, had sacrificed everything for maximum firepower. The short, boxy weapon proved devastating in the close range of the pool room.
Third Unit was seriously outgunned.
Coleman searched for a way to save the situation.
Their only exit from the room, the service corridor, stood in complete line of sight of the gunmen. It was right out in the open. Worse, King’s pinned position offered nowhere for him to move. He lay right between Coleman and Forest. The gunmen controlled the space all around him.
Coleman had a big section of the pool between himself and the solid cover that Forest and Marlin had reached. But the twenty meter sprint around the pool, out in the open, only led to a dead-end with no exits.
Bleakly, Coleman surveyed the damaged lockers. They wouldn’t take much more punishment.
He touched his headset. ‘Marlin, tell me you’ve found a back door.’
‘I’ve got nothing,’ replied Marlin urgently. Coleman heard him kicking open cubicles and searching for a back exit.
Forest called across the pool, ‘Captain, they’re taking position to storm in here. You need to move right now.’
‘I’m working on it,’ Coleman said. ‘Just keep their heads down. Don’t give them a chance to take the corners.’
Forest nodded and fired at the gunmen.
If the gunmen gained control of the far corners of the room they would have clear firing angles over the entire skirmish. Logically, part of their force would be circling around to the service corridor to hit Third Unit from behind. Either way, in a few moments the gunmen would outmaneuver Third Unit and it would be all over. Dirt naps all round.
‘King,’ Coleman said. ‘Watch the service corridor. Take down anything that moves.’
King lay directly in line of sight with the corridor. He flipped onto his back and trained his rifle down the corridor. ‘On it.’
‘Okay, I’ve got something,’ came Marlin’s voice over Coleman’s headset. ‘There’s a plumbing access hatch in the back of the sixth shower cubicle.’
A plumbing access hatch?
Every structure contained spaces to house and service their essential infrastructure. FAST trained with architects to identify where terrorists could hide explosives, and hence where these places commonly existed. Marlin found that the shower cubicle contained just such a place.
‘Captain,’ warned King. ‘Something’s happening.’
Coleman snapped his rifle around to cover the service corridor, assuming King meant more gunmen circling around from behind.
King stared straight back at Coleman.
He jerked his head towards the Pave Hawk. Lying down provided King a perfect view of the helicopter.
Coleman followed King’s line of sight up to the fuselage.
The weapons inspector jerked around in the tangled cable like a broken marionette.
He can’t be alive, can he? Coleman looked higher, following the cable.
At that moment, just as Coleman looked upwards, two creatures launched from the Pave Hawk. The first creature fell into the dangling loops of cable and became tangled midair.
The second creature plunged straight down. It hit the pool with its limbs coiled tightly around its body in the mother of all bomb-dives. No sooner had it surfaced than its limbs began churning up white foam like a gigantic blender.
Coleman had just one thought: stay out of that water!
The gunmen didn’t react to the creatures. They held position just outside the doorway.
Forest called across to Coleman. ‘Why aren’t they firing?’
‘I can’t see anything,’ King complained. ‘What’s going on?’
‘Hold your fire. Nobody fire.’ Coleman was forming a strong hunch about how the creatures sensed their prey. He had noticed a pattern in the creatures’ movements outside the admin hub. It seemed the gunmen already knew, and were willing to sit back and watch the show unfold.
Or maybe, Coleman rationalized, they don’t have a choice.
Pieces of the weapons inspector started falling into the pool. Coleman saw the tangled creature tearing the inspector’s corpse apart. King looked up anxiously every time the now wildly swinging cable sent the creature and the weapons inspector careening towards him.
But the creature already in the pool concerned Coleman more. Its wild thrashing had purpose. It headed towards the pool’s edge, straight towards King.
If King tried to move, the gunmen would cut him down; if he stayed still, the creature would tear him apart.
Lying flat on his back, King couldn’t see the creature approaching over the steel hump. He could certainly hear it though.
King twisted awkwardly as the churning water started flecking his face. He struggled to peer around the steel lid. More water splashed down on him from the creature’s thrashing approach. He touched a wet spot on his cheek and then looked at his fingers. Realization dawned across his dark features.
‘Ah, Captain, where’s that second hostile?’
Coleman decided not to tell King for the moment. ‘Sit tight, King. You’re okay.’
Marlin crouched beside Forest in the change-room corridor’s arched entrance. He heard the lie and stared hard at Coleman. King was in deep trouble and everyone knew it. King looked back at Marlin for confirmation.
Coleman shook his head slightly at Marlin. Don’t do anything stupid, Marlin.
‘Don’t worry, big fellah,’ lied Marlin. ‘It’s a long way off.’
King rested his head back. The churning water soaked him now. He lifted his rifle over his face to keep the splashing water from his eyes.
Coleman stopped thinking of all the ways they were in trouble and scanned the room for options. He spotted something where the tiles had been blasted away near King’s boots. A cord ran under the floor, previously concealed by the tiles. Coleman followed the path of the cord in both directions.
After a second he keyed his radio so he wouldn’t be heard by the gunmen. ‘Marlin, Forest, I want you to get out of here. Open that hatch and get moving.’
‘You want us to leave you in there?’ Forest cut in incredulously.
‘We’re not leaving you trapped in there,’ Marlin stated flatly. He was speaking to Coleman but staring at King.
Coleman insisted. ‘I’m about to try something pretty wild. Get in that wall and start moving. Trust me.’
Marlin pulled a fresh magazine of ammunition from his combat vest. He caught King’s eye, and then slid the ammunition along the tiles.
King slapped his wet palm down on the sliding ammo. Water trickled from his elbow and wrist. He lifted his hand and pointed one thick finger steadily at Marlin. ‘See you soon, Romeo.’
‘It’s the sixth cubicle,’ Marlin said, pointing back at his best friend. ‘Don’t be late.’
King awkwardly slipped the magazine into his fatigues. ‘Long live the King, baby. I’ll be there.’
Marlin blinked once at King and then ran for the access hatch. Forest hesitated for a moment. He looked from King to Coleman and then lowered his gaze as though making a hard decision. He disappeared from the archway.
King pivoted and squinted at Coleman through the water splashing all around his prone form. Looking into King’s intelligent face, Coleman realized King knew all along how close the creature was getting.
King smirked back. ‘Pretty wild? Wilder than this?’
Coleman nodded and started inching along the wall to his right. His goal was a small panel set about three meters further along into the wall.
‘Get ready to run, King.’
‘Run where? When?’
‘Trust me,’ urged Coleman. ‘You’ll know when.’
The creature thrashed closer to the pool edge. Once its tentacles found traction it would be right on top of King.
Coleman had about four seconds to act. He lunged to his right, in plain sight of the gunmen, and hoped his hunch about the wall panel proved correct. He yanked down on the single lever inside the panel and dove back for cover.
The result was immediate.
The machine beside King started unrolling the heavy plastic pool cover. The front of the pool cover, an aluminum rail, started pushing the creature away from the edge, away from King. The creature’s tentacles smashed into the pool cover, tearing away the aluminum rail in seconds, but it was already getting thrust back towards the gunmen’s end of the pool. Behind the aluminum rail, solid strips of interlocking plastic kept pushing the creature further and further away.
The cover pushed the creature halfway down the pool before the gunmen understood Coleman’s action. As one they opened fire. The room filled with the thunder of multiple submachine guns, but most of the creature’s bulk remained concealed underwater from their firing line.
Coleman jerked his head around the locker while the gunmen were distracted. King’s reprieve would last only a few seconds.
It’s time to play the wild card.
Coleman swung his CMAR-17 towards the ceiling and opened fire.
He wasn’t shooting at the second creature. He aimed at the plexiglass around the Pave Hawk. The plexiglass the helicopter had almost smashed through when it crashed into the plug.
The damaged plexiglass splintered and cracked. Huge chunks dropped away and smacked onto the rigid pool cover. His rifle ran dry. Coleman slapped home a fresh clip of ammunition.
As he started firing again, three things happened. The weapons inspector’s corpse cartwheeled down and whumped onto the extending pool cover. Two gunmen surged from the doorway and charged up either side of the pool.
And the helicopter started shifting.
In an explosion of sparks and a horrendous screech of tearing metal, the US Marine Corps Pave Hawk helicopter fell out of ceiling.
* * *
Dr Vanessa Sharp stood frozen to the spot.
Three monsters were trashing her laboratory.
There was no other way to describe the spectacle.
‘My god,’ she breathed.
She should be concerned about the entire population within the Complex, but only one thought gripped her mind.
David.
Was her son safe or in as much danger as herself? Where these things on every level?
Please god, let him be safe. Let him be sealed up in the Evacuation Center.
She needed to find him, and to do that, she needed to survive the next sixty seconds.
Vanessa had been checking all her staff were evacuated when the creatures swarmed into her main lab. Now they were attacking her centrifugal separator. The separator half collapsed and bucked under the assault like a drunken mechanical bull, driving the creatures berserk.
Vanessa Sharp was five foot nine. Living underground hadn’t quite bleached the tan from her skin. With her dark green eyes and wide smile, the media often described her as attractive. This always surprised her. For the last twelve months, more and more she imagined herself evolving into some kind of permanent underground denizen. A perfect manifestation of Darwin’s law of natural selection, her research and laboratory were the strongest pressures defining her appearance. She kept her brown hair short enough not to interfere with any of the lab’s safety equipment. Her clothes had to be comfortable and practical, yet tight enough not to catch in pieces of moving apparatus. Today she wore white Adidas sneakers, brown cargo pants with big pockets over each thigh, and the lime green Ralph Lauren polo shirt she’d brought from the gift shop. Vanessa was the Head of Genetic Research, and no single person had done more to improve the quality of life for developing countries in the last three years.
She also liked to swear when the occasion presented.
‘Fuuuck,’ she breathed quietly.
The creatures finally ripped the separator from its power supply. Vanessa reached into her pocket for the small remote control. Glancing down, she thumbed through the remote’s settings until she found what she was after. She hit the activate button.
The multi-function remote activated the bank of rotary agitators a little way across the lab. The agitators whirred to life and accelerated to full speed.
The creatures reciprocated, launching themselves at the agitators.
This had been Vanessa’s survival technique of the last few minutes: activate something to distract the creatures, take a few steps, activate something else, take another few steps….
Thankfully, the creatures’ choice of target had been immediately apparent. Vibrations. The creatures attacked anything that hummed or ticked or spun.
Unfortunately, she hadn’t yet reached her telephone.
Vanessa was now two-thirds of the way across the lab. Her primary research area was a massive circular laboratory packed with specialized genetic research equipment. She could monitor and activate most things remotely. More important with every step however, and spaced around the lab, were the exits to her nine sub-labs. This entire network of core labs was interconnected by a system of corridors with descending plexiglass pathogen barriers.
She knew her life could be seconds from ending, but she couldn’t tear her eyes from the creatures. Call it professional curiosity. Like the volcanologist approaching flowing lava. These creatures represented her lava, the dangerous end of her science. The moment she saw them, she knew it was her science that had produced these abominations; these were the corrupted results of her stolen research materials.
The creatures were less than fifteen feet away when she finally heard the feminine voice come over the lab’s audio system:
This is a level three containment emergency. This laboratory will seal in ten seconds. Nine…eight…seven…
She could have kissed the owner of that voice. This was her chance. The creatures’ rampage had finally triggered the labs to seal as a safety precaution. Her remote device couldn’t control the plexiglass barriers. The barriers could only be opened from a computer workstation or by one of the manual controls mounted shoulder-high beside every exit. Vanessa had designed it that way.
Now she needed to get the timing right. She watched the six plexiglass barriers descending around the main lab.
She took a deep breath. The exit to E-lab was twenty feet away.
Wait…wait…NOW!
She took off sprinting towards E-lab.
…six…five…four…
The creatures launched straight after her, but she only concentrated on beating the plexiglass. The barrier descended fast. Maybe too fast? Getting under the barrier was going to be a very close thing. She decided she’d rather be crushed to death than share the fate of her centrifugal separator.
…three…two…one…
She dropped, hit the floor and slid. Her legs, hips and torso slipped under the gap, but her head didn’t make it. She felt the barrier clip her nose and clamp onto her forehead. The vice-like pressure was excruciating. She twisted her head to the side and heaved against the plexiglass. The bottom edge of the barrier viciously scraped her scalp. Her head squeezed under. The barrier joined the floor as the creature collided into the plexiglass only inches from her face. She scooted away on her butt as the plexiglass bowed towards her. Her head spun from the near-death experience. A small gash cut through her right eyebrow.
The plexiglass started cracking.
It won’t hold.
The creature wedged itself against the barrier and began pushing outwards. Its limbs were twelve hydraulic jacks applying steadily-increasing pressure against the barrier. The one-inch-thick plexiglass functioned as a barrier to micro-organisms, not marauding man-eaters.
As Vanessa turned and ran, she heard the plexiglass barrier shatter behind her.
* * *
‘Holy shit!’ yelled King as the helicopter fell.
Coleman shoved off from beside the locker as the helicopter plummeted. King scrambled to his feet. They sprinted towards the changing rooms.
Dropping through the air, the seventeen meter long Pave Hawk looked as big as the pool itself.
The unrolling pool cover never stood a chance. The last moments of its existence just amplified the Pave Hawk’s impact.
It made a much bigger wave.
Water roared from the pool in every direction. The gunmen sprinting up both sides were smashed sideways. The wave had nowhere to go, so the force pushed their bodies straight up the walls like water sloshing up the sides of a bathtub. The wave thrust the creature through the doorway into the midst of the gunmen.
Coleman only glimpsed this unexpected and highly-satisfying outcome as he and King tumbled from their feet. He glimpsed King disappearing under the wall of water moments before his own legs swept sideways. A blurred view of the ceiling washed into a world of flailing limbs and muffled sound. The wave caught his body armor, rolling him underwater along the floor. His assault rifle smacked up hard under his chin. Floor tiles flew past his eyes. His body pounded into the floor once, twice, three times, then he realized the last jarring impact was his body hitting the back wall of the pool room.
He thrust out his arms, but it felt like trying to stand up in a giant washing machine.
He felt himself getting dragged back towards the pool with the retreating water.
If he ended up in the pool he was as good as dead!
Coleman scrabbled with his hands on the tiled bottom but there was nothing to grab. Suddenly his boots hit the steel lid that King had sheltered behind. He lunged out with his left hand and caught the edge of the lid. His body swung around and stretched out underwater, hanging from the lid.
For a second it took everything he had just to fight the current, but then the flow dropped away and he found himself kneeling in just inches of water.
Light and sound instantly assaulted his senses. The room was brighter without the Pave Hawk blocking the skylight. The surprised gunmen down the far end were firing into the creature just thrust into their ranks. Two gunmen struggled in the pool.
Through a confusing haze, a suddenly recognizable face appeared. A huge man stood at the far end of the pool, calmly refitting his radio earpiece. He watched Coleman intently, ignoring the men struggling in the pool. He appeared to have raised himself from the water just moments before Coleman.
The man carried a P190 Mark 2 strapped across his chest, but he hadn’t fired. Being the first to recover from the wave, he had the advantage over Coleman, but for some reason he hadn’t yet claimed that advantage.
Bora met Coleman’s gaze. It was a strange moment, almost as though Bora reluctantly congratulated Coleman on the helicopter stunt.
Bora’s eyes flicked to Coleman’s right.
It was King, struggling to his feet. King had ridden out the wave by gripping the bottom of the service vent.
Coleman glanced at King and then back in time to see Bora raising his Mark 2.
‘King, run! Go!’ yelled Coleman, already dashing towards his friend. Water spouts exploded around their boots as Bora opened fire.
The two Marines dove towards the changing room entrance as bullets smacked into the wall behind them. They hit the wet floor side by side and slid straight into the change room.
Coleman jumped to his feet and counted the shower cubicles as he ran.
‘…four, five, six — here!’
He shouldered open the door and spotted the open access hatch.
King didn’t need any encouragement; he dove straight through the hole.
Coleman ducked in after him and then spent a few precious seconds fitting the access panel back into place. Hopefully the gunmen wouldn’t notice the access hatch on their first search of the change rooms. He could already hear them storming the change rooms and kicking open cubicle doors.
Neither Marine spoke. They didn’t dare draw the gunmen’s attention. King switched on his flashlight. They had standing room only in very narrow passage heading north. The passage was crowded with pipes and ducts. King shuffled side-on down the passage, easing his rifle away from metal pipes as he squeezed and ducked through the obstacles.
Any sound would give them away. To Coleman, even the water dripping off his soaked fatigues sounded alarmingly loud.
He glanced nervously backwards every few steps. It wouldn’t take the gunmen long to find their escape route. He wasn’t claustrophobic, but Coleman knew the danger of being caught in this tight passage. He sensed it like an instinctive vulnerability up the middle of his back. They needed to get out of here quickly.
In the darkness ahead, a block of light appeared. Marlin squatted in the passageway, opening a hatch from inside the wall. He scanned the area beyond and then climbed quietly through the block of light. Forest emerged from the darkness and followed. They kept their actions noiseless. As King crouched through the exit, Coleman heard the gunmen open the access panel behind him.
‘Go-go-go!’ hissed Coleman as a submachine gun appeared through the hole.
Coleman dropped and scrambled towards the exit as the passage filled with ricocheting gunfire. Halfway out the hole, he felt King’s powerful hand grab the back of his body armor. With a grunt, King swung Coleman’s entire body out of hatch.
The moment Coleman’s boots swung clear, Forest poked his CMAR-17 back through the hatch and returned fire. When he stopped firing, only silence filled the passageway.
Forest gingerly slid the access hatch back into place. ‘I don’t think they’ll follow us through here. They’ll have to backtrack and go around.’
Coleman found his feet and slapped King’s beefy shoulder. ‘Thanks for the ride, big-guy.’
Marlin looked up from his skirmish map. ‘We’ve come out north of the admin hub. This is still the pedestrian loop, but now on the north side.’
Coleman understood what Marlin meant. Despite the complexity of the administration hub, the habitation level was a fairly simple design. In the center of the level, the administration hub was contained within a huge rectangle of open space that stretched right to the edges of the Complex. This open space circled the level like a race track scattered with water features, communal lounges and eateries. The area gave residents a place to stretch their legs between the shops and arcades that lined the outer walls.
When Third Unit first entered the Complex, they had encountered the evacuees fleeing through the southern section of this same loop. Third Unit had cut straight through the middle of the admin hub and emerged into the northern part of the loop.
The four Marines regrouped with their backs pressed to the admin hub’s north wall.
‘Okay,’ declared King. ‘What the fuck is going on in this place?’
‘What are those things?’ hissed Marlin. ‘Are they animals or what?’
‘They’re no animal I’ve ever seen,’ Forest said. ‘They’re killing machines. This place is making killing machines. And our friends back there with the Mark 2’s are mopping up whoever the creatures miss.’
King disagreed. ‘Anyone smart enough to breed these creatures would make a very big cage to keep them in. This must be an accident.’
‘Either way,’ Marlin said. ‘We need some serious backup.’
Coleman was only half listening. He’d missed out of reaching the intercom by only a few seconds. He still didn’t know what was happening with the evacuees, and if David and Vanessa were even among them. The last time he had anything like a plan, it had been to rendezvous with Fifth Unit. Fifth Unit hadn’t reached their rendezvous point. Coleman suspected the gunmen had ambushed Fifth Unit in a surprise attack like the one in the pool room.
‘We can’t stop now,’ Coleman reasoned, coming back to the conversation. ‘They’ll be circling around. They’re well organized. Did you see the way they stopped firing when —’
‘Here they come!’ barked Marlin, lifting his rifle. But he didn’t mean the gunmen.
Two creatures appeared to the east, scrambling around the corner of the admin hub. They stopped less than one hundred meters down the wall from Third Unit.
Coleman grabbed Marlin’s rifle before he could fire.
‘Hold your fire,’ hissed Coleman. ‘Everyone stay quiet.’
Third Unit froze. Coleman didn’t take his hand from Marlin’s rifle. Forest also had his rifle raised. His finger twitched over his trigger. King still had his back against the wall, his rifle covering the access panel.
The creatures stopped outside the hub. They didn’t charge at Third Unit. Instead, they spread their tentacles to cover the largest floor space possible. This was the first piece of non-aggressive behavior Coleman had witnessed, but he wasn’t about to hang around and start taking notes.
‘Alright,’ he whispered. ‘Very quietly, we are all going to —’
The access hatch in the wall was suddenly kicked out by a gunman. They had taken the chance and snuck through the wall space after all. The hatch was right between King and Forest. The panel flew from the wall and clattered to the floor.
Forest reacted instantly, turning and spraying the wall with gunfire as the gunman tried to leap out.
The gunman took three rounds straight in the chest and fell back through the access hatch.
King swung his CMAR-17 into the hole and blasted the passageway beyond. He held down the trigger, giving everyone in the cramped passageway a piece of the action.
The creatures charged at Third Unit.
That’s torn it.
‘Come on — let’s move,’ yelled Coleman, seeing his plan to quietly avoid the creatures had literally been shot down. ‘To the stairwell, let’s go!’
Directly across the pedestrian loop stood the north stairwell and elevator. Beyond that lay the dormitories where Fifth Unit had last been heard retreating from the creatures. Third Unit sprinted towards the stairwell. The creatures changed directions to intercept. Coleman spotted the problem in a second. Third Unit were vulnerable to the gunmen about to emerge from the wall space.
‘Keep running,’ ordered Coleman as he skidded to a stop halfway to the stairwell.
As Third Unit raced ahead, Coleman fired wildly at the creatures. Both creatures changed course, heading directly for him. When the creatures were less than fifteen feet away, he sprinted after Third Unit again. Ahead, Third Unit raced into the stairwell. A second later, Coleman saw them all charge out of the stairwell again.
Last out, Marlin spun and slammed the stairwell door. Something in the stairwell smashed into the door with enough force to tear off hinges. The heavy door nearly split in two under the incredible force. Coleman didn’t need to ask what they had found in the stairwell.
‘Go for the elevator!’ he yelled ahead, seeing the huge elevator standing open just a little further on.
Coleman looked over his shoulder to check if his plan had worked. The creatures were now right behind him, blocking the gunmen’s line of fire.
Third Unit waited in the elevator.
‘Run, Captain, Run!’ yelled Marlin, his hand hovering over the elevator controls.
The doors started closing.
Coleman lowered his head and put on a burst of speed for the closing doors. He turned his shoulders at the last moment, just squeezing sideways through the doors before they closed. He caught his momentum on the elevator’s back wall, then doubled over from the exertion of his power-sprint.
‘Check…ammo….,’ he puffed out between breaths. Hands fell to ammunition supplies.
‘I’m low,’ Marlin said. King tossed Marlin an ammunition magazine.
Coleman scanned the elevator. It measured at least twice as large as a conventional office-building elevator, otherwise it looked fairly standard.
The elevator started moving.
‘Where the hell are we going?’ demanded Coleman. ‘Who pushed the button?’
‘We didn’t touch anything,’ replied Marlin. ‘I just closed the door. Someone must have called it from a level below us.’
Coleman desperately read the elevator controls:
Level 1 — Habitation
Level 2 — Engineering (Restricted)
Level 3 — Research (Restricted)
Level 4 — Basement

‘We want to get out, not go deeper,’ Coleman said, searching for an override switch.
The entire elevator shuddered.
Marlin looked at the ceiling. ‘You must be kidding me.’
Something heavy began tearing into the top of the lift. The screech of twisting metal sounded like a thousand fingernails down a blackboard. The elevator jerked around under their boots.
Coleman gave up on the controls. It was just one thing after another. They blundered from one near miss to the next. They needed to gain some control of the situation, because their luck wouldn’t last forever.
And then, with a pleasant chime, the elevator doors opened.

Chapter 3

Vanessa sprinted down the corridor.
The creature pursued right behind her, a tidal-wave of thrashing spines rolling towards her heels.
She stole another wild glance over her shoulder.
It proved all bad news.
But Vanessa loved life, and she’d be damned if this thing was going to tear it away from her. She continued leading the creature in a convoluted path through the sub-labs, hoping to lose or outrun it.
Unfortunately, the core labs were programmed to close behind the evacuating staff, so soon only the three meter wide decontamination corridors would be accessible. Emergency orange navigation lights on the floor and ceiling flashed in the same direction she ran.
If she didn’t escape the research level soon, she’d be trapped.
Sprinting through A-lab, she searched for anything that could help. Every lab was packed with stainless steel equipment, white benches, rows of instruments and experiments…nothing helpful. Every lab had two exits. Outside A-lab she spotted a tall mobile shelving unit against the left wall. Using her body’s momentum, she toppled the shelving into the creature’s path. She was running again when the shelves crashed down behind her.
The creature hit the shelving unit like a semitrailer busting through a balsa-wood roadblock. The unit disintegrated under the impact.
The creature pursued just fifteen feet behind her. In the back of her mind, behind the voice screaming to run faster! Vanessa wondered how many of these things were loose in the Complex. Might she run straight into another creature and get trapped between them? She seemed to have lost the other two back in F-lab.
She tore through B-lab and cut left, thumping the barrier control on the way out. Now she ran up the long northern decontamination corridor, one of only two exits from the core labs. The plexiglass barrier from B-lab descended behind her.
She glanced over her shoulder, praying she’d trapped the creature in B-lab.
No such luck.
The creature rounded the corner behind her, its abdomen jackknifing across the floor like a racing dog in full sprint losing its rear footing.
It now pursued Vanessa up a long corridor with only one exit: the massive outer containment door. Beyond the containment door, the security antechamber served the north elevator and stairwell. She had another hundred meters to run. The door would start closing any second. If she didn’t get through that door, she would run straight into a dead end.
She stopped checking behind herself and just ran. The creature sounded like a rolling car-wreck chasing her down the corridor. She passed the emergency wall-panel display. The panel showed a snapshot schematic view of activated emergency systems. The whole panel blazed with red lights. Systems looked compromised over the entire Complex. Even on the habitation level.
David!
Vanessa felt her personal dilemma suddenly expand to cover the entire facility, including her son.
The creatures are everywhere.
Just after the wall panel came the smaller ECS panel that she was looking for. The panel was labeled: Emergency Corridor Sterilization.
Without slowing, she bashed her fist into the glass panel.
White sterilizing agent exploded from the walls like a hundred ruptured gas pipes. All down the corridor, plumes of white gas hissed into her path. She didn’t know if the sterilizing gas would affect the creature, but anything was worth a try. She glanced back and saw flashes of the creature coming through the gas.
No good. It’s still coming.
Looking forward through the gas she saw the containment door start rolling down from the ceiling. It was twenty meters away and halfway down when she spotted another major obstacle in her plan to survive the next sixty seconds.
The door to the fire stairs was shut.
In the time it took her to yank open the door, the creature would be on her.
Vanessa ignored the logical part of her brain that insisted she was as good as dead. Don’t give up. Never give up. Maybe I’m faster than I think. Let’s find out….
At that exact moment, the elevator doors opened in the antechamber ahead. Four soldiers occupied the elevator. Their eyes widened when they spotted her.
‘Down!’ bellowed the middle soldier. His voice sounded very familiar. ‘Get down now, Vanessa!’
Vanessa dove down, seeing what they planned to do, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to stop moving! She crawled commando-style towards the soldiers as they opened fire down the corridor — shooting right over the top of her.
She kept crawling as the soldiers kept firing. The entire corridor filled with the roar and light of gunfire. When the firing stopped, Vanessa had reached the elevator.
She was looking at a pair of brown boots in the elevator’s entrance. She followed the boots up and saw the face. Now she recognized the voice and the face.
Exhausted, she managed to ask between great sucking breaths, ‘What…the hell…are you doing here?’
* * *
Coleman helped his ex-wife to her feet, but kept his boot jammed against the bottom of the elevator door. He didn’t want any more mystery-destination elevator rides. The rest of Third Unit trained their assault rifles on the elevator ceiling.
Thank god she’s alive. Now I just need to find David.
The entire carriage shuddered under Coleman’s boots. The creatures were peeling away the ceiling like a sardine can lid.
‘Everyone out,’ he ordered. The fluorescent carriage lights started flashing. ‘Let’s go — move, move!’
Vanessa backed from the elevator as the Marines rushed out.
Third Unit surged into the security antechamber. Forest, King, and then Marlin rushed past, ducking away from the carriage ceiling. They spread out around the room and prepared to blast the elevator when Coleman got clear.
‘Hold the doors open,’ shouted Vanessa. She’d recovered her breath enough to jerk a fire extinguisher from the wall. She dashed towards the lift.
‘No, wait —’ Coleman said, but he never finished his sentence.
The entire lift surged up under his boots, tossing him into the air.
‘Hol-ly shit,’ Coleman warbled as he landed on his heels, amazed and stunned by the incredible force that could jerk an elevator around like a yoyo.
He thrust out a hand, but two more powerful jerks came so close together that he couldn’t recover his balance. He lost his footing and fell awkwardly on the carriage floor. The breath whumped from his body. Worse, and with a dreadful feeling of helplessness, Coleman realized his boot no longer jammed open the elevator doors. The doors started closing. He couldn’t reach the controls. He couldn’t block the doors. He couldn’t even get onto his hands and knees.
He was literally bouncing off the elevator floor.
Vanessa dove forward, thrusting the base of the fire extinguisher through the closing gap.
The doors hit the extinguisher and started opening again.
‘Come on,’ she yelled. ‘Get out of there, Alex!’
Coleman gave up trying to stand. He scrambled towards the doors and used the momentum of the next floor-surge to propel himself through the gap. He landed hard on his hands and knees outside the elevator.
‘Get ready to shoot the extinguisher!’ Vanessa yelled before Coleman could even rise. She heaved the fire extinguisher into the elevator and then, madly reaching her arm into the lift, fumbled with the control panel for the second that the elevator wasn’t jerking up and down. ‘Shoot it now! Shoot the extinguisher!’
Coleman drew his colt and aimed.
Blam!
His bullet pierced the extinguisher a fraction of a second before the lift jerked again. As the carriage doors closed, the fire extinguisher flew into the air with foam spewing from its pierced cylinder.
Now Coleman lay on the floor looking at Vanessa’s trainers. Their positions had completely reversed. She reached a hand down to help him up.
Accepting the offered hand, Coleman stood up and checked her over for injuries. As well as being his ex-partner and mother of his child, she was the person Coleman’s platoon had been tasked to protect under any circumstances. Vanessa’s stolen genetic templates had triggered the entire operation.
Flushed and breathing hard from her flight from the creature, she seemed to be in good physical condition. She still had the long lithe muscle tone of a regular swimmer, and she had certainly been moving at a cracking speed down the corridor ahead of the creature.
‘Thanks,’ Coleman said. ‘That was fast thinking. You saved my ass.’
‘What the hell are you even doing here?’ Vanessa repeated, throwing up her hands. ‘What the hell’s going on?’
Coleman looked her straight in the eye. ‘I thought you might have those answers. Why don’t we start with David. Where is he?’
‘That’s what I’m trying to find out!’ Vanessa stalked past Coleman and picked up the receiver of a red emergency telephone mounted near the fire stairs. There were no buttons to dial numbers. ‘This should automatically call the admin hub and then redirect to the evac center.’
Vanessa listened, frowned into the receiver and the tapped the reset button a few times. ‘It’s not working. These things are meant to be unbreakable.’
‘Where was David supposed to be when the evac sounded?’ insisted Coleman. ‘In school?’
Vanessa shook her head, hanging up the receiver. ‘No, he had a class excursion to the rec reserve. He would have been there.’
‘The rec reserve is on the west side, right? So he had to cross the habitation level to get to the evac center.’ Coleman remembered the carnage of people moving across the pedestrian loop. Was David in that?
‘Yes. They would have cut across the northern section of the loop then past the cinema and the big eatery to reach the tunnel entrance. What is it like up there? Is anybody hurt?’
The Marines all swapped glances, but they waited for Coleman to answer.
‘Yeah, Vanessa. Lots of people are hurt. Lots are dead. Hundreds, maybe. We walked into a full-scale massacre. I didn’t see David.’
Vanessa’s mouth gaped open, speechless.
‘That’s because he made it,’ said King quietly. ‘He’s in the evac center.’
‘How do you figure? asked Coleman.
‘She just said he would have come through the north section of the loop,’ King explained. ‘We were just there, and there wasn’t a single body. Everything was still intact. The creatures were drawn to our skirmish in the south. Anyone passing through the north would have had a pretty clear run.’
Forest was nodding his head. ‘That’s right. And Harrison and Sullivan were herding everyone through there. No way they left kids behind. Not an option.’
They’re right,’ said Coleman, sorry he wasn’t clear-headed enough to have seen it himself. We might have saved his life without me even realizing it. Trying to help those people probably helped David reach safety.
Vanessa still looked unsure. ‘This Harrison, would he have left anyone behind in the panic?’
All four Marines shook their heads emphatically.
Coleman knew Harrison well. ‘Never. Harrison wouldn’t leave anyone. He’s got David. I’m sure of it.’
Vanessa slumped against the wall. ‘Thank God for that. David’s very competitive, like his father. He would have tried to be first to reach the evac center. So what now? Tell me what’s going on here.’
Coleman quickly assessed their surroundings. They were in the outer security antechamber of the corridor that provided access to the research level. There were three exits: the elevator behind Coleman, the fire stairs on his right beside Vanessa, and the huge containment door across the room. The containment door had sealed shut. It looked impenetrable.
He hadn’t forgotten about the creature that almost caught Marlin in the stairwell just two levels up. It could be heading down the stairs this very second, ready to burst into the antechamber. He made two quick hand-gestures. King turned his rifle to cover the elevator while Marlin and Forest took defensive positions covering the stairwell door.
‘Vanessa, move away from that fire door.’ Coleman waved his rifle towards the dead creature. ‘There’s one still in there probably.’
Vanessa pushed herself away from the wall and crossed to the dead creature. ‘I sent the elevator to the basement. The fire extinguisher should distract those things a few minutes.’
She squatted beside the messy remains. Coleman joined her. This was the first time he’d seen a creature up close and not moving. Lying on its side, it looked as big as a horse.
‘So what is it?’ tested Coleman. ‘Where’d they all come from? An experiment?’
Vanessa shook her head. ‘I’ve never seen these things before. They’re no legitimate part of any research conducted here. But I know what they are, and I know who made them.’
Vanessa glanced meaningfully at his uniform. ‘But first, you had better tell me in exactly what capacity you’re here. Deal?’
Coleman raised an eyebrow, but didn’t bite at the impersonal comment. Can’t she set aside her feelings about the military for even one minute? A Marine probably just saved our son, and she’s still suspicious.
Coleman had grown sick of explaining his motives to her, a contributing factor of their break-up, but he reminded himself that today it was professional, not personnel. He pointed out the surviving members of Third Unit, naming them. ‘King. Marlin. Forest.’
Introductions done, Coleman explained, ‘We were escorting weapons inspectors into the Complex when we came under attack, first by these things and then by another armed force. We’ve been fighting our way through the Complex ever since. I’ve lost half my team, and we’re out of radio contact with the other four teams. The only other two FAST Marines we saw alive were sent down the evacuation tunnel behind the evacuees. The weapons inspectors are dead. They didn’t even make it out of the helicopter. I have to assume that your radio jamming hardware is still operating, so we have no way of getting a message out of the Complex.’
Coleman clipped out the details like he was reporting to a superior officer, delivering the most important points in the shortest possible time. ‘Any other questions, Doctor?’
‘Not yet,’ she said, ignoring his tone and absorbing the information without interruption.
Vanessa turned on the spot, her eyes roaming over the Marines. ‘Now, King, may I borrow that knife?’
King raised an eyebrow at Coleman, but before Coleman could nod affirmative, Vanessa snapped her fingers to reclaim King’s attention. ‘Hey, big fellah! I didn’t ask him, I asked you.’
King smiled and drew the heavy SOG combat knife from his shoulder drop-sheath. He flipped the knife over in his hand, catching the blade while offering the black, crosshatched handle to Vanessa. ‘Anytime.’
Vanessa tested the weight of the knife and examined the blade.
‘Stand back,’ she said, leaning over the creature and lifting the knife. Grunting, she stabbed into the creature’s abdomen between two tentacles. Using two hands, she inserted the blade to its serrated base.
Then she started cutting.
Coleman watched the creature’s skin resist the razor-sharp blade. At first he thought the skin was mottled with a grey camouflaged covering, but now he saw the truth.
The skin was transparent.
The mottled effect were the organs under the skin moving as Vanessa cut. No — not organs, but fibrous bundles, like muscles filled with liquid. The liquid-filled muscles undulated away from the blade.
The effect looked visceral, like those medical training dolls with revealed anatomies, or a skinned animal wrapped in plastic film.
Vanessa threw her full weight into the task, rocking backwards and forwards, sawing a large incision down the creature’s abdomen. White fluid gushed from the wound. She withdrew the knife and stabbed down again, repeating the process, but now making a curved incision to dissect a large wedge from the creature’s abdomen. She twisted the knife to excise the piece of flesh. Like slicing a wedge from a giant lemon, the wound presented a cross-section of the creature’s innards.
She peered into the creature. ‘It’s a crude dissection, but this will have to suffice.’
Coleman squatted beside her, taking his second good look at one of the creatures up close. The last time he had been fighting to keep his head out of the creature’s mouth.
It smelt of putrid, stagnant water. The smell of water stored for a hundred years in a rusty can.
Coleman ignored the smell and looked closer. Vanessa’s cut exposed a network of chambers honeycombing the creature’s abdomen. Ghastly white pockets dripping with milky fluid, each chamber looked as large as Coleman’s forearm. The chambers were arranged in rows, separated by valves, until they reached the tentacles. Dedicated sets of chambers served each tentacle.
‘It’s like a giant complicated heart,’ observed Coleman.
Vanessa scanned the antechamber. She pointed to where jets of the creature’s internal fluid had sprayed up the walls from the bullet wounds. The fluid streaked the walls like the arterial squirts of a murder victim. ‘These internal chambers shunt the hydrostatic pressure around the limbs. The pressure must be incredible. Each limb is basically a hydraulic jack. This creature’s entire anatomy is a giant pump. There are no stomach or digestive organs.’
She drew back thoughtfully from the creature. ‘Has anyone seen it feed?’
‘I have,’ answered Coleman, revisiting his disturbing memory of Private Gill’s horrific death. He moved to the front of the creature and lifted open its mouth. Its flesh felt tacky and slippery at the same time. The mouth spread open like a giant fleshy flower full of shark’s teeth. Coleman probed between the teeth with his knife tip.
‘Here’s one,’ he said, withdrawing the knife to extract one of the creature’s feeding filaments. ‘There’s hundreds of these between the teeth. After inflicting massive flesh trauma, it feeds with these filaments.’
Vanessa examined inside the creature’s mouth. ‘Absorbing its victim’s bodily fluids eliminates the need for a complex digestive system.’
‘What I don’t understand,’ began Coleman, ‘is how it can move so fast. It’s all arms and no legs, but I’ve seen them moving like a charging bull.’
‘So have I,’ she agreed, pointing into the dissection with King’s knife. ‘Their internal anatomy explains a lot. They move by shunting liquid around their limbs under high pressure. Their body is a giant multi-valve pump. The surge of pressure is more than enough to launch them forwards. Combine that with a dozen thorn-lined tentacles and you have a very fast predator. Its speed will vary depending on how many limbs it has contacting a surface.’
Coleman realized that Third Unit was lucky to have first encountered the creatures out in the open. In a confined space like a stairwell, the battle would have been very different.
‘So in a tight corridor it would move like lightning,’ reasoned Marlin from across the antechamber.
Vanessa moved to the least damaged part of the creature’s abdomen. She scraped King’s knife over the surface, then held the knife so everyone could see. Clear jelly dripped from the blade.
‘Their skin secretes a lubricant. They could fit down a tight passageway very fast. You might not even have time to squeeze your trigger before it was on you.’
She stepped back from the creature and offered the knife back to King. King took the handle between two fingers, grimacing at the messy blade.
‘And I’m pretty sure they can climb,’ she added. ‘I mean really climb.’
Coleman knew they could climb from his experience in the elevator. They must have climbed down the shaft after the lift. Those long tentacles and hooks would be perfect for reaching and grasping.
Coleman had a more important question. After seeing Vanessa distract the creatures with the fire extinguisher, he guessed she had reached the same conclusion. ‘They’re detecting our vibrations, right? That’s how they sense us. Through our vibration when we move or shoot. Otherwise they’re blind.’
Vanessa answered as she studied the creature. ‘Yes. They’re blind to light, but sensing vibrations is like x-ray vision. They can sense us from all over the Complex. Through the walls, through the floor, through almost anything. He’s used vibrations as their primary sensory function.’
‘Who is ‘He’?’ snapped Coleman quickly. ‘Who’s responsible for this?’
Vanessa quirked an eyebrow in surprise. ‘Well, Francis Gould, of course. Only Gould could have made these. That’s why you’re here, right? Because Gould stole my genetic templates and we can’t find them?’
She was right. Gould’s theft had triggered the operation, and part of the weapons inspectors’ brief was to locate the missing genetic templates.
‘How can you be sure that Gould made these?’ tested Coleman.
‘I know Gould’s work when I see it,’ she answered. ‘Gould’s area of expertise is bio-mechanical interfaces. In particular, translating a plant’s sense of vibrations into electrical impulses. All plants sense vibrations through tiny fluctuations of pressure and chemical responses in their cells. If those responses can be measured and transmitted electronically, then you would have a plant that could act as a surveillance system, say, to monitor an enemy’s troop movements.’
Sensing Third Unit’s suddenly undivided attention, she continued, ‘Certain projects inherently help people, like purifying water or developing drought-tolerant crops, so that’s where we focus our research. But Gould’s interests were never in those areas. His research was consistently challenged by our ethics committee due to potential military applications. I assumed that he was studying the vibration-sensing traits of plants to produce a biological surveillance system, but really he was giving these creatures a sense of touch.’
She looked at the dead creature with a very strange expression. It was equal parts disgust and regret. ‘Perhaps I’m not so paranoid about the military after all, huh Alex? This is exactly the type of stuff we used to argue about, except now it’s right in front of us. These things were grown from my genetic templates. They’re a corruption of my bio-survive system. I’ve never included any of these offensive traits in my projects. They’re dormant and forced into genetic recession. Gould redesigned the templates to do the exact opposite. These things are designed to hurt and kill. Now I wonder who Gould is working for…?’
‘Are you saying these creatures are plants?’ scoffed Forest incredulously.
‘That’s exactly what I’m saying,’ replied Vanessa. ‘Their genetic material comes from thousands of different plant species all meshed together.’
Coleman took a moment to form his next question. The entire situation felt so incredible it proved difficult to absorb everything she was saying. ‘Your bio-survive project is incredible, but nothing I’ve read explains how these things can be mobile.’
‘Exactly,’ cut in Marlin, clearly skeptical of Vanessa’s explanation. ‘How can those things be plants? How can a plant move like that?’
Vanessa’s eyes flicked up to Marlin. A small smile tugged one corner of her mouth. ‘These things move exactly like a plant. Specifically, they move like the species Impetus pespedus.’
Coleman clicked his fingers. He recognized the Latin name. ‘I’ve heard of that species. It was all over the news about three years ago. It came from Indonesia, but was wiped out by a logging company.’
She nodded. ‘Nearly wiped out, actually. Impetus pespedus was discovered in Borneo in 2004 by the botanists Cartwright and Johansson. You’ve probably never heard of them, but in the scientific world they’re highly regarded for studying species from the oldest remnant forests in the world.’
When none of the Marines recognized the names, she shrugged and continued.
‘They were searching for the cancer-fighting compounds found in some deep-valley fern species, but what they discovered was a population of small plants with the ability to travel fifteen centimeters an hour in search of sunlight. They published a joint paper with a very controversial theory. Basically, they claimed that Impetus pespedus was proof that under different evolutionary pressures, plants could evolve locomotion comparable to modern vertebrates.’
Coleman recalled seeing a discovery channel documentary about the moving plants from Borneo. They were nothing like the dead creature lying on the floor. ‘I don’t recall anything about those little plants in Borneo eating people.’
Vanessa pursed her lips at the dissected creature. ‘These aren’t plants the way you’re used to thinking of them. They’re a combination of genetic traits from thousands of plants all spliced together. Remember, many plants are very dangerous. Many are carnivorous. They’ve just never been mobile before.’
Forest summed it up eloquently. ‘You’re saying we just got chased one step down the food chain?’
Vanessa nodded. ‘It seems your weapons inspectors were coming with very good reason.’
She had basically already answered Coleman’s next question, but it still needed to be asked. ‘You think these have been designed just to kill people? You think they’ve been intentionally designed as a biological weapon?’
‘It’s more than that,’ she confirmed. ‘The strength of my bio-survive system lies is its adaptability to the local environment. These creatures suit this Complex perfectly. I can’t think of anywhere in this facility that the creatures couldn’t reach. I think Gould has designed these creatures just to hunt down and kill every person in this Complex.’
* * *
Four hundred meters south-east of Third Unit, in the Evacuation Center’s sealed antechamber, Corporal Harrison struggled to deal with the chaos of terrified evacuees.
Harrison smashed his palms down on the table.
At six foot four, he towered over every person in the room. With his broad shoulders and rangy features, he knew he cut an imposing figure. Especially when he scowled. Right now he sported a scowl that creased his heavy brow and drew his lips tightly over his teeth. He was no oil painting at the best of times, and especially not when he felt like smashing one of these smart-mouthed scientists’ teeth down the back of their throats. They didn’t seem to realize that everyone had lost friends today. Everyone wanted answers.
The guilt of leaving Third Unit behind still burned like concentrated battery acid in his chest.
How could I have just left them in there?
He couldn’t shake the image of Third Unit trapped within a closing circle of hostiles.
Abandoning the four Marines were the ugliest orders he’d ever carried out. The evacuees in front of Harrison didn’t seem to appreciate that the Marines had been every bit as shocked by the creatures as themselves.
It’s not their fault. They don’t seem to know any more than you do. Just calm down and get some control of the situation.
‘Listen!’ he yelled over their riotous demands for information. ‘For the last time! We don’t know what the creatures are. We don’t know how they got into the Complex, and we don’t know where they came from!’
The small group of disheveled scientists who had cornered Harrison in the antechamber looked stunned and outraged. Two of them had bandaged leg wounds. One had a dressing on his head and a badly bloodshot left eye. The other four had been faster on their feet, or just plain lucky.
Harrison took a deep breath and tried to sound calmer. ‘Now, please just get back to the tasks you’ve been assigned.’
The group stared to protest, but Harrison raised his finger steadily towards the open doorway. He articulated every word precisely. ‘Get…to…work.’
Protest cut short, the frustrated group filed reluctantly down the corridor back to the communal hall.
Harrison watched them go. They were only trying to get some answers.
But he had no answers. He was only now getting a handle on their current predicament.
The blueprints spread over the table showed the Evacuation Center operated completely self-contained. The Center was its own little complex. Recessed into the desert, the single-level, octagonal-shaped structure proved just large enough to accommodate the two hundred or so evacuees. Surrounding the central common area, segments of the octagon were dedicated to dormitories, a medical clinic, quarantine services, communications and stores.
They were ready for anything, it seems.
Two exits led from the communal area. East from the communal area led up a close-walled cement stairwell to the top-deck. The top-deck was a small cement landing with a set of mechanically-operated steel doors. The doors opened to a helicopter pad on the roof. West from the communal hall led to Harrison’s antechamber, and then down the evacuation tunnel to the containment door.
The antechamber was the first room Harrison and Sullivan encountered when they followed the evacuees down the tunnel. The front wall of the antechamber, separating the room from the tunnel, was floor-to-ceiling plexiglass. Inside the chamber, a round table stood surrounded by banks of wall-recessed computer systems monitoring the conditions within the main facility.
Harrison had remained in the antechamber to watch the containment door and listen for more survivors, either evacuees or Marines. From where he stood, he could see down the short corridor into the communal area in one direction, and down the tunnel towards the heavy containment door in the other.
It felt like working in a giant fish tank.
After Captain Coleman ordered Harrison and Sullivan behind the fleeing evacuees, they slid under the containment door and joined the mass of evacuees streaming into the Evacuation Center.
Reaching the antechamber, both Marines were dragging two wounded civilians apiece and delivering first aid on the move.
Bloody shoe prints still covered the white antechamber floor.
They found the Evacuation Center in absolute human mayhem.
The fifty-meter-wide octagonal communal hall contained a disorganized nightmare of wounded and hysterical people. Some tried to fight their way back towards the evacuation tunnel for family and friends. Watching these frantic struggles with huge eyes, a group of six unattended children huddled in one corner. Scattered everywhere, the badly wounded appeared as equally at risk of being trampled as of dying from their wounds. A dozen different languages shouted through the din. Any voice calling for order was ignored.
Harrison knew he didn’t have a moment to spare. He drew his pistol and fired twice into the ceiling.
The chaos paused and turned his way.
He removed his helmet so everyone could see his face. He raised his voice so it carried with clear authority across the communal hall.
‘I want the five most senior staff members in the antechamber in one minute! I want all the wounded stabilized and moved to the medical clinic. I want hardcopy blueprints of the Evacuation Center, and every structural and mechanical engineer to start sealing off any points the creatures could access, including the top-deck doors. I want a communication system update and a list of all the missing and injured.’
Harrison raised his voice even further, almost hollering, leaving no doubt that until he said otherwise, he was in charge.
‘My name is Corporal David Harrison, United States Marine Corps Fleet Anti-terrorism Security Team. I’ll expect status reports in five minutes.’
And with that, after a moment’s stunned silence, people started moving with purpose.
Fortunately, Harrison had every kind of professional available at his disposal. Private Sullivan coordinated the sealing-off of places the creatures might try to gain access.
As the most senior staff member still alive, Dana Lantry proved the biggest help. A linguist fluent in four languages, the British communications officer worked through the task-teams, getting status reports and ensuring the right people worked on Harrison’s orders. Dana’s had been one of the voices calling for order during the earlier chaos, but now people listened. She quickly provided Harrison the facility’s blueprints and allocated a team to attempt a remote shut down of the C-Guard jamming transmitters.
Group hysteria had passed, but it wasn’t far away. Crying and screaming from the medical clinic lessened as drugs kicked in.
Harrison was double-checking the blueprints to make sure he hadn’t missed anything. He couldn’t afford to overlook even a single access point. If the creatures found a way inside the Evacuation Center, the evacuees would be slaughtered.
He keyed his radio. ‘Sullivan, how’s the top-deck coming?’
Sullivan’s reply sounded breathless from exertion. ‘Nearly done, but I don’t know how we can seal off the ventilation shaft and still expect to breathe.’
Harrison knew what he meant. Without any information on the outside situation, they were in a difficult position to be making decisions. Were the creatures waiting up on the helicopter pad for the evacuees to emerge, or was the top-deck a viable escape route if the creatures compromised the Center elsewhere? If they completely sealed off the ventilation shaft, would help arrive before they needed to reopen the shaft to breathe? Harrison had to keep making decisions, even without the information.
‘Shut it down,’ he decided firmly. ‘I don’t want any surprises. Get an engineering team over there and do whatever you can to seal it.’
‘Copy that.’ Sullivan spoke quickly to someone in the background. ‘We’re finishing up here now. En route to the ventilation shaft.’
Harrison removed his radio headset as he heard a strange scraping noise from the evacuation tunnel.
He lifted his rifle from where it rested close-to-hand on the table.
Moving to the antechamber’s sliding plexiglass wall, he peered down the tunnel and listened. The tunnel looked like a two-lane underground traffic channel. A single row of fluorescent ceiling lights stretched from the antechamber to the containment door. A small section down the far end of the tunnel was dark. Harrison couldn’t remember that section being dark earlier. The tunnel’s light switches were in his antechamber. The main Complex had no control of any of the Center’s facilities.
At a glance, he could see that the light switch was on, so it had to be a faulty pair of fluorescent bulbs. At the far end of the tunnel, a spinning orange emergency light set above the containment door illuminated the darkened section every few seconds.
Harrison watched the hypnotizing light sweep over the dark slab of the containment door.
Behind that door, God only knew what was happening. He wasn’t receiving any responses to his radio messages. No one answered the Complex’s internal telephones or intercoms.
Harrison had to assume he and Sullivan were alone.
A large red button was recessed into the table where Harrison stood. The button controlled the plexiglass wall. If he hit that button, the entire wall would slide away and expose the antechamber to the tunnel. Harrison flipped up the protective lid, but hesitated.
After a moment’s indecision he thumped the button. He reasoned that anything that could breach the steel containment door could also easily breach the plexiglass.
As the barrier slid away, he heard the noise again. A scraping sound, and definitely coming from the tunnel.
He stepped cautiously into the tunnel, turning his head to pinpoint the source.
SCREEEEEECH!
There it is again.
Harrison directed his flashlight beam down the tunnel. It looked all-clear, but was he overlooking something? Some access hatch or maintenance conduit that led into the tunnel?
Something moved in his peripheral vision.
He almost whipped his weapon around to fire before he realized it was just a child. The boy stared silently down the evacuation tunnel. Harrison hadn’t heard the kid cross the antechamber. He must have slipped away from the communal hall.
The boy whispered something too quietly for Harrison to hear. Harrison wasn’t sure the boy even spoke English.
He squatted beside the boy, trying to seem friendly and reassuring. ‘Sorry? What did you say?’
The boy’s voice quavered slightly louder. ‘What are they?’
‘Oh, right,’ realized Harrison. ‘I’m not sure what they are.’
The boy looked about eight or nine years old. His straight brown hair was cropped short over large ears. He was thin, all elbows and knees. He stared at Harrison’s assault rifle. ‘Are you going to shoot them if they come?’
‘Yes.’
‘All of them?’
‘Every single one.’
‘Do you have enough bullets?’
Harrison smiled at the question. To a kid, that was all that mattered — just having enough bullets. Like the creatures would approach single file and wait for their chance to get shot. Harrison tried to look tough. ‘Plenty of bullets.’ He tapped the spare ammunition magazines on his body armor.
The kid nodded wisely. ‘That’s good.’
Harrison wondered about the kid’s parents.
‘What’s your name?’
‘David.’
‘David what?’
‘David Sharp.’
Harrison tried to remember the name ‘Sharp’ from the list Dana had provided of the missing and injured. The name sounded familiar.
‘What are your parents’ names?’
‘My mom works here. Her name’s Vanessa.’
Harrison frowned. She was definitely on the list. Dana had made special mention of Vanessa Sharp being missing. The list of missing and wounded showed an obvious pattern. Mostly staff from the lower engineering and research levels hadn’t reached the evacuation tunnel. Not a single person had escaped the basement level alive. David’s mother probably worked on the lower levels.
He noticed the boy was holding something. A bag of marbles. In all the terror, the boy had saved his precious marbles. His grip squeezed white-hot around the brown vinyl marble bag.
Harrison nodded to the marbles. ‘You got some good ones in there, huh?’
‘Yeah.’ David nodded distractedly, perhaps going into delayed shock at what he had seen. ‘They were in my pocket. My dad gave them to me.’
‘Hey — look at me!’ snapped Harrison. ‘I’m going to get you out of here. That’s my job, and I’m very, very good at it.’
‘I know,’ said David. ‘My dad’s a Marine. He’s a Captain.’
‘Really? What’s his name? Maybe I know him.’
‘Alex Coleman.’
Harrison was staggered. He knew Coleman had a son, and his ex-wife was a scientist, but here? ‘You’re father is Alexander Coleman?’
‘Do you know him?’
Harrison didn’t know what to say. Clearly the boy didn’t know Coleman was here in the Complex. Had been here, Harrison corrected.
Harrison stammered, ‘Yes, I know him. Sure.’
David looked relieved, as though Harrison wasn’t going to believe that his father really was a Marine. Harrison felt a wave of pity sweep over him for the boy. The gravity of what they faced struck home again. He felt like he would have done anything to save the boy the pain that was coming. At least he was safe. He wondered what the boy had been through in the last hour.
Harrison asked, ‘How’d you get here? Where were you when the alarm sounded?
‘In the reserve,’ explained David. ‘We came out and ran towards the movie cinemas. Then we tried to run through the hub, but….’
‘But?’
‘They were already in there, you know.’ David nodded his head at the containment door. He ran his hand from his shoulder to his hip. ‘In the cafeteria, I saw a lady with one around here. It came up from under the table. Somebody was hitting it with a chair.’
Harrison met the boy’s eyes. ‘I bet they were. Sounds like you have some brave people working here.’
Harrison imagined taking on the creatures armed with a cafeteria chair. He couldn’t even imagine how a scene like that would affect this kid in the long run. Coleman’s kid, Harrison reminded himself.
‘You better get back inside,’ urged Harrison, squeezing David’s shoulder and steering him back towards the antechamber. ‘I’m going to come and talk to you later.’
‘Wait,’ said David, resisting Harrison’s gentle push. ‘Can’t I just wait here with you?’
Harrison was about to agree, just for a minute longer, but the noise in the corridor came again. It was the same noise, but louder.
David tensed, his little hands clutching his marble bag.
‘Go back with the others,’ barked Harrison, shoving David towards the antechamber. ‘Go!’
As David ran through the antechamber, Harrison turned to squarely face the noise. He raised his assault rifle and panned the sights across the breadth of the tunnel. He clicked off the CMAR-17’s safety lever and dropped his index finger to the trigger.
Cautiously, he began walking down the tunnel.
* * *
‘Gould’s involvement explains a lot,’ reasoned Coleman. ‘It explains the gunmen in the Complex, and it explains how they know more about the creatures than we do.’
‘How so?’ asked Vanessa.
‘Because Gould and the gunmen are working together.’
Vanessa looked confused. ‘How could you know that?’
Coleman took a slow, deep breath. He was about to break some rules. ‘I know that because this Complex has been the focus of a domestic anti-terrorism intelligence operation for the last eighteen months.’
Her jaw dropped. Coleman could already see her forming a protest.
‘Just hear me out,’ he insisted. ‘I didn’t know until recently, and the investigation had nothing to do with you personally. The United States Military has never been happy with the special legislation afforded this Complex. You have a security system we know nothing about, a huge international research staff, an undisclosed budget, and the ability to conduct genetic research in the absence of independent monitoring — ’
Her expression said she’d heard it all before, so Coleman jumped ahead.
‘These factors alone precipitated a GPS, a general personnel sweep. What you might call a closer inspection of the people who work here. That’s how we turned up Gould. Close surveillance of Gould in the last five months uncovered his relationship with the mercenary terrorist Cameron Cairns.’
She shrugged vaguely. ‘Should I know the name?’
Coleman raised his eyebrow. ‘I know this isn’t your area anymore, but he’s one of the five most wanted men in the world.’
‘What’s he done?’
‘Let me ask you a question. What do the following countries have in common: China, India, Syria, Iran, Pakistan, Russia, North Korea, Cuba, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Malaysia — ’
‘Okay. I got it,’ she cut in. ‘All those countries have anti-American agendas. A few of them possess advanced biological weapons programs that we aren’t comfortable with.’
‘Bingo,’ confirmed Coleman. ‘But none of them are powerful enough to challenge the United States directly. So how do they implement their agendas?’
She shrugged. ‘You tell me.’
‘Terrorism,’ declared Coleman flatly. ‘Terrorism is the latest strategy for rival nations to launch attacks without openly declaring war. Never before have smaller countries been able to act without fear of retribution or provocation. This is Cairns’s sphere of operation. He’s become the perfect tool for planning and implementing operations that governments could never openly condone.’
Vanessa was struggling to take it all in. ‘So Cairns works for one of these governments?’
‘Or a group of them,’ corrected Coleman. ‘Recent intelligence suggests that a string of terrorist operations in the last four years have been exceedingly well funded and professionally orchestrated. They’ve been far too professional. And they have all been geared towards strategically destabilizing the United States’ position as a world power. So strategic, in fact, they can only be the result of several countries sharing intelligence and resources. These operations haven’t blown up embassies or taken hostages or made traditional terror-inspiring gestures. Their goal was to shift power away from the U.S. and damage our international reputation. The operations always coincide with key international negotiations to destabilize our footing while empowering our opponents.’
‘This is incredible,’ Vanessa said. ‘You’re suggesting that a group of countries are waging war against America in the guise of terrorism? Which countries?’
‘It’s not that easy,’ Coleman said. ‘Some countries might not even know they’re involved. Factions of their political system or military might be contributors without their senior administrators ever knowing. In the last two years, these professional terrorist operations have targeted one chemical and one nuclear research facility. We believe Cameron Cairns orchestrated both attacks. In both instances, technology was stolen before the facilities were permanently incapacitated. That stolen technology has turned up twice in the hands of our rivals.’
Vanessa shook her head in astonishment. She repeated softly, ‘Stealing technology to destabilize America….’
Coleman nodded. ‘That’s why FAST became involved. Our job is to protect strategic installation and assets from terrorist attack. We’ve had to dramatically revise our thinking about what constitutes terrorism. These aren’t extremists with homemade bombs; these are representatives of some of the most highly trained military units in the world. And this is where Cairns comes in. If all those contributing countries needed a General to oversee and advise on these types of operations, that man would be Cameron Cairns.’
‘Alright,’ said Vanessa, raising both hands. ‘I understand — Cairns is one bad son-of-a-bitch. But that doesn’t prove he’s here working with Gould. There’s a long history of trusted insiders stealing research for profit. How can we be sure this isn’t all the work of Francis Gould?’
Coleman understood her reluctance to accept his explanation. He continued, ‘We think Cairns recruited Francis Gould to develop new biological weapons. Every one of Cairns’s operations used an inside source. Always someone who worked there. He’s targeted one chemical facility, one nuclear facility, and now he’s in the most advanced biological research facility on the face of the planet.’
Vanessa shook her head in incredulous amazement. ‘You’re suggesting that this anti-American group of governments has been implementing a biological weapons development program on U.S. soil through Francis Gould? In my facility?’
Coleman nodded towards the creature. ‘Well, what would you call it?’
‘Okay. Good point,’ she conceded. ‘So why was Gould allowed to keep working here? Why wasn’t he arrested and charged?’
‘Because we needed more information. We aren’t even sure what countries are involved. We didn’t know what kind of weapons Gould agreed to make. Or where they planned to use them. Or how close Gould was to finishing. Cairns is an experienced counter-intelligence operative, but Gould is unaccustomed to intelligence operations. If we watched Gould, we had a better chance of learning the truth.’
Vanessa nodded as she grasped the logic of the operation. ‘So you let Gould continue working, hoping that in the meantime your intelligence network will uncover the scope of the terrorists’ plan.’
Coleman nodded. ‘Until Gould stole your genetic templates. That’s a big risk on his part if he hasn’t finished whatever he was making for the terrorists, which means he must already be finished. Gould left here with nothing but the paper smock he was wearing. So whatever he was working on, whatever he had done with your genetic templates, was still here somewhere in the Complex. That acted as an operational catalyst. It sent us into a scrambling rush to secure this facility and find out.’
‘How can you be sure Cameron Cairns is in charge of these gunmen?’ repeated Vanessa. ‘If what you’re saying is true, a lot of countries could be responsible. Have you seen Cairns here?’
‘I recognized one of his men upstairs,’ answered Coleman. ‘The man we encountered in the pool room was Lieutenant Krisko ‘Bora’ Borivoj. Bora was a lieutenant in a special branch of the Czech military suspected of state-sponsored terrorism. Bora works directly under Cameron Cairns. He’s the only man that Cairns trusts. My suspicion is that Cairns is coordinating the operation from the administration hub while Bora acts as his attack-dog on the ground.’
‘That was Bora up in the pool room?’ cut in Marlin. ‘You sure?’
Coleman nodded. ‘I looked him right in the face for about three seconds before he opened fire on us. It was definitely him. No mistake.’
‘I’ve heard some pretty wild stories about Bora,’ said Marlin. ‘And I mean some crazy stuff, like he’s some kind of superman.’
Forest nodded without taking his eyes from the stairwell. ‘I’ve heard that too. He’s some kind of natural super-soldier.’
‘I’ve got a question,’ said King, unfazed by Bora’s reputation. ‘How the hell is Bora moving so discretely around the creatures when our people are getting wiped out where they stand?’
Coleman nodded. ‘Good point. I think I have the answer. When I heard the stories about Bora I did some research. One thing I discovered was about his childhood. Bora was deaf as a child. He contracted bacterial meningitis and almost died before his mother reached the hospital. He pulled through, but lost his hearing profoundly. He didn’t recover any hearing until he was fifteen years old.’
‘How’s that relevant?’ probed Vanessa.
‘Lots of ways,’ replied Coleman. ‘Deaf people can be highly skilled at reading involuntary body language. Every move the human body makes is telegraphed by subtle body movement, so some deaf people can train themselves to interpret what you are about to do by observing tiny changes in your posture. In some cultures, they were used to determine if people were lying. More important to us, some deaf people have been found to become highly attenuated to environmental vibrations.’
‘Vibrations,’ realized Vanessa, snapping her fingers. ‘You think Bora might be able to read the vibration signatures moving through the Complex.’
‘It’s one explanation for why he’s here,’ confirmed Coleman. ‘It would be a handy talent right about now, wouldn’t you say? If anyone is naturally equipped to move around this Complex under the nose of the creatures, it would have to be Bora.’
‘Well, that’s a reassuring thought,’ grumbled Forest. ‘As if he wasn’t bad enough, now he has super powers.’
‘He doesn’t have super powers,’ corrected Coleman. ‘He’s just a man. But we need to remember that he could be operating on a very different sensory level to us.’
Coleman paused after delivering the sobering information about their enemy.
‘All this comes down to one question. What does Gould and a force of political terrorists want from the Biological Solutions Research Complex?’
Vanessa answered immediately. ‘They can only be after one thing.’
Coleman was taken aback by her fast response. ‘And what’s that?’
‘They’re here to steal the genetic blueprints to the most devastating biological weapon of mass destruction that has ever been imagined. They’re here to steal the future of the world.’
* * *
On board the USS Coronado Command Ship, Vice Admiral Frederick A. Tucker, Commander of U.S. Navy Third Fleet, drummed his fingers impatiently on the round wooden table.
Tucker sat in the Advanced Collaborative Prototype Chamber, what the ship’s crew referred to as the ‘Disney Room’. The room was designed to facilitate distraction free decision-making, right down to it silent air-conditioning and perfectly ergonomic chairs. Across from Tucker stood ten, twenty-one inch monitors and two rear projection displays. The screens channeled up-to-the-second planning information from every work center in the ship. At a glance, Tucker had every imaginable piece of strategic data at his disposal.
They called it the Knowledge Wall.
But right now, it wasn’t giving him any knowledge.
Tucker felt frustrated.
The mission was progressing badly. As Fleet Commander for the Navy’s forces in the eastern Pacific, Tucker’s responsibilities included the Marines and weapons inspectors that had this morning deployed to the Biological Solutions Research Complex.
Tucker’s problem was that he had no idea what the hell was going on in there.
And that should not be the case.
Not on this boat.
The USS Coronado represented the most advanced command ship in the world. Its mission was to protect the western approaches of the United States. To that end, the Coronado had been fitted with additional superstructure for command ship duties and designated the Navy’s Sea-Based Battle Lab.
Tucker shared the table with the Coronado’s usual Commanding Officer, Captain Dirk Boundary, and her Senior Chief Electronics Technician.
The latter, Chief Warrant Officer Phillip Daniels, was in charge of the ship’s C4I operations. C4I stood for Command Control Communications Computers and Intelligence Capabilities.
In short, Daniels was the man who could see over the horizon. Daniels had just finished making his report, and it wasn’t good news.
Only three of the Pave Hawk helicopters had checked in by radio after deploying their Marines.
That was just the start of Tucker’s concerns. The radio jamming zone around the Complex was another massive pain in the ass.
After securing the Complex, deactivating the radio jamming assets and establishing communications should have been the Marines’ first priority. With the formal authorization of UN sanctioned Weapons Inspectors, the radio blackout should have been lowered enough for the Special Forces to establish a secure communication line to the Coronado.
And that should have happened twenty minutes ago.
The Marines had an Executive Communications Pack. The pack incorporated an inbuilt satellite radio. As a last resort, a single fire team could have just humped the damn satellite radio out of the jamming zone and established a communications line.
Neither had happened, and this worried Tucker.
Almost an entire platoon of Special Forces security experts had been swallowed by the most advanced research complex on the face of the planet. A research complex suspected to be producing biological weapons of mass destruction.
The implications started ringing very loud alarm bells in Tucker’s mind.
* * *
Cameron Cairns strode across the habitation level. He walked surrounded by an entourage of alert gunmen.
Behind Cairns, two men carried the heavy metal chest.
Behind those gunmen came Gould.
Halfway across the level, Cairns raised his hand to halt the party. A sound had caught his attention. The sound of the creatures. The very same creatures that were supposed to be diverted by the concentrated source of vibrations emanating from the pump stations. Not far away, one or more of the creatures were violently tearing something or someone apart.
Cairns turned on his right heel and raised an eyebrow questioningly at Gould.
Gould shifted nervously, dropping his gaze and wringing his veiny hands together. ‘I warned you that it might not distract them all. We should keep moving. The pumps won’t distract them for long.’
Cairns snorted in disgust. He watched Gould squirm some more. So much for Gould’s clever diversion. The nervous little fucker’s terrified of his own creations. He doesn’t realize the real danger is standing right in front of him.
Cairns signaled for the party to start moving again. The creatures didn’t make an appearance. Whatever occupied them was clearly a larger source of vibrations than Cairns and his men.
Apart from the unpredictable nature of the creatures and having to work with Francis Gould, Cairns felt satisfied with his operation’s progress.
The race against the Americans went well.
The race started the moment Gould was blamed for stealing Sharp’s genetic material. The Americans had rushed to mobilize their Special Operations Forces and weapons inspectors. Cairns knew the Americans would send several Special Forces units. They would be an advanced team, deployed rapidly to start preliminary investigations. They would try to secure the Complex with minimum disturbance after a rapid insertion to occupy strategic positions.
It proved a close race, but Cairns had beaten them by twenty minutes.
Twenty minutes was more than enough time for Gould to release the creatures he had created from Sharp’s first stolen batch of genetic templates. Cairns had to admit that Gould had delivered on his promises so far. He had produced the creatures as he claimed he could, he had concealed them in the Complex undetected, and he had remotely activated the creatures with the pheromone.
The creatures’ affect on the research staff was certainly as devastating as Gould had boasted.
In the resulting chaos, Cairns’s job had been easy. The entire Complex evacuated. Apart from level three, the facility stood wide open and waiting.
As Cairns reached the west elevator, Bora came over his radio, ready to make a status report.
‘Bora,’ said Cairns. ‘I trust the Special Forces have all been eliminated.’
‘Not yet,’ answered Bora. ‘One team eluded us in the pool room. We anticipated all the creatures being diverted, but two of them surprised us.’
Cairns fixed his stare on Gould. Gould’s creatures had interfered with Bora’s orders.
‘Where’s the rogue unit now?’
‘Last visual had them trapped by the creatures in the north elevator,’ answered Bora.
Cairns eyes flicked to the elevator before him. This was the west elevator. ‘You think the creatures finished them?’
Bora was quiet for a moment. ‘I couldn’t say. They’re very…resourceful. Their Captain dropped a helicopter on top of us in the pool room.’
‘Are you saying that this small, under-armed, outnumbered, fragmented team of Marines is beyond your ability to eliminate, Lieutenant Bora?’
Cairns felt Bora bristle over the radio. He could almost hear Bora suppressing an animal snarl.
‘No,’ replied Bora tersely. ‘They can’t access the research level, so they must be on the engineering or basement level. We’re searching engineering now. We’ll have them in the next few minutes.’
Cairns checked his watch as the elevator arrived. ‘I’m timing you, Lieutenant. Don’t disappoint me.’
‘Understood.’
Bora’s report reminded Cairns that it wasn’t time to relax. He stepped into the elevator after Gould and the chest. He nodded to the gunman at the elevator controls. ‘Level 3. Research Level.’
It was time to collect his prize.

Chapter 4

Coleman raised an eyebrow at Vanessa. ‘The future of the world?’
She was never the type of person to exaggerate her achievements, but still….
Defensive now, she let irritation spill into her voice. ‘I am not boasting. You need to understand that my research is completely world changing.’
‘Then help me to understand,’ said Coleman gravely. ‘Explain.’
Vanessa clicked her fingers. ‘Okay. Here’s one example. How many conflicts are being fought right now around the world over clean drinking water?’
Her question fell on Marlin.
Marlin shrugged. ‘Anywhere with recurring drought conditions. A lot of tribal conflicts. Developing countries.’
‘Okay,’ agreed Vanessa, turning to address all the Marines. ‘Imagine a plant that could purify contaminated water for human consumption. Done that? Now imagine a second plant, a different plant, with tap roots deep enough to reach underground water tables. Now think of a third plant that could store water safely for humans to consume for months or even years. If those three different traits were combined into one plant, every drought-effected family on the planet could grow their own fresh water well.’
She was animated now, gesturing fervently as she paced around the chamber, locking eyes with the Marines as he spoke. ‘The implications of this work are unparalleled. Without this technology, fresh water will one day cost more than oil. Civilized countries will be fighting wars over access to water. And unlimited water is just one benefit. Medicine will be cheaper to produce. We won’t have to search for new drugs — we’ll design plants to produce and refine them for us. The cost reduction for industrial refinement and drug manufacture will become so low that every developing country will have stockpiles of pharmaceuticals. The need for pharmaceutical aid programs will be completely wiped-out.’
She pointed squarely at Coleman. ‘I can give you a hundred more examples of where this research is going to benefit mankind — engineering, agriculture, space colonization…and that’s why we’re given the flexibility to push our research ahead and draw together the best minds from all over the world.’
Vanessa was breathless. She inhaled quickly, preparing to carry on, but Coleman jerked up his hands. He didn’t need a hundred more examples.
‘Hey — you’ve convinced me,’ he admitted. ‘Just slow down. We’re going off track here. Just tell me exactly what Cairns is after?’
Composed again, Vanessa said, ‘Six small spheres of embryonic plant cells, each about the size of a marble. I grew twelve templates. Gould stole six to make these creatures. There are six more templates in my labs. Each template contains a living record of all genetic research since Mendel hybridized peas in his monastery garden. They contain the traits from every species of plant that has ever been genetically mapped. All the data is stored on long DNA strands inside the embryonic cells. Once the chosen traits are triggered on the DNA, the embryonic cells start growing.’
Okay, thought Coleman. Time for question two. ‘Why does Cairns want the remaining templates so badly?’
‘That’s all I’ve been thinking about,’ confessed Vanessa. ‘But now you’ve suggested that a foreign government is behind the theft, it makes much more sense. The country with the stolen templates will be technologically catapulted ahead of every other nation. Think of the templates as being a seed that can grow into anything you can imagine, combining and twisting any traits that nature has ever created in plants.’
She pointed to the dead creature. ‘Like these things. These are just one person’s work. Imagine one hundred madmen having one hundred ideas a day, and then having the ability to make these ideas reality. We’ll see genetic weapons that can ravage an entire country’s crops. We’ll be completely defenseless. How can you quarantine an entire country? Nature has no natural defenses to the new strains of organisms that would sweep around the globe. Whoever has the templates will hold world food economies to ransom. And these creatures? These are nothing compared to what Gould will do if he has enough time with the templates. Nuclear weapons won’t hold a candle compared to the destructive power of genetics.’
Coleman had made up his mind. ‘Then preventing Cairns from acquiring those templates is now our first priority. Until the C-Guards are disabled, we’re basically on our own. We can’t call for help. So that means it’s just us against Cairns.’
‘How can you compete against Cairns?’ asked Vanessa. ‘There’s only four of you. Plus there are the creatures to avoid.’
Coleman smiled a wicked smile. ‘We’ll snatch the templates first.’
Vanessa gestured at the heavy containment door. ‘These doors are at either end of both decontamination corridors. That’s four heavy doors. The external doors can be opened from the admin hub, providing access to the peripheral research labs, but the doors sealing the core labs at the end of the corridor won’t open for anybody. My templates are in the core labs. I don’t know how Cairns plans to get in there, but I’m sure he’s started by now.’
‘It’s a race,’ agreed Coleman. ‘I bet Cairns has less information about the security arrangements than we do. You’re the expert. How can we access the core labs first?’
‘You can’t,’ replied Vanessa flatly. ‘They can only be opened by a senior authorized staff member from the admin hub.’
‘There must be a way with your personal security codes.’
‘Codes?’ she scoffed. She waved to the antechamber walls. ‘Where would I enter any codes?’
Coleman scanned the room, a strong feeling of puzzlement blossoming at what he wasn’t seeing.
Vanessa waited until Coleman finished scanning the walls before she spoke again. ‘This is going to sound pretty incredible, but you need to believe what I tell you next.’
‘Try me,’ prompted Coleman.
‘No one in the Complex understands how the security system works.’ She raised her finger as every member in Third Unit went to speak at once. ‘NO ONE. All the doors just open for authorized people and won’t open for unauthorized people. No one in the entire staff understands how it distinguishes identities. This whole level — computers, doors, equipment, everything — it’s all the same. They just work flawlessly for the right people. We don’t understand how.’
Coleman looked around the room. In all the mayhem, he hadn’t noticed the obvious absence of security sensors. There were no cameras, no code panels, no iris, palm, or finger-print scanners.
There was nothing.
Coleman was stunned. He had never heard of anything like it. A blind security system with no apparent way of identifying individuals.
He saw that the others, all security trained, were equally perplexed. Marlin was their expert.
‘That’s not possible,’ countered Marlin, searching the room. ‘There has to be something….’
‘That’s how I know the terrorists can’t bypass the system with security codes,’ continued Vanessa. ‘Wait until you hear what else I’ve discovered. No one in the Complex can leak security information because no one in the world knows how the entire security system works. I spoke to some of the installation technicians, and they don’t even know the names of the companies they work for. As best I can understand, the security company contracted to this job is made up of several specialist branches, and no branch is allowed to understand how the rest of the system functions. Each technician only understands his or her particular component. The information can’t be bought on the black market, because it just doesn’t exist.’
‘Okay,’ Coleman said, overwhelmed by the efforts the security consultants had taken to protect their clients. It was incredible that companies like that even existed. ‘Forget bypassing the security system then. What about access through a shared system like the air-conditioning ducts or mechanical services?’
Vanessa’s eyes went distant. ‘No. Wait, maybe.’ Her gaze dropped to the floor. ‘There’s a security subsection under the labs that can be accessed from the stairwell. We call it the ‘underlab’. It’s just a system of corridors under the peripheral labs, but it gets more complex under the core labs. The underlab mirrors the layout of the rooms and passages in the core labs above it. It’s designed to let people move under the core labs without interrupting critical experiments. It uses access codes and large round hatches in its ceiling to access the core labs above.’
‘Right, let’s go,’ said Coleman, already heading for the stairwell.
‘Wait,’ blurted Vanessa. ‘What about David?’
Coleman met her gaze. ‘I’ve thought it through. If David’s in the Evac Center, then he’s safe for the time being. If he’s not, then we have more chance of finding him by moving around, right?’
Coleman didn’t mention that his plan would also serve to distract the terrorists from the evacuees and David. If Coleman’s team could cause enough trouble in the main Complex, hopefully the evacuees would seem insignificant to both the terrorists and the creatures.
Vanessa nodded, perhaps understanding his plan after all. ‘OK. But you don’t understand about the underlab. It’s not what you think it —’
‘Vanessa, we don’t have time,’ insisted Coleman. ‘Cairns might already be in your labs. I don’t care about the risks. Can you access the underlab or not?’
She nodded, her earlier hesitation gone. ‘Yes.’
‘That’s good enough,’ said Coleman. ‘We’re just lucky you called the lift and we ran into each other.’
Vanessa shook her head at the elevator. ‘I didn’t summon the elevator. I was running for my life when the elevator doors opened and I saw you.’
Coleman realized she was right. She had been running towards the elevator. And Forest definitely hadn’t touched the elevator controls. There was no one else around who could have summoned the elevator to the third floor. Coleman filed the information away in his mind as another mystery to analyze later.
He joined Marlin at the fire stairs door. ‘Any activity in the stairwell?’
‘Nothing yet.’ Marlin glanced upwards. ‘But that spiky bastard two levels up nearly had me before I slammed the door in its face. I bet it’s still in there, pissed off and waiting.’
Coleman knew the confined space of the stairwell could be a death trap. ‘We don’t have a choice. We have to go in. Two by two formation, Vanessa in the middle.’
‘Shooting will attract them,’ added Vanessa as the five took position with Coleman and Marlin in front, King and Forest behind. ‘Any noise or movement will trigger an attack.’
Marlin prepared to yank open the stairwell door. ‘So when we shoot we attract them, but if we don’t shoot, they’re going to swarm all over us.’
‘We only fire when we need to,’ advised Coleman. ‘But we keep moving. If we have to, we’ll make a defensive withdrawal two by two down every level.’
‘What the hell does that mean?’ blurted Vanessa, looking around urgently. ‘This is all new to me!’
Coleman placed his hand on her shoulder. ‘Two men move while two men shoot, then we swap, like leapfrog. So we’re always moving and shooting. You stick with the two that are moving. I won’t let anything happen to you.’
‘Tunnel of love,’ rumbled King from the back.
‘Okay,’ Vanessa said nervously, then added quickly, ‘And spread your shots. Hitting them in one place will only disable part of them. They don’t feel pain. Put enough hits on them and they will be drained of the fluid that lets them move.’
Coleman raised his rifle and nodded to Marlin. ‘Do it, Corporal.’
Marlin yanked opened the door. Coleman steamed in the stairwell. He trained the rifle up and down the stairs as the others came through behind.
Coleman was right. The confined space of the stairwell proved a death trap for the evacuees.
Human remains lay everywhere, like a hundred serial killers shared the stairwell to hide their victims. It was just layers of carnage. In places, people were draped two or three deep over the stairs in rolling humps of bodies.
Thank god David was on the habitation level and didn’t use the stairwell.
King scanned the grilled landings, screwing up his face. ‘It’s a killing field.’
Coleman started down the steps, wincing at the sound his boots made on the steel grill. He chose his footing carefully. It was a slow process picking their way past the bodies.
‘They look like they’ve been in a shredder,’ whispered Forest tactlessly, avoiding the corpse of a woman who was twisted backwards with her right arm caught through the handrail. ‘This is too much.’
‘Why were so many caught in the stairwell?’ asked Marlin. ‘There are too many dead in one place.’
Vanessa didn’t answer. Her expression was ashen. She knew these people. If not by name, then certainly by face.
Coleman led the way. Averting his eyes from the victims, he focused on the task at hand. The stairwell was a dangerous place to be. They needed to access the sublevel, this ‘underlab’, as quickly as possible. Coleman sensed the rising tension in his Marines’ voices as they navigated the stairwell carnage behind him. He needed to get them out of here and focused on their task of retrieving the templates.
Forest hissed angrily, ‘I’d like to know how all these creatures just appeared? Everyone is following their normal daily routine and then — bam — there are monsters everywhere, all over the Complex. How can that happen?’
‘I don’t know yet,’ answered Vanessa thoughtfully. ‘But I have a suspicion we’re going to find out very soon.’
Coleman reached a door resembling a submarine hatch with an access code panel.
‘This is the security sublevel,’ confirmed Vanessa.
Coleman motioned for her to hurry with her access codes, but she was gone.
‘Vanessa!’ hissed Coleman, keeping his voice low. He spotted her disappearing down the stairwell.
‘After her,’ he hissed.
Third Unit reached the bottom and found Vanessa peering into the dark triangle of space under the last flight of stairs.
‘What the hell are you doing?’ demanded Coleman.
She pointed up at the zigzag pattern of stairs above them. ‘Your mission involved accessing the Complex via the stairwells, right? Rather than using the freight lift or just a single stairwell?’
Coleman was surprised by her accurate observation. Their insertion points had been spread right around the Complex to take advantage of the stairwells. Coleman had helped plan the mission, as was the case with many Special Forces operations where ground operatives had more input than regular forces into mission planning. The stairwells provided fast access to key points, but this had led every unit straight into the path of the evacuating staff and the creatures.
‘Why?’ asked Coleman. ‘How are the stairwells important?’
‘Shine your flashlight in there.’ She pointed towards the dark wall under the stairs.
Coleman directed his flashlight under the stairwell, expecting to see a flat slab of wall, but instead found himself looking into a large cavity recess. He panned his flashlight around inside the unexpected void.
It looked dark and messy, like a tooth cavity, but big enough to park a small truck.
‘Holy tap dancing Jesus, what the hell is this?’ breathed King, moving his own flashlight slowly around the edges of the hole.
Vanessa squatted to examine the cavity’s edge.
‘This is where the creatures were born,’ she answered quietly. ‘These walls are part of the basement. They’re part of the experiment that….’ She caught herself mid sentence. She looked back into the cavity. ‘I can’t believe he did this.’
‘Part of what experiment?’ prompted Coleman. ‘Tell me.’
Vanessa waved her hands to indicate the entire Complex. ‘This place, the Complex itself, is one of the bio-survive experiments I’ve been explaining. How much do you know about the history of this site before it became the Biological Solutions Research Complex?’
Coleman chose his answer extremely carefully. This topic skirted territory that led to their break-up in the first place.
‘I know it used to be an open cut mine until they hit an underground lake, an aquifer. The aquifer flooded the site and made it impossible to keep working. The site was abandoned.’
Coleman knew a lot more about the history of the site than he admitted. He knew that a special kind of work had proceeded at the site before the research Complex began construction. The abandoned mine site — at the time just a big hole in the ground — had been temporarily in military hands and the location of some very classified activities. If Vanessa knew the truth, her opinion that the U.S. military was built on deceit, hypocrisy and unjustified violence would only be reinforced.
‘The aquifer is the reason we chose this site for the Complex,’ she continued. ‘You would have seen the ‘lawn’ as you flew in, the big ring of bright green vegetation around the Complex?’
Coleman nodded.
‘Well, the lawn draws water up from the aquifer. We built this place right into the aquifer, so the basement level is riddled with half-flooded passages. Those passages are also full of roots that carry water to the lawn and the rest of the Complex.
‘We call the whole system the ‘big sucker’.’ Vanessa sounded proud. ‘We purify and transfer enough water to supply the entire Complex, just using the natural capillary action of the lawn lifting water from the aquifer. We’ve integrated some of the walls into the system.’
King looked closer at the wall. ‘These walls are alive?’
She nodded. ‘Partially. They’re fed using direct nutrient streaming. Gould knew this and planted the corrupted templates in the walls. The growing creatures consumed the organic walls and tapped into the nutrients. That’s how they grew undetected so fast.’
Coleman imagined the walls rupturing and the creatures spilling over each other into the stairwells. ‘So Gould placed them in the emergency stairwells, knowing that when the evacuation alarm sounded, all the evacuees would rush straight into the creatures. Gould drew the entire Complex into a giant trap.’
Clearly disgusted, Vanessa nodded at Coleman’s assessment.
‘If we catch this bastard, we’re going to nail him,’ spat Marlin without taking his eyes off the stairs. ‘No international bullshit while countries argue about extradition. We just give him a bullet to the brain. Job well done.’
‘Amen,’ murmured King.
An alarming thought struck Coleman. ‘Could Gould have planted any of these in the Evacuation Center?’ He imagined the evacuees, including David, streaming into the Evacuation Center, the massive containment door sealing shut, then dozens of creatures spilling from the walls among the people.
‘No,’ answered Vanessa. ‘The Evacuation Center is constructed from steel and concrete. The creatures couldn’t grow in there. They could only grow in places with nutrients, like here or the hydroponics bays.’
Thank heaven for that, thought Coleman, judging the depth and height of the cavity. ‘About fifteen creatures would fit in this hole. Gould stole six templates. That makes roughly ninety creatures loose in the Complex.’
‘That sounds about right,’ agreed Vanessa.
‘Ninety?’ asked Marlin. ‘So where are they all?’
Coleman remembered the creatures disappearing from the revolving door. ‘Let’s not wait to find out. Quick, back up to the sublevel before —’
Coleman caught himself mid-sentence as a stairwell door above was suddenly kicked open. He slapped his hand over Vanessa’s mouth, pushing her into the wall cavity. In less than a second, Marlin, King and Forest crowded in behind them.
* * *
Bora kicked open the stairwell door. The Marines felt close.
Eight gunmen spread out over the landing. Bora raised one finger sharply for silence. He settled his fingertips on the handrail.
He slowly closed his eyes.
It always felt the same.
Bora was four years old when he’d lost his hearing. Deathly ill, he’d fallen asleep normal and woken completely deaf. The last sound he remembered was his mother crying beside his rickety Czechoslovakian state hospital bed.
‘He’s strong. He’ll make it.’ This was his father, consoling his mother over and over again.
And four year old Krisko Borivoj had made it. His little body fought the illness, wracked with spasms and fevers and rashes. When he woke, the world was silent. Profound deafness was a lonely place.
But Bora had his father. Like many others in his small village, poaching was necessary for survival. Like all valuable skills, the lessons were passed from father to son. By the time Bora was seven, he was learning the ways of the woods as he glided silently behind his father carrying their heavy steel traps. Week in, week out, the overgrown game trails were their bread and butter. Bora’s eyes never strayed far from his father. It was only by watching his father’s body language that Bora learned how to move silently on the hunt.
But still, it was his father’s hearing that was essential. Bora was still just reading his father’s senses.
He couldn’t hear a twig breaking under his boot, but he learned how the sensation felt through his sole. In time, he learned how it felt when his father stepped on a dry twig a few meters away. Then one day Bora felt the vibration of one of his father’s traps snapping shut behind them. The metal ground-stakes had telegraphed the event through the lush soil.
His father hadn’t heard the trap, but Bora felt it. He tugged his father’s sleeve. They backtracked and found the sprung trap. Bora’s father smiled and squeezed his shoulder. That’s when things had changed in Bora’s mind. He could do something that others couldn’t.
He learned to listen with his entire body.
Bora’s father made every stick of furniture in their house, and Bora pushed the simple bunk his father had made for him into the corner where he could sleep with his hand resting on the wooden architrave. From there, he could feel everything that was going on. The patterns of tiny tremors that came through the wood were like rolling brail. What was happening in his home, in the houses next door, outside; every act had a characteristic affect on the world around it, and Bora was learning how to intercept and interpret these signals. If he felt something new, he jumped up and rushed outside, searching for the new source of vibrations with the wonder of a child learning a new word. He developed the habit of touching surfaces that he innately sensed would amplify vibrations. Likewise, he avoided areas that dampened vibrations. This was the way he came to categorize his surrounding, a tapestry of mediums through which he could sense life around him to varying degrees.
By the age of twelve, Bora was taller than his father.
His body grew strong, and before long it was Bora carrying their game across his shoulders while his father followed with the traps. Perhaps Bora was compensating, but all he knew was that it felt good to be taking the lead and receiving his father’s rare nod of approval.
Bora’s father also started using a rifle for larger game.
Then everything changed.
When they arrested his father, they confiscated his rifle and all his traps. It was his rifle that alerted the police, Bora’s mother later explained. The gunshots had carried through the woods.
Bora never saw his father again.
It was now Bora’s responsibility to provide for himself and his mother. All Bora had was his father’s hunting knife.
He took the knife back into the woods. For three days he hunted through the woods, returning home each night hungry, empty-handed, and mentally exhausted.
On the fourth day, while stalking a buck and feeling feint from hunger, he sensed the coal train. He’d sensed it before, often before his father heard it, but they had always remained concealed until it passed. Bora could feel its passage coming through every part of the woods. Through every stone, through every tree he laid his hand on, he could feel its approach. He didn’t need to see it — couldn’t even see it through the thick forest — but he knew exactly where it was.
Suddenly it happened. He was crouched among a pile of brown leaves with one hand steepled on a boulder and his other dug into the dark soil.
He felt the train coming, he watched the buck, and then suddenly he sprung forward. The buck saw his movement and bounded away, straight into the side of the train that suddenly loomed out of the woods in its path.
When the train passed, Bora approached the buck. He deftly slit the suffering animal’s throat and then squatted with his hands on the train tracks. He stayed there until the vibration through the tracks was like a mosquito landing on his fingertips.
Right now, in the stairwell, the hand rail under Bora’s fingertips felt just like those train track. The rail was still vibrating from movement further down the stairwell. Today it was his job to flush the Marines under the train tracks.
‘They’re close,’ he said confidently. ‘We’ve got them. Spread out and search the stairwell.’
* * *
Coleman slowly released his hand from Vanessa’s mouth.
‘Nobody move a muscle,’ he whispered.
He heard Bora’s gunmen coming down the stairwell.
Third Unit were in deep trouble.
Bora only needed to drop a grenade down the stairwell and Third Unit would be wet wall-paper.
A terrorist’s boot appeared on the steps above Coleman’s head. The man descended side on, alertly panning his weapon left and right.
It was too late for Third Unit to make a dash for the basement door. Bora had the tactical high ground and a clear line of fire between the cavity and the door.
Third Unit’s only chance was to remain undetected in the dark cavity. Coleman had overlooked the cavity when standing right before it. The shadow from the stairs covered the cavity entrance in a sheet of darkness, but if the approaching terrorist angled a flashlight through the last flight of stairs, or came all the way to the bottom, Third Unit would be spotted.
It’s possible, Coleman half wished to himself. He could overlook the cavity.
The boots paused on the last flight of stairs, right at Coleman’s eye-level.
Coleman suppressed a curse as the man clicked on a flashlight. He aimed the beam through the steps. Coleman willed the beam away from the cavity.
The beam crept across the bottom edge of the far wall towards the cavity. Coleman held his breath. He felt the next few seconds stretching every nerve in his body. If that light beam moved just a few inches more, the entire stairwell was going to erupt in gunfire. They would have to make a desperate break for the basement door. He sensed the others tensing, anticipating the inevitable firefight about to erupt.
‘All clear,’ reported the gunman. He clicked off his flashlight and headed back up the stairs.
* * *
Bora watched his man come back up the stairs.
This doesn’t feel right.
He had definitely sensed someone in the stairwell. He had a clean line of sight of all the stairwell doors, so they couldn’t have escaped. It was possible that they had exited the stairwell before Bora’s force arrived, but it certainly hadn’t felt that way.
Reaching down, he stroked the blond hair of a dead woman hanging with her arm caught through the handrail. He gently moved aside the hair to see her face. She certainly hadn’t been the one moving. She wore a yellow dress, although most of it was torn away and what little remained was blood-soaked from the terrible wounds to her face and neck. A gold pendant around her neck had fallen open and showed a picture of a man and a child. Probably her husband and son.
Maybe this place is getting to me. All this death.
He nodded at the north security antechamber door. His men stormed the antechamber, yanking open the door and rushing through.
Striding into the antechamber, Bora found a fresh skirmish scene.
What the…?
The Marines had been here, and not very long ago judging by the still drying-boot prints.
* * *
‘Go, go, go,’ whispered Coleman as the stairwell door swung shut behind Bora.
Forest, Marlin, and then King headed up the stairs toward the sublevel hatch. Vanessa followed right behind them. Coleman knew they had narrowly missed discovery by Bora. He also knew Bora would assess the antechamber’s skirmish scene in seconds.
But there dwelled some hope among Coleman’s anxiety that Bora might any second burst in with guns blazing.
If the terrorists are still in the Complex, then they haven’t reached the templates yet.
Third Unit were still in the race.
* * *
In the security antechamber, Bora found one of Gould’s creatures riddled with gunfire.
He examined the trail of the creature’s bodily fluids.
It died on the move. From the trajectory of its sliding corpse, it came from inside the research level and been shot to pieces in the antechamber.
Bora glanced up at the containment door. Bullet scars confirmed his assessment. He noticed something else.
Shoe prints.
Not boot prints like the Marines would leave, but the shoe prints of a civilian.
The creature was chasing someone. The person ran this way and ducked under the containment door just in time for the Marines to take out the creature. That’s one lucky son of a bitch.
Bora last spotted the Marines descending in the elevator, so the bullet trajectory made sense. Drawing aside his rifle, he squatted beside the creature.
Someone’s done an autopsy on this.
The dissection gave a distinctly professional impression. Someone who knew what they were doing had taken the time to learn more about the creature. The shoe prints suggested the civilian performed the dissection. From the shoe size, probably a woman. Bora saw scuff marks where the civilian labored to slice the large incisions. The person then walked around the creature, probably explaining about what they had learned from the autopsy, and then headed towards the…
Stairwell
‘Stairwell!’ yelled Bora as he dashed for the door. ‘They’re in the stairwell!’
As he kicked open the door he heard a noise below.
Click. It was the sound of a hatch closing.
* * *
Click. Coleman closed the hatch.
‘That was close,’ he said, joining the others. ‘Bora just came back into the stairwell. He must have heard the hatch. He knows we’re in here. We have to move fast.’
They were in the underlab. More precisely, in a network of long corridors that branched under the peripheral labs in a way that confused the Marines, but seemed to be second nature to Vanessa as they ran.
‘Only one of these leads to the galleries under the core labs,’ puffed Vanessa as they jogged through the corridors. ‘We’re coming at the labs from the east now. This is it here.’
At the end of the next corridor stood a hatch identical to the one in the northern stairwell. Through this second hatch waited a small chamber.
From somewhere in the chamber, a feminine voice was repeating:
Warning — level three containment infringement in progress.
Warning — level three containment infringement in progress.
The voice came from a computer recessed into the right wall. Apart from the computer and identical hatches at either end, the chamber was bare and just large enough for the five of them.
‘The laboratory has detected Cairns breaking into the research level,’ explained Vanessa, standing at the computer.
The robust computer terminal reminded Coleman of equipment designed to resist high pressure or sudden impact.
Vanessa touched the screen rapidly. ‘Cairns is controlling the administration hub, just like you thought. That gives him control of most of our systems.’
‘What doesn’t he control?’ asked Coleman.
‘This level and the Evacuation Center.’ She pointed on the screen. ‘See? They’re both independent during a containment emergency.’
‘Well that’s something, at least. So what’s he doing?’
Vanessa touched the screen twice and raised a detailed map with red flashing panels. ‘He’s activated all the aquifer pumps. Full power. The creatures are tearing the pumps apart.’
‘Clever bastard,’ conceded Coleman. ‘He’s distracting the creatures with the pumps while he breaks into the research level. That’s where all the creatures have gone.’
‘Why so many industrial-grade pumps?’ asked King, looking over Vanessa’s shoulder.
‘We’re sitting in an aquifer, right?’ she explained. ‘We have pumps to storage tanks on every level in case the big sucker fails and the basement floods. Pumps four and six are already destroyed. They’re venting their water back to the basement.’
‘How much longer before all the pumps fail?’ asked Coleman.
‘Fifteen minutes tops,’ estimated Vanessa. ‘Maybe a few minutes longer. After that, the creatures will come sweeping back through the Complex and kill everything with a heartbeat.’
Marlin and Forest exchanged glances. A tide of creatures sweeping through the Complex was not a cheerful image.
‘Fifteen minutes,’ said Coleman. ‘This is going to be very tight.’
‘More so than you think,’ she added. ‘I haven’t explained the underlab yet.’
‘Explain as we run,’ said Coleman, moving to the second hatch.
‘There won’t be any running,’ warned Vanessa. ‘That’s my entire point. We have to swim.’
Coleman turned from the hatch. ‘Swim?’
‘The underlab isn’t just for moving beneath the labs,’ said Vanessa. ‘The underlab is a multi-purpose security, decontamination and structural integrity measure. It’s called an FCP, a fluid containment protocol. The underlab floods in a containment emergency. Liquid increases the structural integrity of the core labs and stops cross-lab contamination.’
She tapped the hatch. A deep sound reverberated back. ‘The other side of this hatch is now filled with liquid.’
‘Water?’ asked Forest.
‘Water-soluble bio-corrosives,’ answered Coleman. He knew all about FCPs in theory, but he hadn’t thought that any existed. Yet.
Vanessa nodded. ‘Solids walls and doors can buckle and crack, so liquid is the perfect solution.’
King didn’t look impressed. ‘Can’t we drain the underlab?’
‘Not during the containment emergency. We have to swim through the underlab and emerge in the labs along the way to breath. There are large sliding ceiling hatches to access the labs above. When we open a ceiling hatch in the underlab, it forms a pool in the center of the lab above. We’ll have to flood this room before I can open the hatch so we can start swimming.’
‘That all sounds easy enough,’ tested Coleman suspiciously. He knew from personal experience that Vanessa was holding something back. He detected serious misgivings in her voice. ‘So tell me why I’m wrong.’
Vanessa bit her lip and turned to the door. ‘Because I don’t know if the security system will recognize me underwater. It’s never been used this way. It could lock me out. If that happens, I won’t be able to open any of the hatches. We’ll all drown right here.’
Coleman anticipated another problem. ‘Won’t our presence lock-out the controls? The security system won’t recognize any of us.’
‘That won’t be a problem if it recognizes me.’ Vanessa formed her next sentence carefully, obviously anticipating Coleman’s reaction. ‘The system will know what I want.’
Coleman was shocked again. ‘What? Are you saying this security system knows if you want someone to enter with you or not?’
‘That’s right,’ she admitted reluctantly. ‘The system will open if I want it to, but stay closed if I was taken hostage and forced against my will.’
Now Coleman was starting to seriously worry about Vanessa’s mental health. Was the shock or stress affecting her reasoning? They were about to risk drowning using her plan to access the labs. Coleman watched her face carefully for the telltale signs of posttraumatic shock. ‘That’s just not possible, Vanessa. You’re saying this security system can read your mind.’
‘It can. I know it sounds crazy, and there must be a technical explanation, but I haven’t discovered it yet.’
Coleman was in turmoil. They should be charging towards the templates already. He could only think of one way to establish how much of Vanessa’s information was based on real observations and how much was her imagination.
Coleman took the gamble that he knew her better than anyone else working here in the complex.
‘You’ve found something, haven’t you? You know how the security system senses us. There is no way that you of all people are going to curb your curiosity and not look for the sensors. This security system is guarding your life’s work. You must have a theory.’
Vanessa slowly ran her hands over the wall like she was carefully feeling for brail. ‘I think the sensors are hard to spot because they are everywhere. They look like part of the wall. If you let your eyes unfocus, you can pick up a very slight distortion in the walls’ surfaces.’
She stopped and touched the wall with her fingertip. ‘Here. Here’s one.’
Coleman examined the tiny concave bump on the wall. It was only two millimeters across. Vanessa waved Marlin over for a look.
‘These are the right size for micro fiber optics,’ observed Marlin.
Coleman remembered how the elevator had been mysteriously summoned to Vanessa’s floor when she was running for her life. Could the security system have known she wanted the elevator? Coleman thought for a moment then waved Forest over to the computer. ‘Forest, you’re on the controls. We’re going to need Vanessa inside.’
Vanessa quickly explained the controls, and then went to stand with Coleman.
Forest’s right hand hovered over the control to flood the chamber. His grasped a handle beside the computer. ‘Ready?’
‘One second,’ said Coleman. ‘We need to get in and out under their noses before they know what’s happening. We are seriously outgunned and outnumbered, so we go in hard and fast once we reach the labs. The last thing we want is to be trapped in there.’
No one asked the obvious question. What if the terrorists were already inside? No one asked, because the answer was obvious. If the terrorists were already inside the laboratory, Third Unit would probably be shot to pieces as they tried to exit the underlab via the pools. It would literally be like shooting fish in a barrel. But with submachine guns. They all knew the risks.
‘We need to get in, take care of business, and then get out,’ repeated Coleman. ‘The clock’s ticking. We can’t go head-to-head with these guys, so we keep moving. Don’t get pinned down. If they stop us moving, they’ll finish us. We need to stay mobile at any cost.’
Coleman tightened his CMAR-17 against his chest so he could swim. ‘Any questions?’
The others strapped their assault rifles likewise. Marlin checked his weapon was secure then asked, ‘How many creatures are in there?’
‘At least two, maybe more,’ answered Vanessa.
Marlin looked at the hatch. ‘So either way, terrorists or creatures, we’re emerging into a hot-zone.’
‘That’s right.’ Coleman nodded to Forest. ‘Flood the chamber.’
Forest touched the controls and liquid blasted around their legs.
The surging water knocked Marlin from his feet. He tumbled backwards and smashed down into the water which flowed over his face in a second.
‘Shit,’ bellowed King, alarmed by the powerful surge. ‘Marlin!’
Reaching underwater, King dragged Marlin to his feet, struggling to keep his own footing as the water level rose over his hips.
Vanessa yelled over the roar of the water entering the chamber. ‘The hatch won’t open until this chamber is completely full.’
That wouldn’t be long.
The room was filling very fast.
Coleman was treading water in seconds, and then his hands touched the chamber ceiling. Faces turned upwards, everyone took a last gasped breath as their air pocket disappeared.
For a second Coleman’s world was bubbles and turbulent water, then the chamber stabilized.
He saw Vanessa diving towards the hatch. Underwater, the hatch controls glowed an eerie green. The light played over her features as she entered her access code and then turned the circular handle.
Nothing happened.
For one sickening moment the mission stopped; they were all going to drown because the security system hadn’t recognized Vanessa, but then a crack appeared around the hatch.
Coleman realized it was the water pressure sealing the door, not the security system. Swimming down, he hooked his fingers through the crack. He curled his body and pushed off the wall with his boots.
The hatch swung inwards. Vanessa pulled herself through.
Coleman followed her into a corridor the same width as the flooded saturation chamber. Submerged ceiling lights stretched away every ten feet. Vanessa stroked ahead down the center of the corridor, her trainers kicking and her arms making large sideways sweeps as her clothes jerked around her.
Marlin and then King pulled themselves through the hatchway and began stroking behind Coleman.
* * *
Cairns stepped from the lift with his entourage of gunmen onto level three.
The west antechamber was a mirror copy of the north antechamber: a six by six meter space adjoining the lift, the stairwell, and the large containment door. The only difference was that this containment door stood wide open, compliments of Gould in the admin hub. Cairns strode down the decontamination corridor until he reached the second heavy door. This one was sealed shut. It couldn’t be opened from the admin hub. Beyond the door waited the core labs.
Cairns’s men had transformed this end of the corridor into a makeshift workshop. Black nylon webbing covered with silver tools lay unrolled all over the floor. Two men worked on their knees among the webbing.
Of all the strategic points Cairns now controlled, this was his most heavily guarded. Two gunmen covered the stairwell. Two gunmen covered the lift. The six gunmen accompanying Cairns now moved to guard the two men working on their knees.
These last two men were assembling Cairns’s special equipment.
The Belington drill.
The only one of its kind in the world. All Belington drills were uniquely designed to the client’s specifications.
This drill was modeled on the portable Belington ‘K’ Series Safecracker — the same type of drill that penetrated the infamous Boustead Estate safe room in 2005. That drill had been used to gain access to the family’s self-contained bunker where they had hidden when the estate came under siege.
Cairns’s drill made the Boustead Estate machine look like a portable hand-drill. Computer software had been designed for this one and only task. Built into the drill’s supporting struts were three levels of vibration-dampeners. The dampeners would erode internally as they absorbed the drill’s energy. After today, the Belington would probably never leave the Complex.
The Belington had been one of Cairns’s most difficult covert acquisition. It also took up valuable space in the freight capsule. Without it, however, the mission would have been impossible. The security system before Cairns was a complete mystery. There was no information available at any price on the black market. No blue-prints. No construction material specifications. They couldn’t even discover the name of the company who had installed the mysterious system. What little information they had to use was stolen by Gould from the engineering workshops where they stress-tested the new building materials.
That had been the key in the end. This Complex, these very scientists, had provided Cairns the details he needed to breach the lab’s security. It was ironic, but somehow perfectly fitting.
Cairns walked across the antechamber and ran his hand over the containment door. This represented the last obstacle between himself and Sharp’s templates.
Terrorist-proof engineering?
Cairns whispered to the containment door. ‘There is no…such…thing.’
Success was less than ten minutes away. He stepped back and signaled the two men to push the drill into position. The first man knelt at a laptop connected to the drill. At a few keystrokes, tiny motors moved the drill-bit into perfect alignment.
‘Ready, sir,’ advised the driller with the laptop.
‘Begin,’ instructed Cairns.
* * *
Third Unit swam single file through the underlab.
Vanessa led the way, stroking hard.
The scene looked totally surreal.
They swam down a single long corridor. Every ten feet, ceiling lights passed overhead. The blue-green light silhouetted their bodies on the corridor floor. Coleman heard a repeated clink, clink, clink of metal hitting metal as a piece of someone’s equipment came loose, but otherwise it was quiet.
It felt like diving at night into a backyard pool. Except the underwater lights were above you. And this pool had no surface when you needed to breathe.
Pacing his strokes, Coleman was using minimal energy and oxygen to propel himself through the water.
It had taken Vanessa eight seconds to open the hatch. They had now been swimming for another twenty seconds. Her movements became jerky and rapid. Swimming in her clothes, in sneakers, she had to be experiencing a pretty intense lung-burn by now.
Coleman watched Marlin and King’s shadows gliding along the floor. They were using the same measured stroke.
The plan was to emerge in D-lab, a good fifty meters from the saturation chamber. They were over halfway there, but now it was getting tough. If the fully-clothed underwater swim wasn’t enough, they hadn’t actually started swimming until the flooding chamber was totally saturated and the hatch could open.
They might find anything in D-lab. If Cairns had already breached the labs, Vanessa might emerge into a ring of hostile gunfire. If they were allowed to emerge at all.
The water color changed around Coleman. It looks red now.
Looking ahead, he saw Vanessa reach the flooded gallery under D-lab. The red light came from a diamond-shaped ceiling panel.
She swam along the ceiling and thumped the glowing red diamond.
The diamond instantly turned green.
The entire ceiling began sliding away like an oversized manhole cover being dragged aside by a giant. A crescent of expanding light appeared in the ceiling.
When Vanessa said hatch, she meant HATCH.
She kicked frantically for the light.
Coleman drew his colt and emerged beside her. Breaking the surface, he tried to control his breathing in case any hostiles were close. He twisted in the water, trying to scan D-lab for danger, but it was hard to see without pulling himself up.
Vanessa gasped noisily at the pool edge.
Marlin and King broke the surface. For a few moments they all clung to the edge, recovering and listening.
Nothing. Just some deep droning sound from the west.
When his breathing evened, Coleman lifted his head over the edge.
They had emerged into what appeared to be a fairly standard-looking research laboratory. About fifteen meters across, it could have been a chemistry lab in any large university. The round lab had a single exit to the west. The exit was sealed by a plexiglass barrier. Their pool was four meters wide and set right in the center of the lab’s floor. The ‘edge’ of the pool, the floor of the lab, was five inches of solid steel. The lab was dim and shadowy. Through the plexiglass barriers there was no sign of movement.
‘This lab looks clear,’ reported Coleman, lowering himself back into the water. D-lab had most of its research equipment built into the walls. There didn’t seem to be anywhere for a creature to hide. In the muted light it was hard to tell. ‘Why is it so dark in here?’
Vanessa finished coughing and said, ‘This entire level is isolated from the Complex. All the lights conserve power when the labs are empty. I can turn them up again now we’re inside.’
‘Not yet,’ said Coleman. ‘The darkness might work in our favor. Can you raise the plexiglass barriers from here?’
‘No. The security measures can only be countermanded from my main lab. We have to keep swimming.’
‘How much further?’ asked King
‘Same distance again,’ muttered Vanessa. ‘It’s harder than I thought.’
She started to pull herself from the pool. ‘Actually, it’s probably a bit shorter. The pool in the main lab is offset on this side of the room. I can open the pool hatch from this computer terminal.’
‘Stay down,’ hissed Coleman, grabbing her shoulder before she could climb from the pool. ‘Which terminal?’
‘That one near the plexiglass.’
Coleman looked over the edge and saw the computer she meant. Through the plexiglass, the narrow visible section of her main lab was still clear of hostiles. ‘Okay. Go now.’
Vanessa pulled herself from the pool. Her wet sneakers squeaked across the lab floor to the computer terminal. She glanced through the plexiglass before she dashed back to the pool.
‘It’s done. The pool hatch is opening.’
‘Alright,’ said Coleman. ‘I’ll swim through first. I’ll signal back through the plexiglass if it’s all clear.’
Coleman placed his palms under the edge of the pool. He pulled straight down, pencil-diving his body under the water. With the hatch open, there was no longer a red tinge. Above him, three sets of legs kicked in the water. There were two underwater exits. One back to the saturation chamber and one leading off towards the main lab. Coleman made a mental note that this intersection was the only way out of the research level and back to the saturation chamber where Forest waited.
He struck out for the main lab, not wasting any energy in diving deep. Skimming along just under the gallery ceiling, he used the same steady stroke as before. After twenty meters he saw the underlab gallery serving Vanessa’s main lab. The underwater chamber was brightly lit.
If there was anyone in the main lab above, they would instantly spot him emerging in the pool.
Mirroring the main lab, six submerged exits led away from the flooded gallery. A simple steel pool ladder stretched from the underlab floor to the pool edge above.
Reaching the ladder, Coleman pulled himself up and silently broke the surface. He forced himself to inhale slowly and quietly.
The lab was quiet, except for the slightly louder droning sound to the west. The lights were dim in here too. The pool’s underwater lights sent shimmering blue patterns up over the ceiling.
He knew there was a very good chance one or more creatures occupied this room. Personal vibrations needed to be kept to an absolute minimum.
Lifting his face over the edge, he looked back through the plexiglass. Marlin peered back from D-lab. Coleman signaled him to swim through, then pulled himself quietly up the ladder, placing each boot down carefully onto the pool’s edge.
So far, so good.
He glanced back through the plexiglass and saw King starting his dive. Marlin would be partway through his swim. Vanessa would follow.
From the pool’s edge, his fatigues dripping liquid onto the floor around him, Coleman quietly drew his colt.
He scanned the room over his pistol sights.
Unlike the first lab they’d reached, this place was straight out of a science-fiction movie. A shallow dome seventy-five meters across, the lab was dotted with crowded islands of specialist workstations. Its open plan separated into six zones, each with dedicated equipment and facilities. On both sides of the pool stretched two long work benches.
Strange. The middle of the lab appeared suspiciously clear of equipment, bare except for a large, round floor grill.
Coleman’s gaze rose to the ceiling above the grill.
His eyes widened as he recognized the equipment embedded into the ceiling.
It can’t be, he thought. It can’t possibly be what it looks like.
It was. An emergency extraction fan. The largest extraction fan that Coleman had ever seen in his life.
Emergency extraction fans were used to suck away contaminated air or toxic gases. They were sometimes used in labs that studied infectious diseases. This one looked like the wing engine from a Boeing passenger jet had been grafted into the ceiling. Masses of thick silver ducting surrounded the huge turbine.
Coleman stepped forward and looked down the floor grill.
There was another massive exhaust turbine, identical to the ceiling unit, embedded under the grill. The two turbines faced each other about twenty-five feet apart.
Once activated, they would turn the room into a hurricane.
Scanning the lab with a fresh eye, Coleman noticed that every piece of equipment, every bench and trolley, was securely anchored to the floor. Every piece of non-essential equipment was stored in strong cabinets. A checkerboard of recessed anchor points covered the floor.
Near Coleman’s boots, someone had been repairing the floor grill. A portable blowtorch sat on a small trolley. On the floor beside the blowtorch rested a large square of replacement grill.
Coleman realized his colossal error of judgment as he approached the loose square of floor grill.
Moving from the pool had been his big mistake. He heard the creature instantly.
It was above him.
Right, above him.
It must have been lurking up among the coiled ceiling pipes.
As he looked up, the creature fell towards him with its limbs outstretched like a fishing net.
Coleman dove away as the creature crashed down. Its wasp-like body smacked into the floor just inches from his boots. The spiked tentacles thrashed all around him. He scrambled over the grill, but the creature launched after him.
The floor slipped sideways under his hands. He was on the loose piece of replacement grill. He spun himself over the grill, up onto his feet, and yanked the grill up like a shield, still using two fingers to hold his colt.
The creature’s head smacked into the grill and catapulted Coleman backwards. He flew through the air like he had been shot backwards from a cannon, his arms and legs windmilling until he crashed onto his back and slid along the floor.
His body armor absorbed the impact, but his arms felt like he had tried to stop a bus.
Still sliding backwards, he swung down his right arm and blasted three fast shots at the creature’s head.
The creature thrashed left and right to dislodge the grill. Only one of Coleman’s shots was on-the-money, but it ricochet off the grill with bright orange sparks.
Coleman jumped to his feet as the creature dislodged the grill.
Run.
He needed to draw the creature away from the pool so the others could emerge safely. He took off running, treating the room like an impromptu obstacle course. He didn’t have time to think beyond that simple plan. He leapt over a low trolley loaded with scientific instruments and heard the creature collide into the trolley behind him. Reaching the edge of the chamber he turned and started a big lap around the lab, putting as many obstacles as possible in the creature’s path. He hadn’t forgotten that there was possibly another creature in here somewhere. Glancing towards the pool he spotted Marlin emerging and yanking free his CMAR-17.
It’s about time!
‘Hold on! I’m on it! I’m on it!’ shouted Marlin, scooting sideways between two benches to find a clear shot.
King emerged from the pool behind Marlin. His eyes went wide as he absorbed the spectacle of Coleman sprinting the wild obstacle course just ahead of the marauding creature. ‘Holy crap!’
Marlin opened fire on the creature.
A stream of bullets tore up the lab behind Coleman as a second later, both Marlin and King’s CMAR-17s churned out rounds. Sparks exploded off the steel surfaces behind Coleman. He lost track of the creature in the mayhem. The Marines leveled the lab in his wake. They could only be catching glimpses of the creature, but they were doing a good job of destroying the place in the process.
‘Hold your fire!’ hollered Coleman, realizing he had no idea where Vanessa stored the templates. The Marine’s weren’t holding back. Marlin and King would decimate the lab before they killed the creature. They needed a line-of-fire unobstructed by all the research equipment.
There were two fixed benches on either side of the pool, arranged in a ‘II O II’ formation.
Marlin and King were between the closest set of benches.
‘The bench behind you!’ yelled Coleman, cutting left and sprinting straight towards the Marines. ‘Climb up now!’
Without question, Marlin and King scrambled onto the second bench. Up on the bench, they spun around and raised their weapons. Coleman sprinted directly at them, straight down their line-of-fire.
Two meters short of the waist-high bench, he dove like he was trying to steal a World Series home-run.
He slid straight under the first workbench. Momentum and wet fatigues carried him right through the gap between benches and under Marlin and King. He slid at eye-level straight towards Vanessa, who had just poked her head over the side of the pool.
The creature crashed full speed into the first bench.
The bench crumpled under the impact. Splintering white laminate bench-top flew past Coleman’s head. Vanessa ducked as pieces splashed into the water around her. Twisting to peer back from floor level, Coleman saw that two of the steel bench legs had snapped clean off. Two more were bent over parallel to the floor. The bench’s entire steel frame was buckled around the creature.
The pinned creature thrashed among the twisted steel at Marlin and King’s feet.
‘Now!’ yelled Coleman. ‘Fire!’
Braced on the second bench, Marlin and King opened fire. They hosed bullets through the pinned creature. White gouts of fluid fountained into the air under their assault.
As though choreographed, both Marines simultaneously stopped firing and snapped up their rifles.
Vanessa lifted her head over the pool edge again. ‘You guys certainly know how to make an entrance.’
Marlin and King jumped down from the bench. Vanessa climbed from the pool.
‘I knew you were in trouble,’ Marlin said to Coleman. ‘I heard your colt firing when I was underwater.’
‘The spiky bastard dropped right off the ceiling,’ puffed Coleman, still catching his breath, waving his colt towards the pipes surrounding the exhaust turbine.
Marlin switched on his flashlight and carefully scanned the ceiling.
Vanessa surveyed the destruction around the pool. ‘Look what you’ve done to my lab.’
Regaining his breath, Coleman pulled the body armor flap to expose his skirmish maps. He flicked through them to the third map in the series: the research level floor plan. On the map, the research level was arranged with the smaller sub-labs branching off the large main lab. The floor plan reminded Coleman of a molecule diagram from chemistry class.
Orientating himself on the map, he realized the strange sound they noticed earlier sounded louder.
King crossed to the plexiglass barrier leading west. Craning his neck, he scanned the lab beyond. ‘Looks clear. I can’t make out the source of that noise.’
Vanessa rushed to a shelving unit covered in assorted gadgets and instruments. She quickly spotted her goal. ‘Ah, perfect.’ The touchscreen tablet computer she’d had the techs waterproof. She clipped it to her wet cargoes.
Coleman pointed to the plexiglass near King. ‘Can you raise that barrier, Vanessa?’
Vanessa crossed back around the pool to a low control station. Blue light patterns played over her back as she touched the glowing options on a wide computer screen. ‘Okay. I’m unlocking the barriers. The independent door controls will raise the barriers now.’
Coleman jerked his thumb towards H-lab. ‘Check out that noise. Shut it down if you can. We don’t want any more interest from the creatures than is absolutely necessary. If there’s any sign of trouble, fall back double-time.’
Coleman caught Marlin’s eye as he said the last. ‘I mean it. I know you two are itching for payback, but this isn’t the time.’
‘On it,’ said King.
Coleman pretended not to see the knowing smile pass between Marlin and King. Those two were planning to kick some serious terrorist ass the first opportunity they got.
Marlin raised the plexiglass barrier. They scanned the lab beyond then disappeared through the doorway.
Two butterflies flew in through the open doorway. A second later, four more flew in. All six butterflies alighted on the dead creature.
‘The Monarchs are following the creatures,’ observed Coleman absently. ‘This is the third time they’ve appeared with the creatures.’
Vanessa spun from the control station, obviously interested by Coleman’s observation. ‘Are you sure? That species of butterfly has been genetically designed just to serve inside this Complex. They’re not exactly Monarch butterflies. It’s a multi-pollinating insect sensitive to the chemical signatures of plant reproduction.’
‘Sex pheromones?’ tested Coleman.
Vanessa rushed around the pool for a better look. ‘Exactly. These butterflies just exist to chase chemical signatures. It could be incredibly significant if they are following the creatures. Are you sure of what you saw?’
Coleman plucked two butterflies off the creature and backed up twenty paces. He tossed the butterflies into the air. The two insects immediately homed back to the creature.
‘That could be useful,’ he muttered thoughtfully. ‘Wherever we find butterflies we know we’ll find the creatures.’
He quickly collected four butterflies using a screw top plastic canister lying among the bench wreckage. The canister fitted under his body armor.
The remaining two butterflies seemed to fascinate Vanessa. She stared at them in a trance.
Coleman had to speak twice before she answered.
‘What’s wrong?’ asked Coleman again, sensing an abrupt change in her manner. She’d suddenly developed a rigidness in her posture that Coleman associated with Marines entering a high-risk zone.
‘Nothing,’ she replied. ‘It’s fine. Just thinking.’
‘Okay, then. Let’s get the templates out of here. I think we’re going to have some unfriendly company any second. Where exactly are they?’
‘Right here.’ Beside Vanessa stood what looked like a stainless steel deep-freezer. She entered a code on the side of the unit and stepped back. The lid of the steel chest glided open. White gas spilled from inside and rolled down the sides.
Coleman approached and peered into the glowing white gas.
Vanessa said, ‘The storage unit has to acclimatize the templates to the lab temperature. It will take a few minutes. There, see?’ She pointed into the chest. Six small transparent containers sat recessed into the bottom. Six more spaces represented where the stolen templates had resided. Beside each container blinked a red light.
She indicated the lights. ‘When these lights go green the templates are ready to extract. If we move them any sooner they’re useless.’
Coleman had a radical idea. ‘Why don’t we just destroy them? Now that we’ve seen what they can do.’
‘That was my first thought,’ agreed Vanessa. ‘But we don’t know how much Gould learned from the first batch of stolen templates. These templates could be our only weapon to defend ourselves.’
Coleman had another thought. ‘Where’s Gould’s lab?’
Vanessa pointed over his shoulder. ‘North-west peripheral labs. That way. But they’re clean. Gould was very careful in covering his tracks. You won’t find anything. In fact, I have been wondering what your weapons inspectors expected to find?’
Coleman shrugged. ‘Bio-toxins. Aerosol or water-soluble. Plants have been waging chemical warfare against herbivores and other plants for hundreds and thousands of years. If anywhere in the world has the ability to harness those bio-toxins, it was this research Complex. These very labs.’
Vanessa shook her head, a little surprised. ‘Bio-toxins? Really? Logical guess I suppose, but far too obvious for Gould.’
Coleman spent a moment watching Vanessa. Talking about this kind of stuff took him back to when they had met. They had seemed to be on the same page then, but now they were reading from completely different books. At least they weren’t arguing. In a way it was good to be working with her on something removed from their normal conflict over what was best for David. ‘There’s more,’ Coleman continued. ‘Our intelligence suggests Gould was delivering two new forms of biological weapons. We’ve only seen one weapon — the creatures. So where’s the other weapon?’
Vanessa stopped dead still at hearing Coleman’s information. After a thoughtful moment she said, ‘I don’t think the second weapon can be a bio-toxin. If Gould was using these facilities to develop bio-toxins, we would already be dead. When it comes to chemical warfare, we don’t hold a candle to what plants can do.’
The second and third green light appeared.
Vanessa unclipped her notebook and started climbing into the wreckage where the creature had smashed into the work bench.
‘What are you doing?’ asked Coleman.
‘I’m going to sample the creatures’ genetic code,’ she replied matter of factly. ‘These labs can produce a genetic map in seconds. A detailed list of the creatures’ traits might just help us all to survive this mess, don’t you agree?’
‘We might not have time or that,’ warned Coleman. ‘I’ve got four green lights now. I want to leave these labs as soon as we have the templates. Cairns won’t be far behind us. We’ll take these and then retreat to the Evac Center and find David.’
Vanessa nodded and pointed. ‘See the handle sticking up on the left?’
‘Got it.’
‘Turn it ninety degrees anticlockwise.’
‘Okay. Done. I’ve got six green lights now.’
‘Now pull it out.’
Coleman pulled smoothly. A ring of six canisters rose from the chest. The canisters were grouped like a six-shot revolver drum. Extracting the device, Coleman found it lighter than it looked, no more than two or three kilograms, and no larger than a car battery. It was clearly designed for transporting the templates.
Vanessa said, ‘Start loading the templates into the canister. That canister is temperature and shock resistant. The templates will be safe in there. I’ll be right back.’
‘You what?’
SPLASH!
Coleman spun around, but it was too late.
Vanessa had just dove into the pool.
All Coleman saw was the splash from her dive, then her sneakers disappearing into the underlab gallery.
Where is she going!
Coleman ran across the main lab and peered through the plexiglass into the north-east lab.
After a tense wait he spotted her head break the surface in the next lab’s pool. There she is.
It was C-lab. Vanessa looked warily around the pool before climbing the ladder and stepping out.
‘What is she doing?’ murmured Coleman, chastising himself for not keeping a closer eye on her. She was putting herself in serious danger. The second creature was in one of these sub-labs. Vanessa was unarmed. She wouldn’t stand a chance in the confined space.
Vanessa glanced at Coleman. She walked very carefully across the lab towards a large computer station.
That’s too far, decided Coleman. She’s got no chance away from the pool. That’s it — I’m going in. Coleman hit the button to raise the plexiglass.
Nothing happened.
Vanessa glanced at him again, but then she reached the computer station.
Coleman tried to raise the plexiglass again, but got no response. Apparently the security system wasn’t opening for Coleman because Vanessa didn’t want him entering. Coleman scanned the lab behind her, preparing to fire his weapon to alert her if he saw any sign of the second creature.
Vanessa unclipped her tablet. She attached the device to the computer and then turned to scan the lab again.
‘She’s downloading something,’ murmured Coleman, standing so close to the plexiglass that his breath left a condensation mark.
Finished, she clipped the tiny machine back on her pants and crossed to the pool. Twenty seconds later she emerged in the main lab again.
Coleman was waiting at the pool’s edge with the genetic templates loaded into the carry case.
‘That had better have been important.’

Chapter 5

Cairns inspected the wall.
He nodded his approval to the drill operator. ‘Back it up. These are ready to go.’
With the sound of the drill winding down, Cairns keyed his radio.
‘Bora, I heard gunfire. Was it you?’
‘No,’ Bora replied. ‘It wasn’t us. I’ll check the other teams.’
A moment passed while Bora checked. ‘Negative. None of our teams have made contact in the last few minutes.’
‘I heard firing.’
‘It wasn’t us.’
Cairns motioned forward a gunman wearing a large backpack. Inside the backpack were carefully packed explosives. The liquid explosives had been decanted into white ceramic cylinders. The man started unloading the backpack and passing the cylinders to the drill operator, who in turn slid them into the wall. Cairns vigilantly monitored the process.
‘Any sign of the rogue unit?’ he radioed.
‘Yes. We found where they conducted an autopsy on a creature in the north security antechamber.’ Bora sounded frustrated. ‘I nearly had them in the stairwell. They’re moving with a civilian, so that should slow them down. We’re sweeping the basement now. We’ll flush them from wherever they’re hiding.’
‘Don’t assume they’re hiding,’ snapped Cairns. ‘These are Special Forces, and now they’ve had time to organize themselves. Every second they remain alive they become more dangerous.’
‘We’ll have them soon,’ said Bora. ‘If we don’t find them, the creatures will.’
This news bothered Cairns. If the Special Forces had rallied enough to start gathering information on the creatures, then what else were they up to?
The man inserting Cairns’s explosives stepped back from the wall. ‘Ready, sir.’
Cairns examined the arrangement. The drill had made eight perfect holes in the wall. The holes were spaced equidistant in a perfect three meter diameter circle. The tubular explosives were all attached to a remote detonator.
It was a beautiful sight.
Cairns loved chemistry.
And explosives were the purest form of chemistry. Biology was unpredictable. Like Gould’s creatures. But chemistry played by the rules.
Cairns thumbed the lid off the remote detonator.
He hovered his thumb over the red detonation button.
‘Everyone into the stairwell.’
* * *
King pressed his ear to the other side of the wall packed with explosives.
‘Anything?’ whispered Marlin.
‘Shhhh…I hear them.’ King held his finger to his lips then pointed at the wall. ‘They’re right here. Check the map.’
He and Marlin had tracked the noise into the sub-lab that normally joined the western decontamination corridor. The heavy containment door had isolated the core labs from the corridor, but the terrorists seemed to be ignoring the door.
The terrorists were right on the other side of the wall adjacent to the door.
King could still hear them, even though the drilling had ceased.
He heard objects being pushed into the wall. Tools perhaps? No. Tools didn’t make sense if there was no information available on the security system. Cairns wouldn’t know where to drill the holes to bypass the security arrangements. So if not tools, then why else were they drilling….
King’s eyes widened.
In a moment of pure clarity, all the noises made sense.
He was seconds away from being blasted to smithereens. Cairns wasn’t overriding the security system; he was blasting through the wall right where King and Marlin stood!
‘Fire in the hole!’ yelled King, tackling Marlin away from the wall and behind a solid bench unit.
The wall exploded.
* * *
Marlin fell backwards under King’s tackle.
As they hit the deck, the entire room flew apart. Everything became airborne. Ceiling lights, wall cabinets, bookshelves — everything hurled away from the blast in a blur of violent energy. The bench they sheltered behind tore from the floor and crashed onto King.
Marlin felt the jarring impact come right through his friend.
Stunned, he struggled from under King’s limp body. The bench pinned his friend to the floor.
‘King’s down!’ Marlin yelled into his radio. ‘King is down!’
He heaved the bench off King’s body.
King was unconscious, maybe dead. Marlin shoved the bench away. The lab was torn apart by the explosion. If King hadn’t reacted so quickly, they both would have been shredded.
Marlin’s ears were ringing. He couldn’t hear anything over the sound. He couldn’t hear any response over his radio headset.
At that moment, the first two terrorists jumped through the large hole blown in the wall.
They ran straight into Marlin’s gunfire.
As the two gunmen were blasted from their feet, the full and totally screwed-up nature of the situation hit Marlin.
The lab had one exit. Marlin had three seconds to reach the exit. He already saw movement through the gaping hole where the terrorists were storming inside.
Leaving King wasn’t an option. They would leave together or not at all.
Spraying the hole in the wall with gunfire, Marlin grabbed the collar of King’s body armor. He sucked a deep breath and hauled King’s limp form through the mangled lab towards the exit. He committed his entire body to the effort of dragging his giant friend.
They moved in clear sight of the gunmen, but he didn’t have a choice. This room wasn’t about to get any friendlier.
Marlin glanced up.
Gunmen poured through the blasted hole into the room, charging left and right as they jumped over the wall fragments to secure the area.
Three different terrorists lifted their rifles and took aim.
He was fucked.
Marlin gave King’s body one last almighty heave and then bashed the plexiglass control panel with his fist. The transparent barrier began sliding down as Marlin heard the first shots. He tensed his body, expecting the bullets to cut him to pieces.
They didn’t.
He was still alive.
The plexiglass had dropped just in time. The barrier instantly peppered with bullet scars.
King started moaning and struggling to rise.
Marlin shook the front of King’s body armor. ‘Come on, King. Shake it off, big guy. We gotta move!’
Looking up, Marlin saw a terrorist standing two feet away, right at the plexiglass barrier. ‘Come on! Let’s go! Come on!’
‘I’m good,’ warbled King, sounding anything but good. ‘Just winded me.’
The terrorist opened fire.
That brought King fully awake.
Bullets smashed into the barrier. White impact scares bloomed over the barrier as the terrorists tried to blast right through it.
Marlin had no idea if the barrier would hold. It wasn’t looking good. An area the size of a dinner plate was already completely white from impact damage.
Suddenly the terrorist stopped firing and backed away.
Marlin saw him pull something from his vest and roll it towards the plexiglass.
‘Grenade!’ yelled Marlin, diving towards the corner of the room. King was right beside him.
BOOM!
The entire plexiglass barrier ripped from the wall like a windshield rocketing from a car wreck.
* * *
‘It was important,’ insisted Vanessa, climbing from the pool ten seconds earlier. ‘That’s the lab for genetic mapping. I need to learn how the creatures work.’
‘Why didn’t you just raise the barrier?’ challenged Coleman.
‘I couldn’t risk it with the template cabinet open. The templates are more important than I am.’
‘Okay. Let’s get out of here.’ Coleman reached to his radio, about to retrieve King and Marlin, but he never got the chance.
First he heard a huge explosion, then gunfire, then another explosion and a plexiglass barrier came rocketing into the main lab.
The crumpled plexiglass just missed Vanessa’s head as it splashed into the pool.
Coleman sprinted towards H-lab. He hit the wall with his back beside the raised barrier. One glance around the corner was enough.
The next lab was a scaled down version of the main lab. Two fixed benches framed the pool. Research equipment occupied the walls. Marlin and King lay pinned down behind the south bench. A sealed barrier stood behind them. Gunmen were rapidly taking offensive positions against the trapped Marines.
‘They’re pinned down in there,’ Coleman hissed to Vanessa. ‘When I say ‘now’, I need you to raise the barrier behind them for three seconds.’
Vanessa darted from the pool to access the security terminal. ‘The corridor behind them leads to G-lab. That’s a dead end.’
‘I know. Get ready.’
Coleman keyed his radio. ‘Marlin. King. Can you reach that exit behind you if I provide a distraction?’
‘We’ll try,’ came Marlin’s fast reply.
‘Okay. Get ready to move in three…two…one…,’ Coleman took a deep breath and nodded to Vanessa. ‘Now.’
He swung around the exit and leveled H-lab with gunfire. The gunman in the exit on the opposite side of the lab hadn’t expected Coleman’s attack angle. He tried to swing his weapon around, but it was too late — Coleman drilled him where he stood. Before the man crumbled, Coleman hosed bullets towards where the five other gunmen sheltered.
They returned fire immediately. Coleman jerked back into cover. He prayed Marlin and King reacted in time. There was no second chance.
* * *
Marlin and King scrambled towards the barrier.
Marlin heard Coleman open fire.
The barrier opened ten feet away.
The terrorists had a view of the top of the barrier, so they knew the Marines were trying to escape into the rear lab.
Marlin shoved King ahead. They wouldn’t fit side-by side through the exit. Standing would sacrifice their cover, so it was hands and knees for the ten feet of open space between the bench and the barrier.
They needed to cover as much distance as possible before the terrorists suppressed Coleman’s surprise attack and swarmed around the bench.
King passed directly under the plexiglass when it started descending. Marlin heard the gunmen suppress Coleman’s attack. Right now at least two gunmen would be sprinting across the lab towards the bench, preparing to cut down the Marines before they reached the barrier.
Marlin was right. He heard heavy boots rounding the bench. The barrier was only halfway down.
Thrusting himself under the barrier, Marlin rolled over onto his back. As the gunmen rounded the bench, Marlin fired from ground level.
The terrorists’ bullets hit the barrier.
Marlin’s bullets went under the barrier.
Knees and ankles exploded in red mist and chunks of white flying bone. Gunmen dropped screaming to the floor as the barrier sealed.
In seconds they were dragged away. Two more gunmen appeared at the plexiglass. Shouldering their weapons, they quickly unrolled a large sheet of grey material over the barrier. The thick edge of the material stuck directly onto the plexiglass.
Marlin recognized the material.
Demex 2000 cutting charge. Strips of explosive tape that Special Forces used for controlled demolition of vital infrastructure. The terrorists had brought in cutting charge already shaped into long rectangles to cut through the barriers.
Marlin scanned the room. It was just like the other labs, except there was no second exit.
He keyed his radio. ‘Captain, we’re about to get some company in here.’
* * *
‘I see them, Marlin,’ responded Coleman. ‘They’re pushing us apart. Vanessa has sealed us in the main lab, but we’ll be forced into C-lab any second.’
The terrorists were already fitting cutting charge over the barrier separating H-lab from Vanessa and Coleman.
Behind Coleman, Vanessa directed a flashlight beam through the plexiglass into C-lab.
‘Still looks clear in there,’ she reported. ‘No creatures.’
She raised the plexiglass, but didn’t go through. She banged her flashlight on the wall, hovering her hand over the controls. If any creature in the next lab responded to the vibrations, she would drop the plexiglass again.
Smart, thought Coleman.
He checked his skirmish maps.
‘Okay, gentlemen,’ he radioed to his trapped Marines. ‘Listen very carefully. In about twelve seconds both of our labs are going to be compromised. It looks like Cairns packed enough DEMEX to cut through this entire level. Vanessa and I have about three more labs we can retreat through, but you’re in a dead end. There’s an underlab hatch in there with you. You’ll have to swim out. You need to swim in a big semicircle through the next two labs to your east, under the main lab to D-lab, and then do one last dive back to the saturation chamber. You won’t be able to come up for a breath in the main lab. You can only come up to breathe in labs F, D and E.’
Coleman motioned Vanessa to open the corresponding underlab hatches in those labs.
‘That’s a long swim, sir,’ radioed King.
Coleman saw the terrorists evacuating to H-lab. They were about to blow both barriers.
‘I know, but you can make it. Go now.’
The radio signal died as the Marines dove into the water. At the same time, Coleman turned and ran for C- lab. An ear-piercing CRACK sounded behind him. Plexiglass clattered to the main lab floor.
Coleman lowered the C-lab barrier behind him, saying to Vanessa, ‘Open the underlab hatches in all the east labs. Marlin and King are swimming a long circuit back to the saturation chamber.’
‘Already done,’ she said. ‘But the hatch to the saturation chamber can only be opened by me. Marlin and King will be trapped outside the chamber. They’ll drown if we don’t get there, and right now we’re moving further away.’
‘I know,’ admitted Coleman, looking back into the main lab. The terrorists rushed over to the template storage chest. ‘I’m working on it. Just do exactly what I say, exactly when I tell you. Clear?’
‘Crystal clear.’
Coleman shouldered his assault rifle and drew his colt. Now he had the colt in one hand and the templates in the other. He stood right at the barrier, holding the templates in clear view of the gunmen in the main lab.
A terrorist approached the barrier and fired at Coleman. From near point-blank range, the terrorist unloaded his entire ammunition clip straight into the plexiglass.
Coleman didn’t even blink. He just watched the pattern of bullet-damage blossom over the barrier before him. The plexiglass was just stopping the 5.7 mm submachine gun rounds.
Coleman expected this.
He lifted his colt, holding the weapon sideways so that he was looking over his knuckles down the barrel of the big pistol.
The terrorist raised one eyebrow and shrugged.
Coleman smiled back.
Because Coleman loved physics.
He knew that bullets were at their utmost speed the moment they left a weapon’s barrel. If the 5.7 mm rounds were only just being stopped by the barrier, then there existed a very good chance that the hard-hitting 10mm round of the colt would punch through a section of damaged plexiglass.
Coleman pressed his colt to the plexiglass and fired.
The ten millimeter slug hit the terrorist right in the forehead. The back of the man’s head exploded like someone had dropped a hand grenade in a can of red paint. Coleman saw the spray of blood carry all the way back to the pool.
The impact knocked the man clean off his feet. His boot toes cracked into the plexiglass. His body crashed backwards. He hit the floor and didn’t move.
Five other terrorists all stared at the body. For a moment they couldn’t understand how their companion had been killed through the plexiglass.
As one, they scattered away from Coleman’s direct line of fire.
‘That will buy us a little time,’ Coleman said grimly. When he turned around, Vanessa was staring slack-jawed at the dead terrorist.
Coleman clicked his fingers under her nose. ‘Vanessa, you’re going to see much worse. You need to stay focused.’
‘Alright,’ she mumbled, her eyes on the terrorist’s corpse ‘But now we’re trapped. Soon they’ll be able to come at us from both sides.’
Coleman knew what she meant. He remembered the layout from his skirmish map. He and Vanessa had just sealed themselves in C-lab, the third in a series of sub-labs that interconnected clockwise like the points of a diamond with the main lab at its base. B-lab was the top of the diamond, while A and C labs were left and right. The only other room on this side of the gunmen was a very small chamber branching off the back of A-lab.
Following Vanessa into B-lab, Coleman lowered another plexiglass barrier behind them. That just left them with access to A-lab and its small rear chamber. He checked his watch.
‘Okay, Vanessa. Open all the plexiglass barriers and pool hatches. Everything except what’s keeping the gunmen out of here.’
Vanessa rushed to the nearest computer. Her fingers flew over the keyboard. ‘Done. They’re all opening.’
‘Now get into this pool and swim back to the saturation chamber.’
She snapped up her head. ‘I can’t swim that far underwater. No one could. I’ll black out and drown.’
Coleman grabbed her roughly and pulled her towards the pool. ‘You’ll have to take a breath from the main lab. It’ll be full of gunmen, but I’m going to distract them. After you steal a breath, you have two more dives before you reach the saturation chamber. You need to leave this second to meet Marlin and King there at the same time so all three of you can escape. You need to leave RIGHT NOW!’
Coleman knew it would take about thirty seconds for Vanessa to reach the pool in the main lab. When that happened, he needed to be distracting the terrorists so she could emerge in their midst to steal a breath.
Vanessa recoiled as another barrier was blasted away two labs back. The terrorists were now just one lab behind them, in C-lab. They were already unfurling the next sheet of cutting charge in plain sight of Coleman and Vanessa.
‘You’ll be trapped in here,’ she stated.
‘GO!’ Coleman yelled. ‘Go for David.’
She dove into the pool and swam down. In a moment, Coleman couldn’t see her.
He was alone.
* * *
Cairns was livid.
He surveyed the bedlam in the main lab.
Somehow the Marines beat him to the templates. Right now those same Marines — no doubt the team Bora should have eliminated — were playing a game of cat and mouse with his men through the northern sub-labs. Cairns heard the loud CRACK! of another barrier being cut away as his men tightened their net around the pair with the templates.
He stopped where a gunman lay with his brains spread all over the floor. The man’s blood had sprayed all the way back to the pool.
Four more of Cairns’s team had gone down in the last three minutes.
This was not how he’d envisaged the operation progressing.
Fortunately it was just a matter of time before he was back on schedule. The Marine and the civilian with the templates were now backed into a corner. Cairns would have them in the next two minutes.
This isn’t too much of a delay, he reassured himself. It’s just a few minutes.
Then he heard something unexpected. He spun on the spot and tried to pinpoint the source of the new noise.
What the hell’s going on?
It was the sound of almost every plexiglass barrier on the entire level simultaneously opening.
* * *
Coleman turned his back on the terrorist placing the cutting charge. He walked into A-lab, lowering the plexiglass behind him.
Sealed in A-lab, he glanced into the rear chamber, a small medical bay.
Only one barrier separated Coleman and the main lab again.
He stood deliberately at that barrier.
Cameron Cairns was in the main lab, kneeling beside the pool.
Cairns’s authority filled the lab like a hand on every man’s shoulder. Close set eyes stared down his hooked nose into the pool. His hair was cropped short. Two-day-old grey stubble covered his severely angled jaw. He exuded an aura of undeniable malevolence. You could never feel safe around a man like Cairns. Even behind ten inches of concrete, his presence would seep through the pores.
Coleman felt that way now.
Eight other gunmen occupied the main lab.
Cairns stared into the underlab pool where Vanessa was about to emerge. A spent bullet cartridge turned slowly, thoughtfully, in his fingers as he peered into the water.
Coleman knocked on the plexiglass.
Leisurely, Cairns looked up, his eyes half lidded like a dozing reptile. A reptile conserving strength for some imminent explosion of activity. His gaze drifted to the templates, lingered there, then returned to Coleman’s face.
Rising smoothly, he dropped the spent cartridge into the pool and crossed to the plexiglass. He stopped with an arm’s length separating them. Coleman and Cairns stood face-to-face.
Coleman’s mind raced.
He needed Vanessa, Marlin and King to all reach the saturation chamber together. Marlin and King had four legs to swim. They would be starting their second-last dive now. Vanessa had three sections to her swim. She would emerge in the main lab for a breath any second. Eight gunmen stood around the pool where she was about to appear.
Coleman gambled everything on his ability to coordinate the movements of several bodies in motion.
Strange as seemed, it was a reasonable gamble.
Coleman had a talent for deciphering patterns. The first sign of his talent came at age seven. A school aptitude test. The assessor checked her stopwatch and raised an eyebrow.
Coleman had finished the ‘draw the line through the maze’ test unerringly in four seconds. The average student took thirty. The assessor slapped down another maze test, then another, each more complicated, and each as easy to solve for young Alexander. Then it was counting tests, memory tests, square roots, steel rings, wooden blocks.
‘Patterns,’ the assessor had explained to the school principal and Coleman’s uncle. ‘He has an affinity for deciphering patterns. Nothing else.’
Not a natural savant, nothing like that, but certainly worth a few raised eyebrows. High school offered little practical application for his skill. He was as good as anyone at parroting textbook facts. Marine Corps basic training, and then while working through the advanced courses, offered Coleman the first true application for his talent. Lines of fire, troop movement, field resources, deployment points — they were all patterns.
Coleman wasn’t sure how he did it, but in high stress situations his mind entered cognitive overdrive.
Standing at the plexiglass eye-to-eye with Cameron Cairns, this was exactly what Coleman was experiencing.
Some patterns were all about the timing of bodies in motion.
Coleman taped on the glass and pointed over Cairns’s shoulder as his diversion arrived.
* * *
Behind Cairns, the creature crashed into his gunmen.
Most of Cairns’s team scattered, but three moved too slow. The creature drew those three into a thorny death roll.
Within the space of three heartbeats, the main lab transformed into the most ghastly wrestling arena in the world. One unlucky gunman found a tentacle looped right around his head. The limb muffled his screams as it tore off his face. The other two gunmen compensated with their own terrified shrieks.
The creature thrashed their bodies across the lab floor, tearing away ragged strips of flesh and cartilage. Dragged halfway over the pool edge, the nearly faceless gunman began kicking up foam in a truly ungodly swimming lesson.
The five free gunmen sidestepped desperately around the debacle, searching for a clean shot.
Coleman saw Vanessa’s head appear in the pool. She peered around, was nearly booted in the face by the kicking gunman, then dove down again.
She was the least of the terrorists’ concerns.
Coleman felt a wave of relief as Vanessa stole a breath and disappeared underwater. He hadn’t known what to expect when Vanessa raised all the barriers. He did know, however, there was another creature on this level. That, and the main lab was full of gunmen making a lot of vibrations.
It seemed like a winning combination.
Coleman studied Cairns though the plexiglass. How do you like the taste of your own medicine?
Cairns observed the futile efforts of his gunmen a moment longer. When the issue wasn’t resolved, he strode straight into the bloody bedlam. Snatching the nearest submachine gun, without a moment’s hesitation he hosed the entire ammunition clip through the messy struggle.
Seven seconds of ear-piercing gunfire transformed the combatants into a human-creature cocktail. Cairns tossed the expended submachine gun back to its stunned owner.
Coleman was disgusted. Cairns had calmly slaughtered three of his own team. In that second, Coleman knew Cairns was capable of anything. He would stop at nothing to secure the templates.
Distraction suppressed, Cairns strode back to the plexiglass, his face a mask of impatient resolve. He ignored Coleman and withdrew a small grey block from his fatigues pocket. He pressed the grey block to the plexiglass at Coleman’s eye level.
Coleman recognized the plastic explosive.
This was PE4.
This wasn’t like cutting charge. This would turn the plexiglass into a million pieces of high-velocity shrapnel.
Cairns pressed a timer into the brick and ran for cover.
Coleman dashed for the small rear chamber. He had no idea how long the timer was set to detonate. He dove into the smaller room as the plastic explosives blew. Plexiglass shrapnel filled the air inside A-lab. Hundreds of pieces flew through the doorway and embedded into the chamber’s rear wall
Crouching beside the doorway, sheltered from the projectiles’ trajectory, Coleman reached up and lowered the very last plexiglass barrier on the level.
They had him.
* * *
Cairns stepped through the shredded remains of A-lab.
The Marine had predictably sheltered in the rear chamber. In fact, Cairns had set the timer to allow the Marine enough time to reach the chamber and keep the templates safe. He’d hoped the Marine would lower the plexiglass before the PE4 exploded. The air pressure in A-lab would have torn the second barrier from the wall.
This is a clever one. He knew to lower the hatch after the explosion.
Now Cairns was fresh out of DEMEX cutting charge. He couldn’t risk using his second block of PE4 so close to the templates.
He approached the barrier and studied the man inside. Soaking wet, the Marine held the genetic material in his left hand and an old colt pistol in his right. His fatigues clung to his strong body. He looked the type that did five hundred push-ups before breakfast. Defiant and determined. The American Special Forces were full of men who never knew when to quit.
‘Where to now, little soldier man?’ Cairns taunted loud enough to be heard through the barrier.
The Marine lifted the templates. ‘I’ll destroy them if you don’t back off.’
Cairns laughed. Maybe the Marine isn’t that smart after all. Maybe he’s just been lucky. ‘Of course you won’t. If destroying the templates was an option, you’d have done it already.’
The Marine spat his answer back. ‘Push me and find out. I’ll do it.’
Cairns stared at the Marine for a full eight seconds. He took a deep breath and then exhaled slowly. The condensation from his breath fogged the plexiglass. Predictable.
He drew a shape with his fingertip in the condensation. A circle with a cross inside, the shape of a weapon site lining up perfectly with the Marine’s head.
With a bored sigh, Cairns waved at the blowtorch trolley. ‘Cut him out.’
* * *
Coleman saw gunmen ignite the blowtorch.
The powerful blowtorch began melting the plexiglass like butter.
He spun and searched the small chamber, some kind of a first-aid station. Glass cabinets filled with medical equipment lined the walls. An open pool hatch occupying half the floor offered the only exit. Coleman couldn’t make the long swim to the saturation chamber on one breath. He was on the opposite side of the level, and gunmen covered every pool hatch.
Cairns wasn’t taking chances.
King’s voice crackled over Coleman’s headset. ‘We’re back in the saturation chamber, Captain. We’ve got Vanessa.’
That’s some good news at least.
Coleman responded while he frantically searched the room. ‘Protect Vanessa at all costs. She might be about to become the most valuable person alive.’
Coleman knew what his Marines were thinking, so he put he thought right out of their minds. ‘Don’t try to come back in here. They’re covering every pool with submachine guns. You wouldn’t even make it out of the water. Ask Vanessa if there’s another exit from the first-aid room.’
A moment’s silence passed while King asked. ‘She says no. No way out except through Cairns.’
That’s what I thought.
‘Copy that,’ replied Coleman. ‘You have your orders.’
Coleman left his radio on so Third Unit could hear everything. If he was killed, they needed to know so they could move fast with Vanessa.
Something lying in the back of a cabinet caught Coleman’s eye. Shrapnel had smashed the glass doors, half burying the item.
Coleman reached into the cabinet. He glanced back to see how much time he had.
Only seconds….
The terrorist with the blowtorch kicked the plexiglass.
Coleman filled his pockets with his work of a few seconds and dove from the cabinet. The plexiglass fell away as he flew through the air. Holding the genetic templates high, he splashed down into the pool.
Bullets buzzed through the water, peeling off left and right, but he was already too deep, using the genetic material like a diving weight to pull him straight down.
Reaching the bottom, he started swimming.
* * *
‘Cease fire!’ ordered Cairns.
His men churned up the pool’s surface with submachine gunfire. He couldn’t see through the turbulence.
The room quietened. The surface cleared. Cairns peered down.
Nothing. The pool was empty.
Gould came over Cairns’s radio. ‘What’s happening? Do you have the templates?’
‘One of the Marines just took the templates underwater,’ replied Cairns curtly, wishing he was holding Gould’s head underwater. ‘Are there any air spaces down there?’
‘None. Should I drain the sublevel?’ offered Gould.
‘No. He’s either going to drown or come up for a breath and get his head blown off.’
‘He’s in here!’ came a shout from A-lab. The gunman watching the pool in A-lab yanked a grenade from his vest.
‘Wait!’ yelled Cairns, stalking between the labs. ‘The pressure might ruin the templates. He’ll surface soon enough.’
Cairns studied the Marine swimming under A-lab. The template case kept him out of range. He swam through A-lab and disappeared under the floor, heading towards the main lab.
Cairns mirrored his path along the corridor that paralleled the underwater passage.
He’s a resourceful little bastard. I’ll give him that.
Swimming in fatigues while carrying the genetic material must have been tortuous. Cairns was surprised he’d made it beyond A-lab.
But he has to emerge in the main lab. Right about here. Cairns drew his pistol as he approached the pool. One shot through the head when the hero emerged.
It almost seems a shame after all his efforts. Still….
He reached the pool edge and knelt beside the water. ‘Where are you, little soldier man?’
The Marine appeared under Cairns. He reached the middle of the pool and stopped swimming. Now he would either drown or surface.
Cairns took aim and waited.
* * *
‘We can’t abandon him,’ Forest insisted. ‘He’ll be toast.’
Tight lipped, neither Marlin nor King answered. As much as they hated it, the Captain’s orders had been clear.
At the computer terminal, Vanessa wiped water from her eyes. ‘If anyone can get out of that mess, it’s your Captain. Alex has a ‘B type’ mind.’
‘What’s a ‘B type’ mind?’ asked Forest, hungry for hope.
‘It’s something he’s done for as long as I’ve known him. Back in the labs, part of his mind was planning the entire time. With everything that was happening, he still ensured we all arrived back here at the same time so I could open the hatch. He was modeling several very complex scenarios in his mind and timing everything simultaneously. That’s a talent of a person with a B type brain. B type brains can process problems and situation extremely fast. In fact, they function better in stressful situations. Much better. They have an incredible ability to apply the full force of their mind to a problem. They come up with innovative solutions under pressure and are often the first to react in emergency situations. He’s a born problem solver.’
‘That’s the Captain alright,’ agreed Forest, studying Vanessa as she accessed the touch screen. She should know.
Her dossier was staggering. Sharp was awarded the Nobel Prize in 2006 for her pioneering bio-survive genetic research. She was one of those child prodigies who finished high school at age twelve and her first PhD at age sixteen. Now, aged thirty-two, she was changing the world with her incredible breakthroughs in hostile environment agriculture. Forest had read some fascinating facts about Vanessa Sharp. HIn one article, she stated there was only one index of her success as a scientist and a human being. It had nothing to do with international awards or publishing in scientific journals or the respect of her peers. Vanessa Sharp’s personal gauge of success was her affect on the world malnutrition index. Her applied research had reduced worldwide levels of malnutrition by over fifteen percent in the last twenty-four months. That amounted to literally tens of thousands of lives saved.
It couldn’t have been easy for the Captain to be being married to a genius.
But she didn’t know everything about Coleman, and it looked like she was only now coming to see what he was really good at.
Third Unit worked hard and played hard. Every member of Third Unit knew the Captain socially. Vanessa might have lived with the man, but Forest knew both sides of Coleman. Outside of work, Coleman was one of the best guys you would ever meet. After a night out he would spend his last buck to send you home in a cab, and then walk home himself. He treated everyone with equal respect, regardless of rank.
But down-range, on a mission, Coleman became a different person. It was like he was made for the job. When Coleman looked at you during a mission, he was seeing numbers — how fast you could run, how accurately you could shoot, how far he could push you before he reached your limits.
One thing Forest knew: If the Captain told you to jump, you asked him ‘how high?’ while you were in the air if you wanted to live.
‘I could have told you he was a fast-thinker,’ said Forest. ‘That’s why we’re all still alive. He’s saved all our asses about a dozen times over.’
‘But he’s still trapped in there,’ said King.
‘She’s right,’ said Marlin. ‘He kicks ass in the long grass. He’ll make it. Any minute now he’ll be banging on that hatch for us to let him in.’
All four of them looked at the hatch and waited.
* * *
Cairns studied the Marine on the pool bottom.
It was hard to tell, but he looked to be searching his pockets while he clung to the templates. He had to be about ready to implode from the pain in his lungs.
Cairns noted a trail of silver objects emerge from the Marine. The silver balls wobbled up to the surface.
Bubbles. Air bubbles.
He’s breathing, realized Cairns.
‘He’s breathing!’ yelled Cairns. ‘He’s got an air source. He’s moving again. Spread out and cover every pool!’
Gunmen dashed everywhere through the labs, spreading out to cover every pool.
Cairns stalked around the edge, his eyes locked on the swimmer. ‘You resourceful little parasite. Where do you think you’re going now? You can’t stay down there forever.’
He watched the Marine swim into the underlab corridor heading east towards D-lab.
He pointed down the corridor that paralleled the swimmer’s path. Two gunmen guarded that pool.
‘You two. He’s coming your way. Get in the water and cut him off!’
The two men laid their guns on the floor. They drew boot knives and dove into the water.
* * *
Swimming along the bottom, Coleman knew his trick was exposed.
The ‘oxy-mask’ he found in the first-aid room was just a small oxygen bottle with a plastic fitted mask. Emergency workers carried them to provide life-saving oxygen at accident scenes. Coleman used the oxy-mask like a scuba respirator. Not perfect, but it did the job. He had almost reached D-lab.
The bubbles on the surface must have given him away. Cairns had to realize by now that he wasn’t surfacing any time soon.
That left Cairns only one option.
Ahead, two shapes dove into the water. Coleman inhaled deeply from the oxy-mask then shoved the bottle into his pocket.
He stopped swimming and let the templates drag him to the bottom. It would be easier to let Cairns’s men exhaust their air and energy in reaching him. Also, in the corridor between galleries, it would be harder for them to attack him from both sides.
Swimming single file, both men had knives. Without diving weights they would find it difficult to reach Coleman on the bottom.
Coleman just watched them and waited. With the first terrorist less than two meters away, he used the second item he’d taken from the first-aid room.
It was a quick-seal plastic specimen bag.
Inside the plastic bag was the colt, already cocked and ready to fire.
In the first-aid chamber, Coleman had stuffed his pistol into the specimen bag, pressed out the air and then quick-sealed the plastic locking strip. So long as the weapon was dry, it would still fire.
He would only get one shot though.
Coleman raised the colt and fired.
The first terrorist saw the gun and tried to jerk himself away.
The bag exploded outwards. The sound of the single shot whumped through the water. The tiny torpedo streaked out and hit the gunmen right in the throat, severing both his jugular arteries.
Blood jetted from the man’s neck like squid-ink. His knife clinked to the bottom. Jamming his colt under his hip webbing, Coleman felt around and found the knife. The second man was coming. This one swam straight down under the expanding pink cloud blossoming from his companion’s neck.
As trained, Coleman let the man attack first. If fighting was all about physics, then underwater fighting used a varied set of rules. When people used a knife underwater, they reacted to the increased water resistance by using short, direct stabbing attacks. Wide swings that took forever to reach an opponent were useless. And usually an opponent needed to get closer than usual to use their body mass to counter-weight the attack.
The man swam straight at Coleman with his arm poised back ready for a powerful thrust. The blade shot towards Coleman’s face.
Coleman was waiting. He jerked his head back, let go of the templates and grabbed the man tightly by his knife wrist. Game over. It was as simple as that. Locked together by Coleman’s grip, now both men had one free hand. The terrorist had a fist. Coleman had a knife.
Coleman finished the job in three fast underhand knife jabs and then kicked the limp body away.
He grabbed the templates and swam straight into the blood cloud.
* * *
‘Son of a bitch!’ bellowed Cairns as two bodies floated to the surface.
He couldn’t see a damn thing. The pink blood cloud hid the Marine.
Infuriated, Cairns fired his pistol wildly into the pool, hoping to score a lucky shot. His pistol clicked empty.
Calm down and think. What’s he doing now?
Trying to escape.
Cairns pointed at two gunmen back in the main lab. ‘You two — get in that pool RIGHT NOW! Swim down and flush him out!’
Cairns peered back into the cloudy water. He had total control of the research level now. All the barriers were gone. All the pool hatches were open. The Marine had nowhere to safely emerge.
Seconds ticked by. One of the diving gunmen pulled himself from the pool near Cairns’s boots.
‘He’s not down there,’ the gunman reported.
‘Don’t be stupid,’ snapped Cairns. ‘Of course he’s down there. Unless he can swim through walls.’
The second gunman emerged. ‘Can’t see him, sir. No sign.’
That’s it, thought Cairns. Enough games.
Cairns unclipped a hand grenade from his vest. He paused, holding the grenade above the water. How much pressure could the template case withstand underwater?
He tested the weight of the grenade in his hand. Should he drop a depth charge and see what floated up? Should he risk damaging the templates?
Another unpleasant option presented itself. He clipped the grenade back on his vest and activated his radio.
‘Gould, assure me there are no other exits from the underlab except the lab pools.’
‘That’s right,’ hesitated Gould. ‘The only other possible way would be if….’
‘If what?’ demanded Cairns. ‘Answer me!’
There was a pause on Gould’s end. ‘If he had help from someone with sublevel security clearance. I’m checking the system activity records now.’
Gould checked the system records. ‘I think we might have a big problem.’
‘You don’t say,’ hissed Cairns with acid sarcasm. ‘Where’s the other exit?’
‘The underlab was accessed less than fifteen minutes ago. The registry shows it was Vanessa Sharp’s authorization codes that flooded the saturation chamber. Your diver is probably heading that way now. But he has to get past you in D-lab.’
‘He just swam right under me in D-lab!’ burst out Cairns.
‘Then he’s definitely heading back to the saturation chamber. You might cut him off in the eastern stairwell. That’s the quickest way out of the sub-level. I’ll start draining the underlab.’
‘Bora, did you hear all that?’
‘Yes,’ replied Bora instantly. ‘We’ll be there in thirty seconds. I’m sending men to cover every stairwell exit.’
‘What level are you on?’
‘Basement.’
‘Good, cut them off and take them down. We’ll herd them your way from this end.’ Cairns triggered his radio again with an after-thought. ‘And Bora, kill any civilians you find with them.’
‘Understood.’
Cairns pointed at the two wet gunmen as the water level started dropping. ‘You two get back down there and flush the diver towards Bora.’
* * *
The water receded in the saturation chamber.
Vanessa operated the controls this time.
Despite the situation, five grimly smirking faces emerged from the dropping water level.
Coleman stood in the middle of the chamber holding the templates. A minute earlier he’d been banging on the hatch with his colt, but now he stood inside the chamber with solid footing again.
‘I knew you’d make it,’ said King, his big face grinning.
‘No time to celebrate,’ warned Vanessa. ‘The underlab is draining.’
Coleman spun to the hatch. ‘They’ll try to corner us in the stairwell. We have to move fast.’
* * *
Two gunmen hustled Gould into the main lab, presenting him roughly before Cairns.
‘What’s going on?’ he demanded, suspiciously eyeing his two ‘escorts’.
Standing in the center of the lab, Cairns tapped his steepled index fingers thoughtfully on his upper lip. He stared at Gould.
When no answer came, Gould surveyed the lab. Anything to break Cairns’s caustic eye-contact.
The lab wasn’t the way he remembered it.
Near the pool, three bullet-riddled gunmen lay tangled among an equally bullet-riddled creature. Two more gunmen, both with wet fatigues, lay in a bloody mess in the corridor to D-lab. One man’s throat appeared torn away. All the plexiglass barriers had been cut or blown out with explosives. Bullet damage scarred every surface. A spreading red haze colored the main lab pool.
There seemed to be blood spots over absolutely everything.
‘What the hell happened in here?’ asked Gould.
Cairns stopped tapping his index fingers on his lips. He began pacing a slow circle around Gould. Gould’s two escorts backed warily away.
Cairns stopped before Gould.
His voice sounded loaded with understated menace. ‘Now, that’s a very good question, Dr Gould. I was just wondering that myself. But let me ask you a question first.’
Cairns raised one eyebrow as though waiting for permission to ask his question.
‘Sure.’ Gould’s voice quavered like a pubescent teenager. He felt everything below his neck go weak.
‘Dr Gould, why didn’t you mention the underlab earlier?’
‘Umm…it didn’t seem possible that anyone could use it.’ Gould added quickly, ‘Plus it would have been flooded and completely useless to you.’
‘Really?’ Cairns went from flat enquiry to screaming in Gould’s face in a heartbeat. ‘Well it wasn’t so useless to the Marines who just stole the genetic material right out from under us!’
Cairns grabbed Gould’s hair and dragged him to the nearest workstation. He shoved Gould into the chair.
‘Get Sharp’s data.’
Gould lifted his hands as though the computer was hot. ‘I can’t. We’re totally locked out of the system now.’
Cairns drew his pistol. He pressed the barrel to Gould’s temple. ‘Then find a way to get in.’
Gould’s eyes watered. His features wanted to crawl across his face away from the gun. ‘Nobody can get in. It’s tamper-resistant. I told you that. No one knows where the data is even stored! It could be buried one hundred feet down in solid steel. Some very paranoid people were paid to make sure the data could never be stolen.’
Cairns’s voice was a deadly hiss. ‘You said there would be a way.’
‘I said there might be a way,’ whimpered Gould. ‘Every time I was in Sharp’s lab, she was always here and the security system just inexplicably locked me out. That’s why I had to steal the first batch of genetic material. That’s how they caught me!’
Cairns closed his eyes and took a deep breath. After a tense second, he exhaled and addressed the nearest gunman. ‘Hold him.’
Gould’s chair was on wheels. Two gunmen twisted Gould’s arms behind the chair and then spun him around to face Cairns.
Cairns signaled for the blowtorch.
‘Wait-wait-wait…,’ begged Gould.
With a POP of igniting gas, the blowtorch was in Cairns’s hand.
‘Jesus, wait — just listen, please just wait!’
‘Let me tell you what I think,’ offered Cairns, adjusting the blowtorch setting to a tight flame.
‘I think you know how to access Sharp’s data. I think you don’t want to, because that makes you more valuable.’
Gould stared in terror at the blowtorch. He felt the heat raising sweat on his forehead. ‘That’s not true. No one knows how the security system works. It does strange things all the time. I think your time would be better spent retrieving the templates than hurting the one person who knows how to use them.’
‘You’re not the only person. Vanessa Sharp is still alive, remember.’
Gould could see he was talking himself into a corner. ‘There’s no point catching her alive. The system wouldn’t work if she was forced.’
The flashlight stopped halfway to Gould’s face. ‘Explain.’
‘If the operator is stressed or anxious, it just doesn’t respond.’
Cairns held the blowtorch on Gould’s face.
Screaming, Gould thrashed around in the chair. Once as a child Gould had been stung by a stone fish. This felt like a school of stonefish were taking turns on his face until Cairns stopped.
‘It’s true!’ screamed Gould. ‘Look around you! Can you see the security system? There’s nothing here. No one knows how it works!’
Cairns snapped off the blowtorch. ‘I believe you. That was for not telling me about the underlab. I’ll expect better next time.’
Cairns tossed the blowtorch to one of the men restraining Gould. ‘Take him back to the administration hub and make him useful.’
* * *
Coleman sprinted up the east stairwell two steel steps at a time.
They others ran right behind him.
He was rounding the first landing when gunmen burst into the stairwell above and below their position.
‘In here,’ shouted Coleman, shouldering through the security antechamber door.
Gunfire erupted in the stairwell. Third Unit and Vanessa barreled straight into the antechamber.
Marlin and Forest spun in the doorway to return fire.
‘This looks familiar,’ puffed King, seeing they were back in an antechamber like the one where they’d met Vanessa. Instead of the large containment door, this antechamber had two doors that led to the research level’s peripheral laboratories.
Coleman called the elevator. ‘The lift’s our only option.’
Vanessa shook her head. ‘The controls can be overridden from the admin hub. They’ll lock us in there.’
Coleman checked the carriage was on its way. ‘We have no choice. The peripheral labs are all dead ends. There’s no other exit from this room.’
DING
The elevator doors opened.
‘Marlin, Forest, let’s go!’
Coleman hit the button for the habitation level, David’s level, as Marlin and Forest fired a last burst into the stairwell and then charged into the elevator.
The doors closed, but the elevator didn’t move.
‘They’ve halted the lifts,’ warned Vanessa. ‘They know what we’re doing.’
‘Everyone up. Quick, into the shaft and climb.’
Coleman held down the ‘Close Doors’ button as King boosted the others up through the ceiling. King tossed the templates up to Forest. Coleman heard the terrorists pressing buttons outside, then the sound of something metallic being used to pry open the doors.

Chapter 6

Bora charged up the stairwell after the Marines.
He crashed through the antechamber door. The chamber was empty. Wet boot prints led to the lift.
‘Halt all the lifts,’ Bora radioed to the admin hub. ‘Open the elevator doors in the east antechamber.’
Bora hit the lift controls, but the doors refused to open. Someone inside was keeping them shut.
‘Pry them open,’ he barked, stepping back to let his men work. Two men drew heavy combat knives and started working at the doors.
Three more gunmen knelt before the door like a firing squad.
‘Wait — stop.’ Bora raised his hand for silence. He could feel the Complex shutting down around him. The creatures were disabling more and more systems. The Complex was getting quieter and quieter to his senses.
He touched his palm lightly to the elevator doors.
Empty. The lift’s empty.
The elevator carriage was quiet. A moment ago he’d sensed activity, but not now. Something was happening, but it didn’t seem to be in the carriage any longer. Bora pointed to the controls. ‘Try again.’
A gunman poked the button then snapped his hand back to his submachine gun.
DING
The doors opened.
Bora’s firing squad blitzed the carriage. Their bullets perforated the back wall. The carriage was empty.
‘They’re in the shaft!’ one man yelled.
Five gunmen rushed into the carriage. The first fired up though the ceiling. The next two shouldered their weapons and turned to be boosted up through the hole.
Too late, Bora realized their mistake.
The Marines had been allowed too much time in the elevator shaft.
‘Stop — everyone out!’ Bora yelled. ‘It’s a tr — ’
Before he finished, Bora heard the explosion that severed the elevator’s cables and brakes.
In a split second, the elevator plummeted. One gunman leapt towards the antechamber, trying to escape the giant falling coffin.
He almost made it.
His right leg, left arm, and his head escaped the carriage. The rest of his body didn’t. The carriage ceiling smashed down onto his shoulders. It crumpled his body straight down. For a second the man’s right knee, left elbow, and his screaming head were all lined up beside each other, protruding through the shrinking gap between the elevator ceiling and the antechamber floor, and then with a wet crunch the plummeting carriage sheared everything away like the world’s largest guillotine.
Bora stepped back as the decapitated head and severed limbs rolled towards him.
KA-BOOM!!!
The carriage landed hard.
The floor shook under Bora’s feet as the shock waves rose up through the Complex. He kicked the pieces of his gunman down the shaft. ‘Idiots!’
Grasping the elevator door and leaning into the shaft, he fired his submachine gun up the shaft with one hand, letting the weapon’s recoil spread his bullets. When he ran out of ammunition, he swung back into the antechamber. After loading another magazine, he clipped on the under barrel flashlight. He swung himself back into the shaft and searched the walls with his light beam.
At least I’m on my own now. Those fools were only slowing me down.
There was no sign of the Marines.
Above him, the shaft doors were open on every level. Bora trained the light beam just above eye level and found the remains of the brakes. They were sliced cleanly in half.
Cutting charge.
He shone his flashlight down the shaft. The powerful beam easily reached the bottom of the shaft. His men looked like rotten fruit squashed under a concrete block. As he pulled himself back into the antechamber, Cairns came over the radio.
‘What the hell was that, Bora? Are you using explosives?’
Bora contemplated not answering. He was growing weary of Cairns’s barking tirade. Cairns seemed to forget who was doing all the hard work. Bora replied, ‘No. That was the east elevator dropping into the basement.’
‘Very good, Lieutenant Bora. I assume the Marines were in the lift? Are the templates intact?’
‘No, sir. No templates. It was our people in the elevator. The Marines severed the brakes from inside the shaft. Five of our people were still inside.’
Well, four and a half, corrected Bora.
There was no immediate answer from Cairns.
A tense edge sharpened Cairns’s reply, ‘What’s the Americans’ status now?’
‘They’re above me,’ Bora replied. ‘They went up the shaft. They couldn’t have reached any higher than the engineering level.’
‘I can see I’ll need to handle this myself,’ snapped Cairns. ‘Meet me on the engineering level in thirty seconds.’
Bora bristled. Just like you handled them in the research labs when they stole the templates from under your nose.
‘Copy that,’ replied Bora, swinging himself into the elevator shaft and starting his climb up to the engineering level.
* * *
Harrison finished his sweep of the evacuation tunnel.
He’d located the source of the scraping noise.
It proved all bad news. What he’d discovered was profoundly disturbing. Expected, yes, but no less horrible for being nightmarishly predictable. In the back of his mind, he quashed his gullible hope that the creatures might ignore the evacuees. Out of sight, out of mind?
No such luck.
He activated his radio. ‘Sullivan. What’s your status?’
‘We’ve sealed everything as best we can,’ replied Sullivan. ‘I hope it’s enough. We don’t have much to work with.’
‘I know. Double-check the other teams,’ ordered Harrison. ‘We can’t overlook anything.’
‘Understood.’
Harrison watched the orange light rotating above the containment door. He’d needed to kneel right under that light to discover the source of the noise. Was there something more he should be doing? It was hard to know. The Evac Center was never designed as an impenetrable stronghold. Harrison was doing his best with the resources at hand, but if the creatures made a concerted effort to breach their barricades, he had grave doubts their ramshackle engineering projects would hold for long. The top-deck for instance; it wouldn’t be able to hold the creatures indefinitely.
And once the creatures were inside, among the evacuees….
Someone politely cleared their throat behind him. Harrison snapped out his ghastly contemplations and saw it was Dana Lantry.
‘Sorry,’ apologized Dana, glancing at his rifle. ‘I didn’t want to startle you.’
Harrison propped his rifle against the table. ‘No problems. Is everything okay?’
Dana was the communications expert trying to remotely disable the C-Guard jamming transmitters. She seemed to be on a first name basis with every person in the Center. When Dana was around, Harrison felt like removing his helmet.
Although she had cute features — large brown eyes, full lips, a slightly unturned nose with a dozen freckles — she was attractive in a way that had nothing to do with her pretty face or curvy figure. This woman would be attractive to any man in any feminine shape.
Dana looked to have been caught in a business meeting when the evacuation kicked off. A walkie-talkie hung from her dark pinstriped skirt. Blood stains dotted the knee-length skirt where she’d helped in the medical clinic. She wore the sensibly flat shoes of someone who spent their days walking, and a tight, white, crew neck t-shirt that just covered her shoulders. Her bare arms were lightly muscled and evenly tanned. Her auburn hair probably reached down to her shoulders, but right now it was scrunched back in a no-nonsense ponytail.
In her late-thirties, she struck Harrison as a woman who would be very good at whatever she set her mind. Her British accent wrapped every word in controlled self-assurance, and she had a way of projecting that feeling onto the people around her. Her presence was very centering.
‘No luck disabling the C-Guards,’ she reported. ‘This will sound strange, but all our attempts are being stopped at the admin hub.’
‘Stopped? You mean purposely blocked?’
Puzzled, Dana nodded. ‘It must mean that someone’s still alive in there, but why would they stop us calling for help?’
‘I don’t know,’ answered Harrison honestly. ‘Could there be another explanation? A system fault or damaged communication lines?’
Dana’s expression showed she had already explored those possibilities. ‘I tried contacting the hub directly, but they won’t answer. I can’t even access people’s voicemail recordings from our internal phones. That means all internal communication is being blocked. But who would want to do that? It’s senseless.’
‘Maybe not,’ reasoned Harrison. ‘I heard some suspicious gunfire when we first entered the Complex. First I thought it was your security detail, but they aren’t issued with automatic weapons, right?’
Dana shrugged and raised her right hand with her index finger and thumb stuck out bang-bang style. ‘They’ve got, you know, small guns.’
‘Like this,’ suggested Harrison, tapping his pistol.
‘Yeah.’
Harrison nodded. ‘I wish they’d had automatic weapons. More of the evacuees would have survived.’
‘So who was it?’ asked Dana, intrigued now. ‘You think a staff member smuggled in weapons?’
‘I’m not sure. Leave it with me. I need to think about it some more.’
Harrison left the rest of his thought unsaid. If another hostile force occupied the Complex, he needed to think things through before he alarmed the fragile evacuees further.
He changed the subject. ‘How are the evacuees holding up?’
‘Pretty much as you’d expect. They’re emotionally shattered. How can anyone be expected to deal with something like this? Humans just aren’t equipped for this kind of… I don’t even know what to call it. A disaster, I suppose.’
Harrison had a few choice phrases that he thought fitted the situation, but he doubted Dana would appreciate them.
She crossed her arms over her white t-shirt and bit the side of her lip. She’d been wearing a jacket earlier, but with all the running around she was down to her t-shirt. She stared down the tunnel. The light down the tunnel whirled hypnotic orange patterns over the containment door.
‘Even if we all get out alive,’ she started, ‘I expect this is the end for our research. Without Vanessa Sharp there’s no way this place will recover. She was the heart of the organization.’
Harrison recognized the name. She hadn’t reached the tunnel in time. Her son, and Captain Coleman’s son, was right now back there in the communal lounge showing the other kids his marbles.
‘I recognized her name from the television news,’ he said. ‘But I didn’t know her face.’
Dana smiled to herself. ‘Not surprising. She was a public relations nightmare for me. Always dodging the spotlight, despite her achievements. Everyone else clamored for attention, but she just wanted to be left alone to work. It’s a shame, because you can’t meet Vanessa and not be impressed.’
Harrison noted the sad pride in Dana’s voice.
‘I know someone like that,’ he said. ‘Her ex-husband’s here, you know. Alexander Coleman. He’s my Captain. I left him on the other side of that containment door. His two fire teams are pretty much the reason all these people survived.’
‘Fire team?’
‘Four Marines working in a team.’
‘You mean the soldiers who fought all the creatures outside the admin hub? Those guys were incredible.’
‘We’re Marines, not soldiers,’ Harrison corrected softly. ‘And yes, they were the ones. I haven’t told David. I didn’t know what to say. I mean, I had to abandon Coleman. He was surrounded. He was….’
Harrison left the rest unspoken. They both knew what the creatures could do.
Dana looked sideways at Harrison. ‘Do you think the wrong people made it? Do you think we should be on that side and your Captain and Dr Sharp should be safe on this side?’
Harrison didn’t have an answer for a moment, but then the truth came easily. ‘Coleman and Vanessa are on that side of the door because of who they are. My Captain drew off the creatures to give the evacuees time to seal the tunnel. I bet your friend did something similar. They wouldn’t be who they are if they didn’t make those kinds of decisions.’
‘You’re absolutely right,’ said Dana quietly. ‘Vanessa would have been in her labs. She’s always in the labs. Or swimming in the rec pool. She once told me she thinks clearly when she’s swimming. She had the techs waterproof a little tablet computer so she could take notes in the pool or in the shower or anywhere.’
‘That’s dedication,’ said Harrison. ‘The Captain’s like that. He has some sort of affinity for patterns. Sounds like they would have made an interesting couple.’
‘Patterns?’
‘Yeah. He’s one hell of a chess player.’
They both stared at the orange light turning over the containment door. It felt easier to open up and talk without looking at each other. Looking at each other would reinforce their situation. For a moment talking felt good.
Harrison asked, ‘Will you tell me the honest truth if I ask you a question?’
Dana answered quickly. ‘Of course — I mean, I will if I know the answer. I promise.’
Harrison believed her. He asked his question. ‘Was this Complex making those creatures as some kind of research experiment?’
‘No.’ Dana shook her head emphatically. ‘Not under any circumstances. Those monsters are no part of our research. Vanessa followed the Biological Weapons Convention to the letter. You must have heard about her opinion on that kind of stuff. She’d never allow it. They’ve been introduced by someone to sabotage the Complex.’
Dana turned to Harrison. ‘So you really don’t know anything about them either? I assumed you knew but it was classified and you couldn’t tell me.’
Harrison raised his eyebrow, surprised that she suspected all along he knew about the creatures. ‘We were anticipating a routine security operation. Our brief was to secure the Complex in a low key infiltration then support the weapons inspectors searching for biological weapons. We never expected any of this. We’d have brought ten times as many Marines had we known what was erupting.’
‘And bigger guns, I bet,’ added Dana.
Harrison wasn’t sure if she was being serious or making a joke. Probably both.
‘Come and look at this.’ He crossed the antechamber and opened a tall metal wall panel. Behind the panel sat a stack of five display screens. Each screen showed a schematic map dedicated to a different level in the Complex. All five screens pulsed with flashing red warning lights.
‘My god,’ breathed Dana. ‘They’re tearing the place apart.’
Harrison frowned at the display. ‘They’re concentrated in the north-west. I don’t know why. Something might be attracting them there. That might help us.’
‘How so?’ asked Dana, turning from the red glare as Harrison shut the panel.
‘The creatures may eventually damage the equipment maintaining the C-Guards….’
‘…and that’s our chance to get a message out,’ finished Dana. ‘But we don’t know when that might happen. Or how long a break might last. There are batteries that kick in when the main power gets interrupted.’
‘I know,’ said Harrison. ‘That’s why I need you to broadcast the message as a small, repeating data-packet. Then if there’s even the slightest crack in the jamming zone, the message will go out.’
‘The same message as before?’ asked Dana, referring to the message she and Harrison had devised earlier. ‘Uh! I almost forgot — I have this.’
She unclipped a small digital video camera from her belt. ‘One of the visiting investors caught some footage outside the hub.’
A small viewing screen unfolded from the camera. Dana played back seven or eight seconds of crystal clear footage showing the creatures swarming from the west stairwell.
‘That’s excellent,’ said Harrison. ‘Paste some of those pictures into the message.’
Harrison thought for a moment and then made a decision. ‘And Dana. Amend to the end of the message that we suspect the Complex has been compromised by a second hostile force, a human force, that is now controlling the admin hub and other key locations.’
Dana nodded tersely and closed the camera view finder. ‘I can do that.’
‘Great. Get on it. The creatures might not be distracted in the north-west for much longer.’
Dana pointed upwards. ‘You don’t think help is already coming?’
‘I do, but I want them to know what to expect when they arrive.’
The screeching sound echoed down the tunnel again.
Dana tensed. Her face snapped towards Harrison. ‘What was that sound?’
Harrison had told her everything else; he might as well trust her with this too.
‘Not all the creatures have been distracted,’ he confided. ‘They’re searching the containment door for weaknesses. They’re trying to get in here.’
Dana stared at the door with her mouth wide open.
‘Cripes,’ she whispered.
* * *
The elevator plummeted down the shaft.
Five seconds earlier, Coleman knelt above the carriage. After setting his cutting charge on a four second timer, he jumped to the narrow service ladder recessed into the shaft wall.
The first gunman emerging through the carriage ceiling took the explosion right in the face. Screaming, the blinded gunman clutched his face as the elevator dropped.
Coleman watched for a second, then turned and quickly climbed up the ladder.
When the out-of-control carriage struck the basement, the cataclysmic sound roared up the shaft.
Still climbing, Coleman couldn’t cover his ears. The thunderous noise rammed into his head.
Having already escaped the shaft, the others stared in amazement as he heaved himself onto the engineering level.
‘What did you do?’ asked Vanessa. ‘It sounded like you dropped a bomb down there!’
Coleman glanced down the shaft. ‘Terrorists aren’t the only ones with DEMEX. But I didn’t trap them all. I heard Bora’s voice outside the carriage.’
As if to prove his point, the shaft filled with gunfire. Bullets ricocheted up the shaft as someone, probably Bora, tried to hit any targets still climbing.
Coleman ignored the wild gunfire. Bora couldn’t know what level Third Unit had reached. Return fire would only reveal their position.
Coleman scanned the engineering level.
The open-plan space looked the size of a football field. A ring road circled the area in bright yellow floor-stripes. From six points around the road, side avenues branched into specialist work zones, each with dedicated equipment like the factory floor of an automated car assembly line.
On Coleman’s right, motorized pulleys hung embedded in the ceiling above huge nutrient vats. The vats looked like aboveground swimming pools filled with thick pumpkin soup.
A series of enclosed silver structures hugged the north-west corner. The heavily-reinforced structures were for stress testing new construction materials, Vanessa explained. Extremes of temperature, pressure and corrosives were all provided by a dozen huge gas canisters inside red metal cages.
A village of plastic humidity tents huddled in the center of the level. It resembled a camping trip on the moon. Cloying greenery filled the tents, and hundreds of high-powered lights hung above.
‘This way,’ urged Coleman, absorbing all this on the move. He led them towards the offices hugging the south wall. Strategically, the offices provided the best hard cover on the level.
Vanessa checked her watch.
‘The pumps will be completely destroyed by now,’ she calculated. ‘The creatures are going to come sweeping back through the Complex any time.’
‘I know,’ said Coleman. ‘That’s why we’re heading south. These offices are the furthest point in the Complex from the pumps. I’m betting that Cairns has a few contingency plans up his sleeve in case the labs took longer to break into than he’d anticipated.’
Coleman suddenly raised his hand for Third Unit to halt. He pointed towards the west elevator entrance. The elevator was no longer obscured from sight by the humidity tents. The shaft doors gaped wide open, but the carriage was missing. A second later, the carriage passed the open doors heading upwards.
‘Listen to that,’ he said. ‘That’s all the carriages running up and down the shafts.’
‘He’s using the elevators to distract the creatures,’ realized Vanessa. ‘But there’s only three elevator plant rooms. That won’t distract the creatures for more than a few minutes.’
Coleman nodded, getting his first clear view of the freight lift. The freight lift occupied the southwest corner of the Complex. When the large hydraulic platform waited on another level, as now, it appeared that a twenty meter wide chunk of floor was missing.
‘Vanessa, we need an office with a good view of the level.’
‘That shouldn’t be hard,’ she said, leading the way.
Entering the offices behind Vanessa, Coleman immediately saw what she meant. The top half of every office wall was glass. The entire cluster of offices, maybe fifty rooms, offered views of the entire level. The only way to stay out of sight was to duck down.
Vanessa chose a corner office, some kind of records room with a dozen beige filing cabinets lining two walls. She checked three phones on her way, finding none of them let her dial the Evac Center and David.
‘Don’t worry,’ said Coleman. ‘We’ll get to him. Right now the best thing we can do is distract hostile attention away from the Evac Center.’
‘I know,’ said Vanessa. ‘I just want to hear his voice.’
Coleman signaled for the Marines to assume defensive positions.
‘Not as much cover as I’d hoped,’ he said.
‘Sorry,’ apologized Vanessa. ‘But they’re soundproof. That should cut down most of our vibrations. Besides, this level is seriously not somewhere you want to be shooting guns. If there is such a place.’
‘Things that go boom?’ tested Coleman.
‘Did you notice those big silver canisters in the red cages?’
‘I saw them, but I couldn’t read their marking.’
‘Some of them contain surfactant gas. We don’t want to damage those. Surfactant gas is very dangerous in confined spaces. It sticks to surfaces on contact. Once ignited, it carpets everything in fire.’
Well, that’s a pleasant image, thought Coleman.
Vanessa settled on the floor with her back against a filing cabinet. She studied her tablet. In seconds she appeared absorbed in the complex codes scrolling down the small screen.
Coleman scanned the engineering level, calculating how long it should take for Cairns’s gunmen to arrive. Cairns had started with at least forty gunmen. A larger force would have been too hard to covertly infiltrate into the Complex. Third Unit hadn’t encountered enough gunmen for the force to be significantly greater than forty. It also seemed logical that Cairns had first infiltrated the basement level, moving upwards behind the wave of creatures killing the staff. At that point, Cairns activated the pump stations to distract the creatures while he tried to steal the templates.
The templates Coleman now held.
If Cairns had around twenty-five gunmen left, and they were working in six man teams like Third Unit had encountered in the pool room, then at least four teams were searching for Third Unit.
By that estimate, one team should already be searching the engineering level. Coleman couldn’t see them. A bad sign. It doesn’t mean the gunmen aren’t here, just that I can’t see them.
‘Stay focused,’ Coleman urged. ‘We should have spotted them by now.’
‘You think they know our position?’ asked Forest.
‘I hope not,’ answered Coleman.
‘Captain,’ hissed Marlin from the doorway. ‘I got visual. Five on the far side of the plastic tents. They must have come up the north stairwell. Wait, they’re climbing into forklifts. Yep, two forklifts.’
Coleman crawled over next to Marlin. He watched the gunmen for a minute. ‘They’re moving the gas canisters with the forklifts. It doesn’t look like they know we’re here.’
‘Where are they moving the canisters?’ asked Vanessa suddenly.
‘They’re positioning one near the humidity domes,’ said Coleman.
‘They’re bringing the other one this way!’ said Marlin.
Vanessa scuttled over to watch the forklift bringing the second load of gas canisters. One gunman drove the machine while four others guarded his progress. Surrounding the vehicle in a diamond formation, the four guards had weapons up and ready as they scanned in every direction. The forklift operator steered straight towards the offices.
Suddenly the forklift turned towards the freight lift.
Coleman released his breath. The four guards passed within thirty feet of Third Unit’s position.
‘It’s going down the freight lift,’ whispered Marlin, relieved.
Coleman could hardly hear the electric forklift as it disappeared from sight around the corner of the offices.
‘I’ve got something,’ exclaimed Vanessa, looking above the small screen. ‘I’ve decoded part of Gould’s genetic blueprint of the creatures.’
“Is there anything we can use?’ asked Coleman, waving down the volume of her voice.
Vanessa’s eyes flicked over the tiny screen. “He’s got genetic material here from forty-six different carnivorous plants. We have hundreds in our database. He’s taken some shortcuts, though. Many of his traits are still linked to other traits. Like here, the creatures’ reproductive traits are still active in a dozen places. He didn’t have time to isolate them….’
She scrolled further ahead. ‘His code shows the creatures emerge with a need to build up resources for the reproductive stage of their lifecycle.’
‘What resources?’ asked Coleman.
Vanessa scanned the code again. ‘Nitrogen. They’re born starving for nitrogen. They also need proteins, amino acids, trace metal elements. But mostly lots of nitrogen.’
‘Where would they get that?’
Vanessa looked up from the screen. ‘Blood. They would get those things from human blood.’
* * *
Gould’s face hurt like blazes.
With shaking fingers he squeezed the tube of antiseptic gel. Wincing, he tried his best to apply the cool blue gel to his weeping burns. It proved difficult without a mirror, but the lightning bolts of pain provided a pretty clear indication of where Cairns had joined-the-dots on his face with the blowtorch.
He didn’t expect any assistance from the gunmen in the comms room. Two sat at computer terminals, ignoring him completely as they tracked the radio messages of the teams working around the Complex.
Three others watched him impassively, their cold eyes revealing nothing.
The burns zigzagged twice across Gould’s left cheek, up through his left eyebrow, and then down across the corner of his mouth and under his jaw. Cairns had really gone to town. Ironically, Gould’s own agonized thrashing had defined the blowtorch’s path across his features.
What was I supposed to do, sit still and let him burn my face off?
Finished with the gel, Gould broke off another brittle chunk of burned hair. He examined the blackened fragment for a second.
Cairns, you bastard. You’ll pay for this.
All the hair from his left temple was singed away. That burnt hair reek permeated his clothes. He couldn’t escape the dreadful smell.
Gould let his gaze slide around the room, a habit acquired during his visits to Vanessa Sharp’s labs. He had never let his eyes rest in Sharp’s labs, never let himself be seen paying special attention to any one piece of equipment, but he absorbed every detail.
When he worked in this Complex, gathering information, Gould trained his eyes to reveal nothing.
He spent his nights rehearsing answers to questions. What was he doing here? Why was he looking at that? He found himself disappointed if the anticipated question was never posed. The majority of scientists here were dullards, but a few were dangerously unpredictable. Vanessa Sharp was one. Unfortunately she was also the most influential. She had single-handedly rejected most of his proposed research. Her formal reason never varied from, ‘Potential Military Application’, but Gould knew it ran deeper. Vanessa Sharp disliked Gould the moment they met. She constantly acted guarded and careful in his presence.
Not careful enough though.
And after all Gould’s planning and hard work, Cairns expected him to just hand over Sharp’s research data? Not likely. Even if he could access the data, he’d never do it. Once the terrorists possessed Sharp’s research, they no longer needed Gould.
He’d be killed. Cairns wouldn’t do the killing himself. He would delegate the undignified task to Lieutenant Bora.
Gould shivered as he remembered Bora. The huge, quiet man represented an unknown quantity. His strange behavior disquieted Gould. He just didn’t look around himself enough, and Gould got the clear impression that Bora didn’t need to look around to monitor his surroundings. Bora always stood in the strangest places, always with one or two fingers resting lightly against a desk or a chair or a door jamb.
Very strange.
Cairns was an evil bastard, that was a given, but Bora was something else. Equally as dangerous, but different.
Gould’s eye’s stopped on the huge digital screen showing the damaged systems blossoming around the Complex. We’re in deep trouble now. The creatures are destroying everything.
‘Cairns said to make me useful,’ Gould reminded the gunmen at the computer terminals. He pointed at the screen. ‘Your problems are getting more complicated by the second. I know these systems better than anyone else here. I know how best to distract the creatures.’ And I don’t trust you with my life.
The gunmen at the door nodded confirmation of Cairns’s instruction. Another relinquished his chair at the terminal for Gould. The gunman looked relieved to have passed on the responsibility.
These guys are realizing they’re out of their depth.
Gould raised the mechanical services schematic. He studied the elevator plant rooms. The first plant room appeared already out of action. Two others flashed orange warning signs. The creatures worked faster now. Their nitrogen cravings were becoming more urgent. They were frantic for fresh blood.
Nobody understood the creatures like Gould. Nor did they understand the power they had just relinquished by giving him the seat at the terminal. With the operation spiraling out of control, whoever could influence the creatures had the greatest chance of survival, and the greatest weapon. A weapon that Gould could just as easily turn on Cairns and Bora. He’d just have to do it carefully.
Now we’ll see who gets burned.
He looked around at the gunmen with their machine guns. Guns won’t help them now. They have no idea of the scale of forces they are trying to control.
If any of them got out alive it would be a miracle.
* * *
Tucker knew something was wrong inside the Complex.
He trusted his gut instinct.
No message had arrived from the Marines or weapon inspectors. The electronic jamming hardware hadn’t been disengaged.
Frowning into his interlocked fingers, he needed more options. ‘What about the Coronado’s Electronic Counter-counter Measures?’
Chief Warrant Officer Daniels stood in front of the Knowledge Wall. The wall displayed a satellite image of the Complex. Flashing icons highlighted the C-Guard jamming transmitters. They looked tiny compared to the scale of the Complex. Daniels zoomed in.
‘If there were fewer C-Guards we might get a message through using frequency hopping or our broad spectrum capabilities, but we’re dealing with more than a dozen units surrounding the Complex. Plus every unit is programmable and directional, so they’re blocking multiple frequency bands in overlapping directional spreads. You name it, they’ve got a blanket over it.’
Daniels clicked a remote control. A layer superimposed over the image to represent the blackout zone. ‘The way things stand, we can only get a message through if their hardware is turned off from the inside.’
‘What about a surgical strike from the air?’ suggested Captain Boundary. ‘The Pave Hawks could turn back and take down the C-Guards. They could stand-off and use the fifty mills on the antennae.’
‘Okay,’ reasoned Tucker, trying to think laterally. “Suppose we do that. What if the weapon inspectors have left the jammers operating intentionally? What if they are trying to stop something being broadcast from the Complex? For all we know, the hardware might be serving its desired purpose. If we take out that hardware, we’re leaving that place wide open. We recommended that equipment for a very good reason in the first place.’
‘We never anticipated it would be used against us,’ said Daniels.
‘I think we’re avoiding the main question,’ added Tucker. ‘What kind of a scenario could take out fifty Marines in such a short time frame?’
After a few moments reflection, Captain Boundary articulated what they had all been thinking. ‘Someone could have panicked and released a pathogen. An airborne pathogen could have incapacitated the entire Complex in a few minutes. The Marines might have walked right into it. It could be one of the weapons we’re looking for.’
Tucker had reached the same conclusion. ‘If a biological agent has been released, there’s a strong chance it’s isolated in the Complex. If that’s the case, we don’t have many options.’
For all Tucker knew, a bio-pathogen released in the Complex had killed everyone in seconds. Sending in more Marines wasn’t an option. He wouldn’t send more people into harm’s way until he knew what was happening.
* * *
Bora rode up the freight lift.
This was a change of plan.
As far as plans went, he liked it. It was a simple plan.
After losing his team in the falling carriage, Bora had climbed the elevator shaft. Reaching the engineering level, he spotted the Marines heading towards the offices. Concealed from view in the dark shaft, he relayed their position to Cairns.
Cairns outlined his improvised plan with clipped precision.
Two teams would use forklifts to transfer gas canisters, one large canister to the humidity tents and a load of smaller canisters to the freight lift. The forklift teams gave no indication they knew the Marines’ location. One team would take the second forklift down the freight lift.
But the forklift wouldn’t come up again.
Instead, twenty-three gunmen including Bora and Cairns rode back up on the platform.
They made the swap perfectly. As the forklift rolled off the platform, Bora’s men had rushed into its place. The four gunmen guarding the forklift had stayed on the platform. Now they were all assembled in the corner of the platform out of sight of the Marines.
Cairns didn’t speak. He hadn’t spoken since joining Bora’s men at the freight lift and outlining his plan in short, terse sentences. He hadn’t even explained why the first forklift maneuvered a massive gas canister around the humidity tents. Bora guessed the forklift was a diversion — a ploy to distract the Marines while Cairns moved his force into attack position.
A second before the platform reached the engineering level, Bora activated his radio. ‘No matter what happens, don’t fire until we’re right on top of them.’
He jerked back the cocking mechanism on his submachine gun. Leading the gunmen storm trooper style, he planned to flood the offices with a force large enough to absorb any casualties that four Marines and a scared scientist could deliver.
He leapt from the platform and ran straight along the offices’ outside wall. The gunmen streamed single file behind him. The doorway to the corner office stood open just twenty meters ahead, then ten, then five meters….
Bora waited for gunfire to erupt. The Marines still weren’t reacting.
This is going to be easier than I expected.
His team would be right on top of the Marines before they suspected any attack.
He ran in front of the doorway. His surprise appearance flashing across the doorway should have drawn fire from the startled room occupants, giving away their exact location, but no fire came. The second and third gunmen in line charged straight into the room. Bora ducked in behind them, scanned the empty office, and ran straight across the room and into the network of offices beyond.
He stopped.
Something’s wrong.
Gunmen weaved around him and peeled off down every corridor, kicking open office doors and checking every room.
There’s nowhere to hide. Half this place is glass. So where are they?
‘Clear. Clear. Clear,’ came the repeated shouts as Bora’s men checked each room.
Any second now would be the gunshots.
Then no one was moving. There was no more shouting or door kicking. The entire area was secure. All Bora’s men turned and looked at Bora though the glass.
No Marines.
No Sharp.
No templates.
He stood surrounded by twenty gunmen standing in glass-walled rooms. Nothing more.
‘They’re here somewhere!’ he roared, turning in a circle. He’d seen them come in here. ‘They’re hiding somewhere. Keep looking. Find them!’
His men had nowhere else to look, but they tried anyway.
Cairns strode into the office. He keyed his radio.
‘Gould, are you following our little game of hide and seek?’
‘Yes…I’m listening,’ came Gould’s careful reply over everyone’s headset. ‘The creatures have just destroyed the last elevator plant room. They’re heading your way.’
The gunmen stirred.
Bora raised his hand for everyone to keep quiet. He felt the vibrations of the approaching creatures coming through the floor. Reaching out, he touched a beige filing cabinet. The barely perceptible tremors butterfly-kissed his fingertips. Gould was right. The creatures were coming. They would be here in seconds.
Just seconds.
Cairns was smiling.
‘Gould,’ radioed Cairns calmly. ‘Activate the engineering level ventilation fans, full power.’
Their radios were quiet for a moment. Bora felt a steady background vibration come online. The fans are starting.
‘Okay,’ Gould confirmed eventually. ‘Done that. The fans are operating.’
Bora looked up to the ceiling where the creatures were now being attracted to the fans’ vibrations. He noticed a wide open ventilation hatch. Under the ceiling hatch was a desk and cupboard.
They climbed up there. Cairns flushed them up into the ceiling on purpose.
Cairns had forced the Marines into the labyrinth of ventilation shafts that covered the entire level. Then he ordered Gould to divert the creatures into the same shafts.
Cairns had planned for Bora to fail.
Bora had been tricked. Cairns never meant for him to catch the Marines in the offices.
It hadn’t been a simple plan after all. It just seemed simple because Cairns treated Bora like a simpleton. Bora looked slowly back down from the vent.
His dark eyes stopped on Cairns.
The surrounding gunmen watched through the glass walls. All their eyes were on Bora, not Cairns.
Bora didn’t like being treated like a simpleton. Not by any man.

Chapter 7

Coleman crouched in the ventilation shaft intersection.
The Marines just barely escaped in time.
The freight lift almost reached the engineering level before Coleman recognized the trap. Cairns knew Third Unit’s location. The forklifts acted as a distraction. A distraction that very nearly worked. Marlin had been the last person climbing into the vent when the gunmen stormed the offices. He had yanked his legs up into the vent barely in time.
As the terrorists kicked open office doors, Third Unit and Vanessa scrambled single file through the ventilation shafts above their heads. The shafts proved just large enough for the Marines to crawl on their hands and knees while keeping their heads up.
Now they were stopped at a four-way intersection. In every direction Coleman saw more intersections. The ventilation network covered the entire level in a grid.
The problem was the fans.
Another fan blocked their path, a square unit with a hinge on the left and a locking pin on the right so the fan could swing aside for maintenance.
Coleman stopped with his hand on the locking pin, listening. The shafts echoed and distorted the noise of Third Unit crouching uncomfortably behind him.
‘I don’t think they’re coming after us,’ said Forest quietly. ‘We’d be able to hear them by now.’
Coleman felt less sure. ‘Cairns must realize we’re up here. Why aren’t they following?’
Every intersection had a slotted vent underfoot. Coleman looked through the slots between his knees. He couldn’t see anything. Just a small patch of the engineering level floor. He repositioned, pressing his cheek to the slots so he could peer through sideways. Now he could see more.
‘Oh, crap,’ he said. ‘That can’t be good.’
‘What?’ asked Vanessa. ‘What is it?’
The first forklift was raising a massive gas canister to the ceiling. Coleman tried to identify the large red ‘Hazardous Substance’ symbol on the canister’s curved side. The symbol looked unfamiliar, three red squares inside each other.
He looked up from the vent. ‘They’re pumping gas in here. They’re filling the shafts.’
‘Let me see,’ Vanessa insisted, scrambling forward to cram her face against the slots.
‘This is bad,’ she agreed.
She watched for a few more seconds before lifting her head. Red lines marked where her cheek pressed against the slots.
‘This is very, very bad,’ she repeated. ‘That’s inflammable surfactant. I recognize the markings. We use the surfactant to fire-stress new building materials. It replicates intense fire conditions. It sticks to everything — walls, ceilings, floors, clothes. Once ignited it rolls over everything like a blanket of fire.’
‘Is that enough surfactant to fill the shafts?’ asked Coleman.
‘Easily,’ she answered. ‘It’s going to coat everything. Even our skin. If Cairns ignites the shafts, we’ll light up like everything else. If we breathe enough of it, even our lungs will burn.’
‘We’ll be crawling candlewicks,’ growled King.
‘The gas still has to disperse,’ reasoned Coleman. ‘Maybe we can avoid it if we don’t stay in the shafts too long.’
‘Look,’ said Forest, pointing past Coleman’s shoulder. ‘The fans.’
Coleman heard a low hum. A cool air current touched his neck. He looked over his shoulder. The fan blades were a blur.
‘They’re spreading the gas,’ said Marlin. ‘We gotta get out of here.’
Vanessa pressed her fingertips to the shaft and shook her head. ‘The fans are dispersing the surfactant, but that’s not why Cairns turned them on.’
‘Then why — ’ Coleman took a moment to interpret her worried expression. Then he felt the vibrations under his knees.
‘The creatures….’
The fans vibrated through the entire ventilation network.
‘They’re gunna swarm through here like an ant farm!’ said King. ‘We’re totally screwed if we stay up here.’
Coleman knew Third Unit couldn’t outrun the creatures through the shafts. ‘Vanessa, how long before the creatures reach us?’
She stared quietly back at him. ‘They’re already here.’
Coleman heard it too.
The first creature crashed into a fan unit twenty meters behind Marlin. In seconds, the same sound came from every direction. The entire shaft shook under Coleman’s knees.
‘Holy shit!’ shouted Marlin as the creature ripped out the fan unit. ‘Move-move-move! It’s right behind me. GO!’
Third Unit crowded across the tight intersection towards Coleman.
Behind Marlin, sparks showered over the creature from the fan unit. Sparks illuminating a ghastly picture of thrashing thorn-lined tentacles.
‘They’re after the fans!’ yelled Vanessa desperately.
Third Unit were between the creature and the next fan. More creatures already blocked the passages east and west.
That just left north.
Coleman spun and jerked up the fan’s locking pin.
In one movement, he rammed aside the fan with his shoulder and scrambled through. Vanessa and Third Unit crowded through after him.
‘The pin! Put back the pin!’ yelled Forest as Marlin squirmed last past the fan.
The creature barreled down the shaft towards Marlin. Its body nearly filled the shaft. Marlin slammed the fan unit shut right in the creature’s mouth. He stabbed the pin down through the boxy locking mechanism, jerking his hands clear as the creature’s mouth smashed into the fan.
‘Go! Go! Go!’ yelled Marlin, throwing himself backwards. The fan screeeeched in its metal fixtures.
Coleman raced through the shaft on his hands and knees. Boots, knees, shoulders, helmets — everything bashed and crashed as they scrambled madly for the next intersection. Coleman prayed the fans dulled the creatures’ senses, because Third Unit made a tremendous racket fleeing headlong down the shaft.
‘It’s past the fan,’ yelled Marlin from the back. ‘It’s coming!’
Still crawling full speed, Coleman glanced back at the creature behind Marlin.
It’s too fast.
The next intersection lay ten meters away. They needed to pass that intersection before another creature headed them off. Getting trapped between two creatures promised certain death.
Reaching the intersection, Coleman didn’t stop. He heard another creature approaching from the west. Another fan blocked their path north.
Instead of jerking up the locking pin and slamming aside the fan, he turned in the intersection and crawled east.
‘Leave the fan,’ he yelled, racing wildly down the east shaft.
Third Unit all cut to the right behind Coleman, a crazy centipede with Coleman at the head.
Marlin was the unfortunate tail. ‘It’s at the fan!’ he shouted. ‘Hurry up, keep going!’
The creature began demolishing the fan. Coleman heard the screech of metal fixtures being torn apart. That should buy us a few seconds.
But they couldn’t stop moving. After the fans, Third Unit was the next loudest source of vibrations.
Suddenly Coleman heard the sharp clinkety-clink-clink of something metallic bouncing in the shaft ahead. He couldn’t stop moving. Whatever it was, he would just have to deal with it when he found it.
Please don’t be a grenade. It didn’t sound like a grenade.
‘What the hell is that?’ barked Marlin.
Coleman looked back. Marlin shone his flashlight back down the shaft.
Blue smoke billowed around the creature. In moments smoke completely obscured the creature. The thick smoke expanded down the shaft towards Marlin.
‘What now?’ whined Forest.
Marlin’s strong light hardly penetrated the smoke.
‘Captain,’ Marlin said. ‘I can’t see jack-shit back here.’
Coleman searched the intersection ahead. Down every shaft, in all four directions, more blue smoke rapidly expanded towards them.
‘I got the same up here,’ commented Coleman. ‘Cairns is using M18 smoke grenades to disorientate us.’
‘Disorientate us?’ piped up Forest. ‘I’m already disorientated. Where are we even going?’
‘I know exactly where we are,’ reassured Coleman. ‘I’m getting us out. That smoke won’t confuse me.’
‘We’ll be blind moving through that smoke,’ hissed King.
‘It’s only concentrated in a few places,’ said Coleman. ‘We’ll go through it and come out the other side.’
Coleman lifted his hand from the shaft. His palm came away sticky. The shaft felt like just-dry paint.
Vanessa sniffed her fingertips. ‘Surfactant! We’re in it! It’s coated the inside of the shafts. We’re in the hot-zone. If Cairns ignites the shafts, we’re all going to burn.’
‘Then we must be getting close,’ said Coleman. ‘We can’t stop now. We have to reach the center of the level. Cairns is probably expecting us to ignite the surfactant with our own gunfire.’
‘The middle of the level? That’s right above the surfactant canister,’ warned Vanessa. ‘That area will be an inferno if Cairns lights it.’
‘I know,’ barked Coleman. ‘We have to reach the riser. It’s our only chance.’
Coleman knew the habitation and engineering levels shared a common ventilation system. That meant they were connected by a ‘riser’, a large vertical shaft joining the ventilation networks. He’d spotted the riser before they entered the pool room, so had a fair idea of its location on this level.
But which is the safest route through the smoke to the riser?
‘Everyone keep still,’ ordered Coleman. ‘No one move.’
Noises echoed down every shaft. Coleman couldn’t tell from which direction the creatures approached. They could be trapped already.
Which way?
‘Captain…,’ hissed Marlin urgently. The smoke engulfed Marlin’ boots and began moving up his legs. ‘I can’t see anything. I don’t know which way the creature’s going. It’s gunna be dirt-naps all round if we don’t make a move soon.”
Coleman’s situation looked exactly the same, except he had three smoke-filled shafts to contend with. Coleman reached under his body armor.
Wild card time.
He pulled out the specimen container he’d taken from Vanessa’s lab. He twisted open the lid and shook out the butterflies. The five butterflies fluttered madly around the intersection. Coleman knew the creatures’ pheromones attracted the butterflies. With luck, the insects would identify the most dangerous shafts. They would be his eyes. Coleman twisted in the intersection, trying to track the five butterflies dipping and zipping everywhere.
‘Which way are they going?’ he asked urgently.
‘Two went west,’ came King’s deep voice.
‘I’ve got two more down here,’ added Marlin. ‘They just passed me!’
Coleman twisted and saw the last butterfly zip down the shaft to the north.
‘East!’ said Coleman, plunging headfirst into the smoke cloud. ‘Let’s go!’
Scrambling blindly through the smoke-choked shaft, he hoped the butterflies hadn’t become dizzy during their ride under his body armor; if he crawled headlong into a creature, it was all-over, red-rover.
His hand hit something spinning in the shaft, an M18 smoke grenade still spewing thick blue smoke.
Halfway through the cloud. Keep going.
Suddenly he emerged into clear shaft. Looking ahead, he felt relieved to see no immediate hostiles. The next intersection lay fifteen meters away.
I wish I had more butterflies.
About four more intersections separated them from the riser. Third Unit’s only possible escape route lay northeast of their position. The sound of rampaging creatures came from every direction, making it impossible to discern the safest route. Should he keep leading them east, or cut north now?
At the intersection, he chose east.
Halfway down the shaft, he regretted his decision. A creature moved up ahead.
This was no echo.
Coleman stopped short and thrust his flashlight forward. Third Unit and Vanessa’s labored breathing filled the shaft behind him. His light wobbled. His arm shook from exertion. He forced his arm to hold the light steadily down the shaft.
At the intersection twenty meters ahead, he caught a flash of movement.
A butterfly fluttered around the intersection, dipping and zipping through Coleman’s light.
What did that mean? Was one of his released butterflies crossing their path again?
Damn!
‘Nobody move,’ he warned. ‘They’re already in front of us. We need to get back to the last intersection and cut north again.’
He gingerly turned in the shaft. The butterfly intersection, now behind him, suddenly filled with a creature’s obscene bulk.
‘Stop, Stop,’ he hissed. ‘No one move.’
He cursed himself for not cutting north at the previous intersection. His mistake cost them.
Some pattern genius you are.
‘Holy crap!’ yelled King.
From the back of the line now, with a creature behind him, Coleman looked forward between the heads and shoulders in front.
Another creature exploded from the smoke ahead.
Holy crap, indeed.
They now had hostiles at both ends.
Trailing wisps of smoke, one creature charged straight at Marlin. Between Marlin and the hostile lay the last intersection they’d crossed, the intersection where Coleman had made the wrong choice. It was the only exit from this piece of shaft. But even if they all started crawling at full speed this very second, they couldn’t all beat the creature through the intersection.
Maybe the first person would reach the intersection, maybe Marlin could, but none of the others would make it. Anyone caught before the intersection would be minced between two creatures.
Only one solution existed.
In a second, Marlin saw it too.
Marlin charged at the creature.
He moved so fast that his knees didn’t touch the shaft. His boot toes jammed into the bottom corners. His palms slapped hand-over-hand forwards, keeping his body’s momentum pounding towards the creature.
He raced the creature towards the intersection.
He’s not going to make it. He’s not fast enough.
The intersection was too small for both of them.
But Coleman had underestimated how fast Marlin could move. Marlin beat the creature by half a second. Barbed limbs thrashed into the intersection as Marlin dove into the side shaft.
A tentacle caught his boot.
The creature dragged him halfway back into the intersection.
‘Marlin — NO!’ yelled King. ‘Get out of there!’
Marlin spun onto his back and wildly bicycle-kicked the thrashing limbs.
King aimed his CMAR-17 down the shaft. ‘I’m coming, Marlin! I’m coming, baby!’
‘King — NO!’ yelled Forest, lunging for the weapon. ‘The surfactant will blow!’
‘Too bad!’ yelled King, dropping his finger to the trigger.
‘Hold your fire,’ ordered Coleman.
King fired anyway. The single shot smacked squarely into the creature.
As the creature reeled from the impact, Marlin kicked with his other boot to dislodge the snagged tentacle. In two fast kicks, he came free.
The creature hauled its head into the intersection.
Marlin kicked out with both feet together. His boot heels smashed into the creature’s head. Using the momentum from his kick, Marlin launched himself further down the shaft.
Coleman heard Marlin plunge wildly down the south tunnel, away from the creature. Behind Coleman, the second creature headed south too. With all the fans gone, Marlin’s vibrations must have been drawing every creature in the vicinity.
‘That idiot,’ moaned King when he heard Marlin pounding away south. ‘He’s going the wrong way.’
‘No, he’s not,’ snapped Forest, grabbing King before he could follow. ‘He’s drawing the creatures away. He’s clearing our route to the riser.’
‘Screw that!’ barked King. ‘Screw the riser.’
‘Let’s go,’ said Coleman from behind. ‘Get moving. That’s an order, Sergeant King.’
King accommodated this time.
Third Unit and Vanessa backtracked to the last intersection, turned right, then crossed another four intersections before they reached the riser.
‘Up the shaft,’ urged Coleman. ‘Hurry.’
The riser was the same dimensions as all the other shafts, only it went straight up. Shallow maintenance handholds were recessed ladder-like up one side. Coleman heard the hissssss of the surfactant being released into the vents nearby. First Forest, then King and Vanessa scaled the riser. At the top, twenty meters up, Coleman lifted his head over the edge. His guess about the riser proved correct.
He’d briefly glimpsed this structure before entering the pool room. Third Unit hunkered down in a steel, boxy intersection about eight meters across, a meter high, with a dozen shafts radiating outwards.
Coleman didn’t climb up.
‘I’m going back down,’ he said. ‘Marlin should double-back to the riser. He might not be in any condition to make the climb.’
Vanessa grabbed Coleman’s arm. ‘If you see the surfactant ignite, get out as fast as you can.’
Coleman nodded. ‘Keep the templates safe.’
He leant back and free-fell straight down the shaft.
* * *
Marlin scrambled through the shafts.
Two creatures pursued right behind him.
When he saw the creature about to trap Third Unit, before he knew it, he was up and racing for the intersection, diving in front of the creature, getting caught and then fighting free as the creature hooked his left boot and tore a gaping flesh wound in his calf.
Then his plan, if you could call it that, was to draw the creatures to the south and lose them in the shafts. Once he lost the hostiles, he would double-back quietly towards the riser.
His plan sucked.
His wounded left calf felt worse than he first thought. He didn’t have time to stop and treat the injury. He knew that if he checked, he’d see white bone where the thorns had stripped away flesh.
Only will power drove his hands and knees to keep pumping forward, claiming distance, trying to stay ahead of the creatures. He’d caught a break when two creatures collided in an intersection behind him. He’d gained fifteen meters, but hadn’t lost the hostiles since. No fans remained to distract the creatures. Every time he crossed an intersection, they were just seconds behind him. Blind luck had gotten him this far. At every intersection, more creatures headed his way.
If they caught him, they would do to his entire body what they had done to his calf.
He’d be butchered alive by a dozen serrated knives.
The others should have reached the riser by now.
He’d given up listening to the shafts ahead. The noise behind him blocked out all other sound except his own pounding hands and knees. Even the sticky surfactant seemed to be slowing him down. The slight pull against his fatigues and limbs felt stronger and stronger every second, like crawling over a giant piece of sticky-tape. The sticky combustible covered him.
He glanced backwards as the shaft shuddered.
Damn. Now three of the bastards pursued him.
At least they were chasing him single file. The more creatures behind him, the less chance he had of crawling headlong into one.
He clambered into the next intersection.
And headlong into a creature.
A gaping mouth loomed from the side shaft.
Twisting like a contortionist, Marlin launched himself ass-first down the opposite shaft. Falling, he shuffled against the shaft sides, hustling frantically backwards. The creature reached its tentacles right across the intersection.
One tentacle slid over his helmet. Marlin heard the tat-tat-tat-tat of thorns sliding an inch above his ear. He prayed his helmet would save him, but the last few thorns slipped under the helmet, ploughed across his temple and snagged his helmet’s chin-strap.
His head jerked forward. Thorns dragged though his flesh, but the chin-strap held tight.
Still struggling backwards, Marlin’s chin-strap locked him to the creature. His head jerked savagely forward. His dog tags tore from his neck. They clinked down into the intersection and fell through the vent slots.
Wedged into the shaft, he strained against the creature, a stubborn leg-locked dog on a leash. His heels started sliding, just an inch at first, but then steadily further as the creature dragged him towards the intersection. His hands gradually slipped on the surfactant. He couldn’t get any proper leverage. He couldn’t reach his weapon. His head was twisting upwards and to the left; it felt like the creature was ripping his head right off.
I’m only going to get one chance at this. And it’s gunna hurt.
He reached up and deftly pinched his chin-strap’s clasp.
The clasp virtually exploded open.
His head rocketed backwards. The helmet flew forwards into the intersection. The thorns gouging his temple didn’t come away so easily.
Marlin’s scalp tore away like a piece of velcro.
He fell backwards down the shaft and slid along the surfactant. Before he stopped sliding, he spun over and started scrambling.
Blood poured down his face, blinding one eye and running off his nose. That’s a lot of blood. I can’t believe this is happening to me.
The pain felt phenomenal. His hearing seemed unbalanced. Had he lost his ear as well? He checked.
Yep, one ear was gone. Mother fucker. I’ve got my sister’s wedding next week. She’s going to kill me for getting messed up before the wedding.
Marlin squinted forwards. Blue smoke filled the shaft ahead.
It’s the riser. I’m back on track. I’ll beat these fuckers yet.
He put his head down and plunged into the thick blue smoke.
* * *
Cairns loaded his HK Flare Pistol.
The pistol made up part of his regular accruement, like the SOG punch-dagger hidden in the small of his back.
In the right circumstances the pistol functioned as a crudely effective remote detonator. It burned more than hot enough to ignite the surfactant in the vents.
He signaled the forklift. The driver rapidly reversed the forklift from the vent. Gould had already isolated the smoke and fire detectors. Cairns took aim and fired. The flare flew straight up into the vent.
Perfect aim.
Whooomp!
Flames exploded from the vent as the flare ignited the surfactant.
Cairns smiled as the chemical reaction engulfed the vent and started roaring through the shafts. The next two ceiling vents either side of Cairns erupted in flames. Then, further along, four more vents ignited as the chemical reaction raced through the network. Cairns followed the path of igniting surfactant as an ever-growing number of vents spat out flames.
If not already dead, the Marines would start dropping from the ceiling any second now.
Cairns turned to Lieutenant Bora, expecting Bora’s usual smirking nod of approval, but Bora bent to pick something up from the floor. It looked like a set of dog tags on a chain. Bora’s expression looked odd. He glanced up from the dog tags to the flames licking from the vents, apparently hypnotized by the fiery spectacle. This wasn’t like Bora. Normally he would be offering betting odds on how long before the Marines dropped screaming from the vents.
It’s not important, Cairns told himself, tucking away the flare pistol. No doubt Bora feels guilty about losing the templates.
Returning his attention to the vents, Cairns lifted his submachine gun and waited.
* * *
Coleman free-fell down the shaft.
Halfway down, he jammed his boots and forearms against the sides to bleed off speed. His braking method hardly worked; he’d forgotten about the slippery surfactant.
He hit the bottom hard. With a thunderous bang, his boots smacked into the bottom of the riser. He rolled over the impact point and absorbed the rest of the fall with his arms. His friction in the riser slowed him past the danger point, but he wouldn’t try that trick again soon. He mustn’t get sloppy in his rush to help Marlin.
Despite what he’d said to Vanessa, Coleman doubted Marlin could outmaneuver so many creatures in the vents. But he wouldn’t give up on Marlin. He’d never leave a team member. If Marlin stood any chance at all, he needed to have doubled back and be heading towards the riser this very second.
Coleman squatted in the bottom of the riser and listened. Eight ventilation shafts branched from the riser’s base. Hostile sounds banged through the shafts from every direction. Making sense from the noise seemed impossible.
Then Coleman simultaneously heard two new sounds.
The first sound was a forklift reversing rapidly away. That had to be the forklift Cairns was using. It might mean he was about to ignite the surfactant.
The second sound was different.
The sound gave Coleman a moment’s hope.
It was a repeating sound, just audible among the chaotic thumping and banging of the creatures working through the shafts, a steady thump, thump, thump, thump of someone crawling fast towards the riser. Someone crawling just ahead of the creatures.
Marlin, you magnificent bastard!
Marlin was still in the game.
‘That little tunnel rat’s going to make it,’ said Coleman, relief washing over him.
But which shaft? Coleman spun on his boot toes, trying to pinpoint Marlin’s direction. He couldn’t tell the direction; the sound seemed to come from everywhere. In fact, with all the echoes, it was coming from everywhere.
‘Captain, you got incoming,’ Forest called down the riser.
Coleman looked straight up into a cloud of butterflies. The butterflies spiraled down the riser, swarmed around Coleman, then fragmented into smaller clouds that funneled down the shafts.
Most of the butterflies streamed into the northwest shaft.
Coleman followed them. Butterflies meant creatures. Creatures meant Marlin.
He’d hardly moved two meters down the shaft when he saw Marlin crawling across the intersection twenty-five meters away.
‘Marlin!’ yelled Coleman, dragging the flashlight from his webbing. ‘This way!’
He shone his flashlight down the shaft.
His torchlight revealed a scene from a horror movie.
Coleman took a second to recognize his friend’s ruined face. Marlin looked an absolute mess. Blood soaked his entire head. The left side of Marlin’s once smooth face hung in messy shreds. Strips of his mangled cheek slapped into his chin as he crawled. The top of his head looked scalped.
Marlin crawled in front of three creatures.
Suddenly the nightmare got worse.
A fire-wave rolled into the intersection behind Marlin. It flowed like crimson quicksilver, sweeping over every surface. For a moment the igniting surfactant engulfed the intersection, transforming the space into a glowing furnace. Then like a zero-gravity red velvet wave, the fire raced down the shaft towards Marlin.
‘Shit — the surfactant!’ yelled Coleman. ‘Come on, Marlin. Crawl faster!’
Marlin glanced over his shoulder into the approaching fire tunnel.
The fire moved faster than the creatures, faster than Marlin, faster than any living thing could possibly crawl through the shafts. It moved like it was born with a malign purpose.
It was born to burn.
Coleman saw the bone-weary exhaustion in Marlin’s movements. His every movement was a massive effort. He looked beyond exhausted.
‘This way,’ yelled Coleman, ignoring the defeated look in his friend’s eyes as Marlin turned his back on the creatures and the flames. ‘Hurry! You can beat it!’
Marlin shook his head slightly.
There was just no point running anymore.
Behind Marlin, the fire engulfed the creatures. The creatures stood out against the bright flames for a split-second and then disappeared. Three butterflies disintegrated ahead of the flames.
One moment Marlin stared into Coleman’s eyes -
— and the next moment he became a human flashlight.
A screaming fire elemental trapped in the shaft.
The fire-wave wrapped Marlin in a bright red blanket. He had collected so much surfactant that he ignited like everything else.
The roar of the surfactant dulled Marlin’s screams. And then Marlin disappeared behind the charging front of the fire. Coleman watched his friend until the last second, then turned and raced ahead of the flames into the riser.
If he didn’t move fast, he would burn like Marlin. Emerging into the riser, Coleman grabbed the recessed handholds and hauled himself hand over hand up the side.
Liquid fire poured into the shaft below his boots. The entire base of the riser erupted with a surge of intense heat. Coleman climbed above the inferno. But the fire hadn’t stopped. It raced up the walls around him.
Lurching himself up, desperately grabbing two and then three handholds at a time, he saw the fire climbing the riser past his left shoulder.
‘Climb! Climb!’ yelled King from above.
Then the surfactant, heavier than normal air, thinned out and Coleman pulled ahead of the climbing flames.
A strong hand grasped his shoulder webbing and dragged him over the edge. The heat increased incredibly as he and King scrambled away from the riser.
King pushed Coleman down a ventilation hatch through the habitation level ceiling. King tumbled out after him, grabbing the edge of the vent and swinging his feet down before he dropped.
Vanessa and Forest had made the same escape, and were anxiously watching the ventilation hatch for Marlin.
After a few moments, when nothing but a heat-haze emerged, they looked towards Coleman. Coleman climbed to his feet after his awkward drop to the floor.
‘He didn’t make it,’ he said, meeting their eyes one by one until he was looking at King. ‘I saw Marlin get caught in the fire. He was badly injured before the fire reached him.’
King’s hands shook. He looked ready to tear the walls apart to find his friend.
‘How badly was he injured?’ hissed King. His voice sounded like it was falling apart in his chest. ‘More than just his leg?’
Coleman nodded. He didn’t want to explain how Marlin had looked just before the end. ‘It looked like he tangled with the creatures in the shafts again, after he got caught the first time.’
King made a monumental effort to stay calm. His breath shook as he exhaled. He asked, ‘So Marlin took on the creatures head-to-head, twice, and then got burnt just before he reached the riser?’
‘That’s what it looked like,’ Coleman answered quietly. ‘He was pretty messed up.’
‘But he was alive when the fire reached him?’
‘Yeah. He was almost at the riser.’ Coleman reached out and steadied himself against a cabinet. He felt dizzy after the intense heat.
‘You’re blistering,’ said Vanessa, spotting Coleman’s hand. ‘We’ll have something for that in here.’
In here? thought Coleman.
He realized they occupied a small medical center. He was leaning against a cabinet full of syringes and vials. The smell was instantly recognizable. It smelled like his home town’s doctors surgery. It even had a similar feel, right down to the dog-eared magazines and saltwater fish tank. Beside the fish tank a handwritten notice read: Health assessments in the gymnasium every Tuesday afternoon, 3pm.
Coleman realized the medical center was designed to feel familiar, no doubt one of the techniques used to reduce the anxiety of staff living and working in the isolated, underground Complex.
The medical center had been spared from the creatures’ rampage. The sliding doors seemed intact. Coleman recalled that the medical center was located roughly in the center of the hub, not far from the pool room. Judging from the equipment, the center’s primary goal was to stabilize patients before relocation to better-equipped facilities. It would never have coped with today’s casualties.
But by the look of it, someone had tried. Medical supplies lay scattered all over the floor
Staring down at the supplies, Coleman felt a surreal sense of shock about losing Marlin. It wasn’t just that. Last time he’d been on the habitation level, the entire scene resembled pure anarchy as people ran screaming for the safety of somewhere other-than-here.
Now it was deadly quiet. Same place, different feel. But the feeling was almost as bad.
Vanessa gave up rummaging inside the cabinet and got down on her hands and knees. She picked through the supplies scattered over the floor.
‘Gotcha,’ she said, plucking an aerosol spray from the mess.
Coleman’s fatigues, boots and body armor had shielded most of his skin from the few seconds of intense heat, but the backs of his hands were blistered.
‘This is an anesthetic burn treatment.’ Vanessa shook the can. ‘It should stop any infection.’
Coleman felt the cold spray hit his hand as she applied the treatment.
‘What now?’ asked Forest emptily, keeping watch through the glass doors.
Coleman had just been asking himself that same question. ‘Now we’re back on the habitation level, I’m making it our first priority to contact the Evac Center. I need to make sure David’s OK.’
Everyone nodded, and Vanessa searched around herself.
‘I think I know a way to reach David,’ she said. ‘It’s close too.’
Coleman hoped she was right. He added, ‘And we need to broadcast a distress signal to the Coronado. I’m open to suggestions of how we do that.’
Coleman directed his question at King.
King hadn’t noticed. He was staring up at the vent. The vent where his best friend had just been torn apart by creatures and then burned alive.
Coleman knew that King had no family left. When able, King had spent his Sunday lunches for the last four years at Marlin’s family table, with Marlin’s three sisters and mother. Coleman had joined them a few times, and was surprised to see the massive man smiling so much, washing plates, his hulking figure bending over the sink while Marlin dried the dishes. His deep laugh boomed through the house as Marlin quietly cracked jokes.
Maybe King was thinking about that right now.
‘King,’ said Coleman. ‘I know how you feel. I feel exactly the same way, but we need to keep our heads in the game. We need to send out a distress signal. Any suggestions?’
King lowered his gaze from the vent.
He stared at Coleman, his dark features unreadable. A very intelligent man dwelled within that hulking exterior. He was a loyal Marine, but at the end of the day, friendship meant everything to King.
Coleman wondered if he had a problem. The time to grieve for Marlin would come later, otherwise they would all end up like Marlin.
Dead-pan, King replied, ‘Fifth Unit carried an executive communications pack. If we can find their equipment, we can contact the Coronado.’
Hearing the logical suggestion, Coleman dismissed his concerns. King was still thinking like a professional. And he was right. If they could find Fifth Unit’s radio equipment, they could hump the radio outside the Complex beyond the blackout zone.
‘But where’s the equipment?’ asked Forest.
The last time Coleman had heard from Fifth Unit, they had been on this level, heading towards the pool room. They never showed up. Coleman knew that a team fighting a running battle left signs of their passing. It shouldn’t be too hard for him to track them.
A different problem worried him now.
‘Something else is worrying me,’ he admitted. ‘There could only have been a dozen creatures up in those vents chasing us. If there had been more, we would never have outmaneuvered them.’
‘So where the hell are all the other creatures?’ asked Vanessa, picking up on Coleman’s train of thought.
She unconsciously reached down to her tablet. ‘And what are they doing?’
‘Exactly,’ said Coleman. ‘How much ammunition do we have left?’
Forest knew without checking. ‘Three and a half magazines between all of us.’
Coleman had only half a magazine left in his assault rifle. After that he was down to his colt.
‘We can’t sustain any more face-to-face confrontation. We need to use stealth. Fifth Unit initially deployed through the north stairwell. I think I know a way we can cross to the north stairwell without being noticed.’
Coleman nodded to Vanessa. ‘Show me how we can contact David.’
Vanessa moved to the small rear door in the medical center. She opened the door slightly to peer through the crack. Beyond lay the school classroom. A common wall joined the two facilities.
She quietly opened the door and scanned the classroom. Coleman hardly heard the others following them, which was exactly what he wanted.
Clearly there had been an attempt to keep the classroom as normal-looking as possible. On the walls hung children’s paintings and multiplication tables. Lunch-bags and pullovers hung from hooks near the door. A whiteboard displayed an interrupted lesson in long-division. Coleman saw where pencils had been abandoned when the alarm sounded.
‘This is his desk here,’ said Vanessa, touching a desktop as she crossed the room.
‘It was lucky the children were so close to the evacuation tunnel,’ Coleman observed.
‘It wasn’t luck,’ Vanessa corrected. ‘We designed it that way.’
Coleman reached the other side of the classroom. He looked out the partly open door.
Christ.
He’d been expecting this, or some variation of what he was seeing, but it was still terrible. A person lay torn apart in the doorway. Coleman hardly recognized the mess in as anything but chunks of flesh held roughly together by strips of fabric. It looked like the person — a man or woman Coleman couldn’t tell — had distracted the creatures while the children escaped. They had used a fire extinguisher as a weapon.
‘This is Peter Crane,’ said Vanessa, picking up a plastic identity swipe card. ‘He was the schoolteacher on rotation this month.’
Forest passed Coleman the remains of Peter’s jacket lying in the classroom. A lot of good people had gone down fighting today. Peter Crane was one of them.
‘The children reached the Evacuation Center because of you,’ said Coleman, covering Peter’s remains with the jacket. ‘You saved them.’
‘Alex — ’
Coleman looked up and saw Vanessa standing across the room, her hand on the type of intercom he had already found inactive. She looked pale. She had stopped speaking mid-sentence and was looking around herself.
‘What is it?’ Coleman asked, alarmed by her sudden change of manner.
Dry-mouthed, she said, ‘I know why there weren’t more creatures in the vents. I think I know where most of the creatures have gone….’
Coleman looked around the classroom, at all the artwork on the walls, at the small tables and chairs and bags. ‘You’re not serious. Tell me you’re not serious!’
‘The Evacuation Center,’ confirmed Vanessa quietly, looking nauseous. It was the first time in all this mess that she had seemed completely shaken. ‘They can’t know about the vibrations yet. They have all kinds of systems operating in there. David’s in there.’
‘Can the creatures access the Evacuation Center?’
Vanessa didn’t answer immediately. When she did, her answer changed everything.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And very soon.’
* * *
Harrison stood in the heart of a siege.
The creatures were literally tearing the Evacuation Center apart from the top down.
Alone in the antechamber, looking upwards, he tracked the path of destruction across the ceiling as the wave of creatures thundered overhead. His first hint of the attack came barely thirty seconds ago.
Three system integrity alarms had sounded simultaneously.
For a brief moment, despite the alarms, he prayed the sound announced a helicopter landing to evacuate the civilians.
Then he heard the first screeeeech-twang-clatter of a surface maintenance hatch being violently torn from its hinges.
Then another hatch was torn away, a short distance further along the roof. At the same time, the upright fuse box for the helicopter landing-pad was ripped off. Orange warning light appeared on the digital wall display as he heard the first alarmed cries from the evacuees. Ceiling lights flickered for five seconds throughout the Center. The evacuees stood and turned their faces upwards. They guessed what was coming.
It was quiet for a moment.
And then the full storm hit.
It felt like a tornado dragging wrecked car bodies across the roof. The sound above the evacuees was a devastating orchestra of tearing fixtures and straining metal as the creatures demolished their way into every conduit, maintenance point and access tunnel.
There could be no mistaking their intentions: they were trying to find a way inside, testing every nook and cranny to find an opening. Fortunately, most of those points on the surface ran into dead-ends or became narrow apertures through solid concrete.
Most, but not all.
‘Everyone stay calm,’ Dana urged over the intercom. ‘They can’t get in here. We’ve barricaded every entrance. Just stay calm.’
Harrison prayed she was right.
Non-essential surface instruments taking a battering wasn’t going to kill any of the evacuees, but as he projected the creatures’ path across the roof, Harrison predicted a much bigger problem. On the digital wall-display, groups of warning lights blossomed ever larger as the system traced the creatures’ destructive path eastward.
Towards the top-deck.
The worst possible direction.
The Evac Center had two entrances: the evacuation tunnel, sealed by the heavy containment door, and the top-deck. A single concrete stairwell led from the communal area to the top-deck. At the top of the stairwell, a short landing served a set of gas-operated doors. The metal sliding doors provided an airtight seal for the sterile Center. Sullivan’s engineering teams had done their best to barricade the top-deck, welding and bolting cross-struts across the door and inside the landing, but their defensive resources were limited.
Harrison pinched the bridge of his nose. If the creatures could pry open the top-deck, then they could get past any of their hastily-constructed reinforcements.
Warning lights started flashing around the top-deck.
For a moment the lights flickered in the antechamber as the creatures severed some power relays from the main Complex. After a moment of darkness where the noises seemed even louder, the emergency power came online. Harrison hoped that one of the creatures had just been electrocuted.
On cue, Sullivan’s frantic voice came over his headset. ‘Harrison, I got hostiles up here. They’re tearing apart the top-deck. I can see the sunlight through our reinforcements. There’s a fucking nest of them up here!’
Harrison pressed his index finger to his earpiece to hear over the continuous roar of buckling metal. ‘Will the reinforcement hold?’
‘No way. They’re going to compromise the top-deck in the next minute and then reach our barricade. The doors weren’t designed to resist this kind of force.’
Harrison faced the reality that the creatures were going to break into the Evacuation Center. It was no longer a matter of if they could, but when they would.
It was only a matter of minutes.
Two Marines and a mass of unarmed and terrified civilians against countless biological killing machines? The creatures would tear apart every living person in the Center — women, children, everyone.
Don’t stop. Don’t give up.
Harrison snatched up his hand radio. ‘I want the second and third engineering teams to meet me at the top-deck immediately. Start cramming the stairwell with equipment — tear out the bed-frames if we have to. If the creatures get through the top-deck I want them to work for every inch of stairwell.’
Suddenly Harrison heard Sullivan’s assault rifle firing.
Sullivan came over the radio a second later.
‘I got visual. I got targets! They’re breaking through the top-deck.’
Harrison stared hard at the blueprint.
What the hell drew the creatures? Had they slaughtered everything in the main Complex and were now looking for fresh prey? There must be some way to distract them; some way to stall their progress and buy precious time for the evacuees.
Sullivan came again over the radio.
‘They’ve breached the top-deck doors, Harrison! They’re at the barricade! I got hostiles three meters away!’
Harrison turned from the blueprint in disgust and snatched up his assault rifle. This was it — they were breaking in. They’d be through the barricade in minutes. There was nothing more he could achieve from the antechamber.
‘I’m on my way, Sullivan. Let’s give these freaks a fight they won’t forget.’
Harrison sprinted down the short corridor.
The evacuees in the communal area, more than one hundred and fifty people, raced to block the stairwell. It presented an incredible scene as people did whatever it took to get as much material moving towards the stairwell as humanly possible. Survival instinct mobilized everyone. Chairs, cabinets, couches, bed frames, shelving units, monitors — everything not screwed-down passed hand over hand through the crowd towards the top-deck stairwell. Anything screwed down was being quickly unscrewed or torn up.
A sea of people passed, pushed, carried, and dragged every possible obstacle towards the stairwell. They must have started the process before Harrison even gave the order to the engineering teams. He spotted young David struggling with a chair over his head, a determined look locked on his face. At the edge of the crowd, a man grabbed the chair from David and threw it up and into the stairwell. David turned and ran to fetch another. Every hand made a difference.
These people weren’t giving up.
Harrison absorbed the scene on the run. He dodged left and right through the working crowds, ducking under a couch and cutting in front of two women straining to carry a small fridge.
Dana’s voice came breathlessly over his radio. ‘Harrison? Are you there? Harrison!’
He snatched the hand radio from his hip. ‘Dana? What is it?’
He couldn’t hear Dana’s answer over the chaos of evacuees.
He skidded to a halt in the middle of the surging crowd, the only still person in a sea of motion. ‘What’s that? Say again!’
Dana’s voice sounded clearer this time. ‘Harrison, come to the communications station right away! Hurry!’
‘What is it? Are the C-Guards down?’
‘No, the blackout’s intact. Just hurry, will you! The signal might not last.’
A signal? Who could send a signal through the blackout?
Harrison took off running towards the communication room.
‘How can we be getting a signal?’ he demanded as he slid into the comms room.
Then Harrison saw Dana standing at the intercom system, a simple microphone and speaker box on the wall with a single ‘talk’ button.
Dana gripped the intercom with two hands, watching over her shoulder for his approach. As soon as she saw him, she thumbed the talk button and spoke into the recessed microphone. ‘He’s here. Harrison’s here.’
She quickly stepped away from the intercom. ‘He’s asking for you.’
Harrison slid into the room and ignored the intercom. He turned his back on Dana, angry he’d been distracted from where he was needed over something trivial.
He yelled over his shoulder back to Dana, ‘If you’ve got someone holed up in the Complex, they’re on their own. I don’t have time for this.’
‘Then you better make some time,’ blurted a familiar voice from the intercom.
Harrison didn’t take one step more. He didn’t speak for three valuable seconds of what was perhaps going to be the last few minutes of his life.
‘Captain!’ Harrison flew to the intercom. ‘Captain Coleman! Is that you?’
‘It’s me, Harrison. Listen, this is important. Have you got my son? Is David there?’
‘Yeah. He’s here. I’ve got him. What the hell’s going on?’
‘Are you sure it’s him? Is he hurt?’
‘No. He’s fine at the moment, but we’re about to go under, Captain. We’re under siege. We’re all going to be dead very soon of we can’t think of something!’
The line was quiet for a moment, and Harrison realized Coleman hadn’t known up until now if his son had survived to reach the Evac Center.
Coleman came back on the line. ‘What’s you status, Corporal?’
Harrison keyed his headset radio so Sullivan could hear the conversation with the Captain. ‘We’ve got about four minutes until this place is overrun. The creatures are busting apart the top-deck right now. We can’t hold them.’
‘Communications?’
‘The blackout is still up,’ answered Harrison, getting a nod of confirmation from Dana. ‘We’re broadcasting a message, but there’s been no gap in the C-Guards. Captain, I’ve got nearly two hundred evacuees in here, including children. Any chance of an evac?’
The line was quiet for a moment. Harrison suspected bad news was coming.
‘Harrison, listen carefully,’ said Coleman. ‘This line isn’t secure. The Complex has been overrun by terrorists. I estimate their force now to be approximately twenty-five gunmen. They’re being led by Cameron Cairns. The creatures are plant-based. They were grown by Francis Gould using Dr Vanessa Sharp’s original stolen templates. Harrison, the creatures are attracted to vibration sources. I repeat, the creatures are attracted to vibrations. They will attack any source of vibrations. You need to shut down everything making vibrations in the Evac Center.’
‘Already on it,’ replied Harrison, pointing at Dana. ‘I’m redirecting the teams to shut everything down right now.’
‘Harrison,’ Coleman continued. ‘I don’t care what it takes. Sabotage everything if you have to, but shut down every system with moving parts. Then keep everyone quiet and still. With all the vibrations from the main Complex, that should keep you safe if you can do it fast enough.’
‘Understood, sir. But one thing. About the terrorists. There was something about their weapon fire. I’ve never heard gunfire like that.’
‘I know. I heard it too. I’m starting to suspect there is more going on here than we realize. More than just the creatures and the templates. Listen, Harrison. We haven’t got time to talk. You need to shut everything down. I mean everything. Get started right away. And Harrison, tell David that his mother is safe, and that I’m here, and that we’ll be coming to get him very soon.’
‘You bet.’
‘Vanessa — stay safe!’ called out Dana from behind Harrison, but the line was already dead.
Harrison released the talk button. His mind whirled with everything he’d learned. Their immediate goal stood clear. Thanks to Coleman, they now had a chance.
He activated the emergency Center-wide speaker system and bellowed into the microphone.
‘Listen up, everyone! We know how to stall the creatures! We need to shut down every moving system. Every single system in the Center needs to be shut down or destroyed. And I mean NOW!’

Chapter 8

Coleman lowered his hand from the intercom.
Vanessa was right up beside him, staring into the intercom as though she had expected to hear David’s voice.
He caught Vanessa’s attention. ‘What are the chances Cairns is monitoring that line?’
‘Unlikely,’ she answered. ‘It’s a direct line running from the school to the Evac Center. Staff insisted on it before they agreed to bring their families here. It doesn’t get redirected through the admin hub, so it can’t be blocked. It would have to be physically severed. I doubt Gould even knows about it. He didn’t exactly have time for children.’
She glanced at the intercom. ‘Can your people shut down all the systems in time?’
Coleman hoped so. ‘If it’s humanly possible, Harrison will do it.’
‘But there’s a flip side,’ said Vanessa. ‘What’s the next largest source of vibrations after the Evac Center?’
Coleman understood her meaning. ‘That would be us and the terrorists.’
Vanessa nodded. ‘More and more creatures are going to come looking for us now.’
‘I’m happy with that if it keeps David safe,’ said Coleman. ‘We need to locate Fifth Unit’s communication pack and call for help.’
Coleman joined King and Forest outside the classroom. He followed the short corridor until it opened into a familiar arcade. North and south ended at revolving doors. The south door was where Coleman had used his combat knife to slow the creatures. He could also see the corridor that led to the pool room.
Maybe it was paranoia residue from the first ambush, but he felt suddenly vulnerable.
The far side of the arcade beckoned from across twenty meters of exposed, tiled floor. Besides the two revolving doors, six exits served the oval arcade. Three down the east and three down the west. It looked textbook ripe for an ambush.
In the middle stood some kind of digital directory tower. About the size of a phone-booth, it provided the only cover for anyone crossing the arcade.
Wait, signaled Coleman back down the corridor.
Forest grasped Vanessa’s arm. She didn’t know their field signals.
Coleman scanned the arcade entrances once more before darting towards the directory. He cut straight towards the feature, moving low, his CMAR-17 ready to return fire. Reaching the directory, he almost slipped. Recovering awkwardly, he pressed his back against the smooth feature and checked his footing. He’d almost slipped in water from the overflowing pool room.
He signaled the others to come. Forest dashed across the open space.
Vanessa crouched to come next.
Coleman jerked up his palm to halt her from starting her maneuver. King pulled her back into concealment. Coleman had heard something. Quiet talking sounded from behind the directory board. No, wait, it was the directory board. Twisting, he studied the board over his shoulder. The touch-sensitive screen had been activated. Coleman searched for how to shut down the recorded monologue that he’d accidentally triggered. The board now showed a complicated wire frame diagram. After a moment’s study, he realized the rotating digitized model represented the entire research Complex.
Almost the entire Complex, Coleman corrected himself. The model’s designer wasn’t aware of the military’s hidden additions.
Coleman found the control to pause the display, halting the audio mid-sentence and freezing the wire frame diagram. Part of the diagram caught his attention. It was the way the electrical conduits ran vertically through the Complex. The main power room occupied the basement, but local transformers and switchboards interrupted the electrical conduits on every level. Coleman memorized the pattern of electrical subsystems before he signaled Vanessa to start moving.
As she scurried across the gap, Coleman examined the three passageways heading to the west.
The middle passage led to the pool room and the Pave Hawk wreckage. No joy that way. He already knew the pool room was a hazardous obstacle to cross. The passage further south headed back into the administration hub proper.
After glancing around the directory, Coleman sprinted diagonally towards the third passageway.
At the same time, King made his move to the directory. Forest came just seconds behind Coleman.
Coleman read the large white on blue sign just inside the passageway:
CAFETERIA
Breakfast 7am — 9am
Lunch 11am — 1pm
Dinner 6pm — 8pm

Below the sign was a bloody handprint. Someone fleeing from the cafeteria had left their mark.
With a sense of deepening apprehension at what he might discover, Coleman sidestepped down the wall, peering into the cafeteria.
It resembled a high school or university cafeteria. Potted plants and vending machines dotted among the large rectangular tables. Judging by the number of discarded dinner trays, breakfast was in full swing when the creatures attacked. Coleman imagined the horror as the creatures tore through the patrons. The evidence lay everywhere.
Bloody shoeprints covered the cafeteria’s tiled floor where small groups had fled around the room away from the creatures, unable to escape through the tightly-packed crowd blocking the exit.
A macabre work in crimson surrounded the exit itself. Blood stains painted panic and mayhem. People had been pushing from the back. At one stage the crowd fell. People had slipped over in the blood trying to regain their footing.
Others had tried less conventional escape routes.
Coleman noticed scuff marks up the vending machines where people had desperately tried to climb away from the creatures. A man wearing a bright yellow Hawaiian shirt lay crushed under a toppled vending machine. His was one of the few bodies still intact.
‘There’s pieces everywhere,’ murmured Forest. ‘How many are in here?’
King said, ‘You’d have to do a head count.’
Coleman knew that King was being quite literal. You would have to actually count the number of heads in the cafeteria to work out how many people all the limbs and bodies belonged to.
‘How did blood get up there on the ceiling?’ asked Forest, gaping upwards.
‘I can think of plenty of ways,’ answered King.
Vanessa wasn’t speaking. Her eyes took in the details, but the emotions weren’t reaching her face anymore.
Coleman scanned the community notice board, desperate to focus on anything but the carnage. The notice board made it worse. Coleman’s uncle had once claimed that a careful observer could infer a lot about a person from their bookshelf. The type of books on display and there order on the shelf revealed their owner’s character. Coleman had discovered this same principle applied with notice boards. The social culture in a large organization stood revealed through its notice board. Book groups, exercise classes, chess competitions, swimming comps — like nothing else, seeing the notice board reinforced in Coleman the pointless waste of human life scattered around the cafeteria.
Thank god David and Vanessa weren’t sharing breakfast in here when the attack started.
He shook off the awful feeling and pointed out the stainless steel serving station down the far end. Beyond stretched the kitchen.
‘Stay close to the wall,’ he urged, edging along under the notice board. The others followed closely, negotiating fallen pot plants and toppled chairs.
They ducked under the serving counter and wove quickly through the kitchen.
‘Here,’ said Coleman, indicating a plastic roller door at the rear of the kitchen. A small motor at the top raised and lowered the door.
Forest quietly slid across the door’s two deadbolts. King disengaged the small motor with his multipliers. Coleman secured his CMAR-17 and drew his colt.
He pointed to the roller door’s base. ‘Knife.’
Forest knelt and slid his combat knife under the door. He twisted the handle, lifting the door an inch. When no reaction resulted, Coleman slipped his fingers through the gap and lifted the door another three inches. He pressed his cheek to the floor and spied underneath.
Beyond stretched the northern section of the pedestrian loop. They crossed this area before, but fleeing after the pool room skirmish, Coleman had absorbed only the barest details. The area beyond the door resembled an open-plan airport VIP lounge. Furniture stretched away for about fifty meters, surrounding a marble fountain. Mostly cane easy chairs and marble coffee tables surrounded the fountain, but a few large couches and solid wood chairs dotted the mix. The furniture was arranged in circles. Or rather, it had been; it lay all over the place now. People had also been breakfasting out there when the evac started.
Thirty meters to Coleman’s right sat some kind of small motorized vehicle linked to a train of pallets. It resembled a golf buggy towing a row of open-sided dumpsters. The procession had been abandoned.
It all looked clear.
Their goal lay across the lounge area.
Two entrances provided access to the dormitories recessed behind the north wall. Both passageways linked back to the north stairwell.
Coleman groaned inwardly. It was too much open space to cross. He lifted the roller door halfway open.
‘Is there another way?’ asked Forest. ‘It’s pretty exposed.’
King didn’t comment either way.
‘I’m open to suggestions,’ offered Coleman. ‘But we need to move now.’
There were no options. The upper section of northern stairwell was Fifth Unit’s insertion point and the best place to start tracking them.
Coleman touched Vanessa’s arm. ‘We’ll cross to the fountain first. I’m up front. You come straight after me.’
She nodded and took position beside Coleman.
Coleman waited for King and Forest to get ready. ‘Cover us until we reach the furniture and then start your move.’
Coleman struck out towards the fountain. After fifteen meters he dodged among the furniture, sidestepping couches and overturned coffee tables. He glanced back to check Vanessa’s progress. Forest and King wove a path behind her, keeping a protective triangle around Vanessa.
Coleman sensed something amiss.
He stopped.
The layout of the furniture ahead appeared wrong. Three cane couches were out of order. Strangely enough, even chaos had a pattern, and this wasn’t it.
Vanessa bumped into Coleman. ‘What the…?’
Then it all happened.
Three gunmen leapt from concealment behind the couches. Arranged in a semi-circle, they had hidden about fifteen feet apart to avoid friendly crossfire. The gunmen hardly straightened before Third Unit reacted.
Coleman fired his colt. The power of the bullet jerked up his arm, and a fraction of a second after, snapped back the terrorist’s head.
The bullet collapsed the man’s forehead into the frontal lobe of his brain.
Forest swung his CMAR-17 to the left and grouped three bullets squarely into his target’s chest. The terrorist hadn’t even raised his weapon before he tumbled backwards into a magazine stand. The entire stand collapsed under the gunman, burying him in periodicals and newspapers.
King fired on the move. His first round punched through a couch. A puff of yellow stuffing marked where the bullet exited the back of the couch and slammed into the gunman’s hip. The second and third bullet found the man’s solar plexus and right lung.
The gunman stumbled backwards, but didn’t fall.
King closed with his target like a higher-order predator. In three steps he leapt over the couch. On his downward flight, still fully in the air, he smashed his CMAR-17 into the terrorist’s face. His full weight carried the blow. The bridge of the gunman’s nose smashed straight back into his sinus cavity. The man collapsed backwards over a marble coffee table.
Coleman saw King flying through the air, ramming his weapon into the terrorist’s face. The gunman couldn’t recover, but King wasn’t finished. He redefined the word overkill.
King rolled on the ground and found his feet over his collapsed target. He grabbed the gunman’s bloody chin. With a sickening wrench, he snapped the man’s neck.
The entire violent exchange lasted four seconds. The three terrorists hadn’t gotten off a single shot.
But even as Forest’s target fell into the magazine stand, as King had launched himself into the air, Coleman knew that these three gunmen weren’t alone. They represented the trigger of a much larger trap.
Gunmen poured from the northern dormitories. At least nine sprinted towards the pallet train, firing as they ran.
Forest was immediately hit.
Turning towards the new attack, Forest was blasted off his feet. He spun in the air and crashed down hard.
The couch behind King erupted in clouds of yellow stuffing. Two horizontal lines of submachine gunfire streaked towards him. He dove towards the overturned marble coffee table. Tilted up on one end, the table served as a marble shield. He smacked down on his hands and knees behind the solid square of marble just as the bullets pounded across the marble tabletop.
Coleman threw his full bodyweight into Vanessa, knocking them both sprawling behind the fountain. Bullets filled the air where she had stood gawping seconds before.
‘Forest’s down! Forest is down!’ yelled Coleman into his radio. ‘I got nine gunmen running for the pallets!’
Vanessa scrambled towards the fountain.
Coleman popped his colt over the first tier of the three-tiered fountain and snapped off two fast shots. It was too dangerous to look over the edge and see if they had done any good.
Next he heard a terrible sound. It was a Mark 2 submachine gun firing fully automatic behind his position. Had they missed a hidden gunman? If so, the gunman now had a clear line of fire on Third Unit’s exposed flank. Coleman spun onto his back and swung his colt around, praying he could drill the new threat from his position behind the fountain.
But his pistol sights only found King.
When King dove for cover, he must have landed within reach of the dead terrorist’s dropped gun, because two seconds later he popped up from behind the marble tabletop and opened fire again with the submachine gun back at the terrorists.
King grimaced as he cut loose. He hosed the entire clip at the running targets. His huge muscles strained to keep the weapon’s recoil on target. He discharged ninety rounds in under three seconds.
They were three seconds of ear-splitting thunder.
Coleman saw two terrorists go down under the 5.7 mm rounds. They were the only two who hadn’t reached hard cover behind the pallets. Their legs were blown out from under them. The other seven gunmen including Bora ducked down behind the pallets.
Damn! Damn! Damn! thought Coleman.
Bora’s intention was clear: he was ensuring Third Unit couldn’t reach the dormitories or retreat back to the cafeteria kitchen. Also, the closer range far better suited the terrorists’ submachine guns.
As the two wounded terrorists began hauling themselves towards the pallets, Coleman looked back through the furniture for Forest.
Forest was dragging himself towards the collapsed magazine stand. Beside the stand stood a dispensary counter for returning trays, like at a fast food restaurant. The narrow counter was loaded with cutlery and napkins and empty plastic serving trays. It was mounted on a marble block about the height of two telephone books.
That’s where Forest was heading.
Reaching the counter, Forest maneuvered to lay straight out with the marble block between himself and the terrorists. His helmet pressed against a marble block no wider then his shoulders or taller than his helmet. It was only effective cover if he stayed perfectly still. Even then, it was pretty dubious. The wood veneer and aluminum structure on the marble block was effectively invisible to high-velocity rounds.
Coleman swore. He couldn’t see how badly Forest was injured, but from the way he crawled there was some fight in him yet. From the distance Bora launched the surprise attack, Forest’s body armor could have had stopped some of the damage.
‘Forest, don’t move,’ yelled out King.
‘Forest, how bad are you hit?’ called Coleman.
‘It’s just my arm.’ Forest’s voice was shaky. ‘It’s not too bad. My body armor caught two rounds.’
Gunfire hammered Forest’s position.
The light wood veneer splintered above his head. Serving trays crashed down over his legs. A bullet grazed his boot toe and tore off a chunk of rubber sole. Falling knives and forks showered his chest and torso.
The gunfire stopped.
Shredded paper napkins floated down a second later.
Keeping his body perfectly still, Forest turned his head until he found Coleman. A bead of sweat ran down his brightly flushed cheek.
His expression was obvious. Help me.
Coleman scanned the area around Forest. No hardcover existed nearby, except the fountain, and Forest would never survive the dash now the gunmen knew his position. He couldn’t even roll over without exposing a shoulder above the marble block.
A bloodstain spread over a white paper napkin fallen on Forest’s upper arm. The wound might not be life-threatening, but any second now he was going to collect a less treatable injury.
Coleman peaked over the fountain and studied the pallets. ‘Vanessa, is anything in those pallets volatile?’
She didn’t even need to check. ‘Definitely not. Nothing like that can be transported through the habitation level. It’s more likely to be rubbish and recycling. It’s all shipped off site.’
Coleman’s options were limited.
‘King, we need to draw that heat off Forest.’
The terrorists weren’t letting up. They hammered Forest’s position again. The tray counter collapsed. In moments Forest was lying behind the naked marble block, covered in splintered veneer slats and twisted aluminum frame. He shifted his body weight so the counter remains fell to one side.
‘Now!’ said Coleman.
Together, Coleman and King popped their weapons up and fired. Their immediate goal was to draw the terrorists’ gunfire from Forest.
In a second the return fire came.
Marble flakes blasted off the fountain and sliced through the air. Vanessa protected her face from the hundred marble razor-flakes zipping in every direction. A big chunk of marble dropped away from the side of the fountain and released a surge of water and a surprised red gold-fish.
The gold-fish hit the floor and slapped around.
The firing stopped.
A marble flake had clipped Vanessa’s earlobe. She touched the cut then checked her fingers for blood.
Coleman listened carefully, trying to predict Bora’s next move. Vanessa darted out her hand and caught the asphyxiating gold-fish. She slipped the fish back into the fountain.
If only everyone’s life was that easy to save, thought Coleman, wishing he could just scoop everybody up and carry them away.
He glanced back to King’s position behind the marble coffee table. The entire area around King was decimated. All the furniture was destroyed except the marble tabletop. It was the single house left standing after a twister. Covered in bullet craters, the edges of King’s cover had disintegrated under the intense firepower. Bullet damage had completely eroded away the top corners.
Third Unit were outnumbered and pinned down. Returning to the cafeteria kitchen or the dormitories was impossible. Coleman searched desperately around himself. Nothing he could use to alter the balance of the skirmish presented itself.
And then, in one second, everything got much, much worse.
* * *
Coleman groaned as a third force joined the skirmish.
The creatures had arrived.
Attracted to the gunfire, three creatures rushed from the dormitory corridor. They stopped right between Bora’s team and Third Unit, between the pallets and the fountain.
Then a forth creature emerged.
Then a fifth.
Their fire had drawn the creatures like iron filings to a magnet.
Coleman gave the ‘hold fire’ hand signal. Every eye watched the creatures. Coleman and Vanessa lay completely still. She lay closer to the creatures, but Coleman could see them over the lip of the fountain.
The creatures weren’t moving. They had frozen, apparently confused by the abrupt halt of the vibrations attracting them in the first place.
Everyone had ceased fire the moment the creatures arrived. Coleman hoped the terrorists would be careless enough to fire first and attract the creatures, but he knew it was a long shot. Bora knew exactly how the creatures worked. He wouldn’t make that kind of mistake.
Nobody moved. The area had become a silent graveyard in less than two seconds.
Coleman’s mind raced. No one could shoot for fear of attracting the creatures. Should Third Unit seize the opportunity and try to withdraw in full view of the terrorists who couldn’t dare fire? If the creatures sensed their vibrations, Third Unit might be forced to retreat under full fire from the terrorists. They’d be slaughtered. Coleman truly had no idea just how sensitive the creatures were to vibrations.
All their lives, the genetic material, maybe the future of the free world, depended on which direction the creatures chose to attack, from which direction they first sensed prey.
Seconds passed as everyone kept perfectly still.
Coleman winced as a piece of marble plopped into the fountain’s second tier. The creatures stirred, but didn’t advance. If the marble had hit the floor instead of the water, it might have been different.
Coleman lifted his head and looked over the fountain. Beyond the creatures, Bora stared back at him.
Even across the distance, Coleman saw Bora raise his eyebrow — What now?
Then Bora’s eyes darted past Coleman.
It was Sergeant William King.
King rose slowly from behind cover. His eyes searched the pallet train until he found Bora. He pointed squarely at Bora and then deliberately traced his thumbnail over his own Adam’s apple. The message was plain to everyone. I’m going to kill you.
For a second Coleman thought King was daring Bora to shoot at him, then King carefully laid his weapon on the floor. Feet planted solidly, he reached out and lifted a fallen chair by its two front legs.
He’s not…? My god, he is!
Amazed, Coleman watched as King twisted his body and hurled the chair at the terrorists. It was a colossal effort. The chair spun gracefully through the air, arcing silently over the creatures.
The terrorists gaped at the incoming chair in jaw-dropping disbelief. The simplicity of the attack was genius. King was using the chair like a laser-guided missile. The chair was the laser, the creatures were the missiles.
The chair smashed down among the gunmen.
Coleman actually saw Bora’s expression the moment the chair splintered apart. It was the conductor’s face when someone farted in the orchestra — frustration, disappointment, and then face-twisting anger.
As the chair flew apart, Bora was already up and running. His men ran right behind him.
The five creatures charged the seven gunmen, drawn first by the smashing chair and then by the seven pairs of fleeing boots.
‘Fall back! Fall back,’ Coleman heard Bora yelling. The creatures reached the pallets. Bara’s men were in full retreat, only turning to sporadically fire at the creatures as they fled east along the pedestrian loop.
Coleman raced to Forest. King knelt beside the wounded Marine, pushing aside a piece of splintered timbre as he unclipped his first-aid kit.
Coleman thumped King’s shoulder. ‘Good thinking, you magnificent bastard.’
King didn’t answer as he worked on Forest’s arm.
‘What happened?’ asked Forest.
Vanessa gently squeezed Forest’s other arm. ‘King ran out of bullets so he started throwing furniture.’
‘That’d surprise them,’ said Forest, trying to peer around the marble block at the retreating terrorists.
‘Hold still for a second,’ urged Coleman. ‘Let King put the bandage on.’
‘The wound looks clean,’ reported King. ‘No bone fragments. Looks like it went straight through.’
Coleman nodded, half keeping his attention on the fleeing terrorists who were reaching the far end of the level. They had taken down one creature, but the four others were closing in. Bora retreated into the movie cinema occupying the north-east corner of the level. Two gunmen stopped at the cinema door, turned and fired, but the creatures were already reaching them.
King had a look of righteous satisfaction on his face as he watched the terrorists retreat into the cinema. ‘Let’s see how they like being chased for a change.’
* * *
When Bora saw the big black Marine throw the chair, he knew they were in deep trouble.
‘Fuck off,’ he breathed in shocked amazement as the chair sailed through the air. The single wooden chair changed everything.
Bora had the Marines pinned down. He’d wounded at least one. He had the larger force. He had the superior firepower. He was seconds away from securing the templates and leaving this shit-pit hole in the ground that the Americans loved so much.
And then?
And then the black giant had thrown the god-damned chair. The chair smashed straight down behind the pallets and destroyed every advantage Bora had gained.
In fact, it had done a lot more than that. Bora’s situation grew more desperate every second.
Now he was in full flight, sprinting for his life.
He ran into the cinema, crashing his shoulder into the swinging doors. The doors sprang open into the short corridor beyond.
‘Hold these doors!’ he ordered.
Two gunmen spun to face the charging creatures, lifting the weapons, firing.
Bora dashed six paces down the corridor and barged through a second set of double doors.
He ran straight down the main aisle between twenty rows of seats. A slight incline led down to the screen. Confused, he spun on the spot, searching for the second exit. Forcing the creatures to pursue through the bottleneck cinema corridor only worked if they could find another exit….
There’s no exit anywhere!
‘Check behind the screen,’ he shouted, shoving one gunman down the aisle towards the screen.
The gunman jerked across the curtain. He slashed the screen with his combat knife. Solid wall showed behind.
‘Nothing! There’s nothing here!’
The two gunmen flanking Bora raised their weapons towards the cinema’s front entrance.
Bora keyed his radio. ‘Gould! I’m in the cinema. I need an exit, a crawl space…anything!’
There was no answer. Bora hoped the cinema walls weren’t blocking his radio signal.
‘Answer me, Gould! I’ve got incoming hostiles!’
Gould’s voice came unhurriedly over Bora’s headset. Bora sensed Gould had been listening the entire time. ‘I’ve got nothing for you, Bora. There’s no other exit. Think about it. You’re in the corner of an underground Complex. It’s a dead end. The only way out is the way you came in.’
Bora almost spat he was so angry. Gould’s monsters were causing the problem in the first place. He said harshly, ‘Well turn something on to draw them away. They’re right on top of us!’
‘There’s nothing to turn on where you are,’ Gould replied calmly, almost jovially. ‘All the systems are disabled on the habitation level. We should have left long ago.’
Bora watched the two gunmen holding the outer doors.
They fired fully-automatic bursts at the approaching creatures. Behind them, two more gunmen held open the inner doors, their weapons ready, but unable to fire around the two forward gunmen.
Through the aperture framed by the twin doorways, the creatures were a solid wall of thrashing thorns charging the cinema. Bora’s men couldn’t focus on a single target. They jerked their weapons left and right, trying to slow down the charging wall. The creatures would overrun them in seconds.
The roar of weapon fire sounded deafening in the acoustic cinema.
Still firing, they backed away, preparing to abandon their defensive position at the outer doors.
Bora couldn’t blame them, but he couldn’t save them either. They’d left it too late.
With the hostiles just five meters away, both men’s weapons clicked empty.
Bora yelled, ‘Fall back, you two. Get those doors closed.’
Both gunmen abandoned their reload and turned to run as the creatures reached the outer doorway. A tentacle tripped the man on the left, and on his way down he lurched out desperately, searching, grasping. He grabbed his companion’s leg for support. The second man fell, tripped by the first wildly grasping gunman. He rolled on his hip and kicked out at the screaming face behind the grasping hands. His boot heal connected with the man’s cheek, splitting a wide gash, but the man didn’t let go. They both started sliding towards the outer doorway.
‘Help me!’ pleaded the entangled gunman, clutching his companion’s leg like a lifeline. ‘Shoot it!’
‘Let go,’ yelled the man being dragged by his leg. He reached out and frantically searched the passing wall. His fingers found a small ventilation grill. He shoved his fingers through the slots and gripped tight. His body jerked taunt and lifted off the floor. The grill immediately started buckling from the wall. The creatures swarmed over each other in their rush to cram through the outer doorway. ‘Let…me…GO!’
He kicked out again, this time targeting the hand gripping his fatigues. Bones snapped under the terror-fuelled kick.
The hand let go. The snagged gunman was dragged screaming under the creatures.
The second man didn’t stop to watch. As soon as the weight left his legs, he scrambled towards the inner cinema doors -
— just as they slammed in his face.
The slamming doors cut off Bora’s view of the creatures and the two prone gunmen. He didn’t have a choice. Those two men were already as good as dead.
‘Get up on the seats beside the doors,’ Bora directed his flanking gunmen. ‘Get ready for them to come through.’
Bora ignored the wet screaming beyond the doors. ‘Lock those doors. We need to slow them down long enough to use our weapons.’
The two gunmen who had slammed the inner doors searched for a way to lock them.
They weren’t fast enough. Or, Bora realized, the doors weren’t meant to lock.
Of the four gunmen in the cinema, two were trying to lock the swinging doors. Two more leapt up onto the seats, preparing to fill the corridor beyond with crossfire.
With a floor-shaking CRACK, the swinging doors caved into the cinema. It felt like someone ram-raided the cinema with a pickup truck. The doors slammed into the two gunmen trying to lock them.
The man on the right flew straight backwards, arms windmilling, legs bicycle-kicking. He crashed into the armrest three rows up from Bora.
The second gunman was less fortunate.
The door on his side ripped completely off its hinges. It struck the gunman with a bone-crunching thunk! The man flew backwards. The door flew after him. The man landed. The door landed on top of him like a giant coffin lid.
Standing sideways in the aisle, looking down his weapon-sight, Bora watched the unfolding chaos. He forced himself to wait. His first instinct was to start firing the moment the doors caved in, but he resisted the powerful urge.
Raw firepower wasn’t going to carry the day.
His aisle position provided the only view into the corridor.
The doorway framed a scene that would disturb the hardest head-case. It was a snapshot into hell. A legless torso came first through the doorway, bouncing into the cinema ahead of the wall of chaotic motion. The first gunman trapped in the corridor had lost both legs. The rest of his flesh flapped from his body. The torso landed in a seat and toppled forward.
The second gunman was still trapped under the creatures. He was now just a fleshy red paintbrush.
The gunman under the door moaned and tried to shift the weight pinning him to the aisle. He couldn’t see the horror show just three meters from his boots. If he had any sense, he would have kept still.
The first creature through the corridor leapt onto the door. Its limbs wrapped under the door and found the moaning mess beneath. Panicked cries came from under the door.
‘Fire!’ yelled Bora, determining the pinned gunman was as good as dead.
The two gunmen on the seats fired down into the aisle, right into the creature’s body. The creature spent its last few seconds tearing at what was under the door. With a horrific ripping of flesh, the creature yanked the man from under the door in four different directions.
As the creature collapsed, the gunman on the seats to Bora’s left started firing into the corridor. He barely had his weapon on-target before a second creature charged over the seats towards him.
It clambered over the seats with astonishing speed. Every blurred movement seemed random, but a thousand random movements striving for the same purpose was disturbingly effective. The gunman retreated awkwardly over the seats. An armrest caught his boot heal.
He fell backwards.
Bullets streaked across the ceiling as he toppled. Cement dust rained down. The man desperately tried to squirm backwards, impossible over the fixed armrests. The creature climbed over the man, concealing his struggles in a tent of tentacles.
Bora moved a few feet up the aisle, searching for a clean shot of the distracted hostile. He caught a glimpse of the man’s head locked in the creature’s mouth. The huge mouth jerked up and down, pounding the man into the seat. On the third jerk, the gunman’s head came off like the cork from a champagne bottle.
Bora saw a clear shot where the bulbous body rested over the back of two rows.
He fired.
Vital chunks of the creature’s body tore away. He released the trigger, and was correcting his weapon’s recoil, ready to fire again, when the next creature appeared in his peripheral vision through the doorway.
It ignored Bora. It sensed closer prey.
The gunman knocked flying by the doors pulled himself to his knees.
Bora held his fire, watching the kneeling gunman race to swing his weapon on target. Every second stretched into slow motion as Bora’s senses worked overtime to assimilate the unfolding events.
The gunman kneeling in the aisle had no chance.
The creature slammed into his chest before his Mark 2 came even halfway up. He tumbled backwards down the aisle with the creature coiled around him. The struggling mass halted in the aisle just three meters up from Bora. Resisting the urge to fire into the pair, Bora focused on the creature attacking the gunman on the seats. Its killing frenzy made it vulnerable. It would take a few seconds for the struggle at his feet to run its gruesome course.
Take this one out, and there’s only two left. Bora squeezed his trigger and sent another cluster of bullets pounding into the creature’s vulnerable abdomen. White fluid gushed over the red velvet seats. The creature slumped over the decapitated gunman, its tent of tentacles collapsing from the rapid loss of bodily fluid.
At the same time, the second gunman on the seats fired into the struggling mess in the aisle.
One left.
Bora spun on the ball of his right foot, panning his weapon sight across the doorway.
The last intact gunman did likewise, standing on the seats further up the aisle to Bora’s right, aiming into the corridor and waiting for the last creature to emerge.
He didn’t have to wait long.
The creature burst through the doorway and for a moment filled both sets of weapon sights.
The gunman opened fire. Bora didn’t.
Hovering his finger over the trigger, Bora watched the creature turn and charge up over the seats towards the weapon fire. Its movements looked as fluid as a massive octopus crawling over a coral reef.
The gunman saw he couldn’t stop the creature in time.
He jumped into the next row of seats. He’d seen what happened to the last guy caught on the seats. Nimbly negotiating the head rests, he half-jumped, half-ran down the rows.
The vibrations must have pinpointed his location.
A tentacle snapped forward. Swinging up between his thighs, the barbed limb shredded the man’s groin. The gunman pitched forwards as his lower body jerked backwards mid-flight. His stomach smashed straight down into the back of a seat, knocking out his breath. He rolled forward over the seat, clutching the strips of flesh between his legs.
‘Shoot it! SHOOT IT!’ he screamed, lying sideways over two seats, hands between his legs.
Bora watched and waited, ignoring the man’s pleas, unwilling to risk attracting the creature with ineffectual gunfire.
Sidestepping between rows, he paralleled the creature path.
Seeing that Bora wasn’t firing, the gunman lurched up from the seats -
— and straight into the descending creature.
The creature’s head smashed onto the man’s stomach, pinning him back onto the seat.
His screams were short and sharp, impossibly louder each time, as though he couldn’t quite believe what was happening and every new injury was a surprise despite everything that had come before. The creature looked like it was trying to burrow right through the man. As it reached its killing frenzy, spurred by the man’s frantic struggling and thumping fists, its tentacles started tearing entire seats right off the floor, throwing up a snowstorm of red fabric and yellow padding that partially obscured the grisly assault from Bora.
Bora slipped in a fresh ammunition clip. Two seats flew through the air and tumbled into the aisle on his left. He saw a clean shot and took it.
As he fired, the creature’s abdomen dropped between two rows of seats and into an area widened by its own destruction. Bullets stuttered harmlessness into the seats further back.
That’s torn it.
Bora realized his mistake instantly. He had just become the greatest source of vibrations in the cinema. The creature reared up from between the rows and came straight at him.
He couldn’t run left or right. The space between the rows to his left was blocked by tumbling seats; right led to the solid cinema wall. Bora had already witnessed two men attempt to race the creatures over the seats. The result was terminally undesirable.
He dropped to the floor and looked under the seats. A steel frame braced every forth seat to the floor. Something that used to be a man lay under the seats further up the incline. Most importantly, however, there was enough room to crawl.
Bora took off crawling. He scrambled down the incline as the first tentacle tore into the seats over his head.
Crawling as fast as possible, he still moved slower than the creature. His senses told him the creature covered the seats above him like a net. The message came loud and clear through the steel framework. Tearing fabric and buckling plastic armrests sounded just inches from his head.
The creature’s mouth appeared between the rows above him. He scrambled further down the incline. His vibrations sent the creature crazy.
Suddenly the seats covering his legs tore away.
Scissoring his legs, he flipped onto his back, using the sudden extra space to turn over. He grabbed the framework under the seats and yanked with all his strength, sliding his body down the incline just as the creature’s head smashed down where his legs had been.
Only four more rows separated him from the front of the cinema. He stood no chance out there. He’d never get time to rise from the floor.
It’s now or never.
He grabbed the steel frame with both hands. Tensing his stomach, he lifted his legs and pivoted one hundred and eighty degrees on his lower back, turning a horizontal cartwheel under the seats.
Now he faced the opposite direction.
He yanked himself up the incline, reversing his earlier move, passing directly underneath the creature’s head. He could only survive a few seconds directly under the creature. Already it began wrenching up the seats around his hips.
But he found his goal.
The two rows above Bora’s head supported the wasp-like abdomen. Now his body lay under the creature’s head, and his head lay under the creature’s body.
They had both found their goals.
Bora pressed the barrel of his P190 against the creature’s abdomen, pulled the trigger and prayed.
* * *
Coleman shone his flashlight around the north stairwell. He was searching for signs of Fifth Unit.
The stairwell lights were out.
King opened the door a crack and leant into the doorframe to watch for approaching hostiles, human or other. Vanessa’s tablet screen illuminated her face as she worked. Forest stood on the landing where the handrail met the wall. His CMAR-17 rested on the handrail, covering the stairwell doors below.
Coleman quietly descended two landings. He moved slowly, absorbing every detail of the skirmish that had unfolded here.
The stairwells were the Special Forces’ primary entry points. They were also, thanks to Gould, the creatures’ primary release point. Within the first few minutes of the operation, the Special Forces were coming down the stairwells. The creatures were racing up. The fleeing evacuees were in between.
Coleman’s light paused several times on the wall. The chipped-out impressions from assault rifle fire were telling.
Fifth Unit stopped to fire on the creatures here. And again here.
With evacuees crowding the steps, firing opportunities had been minimal. Fifth Unit had encountered the creatures halfway down the stairwell. Gunfire cratered the walls at that point. Casualties also began there. Six civilian bodies sprawled over the steps. Two Marines lay among the civilians. They had been the Marines up front, unable to fire in the bedlam of streaming evacuees, and then overwhelmed in those first five or six seconds by the creatures. Coleman squatted to retrieve their ammunition. Neither had the communications pack.
At this exact point, right where Coleman knelt, Fifth Unit changed tactics.
Coleman could almost hear Sergeant Stevens bellowing for a tactical withdrawal up the stairs. Erin Stevens was a fine Marine. He was very adaptable.
After Stevens’ changed tactics, the confined space had worked in Fifth Unit’s favor. Any civilians reaching the stairwell had already passed Stevens and were now fleeing up the stairs behind him. The creatures couldn’t climb the stairwell more than two abreast.
Facing the oncoming creatures, two Marines had stood shoulder-to-shoulder, firing full-auto down the stairs. They had fired their weapon dry, then spun and dashed past the next two Marines waiting on the landing above. While that second team fired, the first team reloaded. Working in pairs, the Marines had leapfrogged each others’ position from landing to landing, maintaining a continuous stream of fire onto the climbing creatures.
It proved a good tactic.
Erin Stevens turned the situation around.
Coleman’s moved his light over the handrail. The yellow paint was scratched where the creatures groped for purchase up the stairwell into the heavy fire. Coleman imagined two creatures charging headlong up the stairs into Fifth Unit’s constant automatic fire, the creatures dropping, more creatures scrambling into their place, weapons firing dry, swapping position and starting again.
With all the vibrations in the stairwell, the creatures must have gone berserk.
Coleman counted six dead creatures collapsed on the stairs. They had been shredded by the sustained, close quarters gunfire.
He shone his light upwards.
Stevens had been surprised on the landing one level up.
This early in the conflict, he couldn’t have known the hostiles terrorized every level. The roar of continuous gunfire made their headset radios useless. They couldn’t have heard the reports from every other unit similarly engaged around the Complex. He couldn’t have known that at any second any stairwell door could burst open with more creatures.
That’s what had happened.
Two Marines had been surprised on the landing from the side.
The Marine on the left, still firing fully automatic, had swung his weapon from the threat on the steps and upwards towards the door. His fire path stitched clearly up the wall towards the emerging hostiles. But the new threat was already too close. The creature’s momentum crushed both men against the opposite wall.
Coleman shone his flashlight over the two bodies. He recognized one of the Marines. Private Troy Parker, ‘Parks’ to his friends. Another good person killed by the terrorists. Coleman was coming to see the creatures as just another weapon in the terrorists’ cowardly arsenal.
Although the two dead Marines showed that Fifth Unit had never been fully in control of the situation, far less civilian carnage littered this part of the stairwell because of their presence. Neither dead Marine had the communications pack.
‘No sign of the radio,’ reported Coleman, reaching the others. ‘It must have been carried by someone who made it out. It must be with Stevens somewhere.’
That was good news. Everything in the stairwell had been destroyed. Two exits from the stairwell joined the habitation level. One opened into the dormitories; the other opened onto the pedestrian loop.
King nodded towards the slightly ajar door. ‘It’s all clear.’
Forest listened at the door leading back to the dorms. ‘Same this side.’
‘Go,’ said Coleman, waiting while the others slipped quietly from the stairwell.
He followed them into the dormitories. The dormitories looked like a single floor of a classy hotel. This was the first place in the Complex where Coleman had seen carpet. The carpet here was a dark peach color. Beige doors with silver door numbers lined the corridors. The doors had swipe card access. Paintings hung between the doors, illuminated by the square skylights dotting the ceiling. Leafy Alexander palms in glazed white pots decorated every corner.
Coleman scanned the carpet outside the stairwell. Bloody boot prints in the carpet headed east.
‘This way,’ he said, following the wall.
He Coleman rounded two corners before locating where Fifth Unit had switched back towards the pool room. The boot prints showed they had stopped running while Stevens spoke to Coleman on the radio.
They were right here when I talked to Stevens.
Coleman followed their trail to the next corner. Fifth Unit were running again at this stage. They had almost reached the edge of the dormitories. The carpet had switched back to the smooth, off-white enamel floors like everywhere else in the Complex. He stopped at the end of the corridor, peering around the corner.
This is it. This is where they were ambushed.
Dried blood covered the floor. Coleman signaled King to scout ahead. As King moved down the corridor, Coleman examined the ambush scene.
At least six terrorists had waited in the corridor, some crouched, others standing. They opened fire when Fifth Unit rounded the corner. No bullet marks patterned the walls behind the terrorists’ position. Fifth Unit hadn’t gotten off a single shot. The first Marine around the corner, probably Erin Stevens, died instantly. As had the next man. The third Marine’s body had spun wildly from the bullet impact and sprayed blood across the walls like a flicked paint brush. He’d hit the wall and slid down, leaving a wide smear. Three stains showed where their bodies settled.
The scene before Coleman was almost what he’d expected. All the signs of the ambush were present bar one.
There were no bodies.
Three long blood smears stretched down the corridor. The terrorists had dragged the bodies away.
Coleman knelt and picked up a small piece of body armor.
Strange.
Their body armor looked torn apart. Coleman had never seen anything like it. No personal defense weapon, not even the P190 at point-blank range, could do that.
He moved to where the terrorists had waited in firing squad mode. Bullet shells were scattered everywhere. Squatting, he examined one of the shells. The terrorists were using cased ammunition, meaning the bullets were encased in a shell that was ejected from their rifles after firing. It was an outdated ammunition type. It didn’t fit with the terrorists’ profile.
So far, Cairns had outfitted his men in perfect preparation for the operation. Why would he have done any different with something as fundamental as their ammunition type? What tactical reason was there for using outdated cased ammunition?
As King returned, Coleman slipped the shell into his pocket.
King knelt beside him. ‘They dragged the bodies into the recreation reserve.’
Coleman nodded towards the reserve. ‘Let’s find out why.’
* * *
Cairns bellowed into his radio.
‘Bora, answer me!’
Cairns waited on the engineering level, coordinating the search for the templates through the ventilation shafts.
Eight minutes earlier, with the ventilation shafts still smoldering, he’d forklifted twelve men into the ceiling. He needed the templates retrieved before irreversible heat damage occurred, even if that meant sending men on their hands and knees searching through the hot shafts.
There had already been one heat-related casualty. A gunman searching the shafts had panicked for fresh air.
Cairns heard him yelling through the ceiling vent. ‘I can’t breathe! Get me out — I can’t breathe!’
The vent collapsed under the man’s frantic pounding. He tumbled headlong from the ceiling, windmilling his arms on the way down….
Thud, broken neck.
Cairns ignored the body and waited. He got his fresh air, at least.
As more shafts were checked, a tiny doubt formed in Cairns’s mind.
‘They’re not up here,’ reported the last gunman, appearing through the ceiling hatch over the forklift. He looked shiny with sweat. He clambered down with parts of his fatigues smoking. ‘The templates aren’t up there. Just that one body we found.’
They had found only one dead Marine. Cremated alive.
As Cairns’s frustration peaked, Bora came over the radio. Bora had taken a team to secure Cairns’s route to the surface with the valuable templates.
‘I’ve got them. I’ve got them in visual,’ reported Bora. ‘Sharp’s with them. They’re crossing the communal lounge towards us.’
Suddenly the hot shafts above Cairns seemed irrelevant. The Marines had somehow escaped up to the habitation level. Bora was up there already. He had them in sight. He had a larger force. Don’t let me down, Bora.
Then the firefight broke out. Cairns heard the distant shooting. Bora issued orders over the radio. Cairns allowed himself a small smile. It sounded like a one-sided battle. All the weapon noise came from P190s, not CMAR-17s. The Special Forces were hardly returning fire.
Abruptly, a span of silence came. The silence stretched. Cairns demanded an update, but Bora didn’t hear or wasn’t replying.
The next message had Bora demanding an escape route from the cinema! An escape route from the cinema? The cinema was right across the other side of the level.
What had gone wrong? From Bora’s last radio message, Cairns understood they had the Special Forces pinned-down, outgunned and outnumbered. Bora had all the advantages.
Something had happened. Something had changed the tide of the skirmish.
Cairns knew exactly what that something must have been.
Gould’s creatures.
The cinema had no second exit, and Cairns heard a distant firefight break out. This firefight sounded very different to the last. It sounded like men fighting desperately for their lives, not springing an ambush. The desperation was clear to every sweat-soaked gunman standing around the forklift. Cairns ignored their alarmed glances.
‘Bora — answer me!’ he yelled into his radio again.

Chapter 9

The cinema was quiet.
Seconds earlier it roared with the noise of fully automatic gunfire, screaming men, doors crashing and chairs flying.
Now it was quiet.
After a full minute of absolute silence came the first sound.
Footsteps. Boots walking up the aisle.
Bora emerged warily from the cinema. Seven men and four creatures had entered the cinema.
Only Bora came out.
Outside, he drew his father’s hunting knife and started scraping the white jelly off his head. The creature’s abdomen had exploded all over him. He’d almost drowned in the slimy white muck. He ran the razor sharp blade over his scalp, not caring about the chunks of hair that came away. Flicking his wrist dislodged a glob of congealed hair and mucus from the knife. He wiped the weapon carefully on the leg of his fatigues. After checking the clean blade, he returned the knife to its old leather sheath at his hip.
‘Son of a bitch…’ he murmured slowly, looking towards the open communal lounge where his near-victory had been transformed into his near-death in a matter of seconds.
Bora heard a small voice coming from his chest. His radio earpiece still worked apparently. The earpiece had fallen away while he was crawling under the seats. He wiped clean the earpiece and fitted it into his ear.
‘Bora — answer me!’ roared Cameron Cairns.
‘I’m here,’ Bora replied flatly.
‘What’s your status?’ demanded Cairns. ‘What’s happening up there? Have you secured the templates?’
All he cares about are his precious templates, thought Bora. He must have heard the firefight over the radio. He knew we were trapped.
‘My entire team was just wiped out in the cinema,’ tested Bora. ‘I assume you heard it all over the radio.’
‘I heard,’ remarked Cairns stiffly. ‘You’re the only survivor?’
‘Everyone else was torn apart by Gould’s creatures. We lost the Marines in the communal lounge.’
‘Fuck it!’ hissed Cairns.
Bora was unsure if Cairns’s anger stemmed from losing six men or losing the Marines. Probably the latter. We’re all expendable after all.
‘The templates aren’t in the shafts,’ advised Cairns, slightly calmer now. ‘Vanessa Sharp must still have them.’
Bora remembered the direction the Marines were moving before his ambush. They weren’t heading for the nearest surface exit, which Bora would have expected. They had risked remaining in the Complex for some other purpose. A purpose important enough to warrant exposing themselves to more attacks from the creatures.
‘Send everyone to meet me on the habitation level,’ said Bora. ‘I know what the Marines are looking for. I know where to find them.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Absolutely positive.’ Bora tugged the radio from his ear. He let the earpiece drop back down to his chest. He’d had enough of listening to Cairns.
Bora walked straight towards the recreational reserve.
* * *
Meter for meter, the recreational reserve was the most botanically diverse ecosystem in the northern hemisphere.
The reserve sheltered under an enormous plexiglass dome. Three hundred meters long, two hundred meters wide, the dome enclosed the ecosystem from the unforgiving conditions of the surrounding desert. The dome was also a pathogen barrier. It protected the outside world from genetic contamination.
As the reserve expanded northwards under the dome, a continuous succession of habitats blended up a gradual incline. The resulting microclimates allowed vastly different species to flourish in the confined area. At the southernmost end, at the bottom of this incline, the forest floor was level with the pedestrian loop.
The reserve was the only area in the Complex that spanned two entire levels.
Coleman scanned the vegetation with a wary eye. Fifth Unit’s blood trail led here.
The trail had followed the plate glass wall that split the reserve from the pedestrian loop. The two-hundred-meter long wall was formed from twenty-foot-wide panels of interlocking glass. For the staff living on this side of the habitation level — with such a big stretch of the western wall being essentially transparent — it must have been like having a jungle for a back yard.
Coleman just felt dangerously exposed as he reached the reserve’s service entrance. The service entrance provided the only access point for vehicles. Beyond the entrance, a service road penetrated a further hundred meters into the reserve before branching left and right.
Coleman knelt at the entrance and peered into the artificial ecosystem. He stared into the oldest section of the reserve. This part of the reserve looked prehistoric. Ferns and cycad palms carpeted the ground. Tree ferns framed the entrance. Keeping this section lush, fine mist sprays made it impossible to see very far. Light streaming through the overhead canopy formed eerily-glowing columns through the mist. At the perimeter of his vision Coleman could just distinguish thicker trunks where the dominant plant species became tall hardwoods.
The tree trunks could as easily have been a line of Cairns’s gunmen waiting in the mist.
An engraved metal diagram hung eye-level on the glass framing the entrance. It mapped the walking paths crisscrossing the reserve. A suspended walking trail, like a bridge network, also wound through the reserve. Coleman couldn’t see any of it through the mist.
It’s probably higher up, in the canopy somewhere.
A sign hung below the diagram.
This area, the ‘Fern Gully’, according to the sign, represented the lowest point of the reserve. As the reserve climbed away, the trails passed through progressively more evolutionarily-recent plant families.
The fern gully formed the primitive heart of the reserve.
‘I don’t like this,’ complained Forest, peering suspiciously through the mist. ‘We won’t see the creatures coming. This is their natural environment.’
Coleman suspected the same thing. He pivoted to Vanessa. ‘Is he right? Are we walking into a slaughterhouse here?’
Vanessa crouched with her palm pressed on the glass. Her right hand absently dropped to her tablet. ‘I don’t think so. The creatures don’t have a natural environment. They wouldn’t be especially attracted to the reserve unless a strong vibration source started inside. In fact, the reserve is probably one of the safest places in the Complex. All that ground cover acts as a natural vibration dampener.’
‘Is that why they dragged Fifth Unit here?’ guessed King. ‘To avoid the creatures?’
‘Makes sense,’ agreed Forest. ‘But what were they doing in there? Why move Fifth Unit anywhere?’
Vanessa nodded into the reserve. ‘There’s only one way to find out.’
Coleman scanned the service road for signs of another ambush. Plenty of opportunities existed in this type of environment.
‘We need that satellite radio. We need to get in, find the radio, and then get out again. If we encounter hostiles, either type, we’re going to have to run. No shooting.’
King and Forest nodded gravely as they tightened the quick-release straps that secured their CMAR-17s across their chests.
The gravel service road crackled under Coleman’s boots as, half crouching, he entered the reserve and cut across to where the spongy leaf litter silenced his footsteps.
It’s humid in here. Hot.
Following the service road a little further along uncovered the terrorists’ trail again. They hadn’t been trying to conceal their movements.
Coleman guessed why. They predicted we’d all be dead by now.
Edging around a moss-encrusted boulder, he got a better view of the intersection ahead. At least six terrorists had dragged three bodies by their ankles up the service road. They had turned left at the intersection. That part of the service road ended at a fenced-off compound. Just three structures. Half a dozen vehicles were parked inside the fence. The wide double gates looked padlocked.
The trail didn’t lead into the compound. It cut up beside the fence and continued behind the compound.
Behind the compound, a steep, fern-carpeted slope climbed up to the western edge of the dome.
‘What are those building?’ Coleman asked.
‘Caretakers’ compound,’ answered Vanessa. ‘Six people work there to — ’
Coleman waved her quiet.
He had just spotted the bodies scattered all around the compound.
* * *
Cairns crouched at the recreational reserve’s service entrance.
He spotted the Marines’ boot prints cutting across the gravel road.
‘Bora, I’m at the service entrance. You were right — the Marines came this way. They entered the reserve at the service entrance. They must be searching for the satellite radio.’
Bora came back over Cairns’s headset. ‘I’m in position now. I don’t have visual yet, but…wait…I got them. I can see the templates. They’re at the edge the compound. They’re cutting up beside the compound single file. Send in the team.’
Cairns’s top lip twitched with annoyance. Who the hell was in charge of this operation — him or Bora?
He ignored the oversight — if it even was an oversight — and waved his men into the reserve. Half his men disappeared wraith-like into the misty foliage. The other half waited at the service entrance, spread out along the wall behind him.
Settling down against the glass wall, he peered into the reserve, thinking about Bora’s behavior.
If there was one thing Cairns hated, it was a trained attack-dog that forgot its place.
* * *
Stalking through the ferns, Coleman spotted another body just inside the gates.
The caretakers’ compound had come under siege. The disastrous outcome had been inevitable as soon as the creatures sensed the panicking staff. The staff had retreated into the buildings, but it hadn’t saved them. The creatures smashed their way inside. To the creatures, the prefabricated structures were weak as eggshells.
The staff had tried to flee across the compound. Vanessa said six staff worked here. More than six bodies littered the compound.
Others tried to take refuge in there, reasoned Coleman. They thought the fence might protect them.
‘I think it’s clear of hostiles,’ he said. ‘But stay low.’
The body near the gates was sexlessly disfigured. This was probably the brave person who locked the gate.
Coleman imagined their hands fumbling with the chain, straining with the lock, then turning to see the creatures already inside the compound.
Four gaping holes in the side fence showed where the creatures tore their way through. The compound’s back fence appeared completely flattened. Once that came down, the creatures had poured inside.
It happened fast, observed Coleman. No one even reached the vehicles.
Fenced off in a smaller section of the compound sat a fleet of four-wheeled quad bikes. Coleman counted more than a dozen bikes.
He dismissed the rest of the landscaping machinery as his eyes fell on the three largest vehicles. Assembled like oversized toys were the three strangest trucks Coleman had ever seen.
The three trucks looked purpose-built for the Complex. The closest was a tray-back utility heavily loaded with round river stones. It appeared the caretakers were loading the tray for a landscaping project when the evacuation alarm sounded. The vehicle’s raised suspension accommodated oversized knobbly tires. The overall effect resembled something between a utility vehicle and a monster truck.
Parked alongside, the second vehicle was unusual because of its sheer size. It measured three times as long as the tray-back. A big steel A-frame structure was permanently affixed down its length. At first glance, it was just a massive A-frame mounted on a long flatbed truck, but then Coleman saw the extra steering controls housed in a rear cab.
Steering controls like a fire engine.
The huge dual-operated flatbed was designed to maneuver into positions where a truck that size just didn’t belong. More, the truck could be driven from either end, with either steering cab disengaging to allow extra maneuverability.
Both these vehicles were tame compared to the last. Size-wise, the last vehicle fell between the tray-back and the A-frame, but that was where all comparison ended.
There was nothing to compare it to.
This vehicle had legs.
Down both sides of the truck, four sets of pneumatically-driven struts — like huge insects’ legs — could extend down for stability on uneven ground. The legs looked necessary to support the small 360 degree crane mounted on the truck’s rear.
Coleman glanced back at the vehicle. It drew his attention as though he should be noticing something….
As they skirted the compound, the strange vehicle came into profile and Coleman realized why it radiated such a sinister aura.
The truck was a giant metal scorpion.
The cab was the head, the supporting struts the legs, and the crane the stinger. The resemblance was uncanny. Unsurprisingly, the passenger side door sported a big sticker of a black scorpion.
Coleman drew his attention back to the terrorists’ trail, a concave ferny depression skirting the compound’s side fence. The trail continued up the slope behind the compound.
‘What’s up there?’ asked Coleman.
‘Nothing,’ answered Vanessa, swatting away ferns. ‘The slope climbs up to the base of the dome. There’s no exit up there — just a section of the suspended walking platform.’
Coleman couldn’t see over the rise. The fir and pine trees grew denser up there. Off to the right, the slope was split halfway up by a ferny ravine. ‘We have to go up.’
Forest watched the service road from the rear. ‘We’re getting pretty far away from the service entrance. It’s a long way back if we find trouble.’
‘I don’t see any butterflies,’ observed King. ‘That’s a good sign.’
Coleman started up the slope of slippery ferns. It must have been a hell of a job dragging the bodies up here. He grabbed hand-fulls of ferns for support. They climbed a surprisingly long way up before the slope finally flattened out. At the top, breathless, Coleman stared at what was laid out over the ferns.
Like a small crop-circle, an area at the top of the ferny slope was trampled into a bowl-like depression.
King halted beside Coleman, his eyes tracking over everything spread out in the flattened clearing.
‘What the hell is all this?’ he puffed.
Coleman was still trying to fathom what he was seeing, but one thing was certain.
They’d found Fifth Unit.
* * *
Fifth Unit hung by their wrists from the suspended walking platform.
They were stripped naked.
But this wasn’t the confusing issue for Coleman. Bodies displayed butcher-shop-window-style was nothing new; everything else about the scene was disturbing.
All Fifth Unit’s equipment was very deliberately arranged on the ferns before the bodies.
Fatigues and body armor were unstrapped and unbuttoned. The clothing hadn’t been quickly and efficiently cut away with combat knives, but carefully removed and then laid out over the flattened ferns. The body armor lay beside the owner’s matching fatigues. Helmets were above. Boots were below. CMAR-17s lay to the right. Below each set of boots, the corresponding Marine’s equipment was precisely arranged and separated. Pieces of broken equipment were laid beside each other. Three sets of equipment matched the three suspended bodies.
Erin Stevens was hanging on the right. In the middle hung Cheng. The body on the left no longer had a head, but from its short muscular frame, Coleman guessed it was probably Ramirez. Their bodies had been wiped clean of blood. They resembled pale morgue cadavers more than battlefield casualties.
What the hell caused those wounds?
Like someone had scooped chunks from a snowman with a shovel, the wounds weren’t like any pattern of flesh trauma Coleman had ever seen.
‘What could do this?’ asked King, walking around the bodies. ‘It looks like they’ve been hit with explosive rounds, not personal defense weapons.’
Coleman checked the Marines’ equipment. The fatigues and body armor were torn apart around the site of the bullet impact.
Forest picked up the communication pack. It fell apart in his hands, having taken a direct hit from whatever weapon killed the Marines.
Disgusted, Forest dropped the radio. ‘It can’t be repaired. It’s useless. I hope Harrison has more luck with his message, because we’re down to smoke signals.’
Vanessa squatted with her back on the dome, studying her tablet. ‘The answer’s here somewhere. If I just had more time or a faster computer. This analysis is seventy-four percent finished.’
Still searching the site, Coleman found a tiny plastic container in the ferns. The transparent blue container was about the size of a matchbook. It had been discarded under the ferns, or lost and too hard to find. Some kind of protective case for an electronic microchip? He slipped it into his pocket.
‘I guess we’ll have to do this the hard way,’ he said.
King and Forest already knew what he meant, but Vanessa looked up from her tablet. ‘Hard way? What have we been doing up to now?’
‘We’ve been running,’ said Coleman. ‘Taking the templates has been our only offensive move since we entered this conflict. It’s time for another offensive move.’
‘How about interrupting the power supply?’ suggested Forest.
Vanessa looked confused. ‘Do you mean the electricity for the admin hub?’
‘No,’ replied Coleman, seeing that she didn’t understand. ‘He means everything. Drop this entire Complex into the dark.’
‘We could sabotage the main power room,’ offered King. ‘Then Harrison’s message will get out.’
Vanessa shook her head, dismissing the idea and studying her screen again. ‘The main power room is on the basement level, and that won’t be accessible for long to anybody.’
‘Why not?’ asked Coleman.
She looked around the Marines as though the answer was obvious. ‘Because this whole place is flooding. We’re all standing in an aquifer, gentlemen, and all our backup pumps have been destroyed. This ship’s sinking.’
She continued when she saw the incredulous looks from the three Marines. ‘Remember when I explained that this entire Complex is a big experiment?’
Coleman nodded. ‘The big-sucker draws groundwater from the basement, up through the Complex and out into the surface lawn.’
‘Exactly,’ confirmed Vanessa. ‘But groundwater movement can’t be accurately predicted. It can depend on, well, almost any number of environmental conditions, even things that are happening hundreds of kilometers away. Consequently, the water level in the basement changes daily. We call it the ‘tide’. We use the pumps to keep the water level stable and always covering the root system.’
‘How big is this root system?’ asked Coleman.
‘It’s like nothing you’ve ever imagined,’ she said. ‘We also need water to serve the habitation level, the hydroponics farms, and this reserve. We have storage tanks recessed under the desert that serve every level of the Complex. With the pump rooms destroyed, all that water is flowing back into the basement.’
‘A lot of water?’ tested King.
Vanessa nodded. ‘It will flood the basement and half the engineering level.’
‘Vanessa…,’ Forest interrupted quietly.
Forest had turned away to peer down the fern-covered slope. ‘Are there any large animals in this reserve?’
‘No,’ she answered, standing up and clutching the templates. ‘Very few animals. That’s why we need the butterflies. Why?’
‘Because I can see movement coming up the slope towards us.’
Coleman spun and scanned the ferny slope.
Forest was right. A cluster of ferns shook about thirty meters down the slope. No detectable breeze circulated in the dome. Gould’s large creatures couldn’t hide under the ferns. No natural reason why the fronds should be moving presented itself.
Coleman spotted movement in another place, a few meters closer and off to the left. King snapped up his arm, pointing out more movement off to the right. The Marines swept their gaze across the entire slope and saw a staggered line of movement as the terrorists crept up through the ferns towards Third Unit’s position.
‘They’ve found us,’ Forest whispered. ‘They’re coming up under the ferns.’
‘They’ve got us hemmed in,’ realized King. ‘What are they waiting for?’
Coleman took stock of their surroundings before answering. ‘They know we’re practically out of ammunition. They’re not going to risk attracting the creatures with gunfire again. They’re getting as close as possible to take us out in hand-to-hand combat.’
‘Captain!’ hissed Forest. He pointed up into the trees to the north, towards the suspended walking platform that passed right over Third Unit.
Sprinting along the platform through the canopy came four gunmen. Coleman recognized the lead gunmen.
It was Krisko Borivoj.
Bora had survived the cinema.
Unbelievable.
Coleman would have bet good money that the cinema was a deathtrap. Not so, apparently, for Bora. The entire platform shuddered as the huge man pounded towards Third Unit.
The progress of the gunmen advancing up the slope hadn’t changed. The line of movement was five meters closer. The trap was getting tighter.
‘Listen carefully,’ Coleman said, signaling everyone to join him at the top of the slope. ‘If we run hard from the start, our momentum might be enough to punch our way through their line.’
Before anyone could disagree, Coleman shoved Vanessa behind King. ‘King — you’re blocking for Vanessa. Don’t let anything stop you reaching the bottom of this hill. Even if one of us goes down. Got it?’
King nodded, looking down the slope, choosing his path.
‘Forest and I will run interference on either side of you.’ Coleman knew this was going to be about speed, momentum, and surprise. ‘Don’t stop for anything, King. Absolutely anything.’
King was already in the zone. He was psyching himself up like an angry bull.
‘Ready?’
Everyone nodded.
‘Go!’ hissed Coleman.
The four leapt down the incline and charged down the slope. King took huge thrashing steps through the ferns. Forest ran three paces to King’s left. Coleman ran three paces to the right. Vanessa, running with the templates, was five steps behind King.
Ten meters down the slope, the first gunman popped up from under the ferns.
He appeared right in front of Forest.
He must have wondered what was suddenly charging towards his hiding place.
What he discovered was Forests’ elbow swinging towards his head. The full force of Forest’s momentum carried the blow. The terrorist’s spine bent backwards, chasing the recoil of his head. His whole body flipped. The man was out cold before he even hit the ferns. Forest kept running, searching his path ahead for the next jack-in-the-box terrorist.
At the same time, down slope from Forest, King was churning forwards like an unstoppable locomotive.
Two gunmen rose in his path.
He wasn’t slowing.
He wasn’t dodging.
He sure as hell wasn’t stopping.
The first terrorist’s eyes widened for a second. Both gunmen lunged at the charging Marine.
King smashed into the human obstacles like a one-man landslide. Neither gunman was fully committed to the attack. The man on the right spun off King’s shoulder and tumbled under the ferns. The man on the left dove sideways across the ferns, trying to grapple King’s bull neck.
Mid-flight, his upturned chin smacked squarely into King’s charging stiff-arm.
The terrorist bit off his own tongue. Tendons and ligaments in his neck tore from their bony anchors. Finally, a split second after palm-met-chin, the man’s accordion-compacted spine pulverized three of his neck vertebrae into wet chalk. The man would have fared better diving into a brick wall.
‘Cop that for your troubles,’ King said under his breath, using Marlin’s favorite saying.
Off to King’s right, three men rose in Coleman’s path.
As Coleman had guessed, the terrorists had their weapon strapped to their backs. They had even removed their body armor to crawl under the ferns. Coleman had chosen to run towards the ferns with the most movement, hoping to draw maximum attention from Vanessa. He hadn’t expected to encounter three terrorists at once, though.
Laying on the speed, his legs blurred in his lower vision. He felt the slope accelerating his body towards the break-neck point where his torso was almost overtaking his legs. That was the speed — before he lost balance and tumbled forwards down the slope — where he still had some control over his body. It was also the point of acceleration where his body was charged with its maximum downhill momentum.
Ramming speed.
Two meters short of the first terrorist, Coleman reached his maximum controlled downhill momentum. He launched himself feet first at the closest terrorist.
Body rigid, flying parallel to the slope, his boots smashed into the terrorist’s chest.
All his accumulated momentum transferred violently into the terrorist’s torso.
First the sternum, then the terrorist’s every rib cracked as ninety kilograms of rigidly flying human collided stiff-legged and boots-first into his chest.
The man catapulted backwards into the second terrorist. Both men shot backwards down the slope, tumbling together wildly.
Coleman landed flat on the ferns, all his momentum lost in the attack. Lying on his stomach and looking back up the slope, he spotted Bora dropping from the suspended walking platform. Bora landed agilely in the ferns. Three more gunmen hung down from the platform, ripe fruit ready to drop.
Coleman pushed up off the ferns, catching a glimpse of movement over his shoulder. The third terrorist dove at his back. Twisting, Coleman struck the man hard in the nose with the heel of his hand. It was a fast attack, all speed and no power, but it stunned the man long enough for Coleman to roll away.
Both men scrambled to their feet, facing off.
Beyond the terrorist, Coleman saw Forest get tackled by a gunman. Forest went down under the blind-side tackle. For a second Coleman tracked the combatants’ chaotically rolling trajectory through the ferns, but then his assailant attacked again.
A powerful roundhouse punch streaked at his head.
He didn’t have time for a fistfight. He needed to disable this threat quickly. He saw the man’s right leg, bending to push off the upper slope, drove the powerful attack. The man’s left leg, locked-out straight down the slope, supported most of his weight.
Coleman dropped under the man’s punch. The wild attack would have been a routine matter to block, but Coleman needed the man’s body weight to follow-through.
It was all about the timing of bodies in motion.
The terrorist’s fist swished above Coleman’s head. Now overbalanced, the attacker transferred his weight to his left leg to compensate -
— and at that moment, the moment when the man’s full weight shifted, Coleman kicked savagely at the strained left knee.
His boot heel landed solidly.
The man’s leg caved sideways. First the kneecap, and then with a sickening fleshy grind, the entire knee collapsed as the straining joint busted under the sideways pressure. The terrorist dropped in agony, clutching his knee.
Coleman stood over his disabled opponent and saw Forest in trouble.
Forest’s wild roll had stopped halfway down the slope. He grappled desperately with the terrorist. Both men struggled for the upper hand. It looked like a pretty even match.
With Forest occupied, Vanessa and the templates were completely exposed on the right-hand side.
One terrorist spotted the opportunity.
He clambered sideways across the slope, angling to intercept between King and Vanessa.
King couldn’t stop.
He was a bus without brakes. He couldn’t halt his downhill momentum. He couldn’t possibly protect Vanessa from both the front and the side.
She and the terrorist were on a collision course.
Coleman started scrambling down the slope, but he couldn’t beat the terrorist’s maneuver.
Right then, with Coleman halfway down the slope, Vanessa spotted the incoming threat. She realized King couldn’t help. She didn’t panic. She didn’t trip. She didn’t make any dangerous sudden changes of direction, but Coleman saw her running motion change. Her steps became shorter and more controlled as she tracked the incoming terrorist.
Don’t slow down, Vanessa!
She was sacrificing valuable downhill speed. Coleman hoped she had a very good reason.
In an instant, he saw her mad plan.
Coleman hollered for everything he was worth. ‘King — incoming — six o’clock!’
The second before the terrorist’s high-speed interception slammed into Vanessa, she planted her foot and hurled the templates forwards. Coleman winced as his ex-wife went down.
The templates flew up through the air. Reaching the top of their flight path, they brushed through a branch of pine needle and then started coming down.
Sprinting wildly down the hill, Coleman saw the templates overshooting King. There was nothing Coleman could do. He was still too far away.
King suddenly leapt straight up. He twisted as he jumped, stretching his long torso straight up into the air. His airborne body was now flying backwards down the slope. His fingers strained upwards and -
— the templates smacked into his hands.
King wrenched the templates from the air and hugged them to his chest. Then he came down. At full speed. Facing backwards. On a steep slope.
On the positive side — Coleman realized as King tumbled head-over-heels backwards with his body wrapped protectively around the templates — he was still moving downhill.
Vanessa fared worse. Completely committing herself to the throw, she had no time to brace for the terrorist’s slamming side impact.
The tangled combatants rolled into Coleman’s path.
Coleman was the only Marine still on his feet. King was somersaulting down the slope. Forest was gaining the upper hand in his fight higher up the slope, but he wasn’t making any downhill progress.
Vanessa was rolling right into Coleman’s path.
Before Coleman knew it, Vanessa and the terrorist were tumbling around his boots. The terrorist had two hands around her neck, but with all the wild rolling, his strangle-hold was ineffective. Vanessa was drilling her fist into the terrorist’s face at every opportunity, but the clinging terrorist wasn’t getting the hint.
Coleman dropped onto the pair as they rolled past.
All three rolled down the slope, a tangled mess of boots and elbows. Coleman pried the terrorist off Vanessa. Free from the tangle, she caught her momentum on the ferns. Coleman kept rolling.
The two men tumbled over each other down the slope until, completely unexpected, two crazy things happened.
First, the ground fell away from Coleman’s back. Second, every inch of air surrounding him filled with motion.
He took a moment to work out what was happening.
They had rolled into a depression completely filled with butterflies. Coleman kicked the terrorist away, sending up another cloud of butterflies as the terrorist whumped down on the other side of the depression. The ground was sticky. Coleman scrambled to his feet, realizing they had rolled into one of Gould’s brood cavities.
Coleman peered through the streaking bedlam of fluttering wings.
Up the slope, Forest had finally opened up a can of whoop-ass on the terrorist. Kneeling over the prone gunman, Forest jack-hammered his right fist into the man’s face. Down the slope, almost at the bottom, King recovered his footing. Up the slope on Coleman’s left, Vanessa ran towards King.
‘Go for the compound!’ yelled Coleman a moment before a fist smashed into his face.
The shocking blow knocked him onto his heels. When he recovered, the terrorist had drawn his boot knife and lunged.
The knife came right for Coleman’s face. Stumbling backwards, he caught the terrorist’s wrist with two hands. As the terrorist stepped forward, trying to drive the knife home, Coleman swept out the man’s leading boot. The terrorist fell forwards. With the knife locked between them, Coleman made a desperate move. This was a technique he would never use normally, but he had no choice. He could only hope the man’s fight with Vanessa had sapped some of his arm strength.
As they fell, Coleman focused all his energy into twisting the terrorist’s wrist. He felt small bones grind and crack. When the ground smacked up into his back, the knife was pointing towards the terrorist’s unprotected abdomen.
The terrorist fell straight onto the blade, squawking out a surprised grunt as the knife slid through his flesh and jabbed his spine. Impaled on his own blade, the terrorist rolled away.
Coleman yanked out the knife and cut the straps securing the terrorist’s P190.
Another terrorist appeared at the edge of the depression. Coleman threw the knife, burying the blade up to its handle in the man’s throat. As the man fell back, Coleman spotted Forest still in trouble.
‘Forest! Move!’ he yelled.
Forest had only reached halfway down the slope. Three gunmen surrounding Forest closed in like wary predators. The three terrorists, a shrinking triangle around the Marine, had herded him to where the slope dropped steeply into the ferny ravine. Just over the edge, two meters from Forest’s boots, the ravine dropped off twice as steeply as anywhere else.
Squatting in this precarious position, Forest watched the approaching men.
Coleman cocked the P190. To save his friend, he would risk attracting the creatures with gunfire. He brought the weapon up to his shoulder, preparing to fire.
Then he noted Forest’s expression.
It was a nasty smirk.
Forest wasn’t the one trapped.
It was the terrorists who were walking into Forest’s trap.
Coleman saw that Forest’s fatigues were drenched with water. His surroundings glistened wetly. The reserve’s watering system had not long shut down on that side of the slope. The ravine was a natural drain.
One terrorist slipped. His left boot shot away. He dropped to his hands and knees. It was the man negotiating closest to the ravine. It was the mistake that Forest was waiting for.
He sprung at the unbalanced man.
In three steps Forest reached the man and slammed his knee into the terrorist’s chest. The kneeling terrorist saw the attack coming and wrapped his arms tightly around Forest’s waist.
Twisting, locked together, they tumbled headfirst over the edge.
The two men slid straight down the ravine.
Underneath the terrorist, Forest’s body acted like a sled. The terrorist clung to the Marine as they sluiced over the ferns, rapidly accelerating. Forest twisted his body to look backwards, searching for the reason he hadn’t jumped down the ravine in the first place.
At the bottom of the slope waited a massive moss-covered boulder.
The two men slid straight towards it, head-first at breakneck speed.
Forest hooked the terrorist under his arms. Just before they crashed into the boulder, Forest dug his heels into ground. He applied the brakes on his sled.
The terrorist had nothing to slow his motion, and Forest jerked the man up by his arms, imparting even more deadly momentum.
The last-second maneuver completely altered the dynamics of the collision. The terrorist’s body hit first, absorbing Forest’s impact like a fleshy airbag. After a heart-stopping moment, Coleman saw Forest disengaged himself from the broken man and wobble to his feet.
Coleman took a second to locate everyone else. Forest’s roller-coaster ride had placed him beyond the line of terrorists. King was out in the open. Vanessa ran the last few meters down the slope to reach him. ‘There’s more coming. It’s Bora.’
‘I know,’ said Coleman. ‘Run for compound! Go!’
Third Unit ran through the compound’s collapsed rear fence. Forest limped as he ran, dazed from his impact with the boulder.
Coleman glanced back and saw the terrorists reach the bottom of the slope. Breaking through the line of terrorists was just the start of any escape for Third Unit. The recreational reserve had two exits. At this very moment, Cameron Cairns would have men racing to cover both.
There was no way out of the reserve.
No way on foot, at least.
Coleman’s eyes locked on the collection of crazy vehicles parked in the compound.
* * *
Bora dropped from the suspended walking platform.
Smirking, he studied the fleeing Marines. The Marines had punched through Cairns’s line of gunmen. They were racing over the rear fence of the caretakers compound.
No surprises there, thought Bora. They weren’t going to be caught that easily.
In a way, Bora found himself slightly pleased at the Marines’ escape.
I want to be the one who catches them. I want to be the one that kills him.
Up until his near-death in the cinema, this had been just another operation for Bora. More was at stake, yes, but otherwise there was nothing personal invested in the outcome.
Things had changed when the black Marine threw the chair. Bora should have seen it coming. Understanding vibrations was his specialty. He should have acted first.
He outsmarted me at my own game. I sensed the trap in the elevator, but I didn’t foresee that stunt with the chair.
Bora scanned the four running men. He spotted the one he was after.
There he is. There’s the big bastard that almost finished me.
The huge Marine was worthy prey. It wasn’t that the Marine had almost killed Bora, it was the way he had done it. He had stood and pointed Bora out, then made a cutthroat motion with his hand. That chair, that attack, had been directed personally at Bora. And it wasn’t an empty threat. It had very nearly been realized.
Bora no longer cared about the templates. He just wanted to get that one man alone.
Face to face.
Where are you going now? Bora asked under his breath, watching the Marine run. We’re covering all the exits, but you must already realize that.
He knew perfectly well that the Marines would find something. They seemed extremely adaptable. It was becoming amusing to predict how they would improvise their way out of the next situation….
‘The trucks!’ Bora radioed. He was starting to see exactly how they thought. ‘Stop them reaching the trucks.’
Before Cairns could ask any questions, Bora switched off his radio and sprinted down the slope.
* * *
Coleman jumped into the nearest truck. It was the tray-back loaded with river stones. The stones were covered in the tray by orange rope webbing.
The cab was a snug two-seater.
Forest and King raced to the next vehicle. As Vanessa jumped into Coleman’s passenger seat, Forest and King piled into the scorpion-shaped truck.
The trucks were the answer to Coleman’s prayers, but the keys in the ignition were nothing short of a miracle.
Coleman gunned the engine.
‘Let’s go,’ yelled Vanessa, peering into the mirror and winding up her window. ‘They’re right behind us!’
Coleman jammed the tray-back into first gear and floored it. Even with the load of river stones, Vanessa was thrown back in her seat as the oversized wheels kicked up gravel.
‘The gate!’ she warned, pointing ahead. ‘The gate’s still locked.’
Coleman checked that Forest and King were following. ‘Screw the gate. We’re driving the key.’
Coleman kept the gas pedal pressed hard to the floor. The truck screamed for a gear-change. He aimed straight for the gate.
The chain-wire gates didn’t stand a chance. They burst open like rotten saloon doors. One side tore right off its hinges and tumbled into the ferns.
Coleman glanced into the mirror. Forest and King drove right behind them, a giant steel scorpion chasing the tray-back down the gravel road. In seconds, both trucks overshot the intersection leading back to the service entrance.
‘Where are we going?’ cried Vanessa, looking back at the intersection. ‘The only way out is the service entrance.’
‘Cairns will be all over the service entrance like a rash,’ said Coleman. ‘We need to find another way.’
‘There is no other way,’ she exclaimed. She hooked her thumb over her shoulder. ‘I helped design this reserve, and that’s the only way out.’
‘There’s always another way.’ Coleman swung the wheel hard right. The tray-back veered off the road and ploughed into the undergrowth.
It wasn’t the smooth move that he’d hoped.
‘Holy shit!’ yelped Vanessa.
The tray-back careened down a pine-covered slope. Tree trunks raced by left and right. Coleman and Vanessa bounced like they were sitting on trampoline seats. At this speed, if it wasn’t for the big wheels and high suspension, Coleman would have already buried the vehicle’s front-end or skidded off-course into a tree.
‘Watch out!’ Vanessa jerked in her seat. A tree trunk screeched up her side of the truck.
‘Slow down!’ she yelled, gripping the ceiling bar and pointing ahead. ‘The glass wall’s just ahead.’
Coleman floored it.
Vanessa gaped sideways at him. ‘What are you doing! We’ll never turn at this speed.’
‘We’re not turning,’ hissed Coleman, struggling with the rocketing truck’s steering.
Vanessa slapped the back of the cab. ‘We’ve got a tone of rocks in the back of this thing.’
‘We’re not turning. It’s too late.’
Vanessa fumbled for her seat belt, eyes locked ahead. ‘You’re mad! You’re going to kill us!’
The expanse of glass wall loomed before them.
Coleman lifted the P190 from between the seats. He hung the weapon out the window and fired. Dinner-plate sized holes exploded across the wall.
‘Hold on,’ he yelled, dropping the empty weapon out the window.
Ten meters, five meters, two meters….
Vanessa grabbed the dashboard with both hands. Coleman braced the steering wheel and turned his face into his shoulder.
At seventy miles an hour, with the two passengers bracing in the small cab, the tray-back truck collided full-speed into the plate glass wall.
* * *
Cairns watched the tray-back rocketing towards the glass wall.
The truck bounced over the pockets of pine needles, shaving paint on both sides against trees.
They have to turn….
From the reserve’s service entrance, he’d watched the vehicles overshoot the intersection. Then the two trucks — first the tray-back, then something that looked like a giant steel scorpion — suddenly veered off the road and ploughed into the forest, cutting back towards the habitation level where Cairns and his force waited.
The tray-back was still out in front, careening towards the plate glass wall at a ludicrous speed.
They can’t be serious. They have to turn….
But in the back of Cairns’s mind, he wasn’t so sure. His men were spread in single file formation against the plate glass wall. Unless the tray-back turned, it would hit the wall at a point fifteen meters behind his men.
With growing alarm, Cairns took in the height and width of the glass wall, the thickness of each plate, the joins where each glass panel rigidly interconnected with its neighboring panel….
‘Everyone get down!’ he warned.
Half of Cairns’s force already had their weapons trained through the glass on the approaching tray-back. Hearing his warning, they desperately searched for the new threat, not yet recognizing the massive deathtrap they stood against.
It was too late.
The tray-back burst through the wall in a cataclysm of exploding glass. For a second, the truck was totally haloed in a cloud of shining glass fragments….
Then the glass plates on either side of the truck simultaneously exploded.
The effect was like a hand-grenade in a row of fish tanks.
Blossoming outwards from the point of collision, the shockwave tore through the glass plates in both directions. One after the other, a split-second apart, the plates were domino-exploded into millions of high-velocity razor-sharp fragments.
The shocking spectacle came roaring towards Cairns.
It was an airborne tidal-wave of glass.
Furthest back along the wall, the last two gunmen were engulfed in the blue-white razor storm. One moment they were gaping statues, and the next moment they simply disappeared as the glass-cloud poured around their bodies and washed away their flesh.
Only three more gunmen stood between Cairns and the wave-front. All three men were only moments from certain death. In the time it took Cairns to blink, the glass shredded the next man where he stood.
This close, Cairns saw the effect on the human body was like standing in a ring of detonating fragmentation mines.
As the second-last panel exploded, with less than a second to act, Cairns grabbed the last living gunman by the body armor and wrenched them both backwards towards the service entrance.
* * *
‘Fuck-ing-hell!’ yelled Vanessa as the airborne truck, weightless under them, flew out through the exploding glass wall.
The truck hung in the air for a second above the habitation level floor -
— then everything crashed forward as the truck touched down.
Both were hurled forward in their seats.
Coleman struggled to control the steering wheel. The tray-back’s suspension bottomed-out, punching them both hard in the tail-bone, then the over-sized suspension bounced the truck back up into the air. Vanessa’s head hit the roof. A second later, the river stones smashed back down onto the tray.
The truck bounced twice more before Coleman regained control.
Vanessa spun to see Forest and King copy the maneuver, minus the glass and the speed. Now both trucks were on the habitation level, accelerating across the floor.
‘They made it,’ she reported. ‘They’re behind us. Oh, no. You must be joking.’
‘What is it?’ asked Coleman.
A thunderous boom sounded behind them. Coleman felt the tray-back actually shake through the steering wheel.
‘What the hell was that?’ he demanded.
Vanessa spun forwards again. ‘It’s Bora.’
Coleman glanced into his mirror. ‘Ho-ly shit!’
* * *
Cairns lay in a tent of broken glass.
Above him, a dead gunman formed the backbone of the tent. Cairns had collapsed into the service entrance the moment the last glass plate exploded. The unfortunate gunman’s body had made a conveniently fleshy shield.
Convenient for me, anyway.
He eased aside the lacerated corpse. Jagged pieces of glass stuck from the body at a hundred angles. Glass slid away as Cairns found his feet.
That was too close.
Four red humps in the carpet of glass marked the rest of his force.
Two trucks accelerated across the habitation level.
Where is Bora?
Cairns’s ears still rang from the roar of shattering glass, so the first he sensed of Bora was when the floor shuddered up through his boots.
What the…?
He looked up and spotted Bora pursuing the Marines. Bora was driving a gargantuan truck with a steering cab at either end. Between the cabs, a large A-frame structure was fixed to the flatbed. How Bora had ever managed to maneuver the giant vehicle down the forested slope, Cairns had no idea.
But it certainly had something to do with speed.
The truck launched through the spot where the smaller tray-back had breached the wall. The vibrations shuddered through the floor again as the A-frame’s wheels crunched down. Cairns spotted a gunman sitting in the second steering cab, controlling the A-frame’s rear end. The arrangement made the oversized truck very maneuverable.
Right after the truck came a dozen four-wheeled quad bikes. The quads hit the habitation level floor and accelerated after Bora’s A-frame.
Cairns found his dangling radio earpiece. He fitted the earpiece, ready to issue orders, but Gould’s voice was already coming over the line.
‘Gould,’ snapped Cairns. ‘Get off the line.’
‘There’s too many vibrations,’ warned Gould. ‘I can’t distract the creatures. They’re heading right towards you.’
Cairns spat out a piece of glass he found in the side of his mouth.
‘Distract as many as you can,’ he ordered.
Glass crunched under Cairns’s boots as he sprinted across the habitation level.
* * *
‘That’s a big truck,’ said Coleman, tracking Bora in his rear-view mirror.
Then he saw the twelve quad bikes. Here comes trouble.
Like scrambling jet fighters, the quad bikes hit the floor and zoomed around Bora’s truck. The bikes were much faster than the A-frame. In seconds they drew level with King and Forest, who defensively veered the scorpion truck left and right to keep the quad bikes at a safe distance.
Coleman tested the tray-back’s handling on the habitation level floor.
Not promising.
The pedestrian loop was made for shoes, not tires. He couldn’t outmaneuver the agile quad bikes in the heavily-loaded tray-back.
He certainly couldn’t stop.
Four quad bikes overtook the scorpion truck and powered straight towards Coleman and Vanessa. Coleman searched the route ahead. They were approaching the eastern wall fast.
‘We’ll have to do a lap,’ he said. ‘We can’t stop or they’ll catch us.’
‘They’re right behind us!’ warned Vanessa.
‘What’s that? Right there. What’s that in the wall?’ Coleman pointed out his window.
‘They’re trying to jump on the back of the truck!’ she warned.
Coleman knew exactly what the quad bike riders were doing, but something else had hijacked his attention. ‘I know. Just listen, Vanessa. What’s that system in the recessed cage in the wall?’
She glanced out Coleman’s window. ‘That’s an electrical substation. The main power runs behind that substation.’
Coleman scanned the dashboard and then snatched up the CB radio. He thumbed the switch on the microphone as he began the broad right-hand turn to start his lap around the pedestrian loop. The caged electrical substation flew past on the truck’s left side.
Please let their radio be switched on.
‘King, Forest, you hearing me?’
Forest’s voice immediately came back over the dash-mounted speaker. ‘We hear you, Captain. This is a pretty crappy situation, right here.’
‘I need you to distract those quad bikes. Whatever it takes.’
‘You got it. But, Captain, you got two on your tail already.’
Before Coleman could respond, two solid weights landed on the tray-back. Two riderless quad bikes peel away from the truck.
‘They’re on the back,’ squawked Vanessa, turning in the cab.
Coleman dropped the radio and the steering wheel at the same time. ‘Take the wheel.’
Vanessa scooted across the seat, grabbing the wheel as Coleman climbed out the window.
‘What’s the plan?’ She called after his heels.
‘Don’t stop,’ Coleman yelled back. ‘And stay out of King’s way.’

Chapter 10

Forest tossed the CB microphone back onto the dashboard.
Ahead, he saw Coleman climbing out the tray-back’s driver side window. The Captain faced off against the two gunmen who had jumped onto the tray-back from the quad bikes.
Forest and King had their own problems.
The remaining quad bikes wove in tight patterns around the scorpion truck. Forest counted three bikes on their left, two on the right, and at least five more right behind them.
Worse, behind the quad bikes and gaining fast, Bora sped through the pack like a white shark charging baby seals.
‘They’re everywhere,’ moaned Forest. ‘How can we distract all of them?’
King grunted, unconcerned. ‘I’ve got a surprise for them.’
‘What surprise?’ Forest knew trouble when he heard it. King’s capacity for creative thinking bordered on the dangerously insane. Forest suddenly wanted to swap trucks with Vanessa. ‘What do you mean? What surprise?’
King winked at Forest. ‘You’re going to love this. Hold on.’
Forest braced himself for god knew what.
What’s he going to do? Trust me to pick the wrong truck.
King yanked a control lever under the steering column. Red warning lights flared over the dashboard. Forest felt the scorpion shake as its giant legs began unfolding down either side. King released the lever when the hydraulic braces extended halfway to the ground.
Forest was confused for a moment. Then he felt something shift in the back.
The retracted legs had formed a cage-like barrier in the back of the truck. The barrier had been restraining something. With the legs halfway down, whatever they were carrying began shifting around.
Forest spun and stared at the scorpion truck’s single piece of cargo.
It was a chunk of concrete rubble the size of a big refrigerator.
No wait….
It wasn’t just rubble. It had steel reinforcing inside. The reinforcing bars ran through the huge chunk and ended in three heavy-duty anchor points. The anchor points all stuck from one end of the rough sphere. Thick steel cable from the mini-crane looped through these anchors.
Forest remembered the type of testing carried out on the terrorism-proof building materials.
Destructive testing.
Suddenly he recognized the object.
This was part of the equipment used to test new building products. The large uneven sphere could be accelerated into test structures to simulate structural impact damage.
It was a wrecking ball.
King suddenly jerked the steering wheel left. The wrecking ball rolled to one side and teetered precariously over the edge of the truck.
‘You’re not serious!’ Forest felt the entire truck list sideways under the weight. The hydraulic legs screeched as they dragged along the floor under the wrecking ball’s weight. Sparks flew up the side of the truck.
King grinned and wrenched up another control. ‘It’s time for a little experiment of our own.’
Forest heard the crane spooling its cable into the back of the truck, then King slammed the steering wheel back the other way.
The wrecking ball rolled off the back.
Losing its load, the truck instantly lurched up under Forest. A second later the wrecking ball touched down. The impact came right up through the truck.
Forest stared wide-eyed at the wrecking ball bouncing beside the truck. It rapidly drew off the loops of steel cable.
It’s drawing off the cable too quickly. It’s going to rip the crane off.
King released the mini-crane controls and the cable stopped spooling. ‘Hold on.’
Gobsmacked, Forest watched the last few coils of cable disappear from the back of the truck.
As the line of cable between the crane and the wrecking ball jerked taunt, both men were hurled forward in their seats. The crane didn’t come off. King kept the gas pedal pumped to the floor.
The wrecking ball jerked twice then swung in a bouncing arc back behind the truck. The scorpion truck was now dragging the wrecking ball by the crane cable.
Forest saw the cement ball sideswipe the nearest quad bike. The wrecking ball pulverized the rider without even slowing. The bike flew off through the air.
King smirked into his rear view mirror. ‘Now, let’s have some fun.’
* * *
Coleman scrambled onto the tray-back.
The two terrorists found their feet. All three crouched on the orange rope webbing securing the stones. The webbing looked badly stretched from Coleman’s stunt driving. Knee-high boulders slid and cracked against each other in the tray. Vanessa maneuvered to prevent two more riders from leaping onto the tray-back.
Coleman judged the man crouched on the right as the greater threat. He seemed more secure in his footing. He watched Coleman alertly.
Both terrorists had tightened their weapon straps to make the jump to the tray-back. Their submachine guns were strapped tightly to their chests.
I can’t let them use those weapons.
But the gunmen had no intention of fumbling with weapon straps on the dangerously shifting boulders. The man on Coleman’s left darted his hand through the webbing and drew a long-handled hammer from between the rocks.
Son of a bitch, thought Coleman. Look at the size of that hammer.
The truck’s toolbox must have spilled tools over the tray, the large hammer included. Coleman saw a few other loose tools, but they’d all bounced down the back near the gunmen.
Scanning the webbing under his boots for a weapon, Coleman just saw more bouncing rocks.
Nothing. What about in the toolbox?
He fumbled behind himself in the dented toolbox. He found something steel, a small chisel, and hurled it at the man with the hammer.
The flying chisel clinked off the steel head of the gunman’s hammer as Coleman searched again.
He found something long and thin. He drew the item from the toolbox. It was a pinch bar.
Head-cracker. That’s more like it.
The meter-long steel bar made a sharp U-turn at one end. It was the type of tool used for opening crates or levering rocks into place. This one was painted fire engine red.
The terrorist swung up the hammer and launched himself at Coleman. The man wasn’t risking his footing on the treacherously colliding stones. He simply jumped with the hammer, swinging the heavy weapon in an overhead arc that descended straight at Coleman’s head. The terrorist’s full flying weight was behind the attack.
Coleman needed to make sure it missed.
Even a glancing blow from the hammer could knock him senseless. And he hadn’t forgotten about the other terrorist on the tray-back. The second terrorist was fishing his hand around in the tray, struggling to yank something up through the too-small gaps in the webbing.
Coleman swung the pinch bar up in a wide circle that intercepted the downward trajectory of the hammer.
As the two weapons collided, he jerked his body to the left.
The glancing strike of the pinch bar just threw the hammer off target.
The hammer whooshed past inches from Coleman’s right shoulder, caving in the toolbox. The terrorist overbalanced forward, his face level with Coleman’s right shoulder.
Grabbing both ends of the pinch bar, Coleman drove it sideways across his body, ramming the curled end into the man’s head. The stunning blow tore a hunk of cartilage from the man’s ear. His head snapped savagely to one side.
Before he could recover, Coleman shoved him with the pinch bar.
The man cartwheeled off the truck and hit the floor badly.
If the fall wasn’t fatal, then the massive chunk of concrete that rolled over him must have been.
What the…?
Coleman did a double-take. King was towing a huge ball of concrete behind the scorpion truck. As King snaked the steering wheel left and right, the massive weight swung like a pendulum behind the truck. King had partially lowered the truck’s pneumatic struts to avoid rolling.
The quad bikes couldn’t get near the rolling menace.
Coleman couldn’t tell if King was trying to lighten the truck’s load or if the maneuver was intentional.
He didn’t have time to make a decision either way. The second terrorist had finally managed to withdraw whatever he had been searching for through the tray-back’s webbing.
* * *
From high in the cab of the A-frame truck, Bora tracked the swing of the huge wrecking ball.
The ball cut a devastating path across his driving line. It tore chunks from the floor like Morse code.
Even had he not seen the big Marine jump into the scorpion truck, Bora could have predicted who controlled the wrecking ball. Only one person could be at the wheel of that rolling menace. Few men would even have the upper-body strength required to control the steering wheel. Bora imagined the Marine’s smirking satisfaction as he sent the wild obstacle tumbling around the quad bikes.
It’s always something with you, isn’t it? It’s not enough just to get away, you have to smash everything to smithereens in the process.
Bora had never witnessed such a display of merry-mayhem in his life. He was reluctantly impressed. The ball bounced once, twice, and then crashed clear through the corner of the admin hub. The corner exploded in a spray of glass and tangled aluminum frame.
Bora dropped his foot from the accelerator. He needed to keep the A-frame behind the ball’s destructive path. He knew how quickly the Marine could get the ball back into play.
Already one quad bike rider had learned the hard way, coming to a pulverizing end under the roaming obstacle. Another had fallen from the tray-back and been smeared like a grape under a bowling ball. Now all the quad bikes buzzed in a loose pack around Bora’s A-frame, only zooming forward to harry the scorpion truck when its massive pendulum was demolishing the amenities on either side of the pedestrian loop.
Bora ignored the quad bikes and studied how the Marine expertly snaked the truck left and right. He used the truck as a counterweight to keep the cumbersome wrecking ball in motion.
Bora needed to get around that big stinging tail to bring the A-frame into the action.
The key to the massive weight’s trajectory was telegraphed by the scorpion truck. As the wrecking ball tore free from the admin hub, Bora saw the driver correct his steering to counter the ball’s momentum and start dragging it back the other way.
Bora pumped the gas, testing the responsiveness of the giant A-frame. The truck lurched forward with a satisfying roar.
This baby’s got some grunt.
Bora tracked the ball.
Wait for it…wait for it…now!
As the ball cut back across the A-frame’s path, he punched the gas pedal. The A-frame accelerated smoothly through the danger zone and drew level with the scorpion truck.
Bora grinned down at the surprised driver.
He pointed ahead of both trucks towards the tray-back. The tray-back was what the Marine in the scorpion truck was trying to protect. Bora had known it all along.
Bora pointed at the tray-back and then made the cutthroat gesture with his hand.
I’m going to kill your friends.
Powering straight after the vulnerable tray-back, Bora relished the look of impotent frustrations in the Marine’s eyes.
* * *
Coleman eyed the terrorist with the long-handled pick.
The pick was what the man had been searching for under the webbing. The tool looked even heavier than the hammer. Its curved head had wicked points at both ends. Holding the pick in two hands, the terrorist assessed the bouncing rocks under the webbing, choosing his attack angle.
Coleman kept his knees bent, rolling with the movement of the tray-back. He waved the terrorist forward.
Come and get it.
He didn’t have long to wait.
The man heaved the pick in an overhead swing.
Coleman calculated the weapon’s effective range. Like the hammer, the long-handled pick could deliver a devastating blow, but was unwieldy and cumbersome. The pick was slowest at the beginning of the attack, and faster and more deadly at the end. Coleman had two options. He could try to dodge the attack, or he could move inside the weapon’s danger zone.
He stepped into the attack.
Still holding the pinch bar at both ends, he locked his arms straight up. Crack — the steel pinch bar collided with the wooden handle. The impact jarred down his body. He’d caught the pick at the apex of its swing.
In one deft motion, he rotated the pinch bar around the handle. The curved end of the pinch bar acted like a heavy knuckle-guard. Coleman rammed it straight into his attacker’s mouth.
Four of the terrorist’s top teeth ripped from their gums. Coleman had focused the full twisting weight of his body into the surprise counter-attack.
As the man’s teeth exploded into the back of his throat, Coleman followed through with a shoulder ram. His shoulder caught the man right in the solar plexus.
The man reeled back, but didn’t go down. He gathered himself, spat a mouthful of bloody teeth onto the webbing, and then launched another frenzied attack, this time making a wide scything swing at Coleman’s neck.
Surprised by the quick recovery, Coleman jerked back and felt his tailbone crack into the toolbox. Arching his back over the cab’s roof, he just managed to slip under the attack. The pick head grazed the front of his body armor, tearing off a velcro ammunition pocket.
As the terrorist’s weapon swept past, Coleman rolled onto the tray-back’s cab. Now occupying the high ground, he crouched on the roof and swung the pinch bar sideways like a club.
The terrorist tensed his arm and absorbed the blow on his shoulder. Before Coleman could swing again, the terrorist swept the pick over the cab at Coleman’s ankles.
Coleman jumped straight up in the air.
At the peak of his jump above the tray-back’s cab, he realized he’d underestimated this particular man.
The frenzied-looking attack was a feint.
The terrorist held the pick crossways under Coleman’s feet, and just before Coleman’s boots landed, the terrorist yanked his feet out from under him.
Coleman whumped down onto the roof, flat on his back, spread-eagled like a human sacrifice.
With the upper hand now, the terrorist swung the pick through a massive overhead attack.
The descending pick would pin Coleman to the cab like a mounted butterfly.
He desperately kicked out with both legs, driving his boot heels into the terrorist’s stomach. The kick couldn’t stop the attack, but it didn’t need to. It pushed Coleman further over the cab roof. During the last second of the weapon’s decent, Coleman used every ounce of leverage in his body to squirm backwards.
The pick pierced the cab right between his legs. An inch from his groin, the pick had punctured straight through the cab roof.
Vanessa cried out from inside the cab.
Feeling himself sliding backwards down the windshield, Coleman groped for something to halt his fall. The top of the cab was completely smooth. The pick! The pick’s steel head was embedded into the cab’s roof like an ice-anchor.
He tensed his stomach and lurched at the pick.
As his fingers curled around the pick head, everything happened at once.
Bora veered in from the left and slammed into the tray-back.
The impact from the giant A-frame felt like a meteor strike. The tray-back careened wildly under Coleman. The passenger-side door crumpled into the cab. The pick-wielding terrorist stumbled towards the edge of the tray. The tray-back veered straight towards the outer wall of the pedestrian loop.
Coleman felt his fingers slip from the pick head.
As Vanessa struggled to correct the tray-back’s steering, Coleman slid ass-first down the windshield. He grabbed the windshield wipers. The tray-back was going to hit the wall. The fragile windshield wipers would snap off like dried twigs, but there was absolutely nothing else to hold. He braced himself for the inevitable collision.
It never came.
Instead, something flew over Coleman’s shoulder. He raised his head and looked over the cab roof for whatever had just bounced over the hood. It was a cane chair. It spun over the cab and disappeared.
A split-second later, two more chairs and a cane coffee-table rebounded off the front of the tray-back. Looking over his shoulder, Coleman saw what had happened.
Bora had rammed them into a side arcade.
The arcade was just a broad half-circle recessed in the eastern wall. Wall-to-wall shops crammed the crescent arcade. The tray-back ploughed south-bound through the arcade’s central eatery. Coleman judged the entire arcade was fifty meters long.
Bora had timed the collision perfectly.
The A-frame truck was paralleling Vanessa’s trajectory to block any escape from the arcade. Bora was using the A-frame as a mobile roadblock. Vanessa would be trapped if she couldn’t beat Bora to where the southern end of the arcade cut back onto the habitation level.
She saw it too.
She didn’t slow one bit.
She tore through the arcade like a mini-tornado. Chairs and tables crunched under the swerving wheels. Coleman’s legs sprawled over the hood. Abandoned drinks rained over his head.
But she wasn’t going to make it. Bora’s A-frame maneuvered alarmingly well with a driver at both ends. Vanessa’s small gap was disappearing. No amount of wild driving could fit a square peg through a round hole.
Coleman prepared to clamber over the cab and into the tray. He could see she needed to slow down to avoid another collision with the A-frame, but she wasn’t slowing.
He peered at her through the windshield, expecting to see the panicked expression of a person speeding towards an inevitable high-speed accident. Vanessa only looked determined.
Coleman glanced back and saw the southern end of the arcade was now completely blocked.
She can’t mean to ram the A-frame! She’ll squash me!
Coleman felt himself pressed towards the windshield as Vanessa laid on more speed.
The tray-back was heading straight towards the corner of the arcade.
At the last moment, Vanessa swerved the tray-back and crashed ram-raider-style through the glass front of a clothing boutique. The thin shop-glass crashed over Coleman’s back, and then Coleman was riding the bucking tray-back as it ploughed through the boutique.
Hardly slowing, she bulldozed through the shop. A stand of display shoes exploded off the left fender. Shoes rained down over Coleman. A family of naked mannequins tumbled over the hood.
Coleman had just recovered from the first impact when Vanessa smashed clean through a second glass wall. They were back out on the pedestrian loop, ahead of Bora!
Coleman shook off the glass and kicked away a naked manikin torso hitching a ride beside him.
The breakneck maneuver had given them an extra ten meters on the A-frame.
Where on earth had she learned to drive like that? Coleman dismissed any doubts about Vanessa’s skills behind the wheel. She was driving like a woman with a misspent youth. Coleman remembered the cry from inside the truck and tried to see if she’d been injured. He couldn’t tell, but from his vantage on the hood, Coleman saw three quad bikes buzzing through the arcade. Bora maneuvered the A-frame to ram them again. King and Forest were picking up speed and approaching at an intercept angle across the pedestrian loop, still dragging the massive wrecking ball.
If Bora moved the A-frame up beside Vanessa, he could easily pin the tray-back against the wall.
Why doesn’t she cut right while she still had a clear path? She could cross in front of Bora and get away from the solid wall.
‘Vanessa!’ he yelled through the windshield. ‘Cut right. Cut right!’
But she didn’t answer. She was ignoring him! She was talking into the CB radio microphone while she steered the racing tray-back in a straight line along the wall. She had to be talking to Forest and King.
Coleman peered through the windshield, trying to see what she was planning. The next corner of the habitation level was approaching fast, so she needed to act in the next few critical seconds.
Vanessa tossed the radio mike back onto the dashboard and nodded towards the scorpion truck.
Coleman followed her nod. Instantly, everything became clear.
Their intent was unmistakable. Not to mention crazy. It had to be King’s idea.
Vanessa was driving into the wrecking ball’s path. King was veering the scorpion truck so the wrecking ball described a huge bouncing arc towards the tray-back and the A-frame.
Off the top of his head, Coleman saw two problems. The tray-back was squarely in the wrecking ball’s path, and Vanessa couldn’t brake to avoid the oncoming wrecking ball with Coleman perched on the hood. If she hit the brakes, Coleman would go flying off the hood. Coleman’s precarious position was about to doom them both.
Coleman read her lips through the windshield.
Jump.
Coleman jumped — dove — over the cab. Vanessa hit the brakes. They couldn’t have stalled the maneuver a second longer.
The tray-back’s brakes squealed. The wrecking ball was right on top of them. It was a solid grey storm cloud sweeping into Coleman’s peripheral vision. It even sounded like thunder. Careening towards the braking tray-back, it seemed to blot out half the level.
As Coleman flew through the air, the moment seemed charged with deadly energy.
The wrecking ball bounced up, clipped the front of the tray-back, and then sheared through Bora’s cab.
At the same moment, Coleman landed on the terrorist just finding his feet on the webbing. Crashing into the man mid-flight, Coleman’s shoulder drove into the man’s kidneys. The impact completely threw off his trajectory.
Instead of landing in the tray, Coleman just caught himself on the edge. His body thumped down. His legs and hips slipped over the side. His boots touched the floor and instantly tore out from under him. The tray-back was still moving too fast to find his footing.
Only the pinch bar had saved him. The hooked end had snagged in the webbing. Coleman snatched another handful of webbing. Now he had one hand on the pinch bar and the other holding the webbing.
The terrorist hadn’t fared much better. Vanessa’s sudden braking had violently shifted the river stones. The man’s left leg had slipped through the webbing. He had been pinned up to the knee when the stones slid up the tray. The man grasped the pick handle. He grunted as he yanked the pick head free from the cab.
Coleman’s eyes widened as the man pivoted.
Oh, shit!
He had nowhere to move. If he climbed up the tray, he would be climbing straight into an attack. When he looked up, the pick was already racing towards his head.
Stone shards spattered over his face as the pinned terrorist’s attack fell just short. Blinking away the stone fragments, Coleman tried to get a better grip on the webbing and keep his legs from dragging under the tray-back’s rear wheels.
The terrorist repositioned his hands on the pick handle, gaining more range, and swung again. This time the attack was right on target.
Clinging desperately to the side of the tray-back, Coleman watched the pick race through the air towards his head.
* * *
Bora sat up in the wreckage of the A-frame’s cab.
Filthy bastards!
He groped at the steering wheel. The wheel felt stiff. The steering was misaligned. Bracing himself, he managed to steer the giant A-frame away from the wall. The scientist had lured him straight into the path of the wrecking ball.
The cement ball had sheered away three-quarters of his cab. The passenger side door, the roof, the windshield — everything was ripped away in a second of screaming metal. Bora had been so focused on cutting off the tray-back that he noticed the wrecking ball too late. The ball came literally within an arm’s length of pasting him against the wall.
Everything had been torn from the cab. Everything except his seat and the steering wheel. Only the driver’s actions from the rear cab had prevented Bora’s forward cab from being completely wiped out. The man must have slammed on the brakes at the last moment.
Bora saw the cab-to-cab intercom was intact. He thumbed the button.
‘Good work,’ he said the rear cab operator. ‘They almost had me.’
‘I thought you were dead!’ came the startled reply from the rear cab.
Bora didn’t answer. He searched over his shoulder, looking for his target. The scorpion truck pulled away, keeping its dangerous payload in motion. The tray-back passed up the inside length between the A-frame and the solid habitation level wall. The Marine riding the hood had fallen and was hanging over the side of the tray.
He wouldn’t last long. A gunman stood in the tray. He had a pick. The pick already raced towards the Marine’s head.
Just in case, thought Bora, swinging his wheel hard to the left. The A-frame swerved into the tray-back. The gap between the vehicles disappeared with a bone-crushing sideswipe. More debris shook away from Bora’s damaged cab. As the trucks came apart, Bora saw the tray-back veer away without the Marine.
About time, thought Bora, checking his mirror for the body. The mangled pile of flesh should be rolling behind the truck any time now.
There was no body rolling behind the truck.
Where is he?
He hit the ‘talk’ button on the intercom. ‘Did you see that Marine’s body fall away?’
‘No, sir.’
Bora felt his top lip twitch in irritation. ‘Go out and check that he’s dead. He must be crushed back there somewhere.’
‘Yes, sir.’
Bora felt the steering change as the rear operator shifted full control to the front cab.
Just in case, thought Bora, scanning the A-frame’s platform in the mirror. No more assumptions until these Marines are all dead at my feet.
Suddenly the rear cab operator blurted over the intercom, ‘Look out ahead!’
Bora snapped his attention forwards again.
A maelstrom of creatures came swarming out of the administration hub.
They scrambled straight into the A-frame’s path and lunged towards the tray-back. The lighter tray-back swerved through the pack of creatures. It barely avoided a dozen grasping tentacles.
Bora was driving too fast to maneuver like the tray-back. The A-frame was too heavy. The pack of creatures formed into a solid mass of grasping tentacles directly in the A-frame’s driving line.
He only had one choice.
Bora grabbed the steering wheel with both hands, braced his legs in the wrecked cab, and then held on tight as he ploughed the A-frame truck straight into the writhing pack of creatures.
* * *
Cairns leapt agilely onto the fountain.
He surveyed his makeshift roadblock.
Unhitched from the electric cart, the heavy pallets had been lined up either side of the fountain. In the gaps between the pallets idled six quad bikes.
As the last pallet rolled into place, Cairns critically surveyed their arrangement.
It should be enough.
He had a simple plan. Stop the tray-back at any cost.
About to bark out more orders, he noticed the water in the fountain near his boots. It was moving. Shuddering. The surface of the water was turbulent and uneven. As he watched, the water started rapidly shaking.
Something is wrong here.
In full view of the quad bike riders, he slowly knelt on the fountain and placed his palm flat against the marble.
The entire habitation level shook. The vibrations travelled up through the fountain.
What the hell are they doing? What could be causing these tremors?
He groaned as the answer fish-tailed around the corner and came into view. It wasn’t the tray-back. It was the scorpion truck.
And it dragged a huge ball of solid cement behind about thirty meters of steel cable.
The driver spotted the makeshift roadblock and the line of terrorists. The cement sphere began sliding and rolling in a great big arc behind the scorpion truck. With no sign of slowing down, the scorpion truck driver veered the truck steadily towards the outside wall.
In an instant, Cairns saw the driver’s intention, and in that same moment, every other plan went out the window.
It was every man for himself.
All heads turned to Cairns, looking for instructions.
‘Scatter!’ he yelled. ‘Come at it from the sides.’
The driver turned the wheel, and like a colossal whip crack, the cement sphere sliced across the floor towards the roadblock.
They’d never all move in time.
‘Everyone down!’ Cairns yelled, diving behind the fountain.
As he hit the floor, the wrecking ball smashed full-tilt into the roadblock. The first pallet disintegrated under the brutal force, but didn’t slow the flying chunk of reinforced cement. The impact just sent the wrecking ball spinning up through the air. It passed over the heads of three gunmen and came down straight onto the fountain.
The fountain exploded in a haze of white water and marble shards. The ball kept going.
One quad bike rider caught the swinging steel cable right in the chest. Instantly sheared in half, both pieces of the man flew through the air with the wrecking ball, paralleling its path until the wet mess thumped down thirty meters away.
Water and marble shards rained down everywhere. The top tier of the fountain crashed down fifty meters away.
Drenched from the demolished fountain, Cairns raised his head and saw four quad bike riders had outmaneuvered the attack. The fifth rider was caught between two colliding pallets. Both his legs were broken. The wounds appeared so fresh there was more bone then blood.
‘Up!’ yelled Cairns as the wrecking ball bounced away across the other side of the pedestrian loop.
At that second, the tray-back came fishtailing around the corner.
Tray-back or the scorpion truck? Which is my target?
Cairns stood within the living demonstration of how devastating a weapon the scorpion truck had become. He needed to neutralize the greatest threat before he could take the prize.
His eyes fixed resolutely on the scorpion truck.
* * *
Forest watched the wrecking ball send the terrorists diving for cover.
After demolishing the roadblock, King’s full attention was focused on keeping the wrecking ball under control. He was struggling. His powerful arms were braced rigidly against the steering wheel. The dragging weight felt like it could rip the scorpion truck in half any second. The truck wasn’t taking the punishment quietly. Forest heard the metallic screech and twang of metal warping and bolts popping.
It was the crane. Eight heavy-duty bolts secured the crane onto the truck. Two bolts had already torn loose. The next two bolts started to lift under the tremendous pressure of King’s driving.
Forest willed the bolts to hold in place.
Grunting, King countered with the steering again. The truck demanded every ounce of his strength. King just managed to keep the truck on four wheels. At any given time, two of the truck’s wheels were slipping, grabbing, slipping, grabbing, jerking the truck in erratic spurts. King’s deft handling transformed the erratic spurts into a large circle. The motion kept the wrecking ball swinging outwards in a large defensive zone.
It’s getting faster, thought Forest. It’s moving faster now.
The ball seemed to be picking up speed.
King struggled more and more to keep the wrecking ball from rolling the truck right over. The truck tilted dangerously towards the driver’s side. Forest checked the support struts again. The struts down that side sent up four sprays of sparks. The sparks were a good thing. It meant the struts still possessed enough structural integrity to prevent the truck rolling. Without those mechanical legs, Forest knew the truck would have rolled long before now. The struts were starting to buckle and warp under the constant pressure.
Suddenly Forest spotted Vanessa racing around the corner in the tray-back. The smaller tray-back fishtailed wildly into view and then accelerated towards the demolished roadblock. Behind her came the giant A-frame. Between her and the roadblock, the wrecking ball was destroying everything. It was right in her driving line.
Vanessa was literally between a rock and a hard place.
‘Lookout for Vanessa!’ warned Forest. ‘She needs to get through. Bora’s right on top of her!’
‘She’ll have to find her own way through,’ hissed King through gritted teeth, struggling with the wheel. ‘I can’t slow this thing down.’
‘There is no way through,’ barked Forest, realizing what was happening. The cable had been slipping out of the crane, making the pendulum swing longer and longer. The dragging force on the scorpion truck was growing exponentially by the second. No wonder King was struggling.
‘The cable’s slipping,’ warned Forest.
As they kept turning, Vanessa’s truck disappeared from Forest’s field of vision.
He craned his head out the window.
Everything seemed to be coming at the scorpion truck. Vanessa, Bora, even the quad bikes were maneuvering into positions to rush the scorpion truck once the wrecking ball passed.
At least the distraction’s working. Oh, no….
Forest spotted the creatures. Four of them, cutting across the habitation level floor from the rear of the administration hub.
‘King — I’ve got four incoming hostiles.’
The creatures ignored the quad bikes and charged straight for the scorpion truck. The wrecking ball kept the terrorist’s back, but it had the opposite affect on the creatures. Its vibrations attracted them.
‘It’s about time,’ hissed King.
As threats converged on the scorpion truck from every direction, Forest wasn’t sure what worried him most: the creatures, the terrorists, or Sergeant William King’s comment.
* * *
Vanessa banked the tray-back around the corner just in time to witness King demolishing the terrorist roadblock.
Holy crap.
The scene ahead was pure bedlam.
She hardly recognized the area where researchers and their families idled away their downtime.
Rocketing towards the mayhem in a front row seat, she could hardly take it all in. The scorpion truck had just made a huge U-turn, sending the wrecking ball bouncing straight through some kind of a terrorist roadblock. The ball demolished the fountain. Water from the fountain shot up and hit the ceiling. The top fountain tier flew through the air above the heads of the prone terrorists.
Almost mesmerized by the spectacle of the fountain tier tumbling through the air, she nearly collided with a creature. She swerved the tray-back right, veering around the creatures that burst from the administration hub. A tentacle screeched down the side of the tray-back, but the lunging hostile couldn’t find purchase on the smooth side. Among the zooming quad bikes and rolling pallets, Vanessa spotted three other creatures already heading for the scorpion truck.
At the heart of the chaos, King steered the scorpion truck through a tight circle, bringing the wrecking ball in for another swipe at the roadblock.
That roadblock was meant to stop me.
King’s chaotic rampage was becoming just as dangerous as the roadblock. The wrecking ball’s motion blocked the pedestrian loop before her. There was no way past. The swinging cable scattered furniture and pallets into a huge obstacle course of debris. Vanessa’s first impulse was to hit the brakes, but glancing in the mirror she knew she couldn’t stop. Bora’s A-frame came roaring around the corner in pursuit, filling her mirror.
She had to run the gauntlet of obstacles and try to avoid the wrecking ball. This was the first time she’d been alone since meeting Alex in the research labs. Up until now, Alex made all the dangerous decisions.
Run the roadblock or try something else?
She needed to decide fast.
What happened to Alex?
She searched her mirror. No sign. He could be stunned in the back of the vehicle, or he could have fallen completely off the tray and be lying senseless on the floor somewhere further back.
I can’t see a thing.
Bora had hit the tray-back hard. Vanessa’s last glimpse of her ex-husband had him hanging over the side. If Alex was dead, it was hard to imagine them getting out of this situation alive. She had no misconception about his special talents proving the difference between life and death for Third Unit and herself a dozen times today.
If anyone could survive that impact, it had to be him. He has to be OK.
She focused her attention on the immediate problem ahead.
If she could somehow navigate the crazy obstacle course of furniture, quad bikes and creatures, there seemed little chance she could drive under the steel cable stretching from the scorpion truck to the cement ball. Driving under the cable would be a suicidal gamble.
The ball’s path stretched the entire breadth of the area she needed to cross.
Is this all worth it?
She glanced at the templates on the passenger seat. Yes. Yes it is. These templates will change the world.
Self-doubt wasn’t an option with such high stakes. She remembered something Alex used to say when they were still together. Head in the game, eye on the prize.
Vanessa got her head back into the game and spotted a crazy opportunity.
With everyone trying to avoid the wrecking ball, the safest route was right behind the wrecking ball’s path. If she could closely follow the trajectory of the wrecking ball, the massive weight would sweep her a clean path right through the mayhem. Like the quiet in the eye of storm, she would have a clear run through the quad bikes and creatures.
In theory, anyway. She could already predict a few problems.
She didn’t have long to think. The wrecking ball would pass her in the next five seconds.
Can I do this? Only one way to find out.
Vanessa ploughed into the furniture debris field. The lushly-furnished communal lounge was now a battlefield of gutted couches, decapitated planter pots, and piles of wooden furniture with a thousand compound fractures. She swerved around two couches blocking her path, but then a large overturned marble planter box loomed directly in front. She swerved right, hitting one couch and clipping the marble planter box. A soil plume erupted over the tray-back’s hood.
Forest’s voice came over the CB radio. ‘Vanessa — lookout! You’re driving right into our path!’
She didn’t dare move her hands from the steering wheel to answer. She veered left, then right, crunching twisted shrubbery, smashing broken chair legs, dodging chunks of fountain the size of shopping carts. She snaked through obstacles like a rally-car driver on the wildest racetrack on earth.
But she couldn’t avoid everything. A hump of cane chairs and tables loomed suddenly in front.
Go through them.
The cane furniture busted apart over the tray-back’s hood. As her view cleared, she thought she must have been in a 3-D movie.
The ball careening into her path couldn’t be real!
But it was. It hit the ground, gouging furrows in the floor, shaking the tray-back like an earthquake. She checked her speed against the incoming chunk of reinforced concrete. Too fast, and I’ll get creamed by the ball. Too slow, and Bora will have me.
As the huge ball bounced at a forty-five degree angle across her path, Vanessa veered the truck to the right and followed.
Suddenly she was doing it. She was following the bouncing, sliding path of the wrecking ball as it made its second destructive lap across the pedestrian loop.
Perfect.
And then, with an impact that made the tray-back shudder, a piece of the cement the size of a cinder block smacked into her windshield. It lodged there. She cried out and jerked back as the piece of concrete stopped halfway-in, halfway-out of her windshield.
Damn — I didn’t think of that. The ball is shedding pieces of cement like a comet’s tail. I can’t stop now. Just hold it together.
She couldn’t back off; she needed to follow the wrecking ball as closely as possible.
And she had bigger problems on the horizon.
On her left, furniture tumbled ahead of the cable in a tumultuous, rolling pile. Choked up with twisted debris, the cable was acting like a giant broom, sweeping everything into an avalanche of tumbling furniture.
Centrifugal force pushed the crashing, splintering avalanche down the cable.
Towards the tray-back.
As the avalanche reached the wrecking ball, like dynamite in a dollhouse, pieces of furniture started raining down around the tray-back. A large magazine stand tumbled into view. Vanessa held her driving line as the stand bounced noisily off the cab’s roof. As the stand flipped away, something heavy smacked down into the tray. She couldn’t check what it was, because a large three-seater couch was falling across her path.
So much for quiet in the eye of the storm. Now the obstacles are raining from the sky.
The air filled with a haze of cushion stuffing and cement fragments. The debris stuttered like hail across her hood.
This was a very bad idea. Oh, no!
A rubbish pallet pancake-flipped into the air, spinning towards her windshield. She snaked the tray-back left, out from under the spinning pallet, tracking the missile in her peripheral vision. The pallet smashed down outside her right window, spewing rubbish and sending metal shards tearing down the side of the truck.
Almost there. Ride it out. Just a bit further.
And then the ball swung off to her left. She cleared the debris field and rocketed out the other side in one piece.
She caught a flash of movement in the mirror. The mirror had been knocked out of alignment and now showed a very unpleasant sight.
The terrorist! He’s still back there. He’s got the pick again!
Vanessa had completely forgotten about the terrorist in the back who had been fighting Alex. If the man was lying low or knocked unconscious during the wild ride, she didn’t know, but he was certainly back there now.
Thwaak!
The pick head suddenly punched back through the roof, grazing her scalp and tearing into the top of her ear. The pain was instant and searing.
‘Arrrghhh!’ Vanessa jerked her hand over her ear. She hunkered down lower into the seat. She could only hunker down so far, and there was nothing stopping the man from swinging the pick in through the window. Sooner or later, that pick was going to penetrate her skull.
The pick head twisted into the cab roof. He’s cutting his way in here. The terrorist was opening a larger hole with the pick.
The pick disappeared, and Vanessa imagined the weapon arcing up, pausing to aim, then plunging down….
Thwaak — wrench.
On cue, the pick struck home again, this time in the middle of the cab, further from her head, but closer to the templates.
She was so focused on avoiding the terrorist’s attack that she didn’t see the creature.
She didn’t veer. She didn’t turn. She didn’t dodge.
She just ploughed straight into it.
The first she knew, the truck’s suspension cantered forward under the impact. Then the creature hauled itself up her hood.
She looked through the windshield at the hellish apparition climbing up the hood.
Well, that’s me buggered.
* * *
Coleman hung desperately from the pinch bar.
The pinch bar had saved his life.
As the pick swung at his head, he had no choice but to drop away from the tray. Unhooking the pinch bar, he let himself fall backwards, still grasping the webbing, but now only holding on one-handed.
Even then, the pick just missed. The maneuver left Coleman dragging beside the tray-back by one hand.
Then Bora arrived. The A-frame was still operational, even after King’s attack. Bora slammed the A-frame into the tray-back. The instant before the trucks collided above him, just before the sheering A-frame platform would have severed his wrist, Coleman dropped from the orange webbing. Falling between the vehicles, he swung the pinch bar up under the incoming A-frame.
A midair gamble, roulette with a pinch bar, but he had absolutely no choice.
With a satisfying clack of steel on steel, the pinch bar snagged a reinforcing rod on the A-frame’s undercarriage. The trucks crunched together above him, swinging Coleman’s legs alarmingly close to the tray-back’s rear wheels.
As the tray-back careened away, Coleman hung under the A-frame from the pinch bar.
He let himself get dragged for a second.
What now, wonder boy? You’re not helping anyone down here. Get moving.
He hooked his right boot up and over the side of the platform. He followed with his right hand, searching for purchase with his fingertips. After a few seconds of blind groping, he finally found some leverage. His hand trembled as he awkwardly lifted his body weight with one arm. He hauled himself onto the platform. Exhausted from the awkward climb, he dropped to his belly on the platform. His arms were spent, but he needed to keep moving.
Without warning, the A-frame shuddered like it had collided with a big animal. No, a heard of big animals. Several impacts followed. Without even seeing the threat, Coleman knew what was happening.
It was only a matter of time. The vibration of all these vehicles must be driving the creatures crazy. On the positive side, if the creatures were all heading here, then they weren’t trying to break into the Evac Center to reach David.
Thorny tentacles screeched down both sides of the platform as Bora ploughed through a pack of creatures.
Coleman rolled further onto the platform, away from the thorn-studded tentacles that came scraping along the edge.
As he found his feet, three creatures pulled themselves up onto the A-frame. The platform measured at least fifteen meters long. The steel A-frame structure itself stood four meters tall and covered three-quarters of the platform. Leaves and tree branches stuck through the top where Bora had cut through the rec-reserve.
Reaching out, Coleman steadied himself on the frame with one hand. He didn’t move his feet. The vibrations coming through the truck might dull his vibration signature from the creatures, but he couldn’t risk it. Jumping off the moving platform promised a bone-breaking landing. He searched the pedestrian loop for Third Unit. Ahead, King and Forest were still causing mayhem, dragging the wrecking ball behind the scorpion truck.
King was driving in large circles. The ball decimated the entire area. Terrorists scattered everywhere. Some were on foot, but several harried the scorpion truck on quad bikes. Coleman spotted Vanessa in the tray-back risking a crazy maneuver. She was trailing the path of the wrecking ball through the lounge wreckage. It offered the only possible route across the bedlam of terrorists and creatures and debris.
A creature suddenly blocked Coleman’s view. It rose between him and the A-frame’s front steering cab. Beyond the creature, Bora watched over his shoulder.
Coleman checked the other end of the platform. Two more creatures in that direction. Two of the hostiles occupied Coleman’s side of the frame. The third creature was on the opposite side of the framework. Their locations on the platform made a rough triangle around him.
The creatures tore into the platform, breaking off anything transmitting vibrations. Coleman watched them for a moment, gauging his personal safety. It felt like standing within a triangle of landmines. One step in any direction could set them off. The steel frame must have been humming like a harp to the creatures. That seemed to be the focus of their attack.
Coleman didn’t move. The truck was the creatures’ target. So long as he didn’t cause any additional vibrations, he would be temporarily safe from the creatures.
Temporarily?
Even as he thought it, he realized how absurd the situation was.
Not move? Impossible. By chance alone, the creatures’ erratic attacks would stumble into him. How long could he remain motionless when pieces of his flesh were accidentally getting torn away?
Then Coleman noticed something that made the situation much more complicated.
He had human company on the platform.
Across the frame, someone rose unsteadily to their feet.
It was the terrorist from the rear steering cab. The man must have climbed down from the cab, probably to find Coleman, just before Bora rammed the pack of creatures. He had been lying prone behind a broken branch, but now he carefully stood up and twisted his face in frustration.
He stood three meters from Coleman, on the other side of the frame. He spread his hands to keep balance.
Just one creature rampaged on the terrorist’s side of the frame. The frame itself separated the terrorist from the two creatures surrounding Coleman.
Coleman met the man’s eyes in a moment of mutual understanding. If either man moved, it would bring the creatures charging towards both of them. They each had the other’s life in their hands.
Except the terrorist had only one creature on his side of the frame. Coleman had two.
Don’t…move, willed Coleman at the terrorist. Don’t even take one step.
The terrorist broke eye contact.
Both men swayed on their feet as Bora turned the truck into a new driving line. They still headed towards King’s debris field, but now their driving angle cut through the top of the wreckage instead of following Vanessa’s path.
Coleman saw Vanessa rocket out of the debris field. She had shadowed the wrecking ball through the mayhem. Now the tray-back and the cement ball headed off at different angles. The ball continued it counter-clockwise trajectory. Vanessa kept following the pedestrian loop.
What’s Bora doing? He’ll never beat the wrecking ball in that direction. He should be cutting down past the cafeteria’s service entrance.
Bora’s intent crystallized in Coleman’s mind.
Bora wasn’t avoiding the wrecking ball.
He was driving into the wrecking ball’s path. He was adjusting his speed and driving line so the wrecking ball would swipe the rear section of the A-frame. Bora was planning to take out Coleman and the creatures at the same time. Two birds with one stone.
The terrorist realized his unfortunate place in the equation. Coleman read it in his increasingly alarmed expression.
‘Don’t move,’ hissed Coleman.
The man bent his knees, his dark, narrow eyes clearly calculating a dash back to the rear steering cab. He looked like he might try it.
‘Just don’t move!’ Coleman poured persuasion from every fiber. ‘You won’t make it.’
The man sprinted.
He made it three steps. It was two steps further than Coleman predicted.
It was the creature on Coleman’s left. Its tentacles sprung though the gaps in the framework. It caught the terrorist’s waist. The man twisted, trying to pull away, but the thorns had buried through his fatigues and flesh. In one powerful jerk, the tentacles pulled the man’s body up against the frame. The creature tried to haul the man across the platform, but his body was stuck up against the framework. A length of horizontal framework bent the man’s spine. Two more horizontal pieces braced his shoulders and knees. More tentacles looped through the frame, encircling the man’s chest and thighs. The creature started pulling the man through the frame. The frame buckled, but flesh and bone tore away first.
With a series of wet crunches, the terrorist folded backwards through the framework.
Coleman looked away from the grizzly gymnastics. It was stomach-turning stuff. He certainly didn’t want to end up like that. Glancing at the other two creatures, he realized the strong possibility existed.
The attack had attracted the other two. The one on Coleman’s right drew closer. Its tentacles thrashed the platform near his boot.
He flicked his eyes up to the wrecking ball.
He only had a few seconds. The wrecking ball and the A-frame were about to cross paths. Bora was timing the collision perfectly.
The wrecking ball bounced up, about to sweep along the platform at head height.
Coleman dove into the framework. He aimed for the gap underneath the frame. As he landed on the platform, right under the frame, the wrecking ball made devastating contact.
* * *
Forest spun in his seat.
Everything was going to hell in a handbag. The Captain was missing in action. Vanessa was driving with a creature climbing up her hood. And co-piloting the scorpion truck felt about as safe as playing Twister in a minefield.
Forest looked down the scorpion’s back and checked the crane’s mountings. Two more heavy-duty bolts had torn lose. Only half the original bolts remained. The crane listed backwards over the rear wheels.
‘The crane’s tearing off,’ warned Forest.
‘It’ll hold,’ grunted King.
‘It won’t,’ countered Forest. ‘I’m looking right at it. It’s already halfway gone.’
‘It’ll hold!’
Forest groaned and checked the crane again. The remaining four heavy bolts lifted under the pressure. King was wrong about the crane. It won’t hold.
* * *
Cairns railed at his men’s incompetence.
How hard is it to stop a single truck?
No sooner had the remaining quad bikes navigated the furniture debris field than the oncoming wrecking ball forced them to retreat.
And now the creatures had arrived on the scene.
It’s time for Plan B
Cairns rolled up his sleeve. Strapped to his left forearm rested a slim black box with a snub-nosed antennae. The box represented his insurance policy. Nobody else knew about this device. The black box had one button and two indication lights. Should I use it now?
He’d planned to use the device as a last resort. He wasn’t supposed to activate the device before securing the templates. If I don’t use it now, I may never get the chance.
He pressed the button. A green light activated on the box. It needed a few minutes to take affect, but he’d done the right thing. Too many variables clouded the battlefield. This should remove a few.
Hiding the device again, he tracked the path of one desperately retreating quad bike. The rider struggled to control the unfamiliar vehicle. He wasn’t balancing his weight correctly over the bike. Escaping the bouncing path of the wrecking ball, the rider suddenly found the bike aquaplaning out of control. He hit the water-slick pouring from the demolished fountain. Completely out of control, sliding sideways, the quad bike aquaplaned straight into the fountain wreckage.
The front left wheel collapsed inwards. The bike spun upwards through the air. The rider catapulted straight over the fountain. He cartwheeled through the air for thirty feet.
Cairns watched the man hit the floor hard.
Beyond the crumpled gunman, one of the heavy pallets Cairns had used as a roadblock launched off the wrecking ball cable like a behemoth’s slingshot. The pallet flew through the scattered debris like a stone skipping across water. It smashed through a glass front of a hairdressers’.
Cairns resisted the strong urge to give the ‘open fire’ order.
Things are complicated enough.
The gunfire would draw the creatures’ attack from the scorpion truck and its pulverizing payload. Cairns watched a quad bike veer cautiously around a creature scrambling towards the wrecking ball.
The creatures aren’t attacking the quad bikes.
The vibrations caused by the quad bikes seemed inconsequential to the creatures compared to the vibrations from the A-frame and the scorpion truck.
‘You.’ Cairns pointed out a gunman idling a quad bike nearby. ‘Give me that bike.’
The man obligingly jumped off, leaving the bike idling.
Cairns threw his leg over the bike and stared into the arena of high-speed destruction.
If you want a job done properly, you need to do it yourself.
Thumbing the bike’s accelerator, he popped the quad bike up on two wheel and powered straight into the mayhem.
* * *
Bora felt the A-frame violently shudder as the wrecking ball swept down the platform.
It wasn’t as bad as when the ball had hit the cab. He glanced over his shoulder to assess the damage.
The impact had wiped out the steel frame and the rear steering cab. The rear cab had torn right off the platform. Nearly severed, the cab was dragging behind the truck. The steel A-frame structure lay flattened over the platform, crushed down into an unrecognizably twisted mess of steel. One creature had been knocked completely off the platform. Two other creatures struggled under the twisted steel. Bora knew the creatures wouldn’t be trapped for long. Their tentacles already started warping the steel towards escape. He heard the metallic whine of the frame twisting around the two pinned creatures.
They’ll be free in seconds.
At first Bora spotted no sign of the two men, but then he noticed more movement in the twisted metal matrix. Gunman or Marine, he couldn’t tell.
He mentally shrugged and scanned what little of his dashboard remained.
When he had first climbed into the A-frame, Bora had spotted a handy feature. A small glass panel recessed into the dash near the steering column. He backhanded his fist into the glass, smashing the protective glass plate with his knuckles. Behind the glass waited a red mushroom button.
When he thumped the button, there came an explosive hiss of releasing hydraulics.
Bora smiled.
Under the button were three words.
EMERGENCY PLATFORM RELEASE.


Chapter 11

The roar of screeching metal rammed into Coleman’s ears.
The sound was absolutely unforgiving. Half the overhead framework instantly sheared away. When the incredible noise stopped, Coleman lay pinned under the twisted wreckage.
The section of frame that wasn’t ripped away, the section Coleman dove under for cover, bent down over the platform like water-reeds in a flooding stream.
The protection had been slim, but lifesaving. As it was, only Coleman’s left leg was pinned. Twisting among the wreckage, he felt his leg almost pull free from the bent frame. He wedged the pinch bar between the frame and pushed. The frame parted enough to withdraw his leg.
Flexing his calf, he tested the leg. Only moderately painful. The muscle felt badly pinched, but no bone damage. It would recover in a few minutes.
Very lucky. Now, where are the creatures?
He scanned the twisted steel. Both creatures were trapped, but still alive. Their tentacles searched through the gaps in the compacted frame.
Coleman pulled himself from the mess. The A-frame was accelerating. Bora was already halfway through another lap of the habitation level. The vehicle had accelerated the entire time Coleman was pinned. The floor flew past. Bora was travelling far too fast to maintain any type of control over the giant A-frame. Especially with the rear cab ripped off and dragging behind the truck.
How will he maneuver at this speed?
Suddenly Coleman heard an abrupt hissing sound.
It came from the forward cab. The entire front cab section of the A-frame truck pulled away from the platform.
Bora had unhitched the truck, abandoning the fast-moving platform.
Without the steering cab, the platform raced out-of-control towards the north wall.
Coleman realized the platform would probably never reach the wall. The mangled rear steering cab dragged like a ship’s rudder, pulling on one side and pivoting the entire platform to the right. At this speed, with this much momentum, the platform could only rotate so far before the wheels locked sideways.
This thing’s going to flip any second!
He searched for a way off the platform. There was nothing. He started scrambling over the steel, moving dangerously close to the creatures’ searching tentacles, racing for the side of the platform that any second would become the back of the moving death-trap.
He had about ten seconds to find a miracle.
* * *
Cairns raced the quad bike straight through the debris field.
He leant forwards over the bike, crouching in the seat, instinctively using his body weight to maneuver the vehicle at speed.
In the last few seconds, the entire landscape of the habitation floor had changed again. He spotted an opportunity through the chaos. The last rotation of the wrecking ball had swept aside many obstacles, and now, thirty meters away, Cairns saw a mostly clear run at the giant scorpion.
Mostly, but not perfectly clear. The bike bucked and lurched as he powered over minor obstacles. Cairns kept his knees bent and half-tensed, absorbing the jerking motions. He swerved twice more, avoiding a chair and an overturned quad bike, and then found his clear path to the scorpion truck.
Twenty-five meters to go.
The scorpion truck banked in a tight circle right across his path. The truck’s path was predictable. It clearly struggled to maintain control over the wrecking ball.
At twenty meters, Cairns jumped up off the foot pegs. His boots landed side-by-side on the quad bike’s seat.
Now he was crouched on the seat, leaning forwards and holding the accelerator full throttle.
Fifteen meters…ten meters….
He tweaked the steering slightly, mentally projecting the motion of the truck and countering the quad bike to make an intercept angle.
Five meters….
This is how it’s done.
At full speed, he jumped straight up off the quad bike. The bike’s suspension boosted his jump.
He sailed through the space towards the truck, rotating his arms to keep his body vertical as he flew.
Whack!
He smacked down squarely on the scorpion truck’s hood.
The two Marines in the truck jumped in their seats as the momentum of his landing sent Cairns sliding up the windshield. The quad bike smashed into the truck’s side, wedging between two support struts.
Cairns stopped sliding with two hands on the windshield, kneeling on the truck’s hood, staring into the cab through the windshield at the men.
He smiled at the two stunned faces, one black, one white.
That’s right. Play time is over.
* * *
Forest did a double-take as he recognized the face through the windshield.
Cameron Cairns. Cameron Cairns is on our windshield!
Cairns stared through the windshield at them. His expression looked unwaveringly confident. Very unlike a man riding on the wrong side of the windshield.
This was too good an opportunity to waste.
Forest jerked up his CMAR-17 and fired. Starting on one side, he hosed a line of horizontal gunfire straight across the windshield. He cut the windshield entirely in two.
King turned his face as the windshield disintegrated outwards.
When they looked again, there was no corpse sliding off the hood. No bullet-riddled body bounced under their tires.
‘Where’d he go?’ King demanded incredulously.
‘Here I am,’ answered Cairns, looming at King’s window, right at King’s eye level.
‘Holy Crap!’ King spun his head, eyes wide like a ghost had whispered in his ear.
Cairns reached through the window and yanked the steering wheel.
King’s careful control of the truck was completely thrown off as Cairns oversteered the vehicle into an even tighter circle. Cairns dropped away from the side and hit the ground rolling.
It was too much for the support struts.
All at once, the scorpion truck lurched up onto two wheels. With the truck just degrees from rolling, the crane tore right off the back.
Forest felt the truck lurch forward as the crane tore loose. The truck stayed up on two wheels.
King yanked the steering wheel back the other way, trying to counter the tilt and drop the truck back down to four wheels.
The maneuver might have worked, except for at that moment, Bora rammed full-speed into the undercarriage of the tilting scorpion truck.
* * *
The creature hauled its body up the tray-back’s hood.
Vanessa was now trapped between a pick-wielding terrorist coming through the roof and a creature coming up her windshield.
Four tentacles snaked around the cab. Vanessa heard the thorns tearing at the edge of her windows and doors.
It’s going to rip the doors right off!
Her forward view was blocked by the monstrous body. She couldn’t see a thing. Both rear view mirrors were suddenly wrenched off the doors as the creature began pulling.
Here it comes.
She tensed, waiting for both doors to fly off as the creature applied the full force of its devastating hydraulic strength.
The passenger side window caved inwards. Both window frames twisted and buckled, warping out of shape. Strips of metal peeled off the driver side door like an apple skin.
But the doors didn’t come off. Vanessa was puzzled. She knew the creature could easily get through the doors.
It’s not after me yet. Of course! The vibrations. It’s after the engine. It’s trying to get through the hood.
Hope motivated her to act.
Time to leave.
She grabbed the templates and wrenched on the door handle. She’d jump and roll like in the movies. The door didn’t budge.
Damn! The tentacles are pinning the door shut. There must be some other way.
A tentacle came right through the passenger window and tore the CB radio off the dashboard.
At the same time, she felt the templates wrench in her grasp. The terrorist had lunged his arm through the roof and grabbed the templates.
Vanessa pulled back in an awkward tug of war with one hand on the steering wheel and the other holding the templates. The creature’s tentacle started banging around wildly inside the cab. Any moment it would find her.
Just do it.
She let go of the steering wheel and grabbed the templates with both hands.
Nearly, nearly, now!
She shoved the terrorist’s arm into the creature’s tentacle.
The tentacle encircled the man’s wrist, sinking backwards-facing thorns straight through the muscular forearm.
The terrorist screamed and dropped the templates. The creature yanked harder. The arm came further through the hole in the roof. Vanessa heard the terrorist’s chest thump down onto the cab. The creature tugged and tugged. The man’s entire upper body kept thumping into the cab’s roof. The creature tried to haul in its victim, but the terrorist’s upper body couldn’t pass through the hole made by the pick. Vanessa could just see a shoulder and half a face wedged through the hole. The face hadn’t stopped screaming, and now the pitch increased as the frustrated creature really got to business.
The arm tore right off in the cab.
Oh, that’s disgusting….
She recoiled from the bloody stump waving through the roof.
But the screaming face didn’t pull back. Somehow, he remained pinned to the cab. The jagged edges of the hole framed the terrorist’s face. The man screamed straight down into the cab. Vanessa realized the creature was trying to pull the man over the cab roof.
She heard the terrorist’s knee thumping into the back of the cab. Next came the sound of heavy stones shifting in the tray.
His legs must be trapped in the stones. That’s why he was cutting through the roof.
Above her head, the screaming face disappeared from the hole. It reappeared at the top of the windshield. The man had lost the tug of war. The creature hauled him over the roof. The man’s cheek slid down the windshield. The frantically struggling terrorist slid into the creature’s embrace. Two more tentacles released the cab and gathered in the man’s twisting torso.
The creature reared back, spreading open its massive mouth.
Vanessa saw her chance and hit the brakes.
Focused on its prey, the creature was less secure on the tray-back. It went flying off the hood. It still had the gunman wrapped up tightly. The tangled pair rolled along the floor in front of the vehicle. Vanessa saw with horror that the creature was still feeding. Even while rolling, it consumed the man. It seemed completely unaffected by being thrown from the tray-back. Once it had its prey, it cared about nothing else.
She hit the accelerator and swerved around the rolling tangle of limbs.
Able to look out her windshield again, she took a moment to rationalize the view. The A-frame platform was racing along the floor by itself. The platform had been released at speed to collide into the north wall. There were only two possible endings to this scenario.
It’s going to flip or ram into the wall. Or both.
Then she saw Alex clambering over the platform’s flattened steel.
He’s on the platform!
Vanessa dropped the truck back a gear and planted the accelerator, veering the tray-back towards the back of the platform. She was going to pick up Alex or die trying.
* * *
Coleman dove from the back of the platform.
He saw Vanessa coming, but couldn’t wait a second longer.
As he spring boarded off a length of bent steel, the platform began to flip. An instant later, he was airborne, flying higher and faster than he expected. The flipping platform had given him an extra push, and he was sailing right over his target.
The tray-back was passing underneath him.
He scrabbled his hands over the tray-back roof. His fingers found a hole in the cab. It was enough to catch his momentum. He twisted midair and smacked down hard onto the orange webbing.
Over the tray edge he saw the platform flip and roll lengthways along the floor. It made two full rotations before smashing into the north wall with enough force to wake up China.
Vanessa’s high-speed pickup was Coleman’s miracle.
She suddenly hit the brakes as the mini-crane from the scorpion truck slid across their path. Coleman was thrown forward. Squealing tires smoked up the floor. As the tray-back jerked to stop, the crane tumbled past just meters from the hood.
Coleman took his chance to leap off the tray. The vehicle looked in a bad state. Every panel on the front end appeared dented and twisted out of shape. The driver side door wouldn’t open, so he grabbed the top of the warped window-frame and jumped legs-first into the cab. Vanessa slid across the seat, making room at the steering wheel.
The inside of the cab looked even worse than the outside. A chunk of cement sat lodged in the windshield. Soil and leaves covered the seat and dashboard. The dashboard itself had been shredded. There was a jagged hole in roof and blood all over the seat.
Coleman scanned Vanessa for injuries. She bled from a shallow cut above her ear. Not enough blood to account for the messy state of the cab.
Then he noticed a severed arm lying on the floor near his feet.
All this, and she still managed to save me with a high-speed pickup.
There was absolutely nothing in the world to say that did the situation credit. ‘I’m glad you’re OK,’ said Coleman. ‘You’re bloody incredible, do you know that? Absolutely incredible.’
Vanessa made to answer, then suddenly pointed ahead through the windshield.
Coleman remembered the mini-crane. It hadn’t been attached to the scorpion truck. He searched the pedestrian loop and spotted King and Forest in trouble.
The scorpion truck was up on one side. Bora had rammed it with the disconnected A-frame. The A-frame was pushing the overturned scorpion truck lengthwise along the floor, straight towards the north wall.
Coleman noticed this at the very last moment.
With another floor-shaking impact, Bora slammed the scorpion truck into the wall. His truck pulled free from the wreckage. The scorpion truck’s undercarriage looked completely caved in. He had crippled the scorpion with one big hit.
Coleman scanned the wreckage. With relief he saw the reinforced cab had withstood the collision. The danger to Forest and King would have come from the crumpling cab, but with the cab intact, there stood a very good chance both men were just shaken.
But they wouldn’t stay that way for long. Two gunmen ran towards the wreckage, weapons up and ready to fire. With the threat of the scorpion truck neutralized, the terrorists were organizing themselves. Coleman saw Cairns rise to his feet in the middle of the pedestrian loop.
Sitting at the wheel of the tray-back, Coleman faced a difficult choice. He needed to get a message out, but Forest and King needed urgent assistance. An idea crystallized in his mind.
Cairns locked his eyes on the tray-back. He gestured his men towards Coleman’s position.
Coleman’s first impulse was to try to run Cairns down, but he focused beyond Cairns towards the facility recessed into the eastern wall.
He spoke to Vanessa but kept his eyes locked forwards on Cairns. ‘Back in the rec reserve we talked about shutting down the power, remember? So the Evacuation Center could get their message out?’
‘Sure,’ she answered anxiously. ‘I remember.’
‘So where’s the transformer that serves the habitation level?’
She orientated herself quickly and then pointed through the windshield to the wall beyond Cairns. ‘Right there. You saw it before. The power runs through a riser in the east wall and serves those switchboards.’
‘Behind where those two terrorists are standing?’
‘Yeah — it’s right there.’
‘That’s what I thought,’ said Coleman. ‘Cairns has had those two guarding the switchboard this entire time. They haven’t moved once. If we can take out that switchboard, will that interrupt the jamming assets?’
Vanessa’s eyes unfocused for a second while she thought. ‘Absolutely. But not for long. Battery power will divert to the C-Guards in just over point four of a second.’
‘That’s enough for Harrison’s data packet to escape. How will we know if it worked?’
Vanessa shrugged. ‘The lights over the pedestrian loop are on the same switchboard. All the lights will go down for about five seconds if it works.’
Coleman gunned the truck.
Pressed back in her seat, Vanessa asked urgently, ‘But how are you planning to…no, wait! You can’t just ram into the substation! We’ll be crushed and then electrocuted.’
‘We need to get that message out. Just sit tight and hold on.’ Coleman snatched up the CB radio. ‘King. Forest. Get ready to move. Lights out in five seconds.’
Vanessa pointed at the radio. ‘It’s not working. Look, the creature trashed it!’
Coleman accelerated across the level. He rocketed past the wrecked fountain and straight towards the substation. Twenty-five meters from the substation, he jerked on the handbrake.
As soon as the truck started skidding, he spun the steering wheel hard left.
With tires wet from driving through the fountain wreckage, the tray-back jack-knifed around itself, making a sliding 180 degree turn in less than ten meters. Coleman spun the wheel back, catching the momentum of the truck.
The round river stones in the tray didn’t stop.
When Coleman had jumped from the platform, he’d noticed the stretched orange tray webbing. In places it was torn. It certainly looked far beyond its capacity to hold the stones on the tray much longer.
Dozens of large round river stones launched from the truck at seventy miles an hour. The mini-avalanche headed straight towards the switchboard station.
The two gunmen just gaped in shock at the incoming missiles.
One gunman caught a bouncing boulder straight in the chest. He flew back through the air and smashed into the switchboard station. The second man tried to run, but caught a boulder right in the side of his leg. His knee snapped like a dried twig. He collapsed under the pounding deluge of high speed bouncing stones.
More than half the stones struck the target. The first few smashed down the narrow protective fence. The rest pounded into the switchboards. A bright flare of electricity preceded the entire level dropping into darkness.
* * *
When the lights went out, Gould was sitting in the admin hub. He sat flanked by two gunmen. He wasn’t sure if they protected or guarded him.
Both, probably. Guarding and protecting. While I still have value to Cairns, he’ll keep me alive.
Only the banks of computer monitors illuminated the room. Of the five men in the comms room, only Gould appreciated the implications of the sudden power lose.
The radio jammers are down!
He spun in his seat to another terminal. The screen displayed all the electronic systems affected by the power loss. Yep, the radio jamming equipment appeared on the list. He checked how the system had compensated for the sudden power loss. The comms room computers operated on an uninterrupted power supply, but the C-Guards drew far too much power to function seamlessly through a major interruption to the internal electrical grid. Gould brought up their log records, tracking his eyes over the code. There. The C-Guards had stopped functioning for less than a second. Point four of a second, to be exact. Long enough to get a message out? Unlikely.
Better check.
He opened the log of local radio traffic. In the last twenty seconds, a lot of signals had originated from the habitation level. Chiefly the gunmen’s radio headsets as they set about trying to stop whatever caused that tremendous racket outside the hub. Nothing else in the Complex had broadcast a radio signal during the vulnerable window.
Gould stopped, about to close the log. As an afterthought, he scrolled down and checked the Evacuation Center’s radio log.
Damn.
A signal appeared on the log. Transmitting continuously, it would have broadcast during the window.
He lowered his head and tried to think through the pain in his face. This was very bad news.
Gould stopped as something new started flashing on his screen:
TEMPORARY SYSTEMS FAILURE IN EVACUATION CENTRE.
PLEASE DEFINE NEW STATUS.
EVACUATION OR QUARANTINE?

A trigger question?
A trigger question marked the very beginning of a computer program needing a human response before it could proceed. They were normally used in emergencies when administrators needed a prepared set of actions to take affect very quickly. This trigger question had been activated because of the interrupted power supply. The admin hub’s computer sensed something significant had happened, and wanted to know if its current parameters were still accurate. In an emergency, its principal concern was the Evacuation Center. Gould reread the question. EVACUATION OR QUARANTINE? His mind snagged on the question. There was something he was missing. Something significant….
Of course! The Evacuation Center’s electricity was principally served by the main Complex. The Evacuation Center could function independently, but they hadn’t switched over automatically. Biological pathogens couldn’t spread via electricity, so there was no need. When the power went down, the admin computer needed to know how to treat the Evacuation Center. Should it consider the Center to be an evacuation point, or a quarantine station?
The computer was asking Gould to choose between the two options.
Gould smiled and rubbed his hands together. An Evacuation Center and a Quarantine Center had very different purposes. One was designed to be protected, while the other was designed to be guarded. Quarantine Center occupants had absolutely no control of their surroundings. Prisoners don’t get the keys to their jail.
Gould typed ‘Q’.
With that single tap on the keyboard, every person in the Evacuation Center was immediately classed as a quarantine risk.
A new line flashed on the screen.
QUARANTINE PROTOCOLS ACTIVATED.

Now Gould had control of every system in both facilities. Every cloud has a silver lining.
* * *
Dana beamed at Harrison. She was flushing with relief. ‘It’s out. Our message got out!’
Harrison punched the air. ‘Yes!’
Dana hesitated. ‘Wait…this can’t be right.’
They were in the communications room. Dana poked the enter key on her keyboard. Frustrated, she moved to another computer and tried again. The second computer wasn’t responding either. Both screens were unresponsive. She opened and closed the computer program. That worked okay, but she couldn’t do anything once the program opened. ‘Why isn’t this working? The computers are operating fine, they’re just not letting me do anything.’
Harrison looked around the room. Something felt different. The communication room was a small chamber leading directly off the communal lounge. L-shaped workstations lined two walls. On the workstations sat eight computers. What little else occupied the room looked brand new. This was probably the longest that anyone had ever spent in this room. Harrison sensed that something had changed in the last few seconds. He suddenly picked the difference.
‘Why have the computer screens all changed color?’ he asked.
‘Pardon?’ asked Dana absently, still futilely tapping system commands into her keyboard.
Harrison repeated, ‘All the background screens have changed color from blue to pink.’
This got Dana’s attention. ‘Pink?’
She jumped up from her computer and rushed to one of the monitors near Harrison, gently pushing on his arm to make herself room.
Harrison became immediately aware of her touch. Had it lingered a little long? He kept his mind focused on whatever caused the computer problems.
‘Oh, no!’ Dana tested a few keys on this third computer and then slammed her palm down violently on the monitor.
‘What is it?’ asked Harrison, surprised by her outburst.
Dana took a deep breath. She seemed to be getting her head around what she read on the screen. ‘Our status has been changed from an Evacuation Center to a Quarantine Center. I should have seen this coming. We could have isolated our electrical systems when we had the chance, then this never could have happened. I was too busy worrying about everything else. I never thought of this.’
Harrison couldn’t see why she was so upset. Her hands shook. He sounded her out carefully. ‘OK. Evacuation to quarantine. Why is this a bad thing?’
Dana slumped back in her seat. ‘Quarantine is a scientific way of saying ‘prisoner’. It means we’ve lost control of all the systems in here.’
‘What system exactly?’ asked Harrison, dread creeping into his voice. ‘The systems in this comms room?’
Dana shoved away the keyboard. ‘No, you’re not understanding me. All the systems. Everything. Including the containment door, Harrison. They can open the containment door any time they want.’
Harrison felt like he’d been slapped in the face. ‘They can let the creatures in here?’
Dana met his eyes and held them. ‘And there is absolutely nothing we can do to stop them.’
* * *
Onboard the Coronado, Vice Admiral Tucker stared at the pictures arrayed over the table. Chief Warrant Officer Daniels fidgeted.
Tucker couldn’t blame him.
For the first time in his twenty-five year naval career, Tucker was speechless. It was hard to believe the pictures were real. If Tucker hadn’t known the source of the transmission, he would have dismissed the images as an elaborate hoax. The signal transmitted from the Biological Solutions Research Complex had been squeezed through a point four second interruptions of the C-Guards. Somehow, someone inside had managed to interrupt the jamming equipment long enough to transmit the message.
Only one short text message and the attached photos had been received. Tucker reread the text message.
‘Is this for real?’
‘The pictures aren’t doctored,’ answered Daniels. ‘The signal codes are ours. That message came from one of our people. This is real.’
Tucker thought of the more than three hundred civilians in the facility. Then he thought of the three hundred million Americans that could be exposed to a biological weapon of mass destruction in the hands of terrorists.
I don’t have a choice now.
He nodded to Captain Boundary. Withdrawing the key from under his shirt, Boundary crossed to the wall safe. He entered his digital combination and then used the key. Opening the safe, he withdrew the silver cylinder containing his weapon arming codes. He stared at the silver container for a second before shutting the safe.
He spoke his next request without turning. He wasn’t ready for eye-contact yet. Not with what he was about to do. ‘Mr. Daniels. Get us a line to the Secretary of Defense.’
* * *
Five seconds of darkness.
Coleman spun the tray-back’s wheels. He accelerated through the darkness. He possessed a mental picture of the largest pieces of scattered debris. The pattern was locked in his mind. He turned the wheel left then right, navigating from memory in the near pitch darkness. For his plan to work, his driving would have to be precise.
‘I can’t see a thing,’ said Vanessa. ‘How will you find them?’
‘Just trust me.’
Coleman orientated himself on the one easily recognizable light. He could see the light off on his right. The green EXIT light was mounted on the outer wall. It glowed right between the north elevator shaft and the stairwell. The light had an inbuilt battery. It was independent to the electrical switchboard. The scorpion truck had collided with the wall less than fifteen meters from its eerie green glow. Tracking the light, Coleman could make a good guess at the scorpion truck’s location in the darkness.
Four pistol shots cut through the darkness. They seemed to come from the scorpion truck, so Coleman steered towards the sound. The tray-back bucked as something crunched under the tires.
Here comes the light.
Lights flashed on around the pedestrian loop like fluorescent ceiling dominos. When the lights caught up with the tray-back, Coleman was driving straight towards the gaping elevator shaft.
Vanessa stiffened in her seat.
Coleman searched the floor ahead. He spotted the bodies lying between the scorpion truck and the elevator shaft. The two gunmen lay in pools of blood. King and Forest had disappeared. After dispatching the gunmen, the Marines could have reached only one place in the five seconds of darkness.
‘How wide is that elevator shaft?’ he asked.
The external elevator doors were open. It was bare shaft beyond.
Eyes wide, Vanessa tugged her seat belt into place. ‘Not wide enough for whatever you have in mind.’
‘Taking out the switchboard wasn’t the only reason we needed to lose those stones,’ said Coleman. ‘We need the truck to be heavier in the front.’
‘Lookout!’ warned Vanessa.
The bottom edge of the elevator entrance was a cliff edge racing towards them. Vanessa grabbed the dashboard as they passed the point of no return. Even if Coleman hit the brakes, they would slide straight into the shaft.
And at that moment, that’s exactly what Coleman did. He hit the brakes.
Tires smoking, the tray-back slid straight into the elevator shaft.
* * *
Vanessa felt the front wheels drop over the edge.
The undercarriage slammed down, grinding the truck to a jerking halt half in the shaft. The entire truck hung silent for a moment…then it began tipping forwards.
‘No, no, no, no, NO!’ she yelled. It was over-balancing on the undercarriage. The back wheels lifted off the floor. The truck tipped into the elevator shaft.
The yawning shaft filled the windshield. She felt the entire world dropping away before her…then came a thump from somewhere behind the cab. The truck abruptly stopped tipping.
She froze in the cab, worried that even the smallest movement might start them tipping again. The truck had tilted so far forward that it hung almost completely in the shaft. It was almost vertical. She could see straight down the shaft.
Why aren’t we falling?
The vehicle groaned around them. As far as she could tell, they should already be dead. She remembered the thumping sound before they stopped tilting.
The tray. The tray’s caught on the top of the elevator entrance. This thing could still fall anytime.
Something could give way and let the truck drop. Either the tray or the elevator entrance itself. Neither was designed for this kind of punishment. Vanessa knew a thing or two about destructive testing.
Hanging forward in the safety belt, she looked straight down the elevator shaft through the windshield.
Alex was already moving. He placed his boots either side of the steering wheel and released his seat belt. ‘We need to leave, Vanessa. We’re getting out. Quickly, help me.’
It took her a moment to realize his intention. The truck was completely contained in the elevator shaft. The shaft walls were just inches wider than the truck, so they couldn’t open the doors to escape the tray-back. The precariously tilted vehicle completely blocked the elevator entrance.
That only left the windshield.
‘That’s right,’ he said, reading her expression. ‘We’re climbing out the front.’
If it had been anyone else, she would have called them insane, but she didn’t question his instructions. As Forest had once explained, If the Captain said ‘Jump’, you asked ‘How high?’ while you were in the air.
Vanessa copied his maneuver, placing her shoes on the dash before releasing her seat belt.
The truck groaned as their weight shifted the cab.
Alex braced himself against the door and the roof. ‘Hold the seat headrest and kick the windshield on my count. Ready?’
Vanessa looked through the windshield.
Ready? How ready can I be to kick out the windshield of a truck dangling in an elevator shaft?
‘Absolutely,’ she lied. ‘Let’s do it.’
He quickly counted down. ‘Three, Two, One — KICK!’
Together, they kicked out hard. Already weakened, the windshield popped out and flipped down the shaft. Suddenly nothing separated them from the chasm below. That’s a big drop.
In the darkness below, something clinging to the shaft wall dodged away from the tumbling windshield.
Vanessa squinted. It was man-shaped. More precisely, it was King-shaped.
Down further, she saw Forest reach the top of the elevator carriage. He activated a flashlight.
Alex drew a small pocket knife from his webbing and quickly cut something behind her. He pulled steadily on whatever it was. His hand came back into her field of vision. The seat belt. He had cut the belt from where it joined to the seat. He steadily drew the full length of the belt from the side of the truck.
‘Wrap this end around your left hand,’ he instructed quickly. ‘Then squeeze both your hands into one big fist.’
‘Alright,’ she said, wrapping and squeezing. ‘All done.’
‘Now jump.’
This was what she expected, but jumping through the windshield out the front of the truck was still a big ask. She’d be hanging in midair just by the seat belt, assuming she had the strength to hold on.
‘Don’t think about it,’ demanded Alex. ‘Just do it right now!’
She jumped through the front of the truck. It was more like a drop. Gripping the belt in both hands, she half-bounced, half-slid down the steeply angled hood into the shaft.
Suddenly the belt snapped taunt. She jerked to a halt. She hung just below the truck’s front wheels. It all happened so fast it seemed to be over before it even started. She scrabbled with her shoes on the side of the shaft. The belt twisted and sent her into a dangling spin. Her right shoe hit the shaft wall again, got a good grip, but there was nothing to stand on or take her weight. Her arms were already burning from gripping the seat belt.
The truck lurched. Alex dropped down beside her on the cab’s other safety belt.
He glanced down quickly. ‘We’ll never get down fast enough.’
Vanessa heard the terrorists trying to get around the truck and access the shaft.
Alex hauled himself up the seat belt with one hand. ‘We need to get down this shaft double-time.’
On the front of the truck was a light winch. Alex grabbed the winch with one hand then flicked loose the seatbelt from the other. Free from the belt, he clung onto the winch’s steel frame with both hands. The winch was the kind with a steel drum-fed cable connected to a heavy-duty hook.
He released the hook from its mounting clamp. ‘Vanessa, grab the hook with both hands.’
Straining, she pulled herself up the belt like she was doing a chin-up. She lunged out and caught the hook. It was easier to hold than the belt. She flicked her wrist to unwind the belt from her left hand.
She lunged across with her second hand. The momentum started her spinning on the end of the hook. There was hardly enough room for both hands. Part of the hook bit into her palm. She couldn’t keep this up long. She lost sight of what Alex was doing, but then her rotation brought her around and she saw him holding the winch’s manual control.
‘Hold on tight.’ Alex jerked the control lever into ‘Free play’ mode.
Vanessa’s stomach dropped away. It was a worse feeling than when she had dropped from the windshield. She rocketed down the shaft on the end of the winch.
* * *
Bora watched the tray-back slide on squealing tires into the elevator shaft.
Slowing, he turned his own vehicle to face the shaft. The tilting tray-back was just twenty meters away.
With a metallic thunk, the rear tray caught the top of the elevator entrance, halting the truck from tilting fully through the entrance and plunging down the shaft.
That was no accident.
As the tray-back wedged into the shaft, Bora watched suspiciously. When the lights had come back on, he’d been tracking the tray-back by its vibrations across the pedestrian loop. He’d sensed the driver steering towards the shaft. He knew that skidding into the elevator shaft had been deliberate. It only looked accidental when the lights came back on.
Two dead gunmen lay between the elevator and the scorpion truck. The scorpion truck was empty, the Marines gone.
Those two are also in the shaft. They reached the elevator entrance in the dark. They must be climbing down the service ladder.
No matter how chaotic the circumstances, the Marines always seemed to find something to exploit. But chaos was Bora’s specialty.
Within seconds, three gunmen clambered up the back of the tilted truck, looking for a clear line of fire. They assumed the Marines were trapped inside.
Trapped? Not likely. They’ll already be on the move.
Bora roared his truck’s engine and dropped the clutch. The truck sprang forward, straight towards the elevator shaft.
‘Move,’ he yelled ahead, sounding his horn.
Gunmen scattered from his path. The A-frame rammed into the tray-back’s exposed undercarriage. The suspended tray-back crumpled fully into the shaft. The impact pinned the tray-back vertical for a second, then it dropped away.
Bora saw the tray-back disappear before his eyes. It was grinding straight down the elevator shaft.
* * *
The winch controls nearly tore Coleman’s fingers off.
The winch assembly wrenched in his grasp with incomprehensible violence. If he’d had a better grip, or if he’d been in a different position in relation to the winch, the force passing through the tray-back would have snapped his wrists like dry kindling.
But this was worse.
His hands slipped right off the controls. He lunged out in freefall, praying he could snatch one of the dangling safety belts.
He was too slow. The safety belt slid through the fingers on his left hand. In a split-second he was falling.
The winch cable.
As Coleman’s weight left the winch, the controls had slipped out of ‘Free play’ mode. He remembered Vanessa on the end of the winch cable.
The cable jerked to an instant halt. The unexpected stop was too much for her.
The winch hook tore from her grasp.
Coleman saw her hands blossom away from the hook. Both of them fell straight down the shaft.
‘King — heads up!’
Forest’s voice came up the shaft. Coleman glimpsed King lunge from the service ladder and snatch Vanessa’s wrist.
At that exact moment, Coleman saw the swinging winch hook. His only chance was the hook.
As the hook swung into Coleman’s path, he grabbed it with every ounce of strength left in his arms.
The jarring pain was excruciating. It felt like his arms almost tore from his shoulders. His knees banged into the shaft wall. His fingers came within a fraction of slipping off the hook, but he managed to hold on.
King let out a roar of pain. He had just plucked Vanessa from freefall with one hand. His second hand barely held the service ladder by his fingertips.
Coleman struggled to keep his grip on the hook. We’re both alive!
Then the truck fell.
Still clinging to the hook, Coleman felt himself plummeting again.
The truck was falling down the shaft! It would tear King and Vanessa off the wall and pulverize them all against the top of the carriage!
Coleman fell straight past where Vanessa dangled.
The truck screeched down the shaft in a snarl of zipping sparks and crumbling cement.
Gripping the falling hook, Coleman looked up, watching the horrendous sight of the tray-back careening down the shaft. Then he struck something very yielding.
It was Forest.
Both men crumpled onto the top of the carriage. Forest had used his body as a cushion. Coleman landed on his side and looked straight up the shaft. The truck had reached King.
Six inches from King’s head, the tray-back’s fender bit into the cement wall. The truck jerked to a halt.
King looked up into the tones of steel just inches from his forehead. Cement dust trickled down over his cheek.
Coleman marveled at two incredible facts. The first was that the truck had stopped. The second was that in the face of several tones of crushing steel, King hadn’t dropped Vanessa.
‘Hurry,’ yelled Coleman. ‘Don’t stop. It’s going to fall.’
Coleman scanned Forest for new injuries. He looked okay. Forest had fallen onto the tray-back’s ejected windshield. Coleman waved at the carriage underfoot.
‘Into the lift, Forest. Get those carriage doors open.’
Forest jerked aside the windshield. The truck groaned and slid down the wall another inch. Its wild descent had only been temporarily averted. Any second it would come crashing down the last ten meters and crush all four of them. Cement chips tinkled down onto the carriage and windshield.
Vanessa found her grip on the service ladder.
‘Slide down the ladder,’ Coleman yelled.
She wrapped her shoes around the ladder and slid down fireman style. The moment she reached the lift, Coleman pushed her through the carriage ceiling. ‘Get in there. Go.’
King came sliding down the ladder. He crossed the carriage and dropped straight through the open hatch.
While King dropped into the carriage, Coleman checked the truck. As his eyes looked up, the truck started coming down.
He dove into the carriage and hit the floor beside King. Vanessa was trying to stand while Forest worked on the lift controls.
‘Everyone down!’ yelled Coleman from the floor. ‘It’s coming!’
Forest glanced up, saw the truck through the ceiling, and dove at Vanessa. Forest and Vanessa were still falling when the truck hit the carriage.
The cataclysmic impact stunned Coleman senseless. The fluorescent lights crashed out of the ceiling. Aluminum ceiling tiles rained down like sharp square missiles. The carriage ceiling buckled inwards. The entire carriage crumpled. Neither the carriage brakes nor the cables stood a chance. Coleman had no idea if the cables snapped or were torn completely from the carriage, but it had the same effect.
The half-crushed carriage plummeted down the shaft.
Coleman just had time to note where everyone lay before they crashed into the basement.
The impact felt like a car-wreck from behind. Coleman braced himself for the truck to come through the ceiling. Nothing happened. The elevator was pitch dark. He heard groaning and the clink of pieces of falling glass. And what was that? Running water? Coleman found his flashlight. ‘Everyone intact? Vanessa, are you OK?’
‘I don’t know,’ groaned Vanessa.
‘Where’s the truck?’ King moaned in the darkness.
‘What’s this water?’ groaned Forest.
One question at a time. Coleman shone his flashlight up through the hatch. The truck hung ten feet up the shaft, wedged again.
‘We need to get out of here very carefully,’ he said. ‘The truck’s suspended about ten feet up.’
‘Captain, the lift’s filling with water,’ hissed Forest urgently. Forest lay closest to the lift doors.
Coleman angled the flashlight down. Water poured into the carriage.
Something about it made sense. Their impact had felt cushioned.
‘Why have we landed in water?’ asked King.
Coleman remembered Vanessa mentioning the flooding basement level. ‘It doesn’t matter. Forest, can you open those doors?’
‘I think Vanessa’s out cold,’ said Forest.
‘No, I’m alright,’ she said groggily. ‘I’m just dizzy. Something hit me in the head.’
Without standing, Forest’s hands moved quickly over the bottom of the door. ‘They’re warped shut. But the outer doors should be intact. The carriage might be compacted down enough for us to squeeze through the outer door.’
‘Do it,’ said Coleman, checking the truck again as he helped Vanessa stand. ‘But move very carefully.’
King boosted Forest through the gaping aperture of the mangled ceiling. Coleman heard the ceiling groan as Forest moved. Then there came a click. A bar of light appeared inside the shaft.
‘Got it,’ reported Forest. ‘We can get through.’
‘Go, Vanessa. Up and over.’
King boosted her up. Coleman followed. A few seconds later King wriggled through the narrow gap between the top of the crumpled carriage and the outer lift doors.
He dropped down into hip-deep water.
The suspended truck hadn’t moved an inch during their maneuver across the crumpled carriage.
It must be wedged in tight. Coleman helped King down into the flooded corridor.
Only when they were all safely out did Coleman turn in the waist-deep water and examined his surroundings. His eyes panned around the strange corridor, taking in the unexpected details.
‘Where on earth are we?’
* * *
Cairns peered down the shaft after the fallen tray-back and the Marines.
The truck was wedged about twenty feet from the bottom. He unconsciously touched the device strapped to his forearm.
They’re not dead. They’re in the basement. That’s the worst possible place they could have gone.
Bora finished reversing the A-frame and then climbed down to join Cairns.
‘Crushed?’ asked Bora, nodding towards the shaft.
‘Look for yourself,’ spat Cairns.
Bora knelt at the shaft’s edge and looked down at the truck. ‘It’s wedged in the shaft. They might be able to climb into the basement.’
Cairns was ahead of Bora’s thinking. ‘Tell me something I don’t know. Now take this force down the western stairwell.
Cairns checked his watch. We don’t have much time. At best, we have a dozen gunmen still up and fighting. It will have to be enough.
Cairns activated his radio. ‘I want everybody to rendezvous in the east and west stairwell immediately. And I mean everybody! Abandon all key locations. I want teams ready to storm the basement in two minutes.’
Cairns barked at Bora, ‘We’ll take two forces down to the basement and pinch the Marines between us. You take the west stairwell. I’ll take the east.’
Gould’s voice crackled over Cairns’s earpiece.
‘You can’t be serious?’ objected Gould. ‘We need to leave!’
‘I’m deadly serious,’ replied Cairns, not hiding the loathing in his voice.
Gould sounded hysterical. ‘Cairns, we need to pull out. You can’t go down to the basement. My instruments show the basement is flooding.’
‘So? We knew that would happen. That was the plan from the start.’
‘Yes, but you didn’t plan to go back down there. Carnivorous plants are endemic to swamplands. You think these things are bad on dry land? You should see them in the water. That’s their natural hunting grounds.’
Cairns had a few tricks up his sleeve yet. ‘Well, we’re about to find out then, aren’t we, Gould.’
Gould was blunt in his assessment of Cairn’s plan. ‘Anyone who goes down there isn’t coming back.’
Cairns inhaled deeply. His hatred of Gould grew with every breath. ‘You’d better hope that isn’t true, Dr Gould. Because you’re coming with me.’

Chapter 12

Coleman hadn’t expected to find himself in a corridor hewn from solid rock.
‘This is the basement.’ Vanessa critically eyed the ripples spreading over the water’s surface from their bodies.
The basement? thought Coleman. All the visible infrastructure — electricity, data, plumbing, fire sprinklers — ran through pipe work bolted into the rocky ceiling. This is just a fitted out cave system.
‘Everyone stand still,’ warned Vanessa abruptly.
Third Unit came to alert attention, scanning the water.
‘Water carries vibrations further than air,’ she explained. ‘We need to get out of the water, right now.’
Forest tilted his weapon towards the water around his legs. ‘Can the creatures swim?’
She thought for a moment. ‘It wouldn’t surprise me. In a flooded corridor like this, we might not even see them until they’re on us.’
Coleman touched one wall. ‘Is the entire basement like this, Vanessa?’
It took her a moment to understand what he meant. ‘Oh, the walls and ceiling? Yes. These corridors were originally exploratory tunnels from before the mine hit the aquifer. Our basement facilities are nested in these tunnels. Under our feet is steel plating, and then under that are more submerged tunnels. Normally the water level should be about a meter below our feet.’
Coleman doubted the scientists had overlooked the risk of flooding. ‘I assume there are several areas above the high tide mark. Is there anywhere we can check if the message got out?’
‘There is,’ she confirmed. ‘The diving arena will still be above water. The control room has computer access. That’s where all the tunnels join in the middle of the basement.’ She touched the tablet on her belt. ‘Plus I can upload this information to a faster computer. It will tell us more about what we are dealing with.’
Coleman tried to calculate their chances of moving safely through the flooded tunnels to the diving control room.
What choice do we have?
‘We have to risk moving through the water,’ he said. ‘Something distracted the creatures away from the habitation level earlier. Hopefully the creatures are still distracted. We need to hurry though.’
Vanessa began wading down the corridor. ‘Okay, it’s this way.’
Coleman followed. The water dragged against his fatigues.
Pushing on ahead, Vanessa reached where the tunnel joined a four-way intersection. A directory sign hung from the ceiling.
Central Diving Labs
Hydroponics
Hyperbarics
North Exit

Vanessa began to wade under the sign. Coleman grabbed her arm.
Everyone stopped and looked around.
It was a strange sensation. It took a moment for Coleman’s senses to interpret what he was feeling. A deep rumbling emanated through the water.
‘Can everyone feel that?’
Coleman looked back to Forest and King. They both nodded.
‘I feel it now,’ confirmed Vanessa, turning slowly with her hands under the water. ‘It’s coming from every direction. But we have nothing down here that could be causing a vibration like this.’
King said, ‘It’s like an outboard engine in the distance.’
‘It must be distracting the creatures,’ reasoned Coleman. ‘Or there would have been more up on the pedestrian loop with all those vehicles.’
‘That’s what I was thinking,’ agreed Vanessa. ‘Too few showed up. This will be keeping them away from the Evac Center and David, whatever it is.’
‘So they’re all down here with us!’ realized Forest suddenly.
‘Let’s pick up the speed,’ urged Coleman. ‘These vibrations should blanket our movements.’
The four powered through the water, ignoring everything but thrusting one leg in front of the other. All were laboring for breath when Coleman spotted a large glass partition ahead. The partition blocked the corridor.
The partition proved to be part of a glass wall, one edge of a series of offices, and as they drew closer it became evident the offices were like those on the engineering level. The top half of every wall was glass. With the flood waters covering the bottom half, the impression beyond was of a grid of half-filled, square fish tanks full of floating office equipment.
Coleman tried to see beyond the maze of flooded glass offices. ‘What is this place, Vanessa? None of this is on my plans.’
She waded to the glass. ‘Your plans don’t include the cave systems. We’ve been building into the caves for as long as we’ve been working here, reclaiming the basement gradually. We started with the diving arena.’
‘That’s on the plan,’ confirmed Coleman.
Vanessa continued, ‘Surrounding the diving arena there’s a series of wet labs and experimental zones. That’s all raised and air-tight. It should be dry. Surrounding those are the technical labs, computer rooms and office space. It’s a big area, about one-quarter of the basement. The rest is flooded passageways and rock strata.’
‘I can’t see any movement,’ remarked King, scanning the flooded offices. ‘Are we cutting through?’
‘It’s the direct route,’ confirmed Vanessa.
She found a handle and pushed open a sliding door. Third Unit followed single file, the Marines all scanning in different directions.
Coleman knew this was a dangerous location. The water made movement slow, and the glass walls provided no visual cover. A grid of cross-corridors intersected the offices. Most rooms had only one or two furniture items — bookcases or storage cupboards — rising high enough to offer visual cover.
‘Why are there so many offices?’ Forest asked. ‘It’s like a warren.’
‘It’s a high maintenance facility,’ explained Vanessa. ‘We’re isolated. We can’t just hire contractors for every problem. We need a big technical staff. Even the cleaners need somewhere to store their equipment.’
She waded into the first intersection. Three ring-bind folders floated in her path. She pushed them aside. The folders were the start of a floating layer of office debris that covered the water surface down every corridor, in every direction. After a few more feet, she pushed aside two bobbing chairs, a pink sneaker, and then, tensing, a woman’s body floating face down. The corpse wore the matching pink sneaker.
‘Let me go first,’ said Coleman, realizing Vanessa was just leading them in a straight line towards the center of the level. ‘Let me have a couple of meters head-start, just in case we’re not alone.’
Stopping at the next intersection, Coleman tracked the small ripples caused by his passage down the corridor. The intersection resembled the lee in a polluted river where all the rubbish accumulated. Ahead, bobbing office paraphernalia half choked the corridor. Left and right must have led to hard copy archives. The water was covered in white paper printouts. All the paper would soon sink into wet mash, but for now it formed an undulating white carpet. Except in those places where the human shape of a limb or torso floated.
There could be anything underneath the surface.
He pushed steadily through the paper and floating obstacles like a human icebreaker. Glass crunched under his boots.
‘All the bodies are grouped together,’ observed Vanessa.
It was a pattern of carnage that Coleman had already deciphered, but thought best to leave unmentioned.
She persisted. ‘Am I imagining it, or are all the bodies together?’
There were a few bodies in the corridors, but most of the dead were grouped together in closely adjacent rooms. They had passed two such places before Coleman deciphered the pattern. She was right, but she hadn’t yet realized why most of the basement casualties had occurred in concentrated areas.
‘The Captain knows,’ prompted Forest from behind Vanessa.
‘Do you?’ she asked.
Coleman turned, shot a disapproving glance at Forest, and then said to Vanessa, ‘You really want to know?’
‘Yes. Of course.’
‘Okay.’ Coleman explained as they pushed on through the debris. ‘These glass walls let the staff see the creatures coming. So they fled into the corridors, streaming towards the exits. But the creatures were already blocking the exits and moving inwards. When the staff found their exits blocked, they backtracked and tried different routes. This place would have been like a maze with carnage at every intersection. Whenever the staff encountered creatures, the people who survived tried to backtrack. This meant they ended up running in groups. It’s a natural instinct. The bigger the group, the more vibrations they made, and the more creatures would have been racing towards them. At some point the surviving groups ran out of places to run, so they retreated into the nearest offices and tried to barricade the doors with the furniture.’
Coleman pointed into a room full of floating bodies and shredded furniture. The glass walls on three sides of the room had collapsed inwards from the force of the creatures trying to get in. Every piece of furniture was shredded. ‘At the end, those rooms were completely packed with a swarming, fighting mass of people and creatures.’
From the rear, Forest said, ‘That’s pretty much the same way we met you, Vanessa. Except you were running on your own.’
Vanessa didn’t comment as she took in the gruesome explanation.
Reaching the end of the littered corridor, Coleman added quietly, ‘Cairns and Gould ensured there was no escape. I doubt a single person left the basement alive.’
At the end of the corridor, a short flight of stairs joined a small landing. The water lapped just below the landing.
Coleman felt for the step with his boot toe. He pushed aside the floating debris and climbed from the water. The others hurried after, none wanting to spend a moment longer than necessary in the water.
The landing served a steel hatch, exactly like a submarine hatch, right down to the wheel handle and black rubber seals. Stenciled in big yellow letters were the words Diving Arena.
The hatch stood ajar; Coleman moved to where he could peer through.
Looks clear.
‘Okay,’ he said. ‘It’s dry, at least.’
‘The control room’s just beyond the diving labs,’ said Vanessa. ‘We’re almost there.’
Coleman found the next two hatches wide open, and that by ‘diving labs’, Vanessa meant another network of even tighter rooms and passageways. The area gave a sense of moving through a large rectangular submarine. Stenciled signs directed to lunch rooms and amenities. All the hatches looked like the first.
‘These facilities encircle the diving arena,’ Vanessa commented. ‘Three corridors loop around the arena, with about a dozen cross corridors.’
‘Like a spider’s web,’ observed King.
‘Exactly.’ She reached the end of the corridor. ‘It’s not all for diving. Some areas are hydroponics. It’s easy to get disoriented. We’re in the middle now.’
She pushed open the last hatch.
Beyond the hatch lay an incredible room.
Thirty meters across, the chamber was dominated by a large rectangular pool. A strip of floor some four meters wide surrounded the pool. The control room — like a long VIP spectators’ box protected behind a plexiglass splash barrier — was located across the pool on Coleman’s left. A single sliding door in the plexiglass provided entry.
Coleman approached the pool. A submersible diving platform hung over the water. He studied the platform and then the flood-lit water. The blue-green water looked startlingly clear. There’s no bottom. This isn’t a pool. This is a hole into the underground aquifer!
Coleman pointed into the pool. ‘How deep is this?’
Vanessa paused on her way to the control room. ‘One hundred and sixty-three meters. We’ve already had two accidents down there.’
Coleman drew back from the edge. Various-sized dive suits hung from the walls. Piles of diving gear were slung over trolleys or packed loosely into orange plastic containers. Nearby, a small mobile air-compressor rested near a trolley loaded with scuba tanks awaiting refill.
Scuba diving under the desert? Amazing.
Across the pool to Coleman’s right stood a hatch with more yellow stenciling. This one read Hyperbaric Chamber. The arena’s third exit was in the far wall, behind the submersible platform.
Three exits. A hatch in every wall except the control room.
A yellow electric forklift was parked near the far hatch. Custom-made for the diving arena, the forklift looked the right size for maneuvering around the pool. Above the pool, a system of rails and a motorized gantry crisscrossed the ceiling. The hook and chain gantry was currently retracted.
‘Underwater cameras,’ pointed out Forest.
Two big screens in opposite corners of the room showed continuous underwater video feeds.
Vanessa touched Coleman’s arm and nodded towards the control room. ‘We should find some answers in there.’
The control room appeared undisturbed. A continuous workstation of computer consoles and microphones overlooked the pool. It didn’t appear any divers had been underwater when the evacuation sounded. Two half-finished mugs of coffee sat abandoned on the long workstation.
Coleman signaled Forest and King to watch the three entrances into the arena. ‘Work quickly, Vanessa. I don’t want to get caught in here.’ There was no back door to the control room. The sliding door in the splash barrier offered the only exit.
She unclipped her tablet. ‘I should be able to track anyone approaching the arena through the basement. We have video surveillance on this level.’
Coleman pointed out the abandoned coffees. ‘That explains how these two staff got out so quickly. They would have spotted the creatures on the cameras. Can you bring up the feeds?’
Vanessa finished connecting her tablet to the system. After a fast glance to ensure her data was uploading, she side-stepped to the next computer and tapped the mouse. The computer system was just operating in stand-by mode. In a second the screen was tiled with twelve live video feeds from around the basement.
‘They’re all operating perfectly,’ she said. ‘They’re wireless.’
‘That puts us in a much better position,’ observed Coleman, indicating for Forest to come over and monitor the camera feeds.
Forest sat before the computer. He pointed out one video tile. ‘What is that?’
He double-clicked the feed to full-screen mode.
The screen came alive with action. The entire camera feed filled with a thrashing maelstrom of creatures clambering over two large freight containers. The area below the camera appeared flooded like the rest of the basement. Only the top half of the containers showed above the water.
‘That’s the storage area under the freight lift,’ answered Vanessa immediately.
‘Why are the creatures attacking those containers?’ asked Coleman. The entire area churned with white water as the creatures assaulted the containers.
‘They look like two of our incoming freight containers.’ Vanessa leaned closer to the screen. ‘I haven’t seen those two containers before. They must have arrived this morning.’
Coleman stared at the containers on the screen. He felt answers blossoming in his mind. ‘That’s how Cairns gained entry into the Complex. Gould and Cairns were carried right into the Complex in those freight containers. They somehow activated the creatures and sent them sweeping clean the Complex ahead of them. They took control of the admin hub and then used the facility’s systems to influence the creatures’ movements while they broke into the research labs.’
‘But we got the templates first,’ said Forest.
Coleman nodded. ‘But Cairns had to have a backup plan. Just in case the creatures were less predictable than he’d expected.’
Coleman pointed to the freight containers on the screen. ‘He’s rigged up some kind of intense vibration source in those containers. That’s what we felt in the water earlier. The containers are right at the bottom of the elevator, under the freight lift where their vibrations would move up through the entire facility. Gould must have predicted that the basement was going to flood. Cairns knew the water would amplify the vibrations. That would draw all the creatures down into the basement and give Cairns the chance to withdraw his forces.’
Coleman touched the screen. ‘This is Cairns’s exit strategy. But he had to activate his backup plan early. It was probably when we were driving all those vehicles on the pedestrian loop. That’s why more creatures didn’t show up. This basement is one giant thumping vibration source.’
The worst kind of respect for Cameron Cairns grew in Coleman. ‘That means Cairns is now at the point of desperation. Those containers are the last things keeping him alive. He will probably only get one more chance to take the templates from us before the creatures become totally out of control.’
‘He’ll be gathering his forces,’ predicted King. ‘They’ll all be coming down here to get the templates back before the creatures finish with those containers.’
‘Weapons check,’ ordered Coleman.
All three Marines quickly took stock of their remaining ammunition. They were basically down to their personal sidearms. Forest had less than half a magazine remaining for his CMAR-17. It was nowhere near enough to even stall any attack from Cairns.
‘And I’ve got these two,’ said King, unslinging two short rifles from over his massive shoulder. ‘I took them from the bodies of those two just before we climbed in the elevator.’
Coleman remembered the two dead terrorists that had been lying near the scorpion truck when the lights had come back on. King had taken a P190 assault rifle and a second weapon, something altogether different. The second weapon was unlike anything Coleman had seen before.
‘That’s not a gun,’ said Vanessa, swiveling in her seat and taking the strange rifle from King. She turned the entire weapon-like devise in her hands, consuming its fine details with her eyes. After a second, she flipped open a panel on the side of the unit. On the panel, a picture of her sneakers suddenly appeared.
‘It’s a digital video camera,’ she said. ‘The barrel is a powerful telephoto lens. This thing on top that looks like a weapon site is actually a broad spectrum light source. It looks like it has infrared and night-vision capability.’
‘Can you check what they’ve been recording?’ asked Coleman.
She explored some of the options on the touchscreen. ‘It’s capable of sending the images directly via satellite to a dedicated receiver, but this one is configured to store its own data. Probably because of the C-Guards,’ she reasoned. ‘Here we go. Here’s what they’ve been filming.’
Coleman moved behind her seat and looked over her shoulder. The image that came up on the viewing screen was perfectly clear. The first piece of footage was the close examination of corpses killed by the creatures. From the background noise, the screaming, the footage had been taken during the first few minutes of the evacuation when people were still crowding towards the escape routes. Vanessa scrolled through the most recent footage, her upper lip twitching in reaction to the atrocities piled again and again upon the people she had worked with every day.
‘A good scientist always records their results,’ she remarked bitterly. ‘This is the outcome of Gould’s work being carefully documented.’
‘Wait — stop there!’ Coleman pointed at the small screen. ‘Go back about forty seconds.’
She backed the footage up.
On the screen, Coleman saw Fifth Unit come racing around a corner. They were cut down in a devastating hail of weapon fire. Coleman heard audio of someone giving orders, and then the camera moved forward and carefully recorded every detail of the ambush scene.
‘That had nothing to do with the creatures,’ said Coleman. ‘Why are they filming Fifth Unit?’
The scene cut abruptly to a new location. It was the rec reserve.
The next scene looked familiar. They recorded Fifth Unit’s stripped corpses in the recreational reserve. Their bodies already hung from the suspended walkway, and the camera man carefully filmed every wound Fifth Unit had sustained in the earlier ambush. After filming the bodies, the camera focused on Fifth Unit’s damaged equipment laid out on the forest floor.
Coleman fished in his pocket and came out with the small plastic container he’d found at the scene. ‘Does that camera use tapes?’
‘No. Not tapes. It uses these.’ Vanessa stopped the recoding and ejected a small memory chip. ‘They’re more durable than tapes.’
Coleman took the chip and slipped it into the case. It fitted perfectly. He snapped the case shut. The recording had reminded him of how devastating Fifth Unit’s injuries had been. The bullet wounds resembled explosive ammunition damage, but all the weapons captured in the recording were standard assault rifles. It was something Coleman couldn’t explain at the time, and clearly something of interest to the terrorists. Hence the recording, and the considerable effort to displays the bodies and equipment to good effect. Coleman had never seen injures like that in his life.
‘King, hand me that second rifle.’
King handed over a far more familiar weapon. A FN P190 assault rifle.
Coleman ran a critical eye over the rifle and then disengaged the plastic magazine strip. Looks normal so far.
He up-ended the magazine strip and flicked out the next round of ammunition. The bullet spun up through the air and landed in his palm.
He examined the bullet. Bingo. We have a winner.
He held the strange ammunition up between his thumb and forefinger. ‘Anyone recognize this make of round?’
King and Forest shook their heads.
‘Me either,’ declared Coleman, drawing his multiplier tool. He carefully clipped off the tip of the round so he could see the projectile in cross section. The inside of the round, which could be composed of a number of different materials, was alien-looking. ‘What type of bullet is this? It looks like some kind of seed implanted in a thin brass shell.’
Vanessa spun in her seat. ‘Show me.’
Coleman passed over the bullet.
‘Let me have those pliers,’ she said.
‘I’m not sure you should tamper with the projectile,’ warned Coleman.
She kept her hand outstretched. ‘Trust me.’
Coleman handed over the pliers.
‘More light please,’ she requested. Forest snapped his rifle’s flashlight onto where she worked.
She spent a minute dissecting the bullet’s projectile from its protective casing. She held up the object Coleman had discovered.
‘You know what that is?’ asked Coleman.
‘I know exactly what this is,’ she answered. ‘You’re first guess was very close. It’s actually a seed pod, not a seed. Lots of plants use explosive expulsion of fluids and gasses to disperse their reproductive units and deter predators. Some undergo a rapid internal chemical reaction that blasts open the seed pod.’
‘Is that what this is?’ asked Coleman.
She nodded. ‘Well, this pod doesn’t naturally exist anywhere in nature. It’s been genetically designed. My guess is that this specimen has been tailored to exaggerate its explosive traits.’
‘It’s the super bullet,’ said Forest, referring to a rumor that had been circulated through the military for the last twenty years. ‘An explosive high velocity projectile that can be fired from an unmodified assault rifle. They’ve been trying to design this for years.’
Coleman found it hard to disagree. ‘Could this do the type of damage we saw on the recording, Vanessa?’
‘I would say so. It’s a very small explosion, but a small explosion moving very fast into tissue that is already compacted from the force of the impact. Under those conditions it would cause massive flesh trauma. You’d basically rupture outwards from the point of penetration.’
She thought of something. ‘Didn’t you mention you were searching for two new biological weapons?’
Coleman nodded. ‘It’s pretty safe to assume that this is the second weapon that Gould was developing. Biological warfare on an entirely new scale. A living bullet. They wanted to test how the super bullet worked in a combat situation. They’ve been filming the results of both their new weapons. That’s why they strung up Fifth Unit. They were recording the effect of the bullets on military equipment.’
King articulated what everyone had just realized. ‘We’re in the middle of a field trial of their new weapons. We’re the guinea-pigs to be slaughtered for the cameras.’
Coleman nodded and pointed to the camera-rifle. ‘With this evidence, every American-hostile nation in the world will be clamoring for these weapons.’
‘Your military is going to be very interested in these,’ said Vanessa flatly, but not with the usual accusatory tone she used when discussing the U.S. Military.
‘If they ever get to see it,’ said Coleman, then immediately realized that he had said something he shouldn’t have.
* * *
Onboard the USS Coronado, Vice Admiral Tucker listened gravely to the Secretary of Defense.
‘Yes, Mr. Secretary,’ answered Tucker. ‘I understand, sir. I’ll give the order.’
Tucker was speaking into a digital camera with a built in microphone. The image of the Secretary of Defense filled one half of the Knowledge Wall for a moment longer and then snapped off.
The Secretary of Defense had briefed the President. Apparently the President’s first reaction had been very similar to Tucker’s.
Three hundred civilians.
Tucker twisted open the silver canister Boundary had taken from the safe. He withdrew a slim sheet of crisp white paper. Without even looking at its contents, he handed the sheet to Daniels. The Chief Warrant Officer had been briefed in the last twenty minutes. Specifically, he had been told about the nature of the work that had occurred at the Biological Solutions Research Complex before it was handed over to the scientists.
He well understood the gravity of what Tucker said next.
‘Enter the arming codes and start the countdown.’
‘Yes, sir.’ The Chief Warrant Officer took the paper without raising his eyes. He left the chamber to personally carry out the President’s instructions.
Three minutes later, a coded signal left the communications array of the Coronado. The signal was received by a camouflaged micro-antennae concealed in a dry grassy tussock six miles south of the Biological Solutions Research Complex.
The antennae led underground to a signal-booster buried twenty feet under the desert surface.
All the radio signal jamming technology in the world couldn’t stop technology as basic as the telegraph.
The booster sent the signal through six miles of underground direct line and three small underground repeater stations. Each repeater station checked the code’s authenticity against its own unique set of parameters and then forwarded the signal on.
A fraction of a second after reaching the surface antennae, the signal had been checked four times and arrived at its destination in a cement bunker under the research Complex.
The small bunker was insulated from the aquifer and had only one occupant. The occupant had been asleep since it was sealed in the bunker. But it had just been told to wake up.
With a single blinking red eye, the weapon came online.
* * *
‘What exactly does that mean?’ asked Vanessa suspiciously. She pointed at the super bullet. ‘Now that our message got out, shouldn’t reinforcements be deploying to help us?’
Coleman took a deep breath. She deserves to know the truth. She’s part of our team now.
‘I have some bad news,’ admitted Coleman. ‘This isn’t a sit tight and wait-for-the-cavalry type of situation.’
Forest and King both knew what Coleman meant.
‘We’re on our own here?’ asked Vanessa incredulously. ‘What about David and the others!”
‘From a military point of view, we’ve been quarantined since we arrived,’ started Coleman. ‘That was all explained to us during our mission brief. But now the Coronado has confirmation that there are biological weapons onsite and that terrorists are in the process of stealing them. Sending more Marines isn’t the answer to countering an unknown biological agent. They don’t have many options really.’
‘So what will they do?’
Coleman thought for a moment. ‘I’m afraid you’re not going to like this, because it probably confirms a lot of the suspicions you’ve had in the past. And I’m probably not the best person in the world to tell you this, because of our history.’
Vanessa watched Coleman steadily. ‘Just say it. I might not trust the military, but I trust you. Say what you have to say.’
Coleman nodded, appreciating her effort. ‘We never discussed this, but have you ever heard the rumor that there are nuclear weapons pointed at every major research installation on Earth?’
Vanessa raised an eyebrow. ‘We never discussed it because I thought it was too stupid even for military minds for condone.’
‘Well, it’s not true. Missiles can be intercepted before they reach their target. Missiles aren’t the most reliable method of delivering a warhead.’
‘Then what is?’ she asked.
‘Hiding the weapon at the target long before you need to use it, then activating it remotely when the time comes. The warhead is already here.’
Vanessa rolled her eyes. ‘You think there’s a nuclear weapon already hidden in the Complex? No way. I helped design this place. I know every inch.’
‘You don’t know how the security system works.’
‘That’s different,’ she countered defensively. ‘I don’t understand the security technology, but I’m pretty sure I would notice a nuclear weapon stashed somewhere.’
Coleman decided to try a different angle. It was important that she understood. Unfortunately, he knew exactly how to convince her. ‘Vanessa, who was in control of the site before you took possession?’
‘The mining company. I’ve already told you that. They hit the aquifer and the site became unprofitable.’
‘That’s not completely true,’ corrected Coleman. ‘They did hit an aquifer, but the site wasn’t passed straight over from the mining company. It was temporarily in the possession of the U.S. Military, right?’
‘Well, yes, of course,’ she stuttered. ‘The site had to be inspected before it could be handed over on an international research charter. But that was just a formality.’
Coleman could see her logical mind starting to join the dots. ‘Why do you think the Complex was approved for construction in the middle of nowhere? In a desert, no less. You can’t believe that this place wasn’t constructed without a failsafe countermeasure.’
‘It was the perfect site because of the mine and the aquifer,’ she offered. ‘The lack of species in the surrounding desert restricts genetic pollution and….’
Her arguments teetered out. ‘It’s true, isn’t it? The weapon’s in the aquifer, right? That’s the only place they could have placed it before our construction started.’
Coleman nodded. ‘I believe so. They must have a direct line to the weapon to activate it through the C-Guards. It will be designed towards irradiating all life. It’s probably an enhanced radiation weapon.’
‘You’re talking about a neutron weapon,’ she reasoned.
Coleman nodded. ‘You understand what they do?’
Vanessa examined her hands, her voice registering shock. ‘I know what they do. Its shell would be made from chromium or nickel so the neutrons generated by the fusion reaction can escape. Neutrons are a penetrating type of radiation. Shielding won’t stop them. And their neutron energy is quickly attenuated by the atmosphere, so the destruction would be focused on this Complex. They’re most effective in low-humidity environments, like this desert. They kill all life with a minimum of explosive destruction. How could it have all come to this?’
‘Vice Admiral Tucker won’t have a choice,’ said Coleman. ‘Even if we could somehow eliminate Cairns’s force, that would still leave the creatures. The creatures are the real problem. They have to be stopped by any means necessary. If we could somehow stop the creatures, Tucker wouldn’t need to detonate the ER warhead.’
Coleman put his hand on her shoulder. ‘I only know one person in the world who could possibly stop the creatures in the time we have.’
Vanessa didn’t look up. The answer was obvious. ‘Me.’
* * *
Cairns stood in the bottom of the west stairwell in waist-deep water.
He had five gunmen.
In the east stairwell, Bora had four more gunmen.
This represented the last of their original force. Cairns keyed his radio. ‘Bora, are you in position?’
Bora’s reply was dead-pan. ‘We’re ready.’
Eleven men, thought Cairns. How could I have lost all but eleven men?
He wasn’t counting Gould.
Gould was standing halfway up the stairs, shaking his head at the water.
‘It’s madness,’ Gould repeated, his voice breaking like a pubescent teenager. ‘We can’t go in there. They’re going to be on us before we even open that door!’
‘Don’t make me drag you,’ warned Cairns, checking his weapon. ‘Step into the water, Dr Gould.’
Two gunmen trained their weapons on Gould. It proved all the motivation he needed. He grimaced as he waded down into the cold water.
‘You feel that?’ Cairns asked over his shoulder.
‘I do,’ answered Gould, placing his hands in the water, fingers splayed apart to feel the vibrations. ‘What is that?’
‘That’s what’s keeping us alive. I never trusted you could control the creatures. I designed a backup plan.’
Gould’s eyes flickered in the direction of the freight lift. ‘The machines in the containers?’
‘The same.’
‘The creatures will be tearing them apart. Nothing can last long against that kind of assault.’
‘Correct.’ Cairns held up his arm. He rolled up one fatigue sleeve. Strapped to his forearm was the slim black box with a snub-nosed antenna. ‘Two green lights means were still alright.’
‘What happens when the creatures finish with the containers?’
Cairns turned in the water and locked an uncompromising stare on Gould. ‘We’ll have the templates by then. If you’ve done everything exactly as I’ve told you, then the timing should be perfect.’
‘I did what you asked,’ confirmed Gould warily, checking his watch. ‘The countdown is set to start in eighteen seconds.’
Cairns smiled. ‘Everyone will see it?’
‘Everyone. They couldn’t miss it. It’s a nasty little head-game you’ve started for them. Once they see the countdown, they might want to negotiate. We may not have to go in there at all.’ Gould pointed towards the basement.
Cairns’s laugh was a nasal snort. ‘Oh, they’ll be preparing to negotiate alright. I’d say we’ll be joining the first round of violent negotiations in minutes. As long as it takes us to reach their position.’
Cairns pushed open the fire stairs door. He scanned the flooded corridor beyond. I wish I had more men. Even five more men would make a big difference. The Marines could be waiting in ambush. Cairns wouldn’t rule out anything. The debris-littered corridor headed east, straight towards the only dry section of the basement. The Marines would be stupid not to have withdrawn to the dry and defendable position. And these Marines were anything but stupid. On Cairns’s forearm, one of the green lights flickered for a moment and then died.
‘I just felt the vibration drop,’ warned Gould. ‘They’ve already broken into one of the containers. One container isn’t going to distract them all. Some of them are going to be drawn towards us.’
Cairns activated his radio as he started surging down the corridor. ‘Bora, go, go, go. Full assault right now!’
* * *
‘It’s a countdown!’ blurted Dana, making sense of the new information being broadcast from the administration hub’s intranet.
‘Countdown to what?’ asked Harrison, raising his eyebrow from across the room. He had two hands planted on the antechamber table where he’d been scanning the schematic maps.
‘It’s staggered to activate different systems at time intervals. The first routine will start in less than forty seconds. It all looks local. Okay, I’m bringing up the details now —’
Dana jerked up ramrod straight in her seat. ‘They can’t be doing this. They’re going to kill us all.’
‘Speak to me,’ prompted Harrison.
‘It’s the countdown,’ said Dana, shaking off her original shock. Harrison could still detect fear in her voice. ‘It’s going to activate all the systems that cause vibrations in this Center, and then when they’re all running, it’s going to automatically open the containment door. This countdown is activating all the systems in a sequence that will lead the creatures right in here to us.’
‘Can’t we shut down the system like we did before?’ asked Harrison urgently.
‘Not while we’re classed a quarantine risk. We have no control at all.’
‘Read out the schedule of systems in order.’
Dana read out the systems: ‘Auxiliary pumps, secondary turbines, extraction fans, primary electricity generator, containment door.’
‘We can’t even reach those systems to physically sabotage them,’ said Harrison, shaking his head over the schematic map.
He wiped a bead of sweat from his cheek. With the air-conditioning switched off, the center was hot and muggy. He stared down the evacuation tunnel.
Why are they doing this?
Whoever had set that countdown obviously wanted everyone in the Quarantine Center killed. That meant Third Unit hadn’t gained control of the main Complex. Harrison felt his hope slip a little further out of reach. It was a strategic scenario with no solution. It seemed no matter what they did, they would inevitably sustain a full frontal assault by the creatures.
He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. He wished he was a smarter man. ‘When the creatures come through that containment door, we have nowhere to run. We have to make sure that door doesn’t open. Any suggestions?’
‘Only one,’ said Dana. ‘We could physically sabotage the door. We could try to jam it shut from the inside.’
‘That’s what I was thinking,’ agreed Harrison. ‘It’ll be tough though, it’s a big door.’
Already walking, Harrison picked up his radio and started to call for Sullivan and the engineering teams to meet him at the containment door.
Before he reached the plexiglass, Dana lightly caught his arm.
‘What about everyone else?’ she asked, glancing back into the main chamber where the evacuees waited. ‘I need to tell them what’s happening. They keep asking what they can do to help.’
Harrison’s gaze went to the containment door. When he looked at Dana again, her hand still resting on his upper arm, he felt guilty about what he needed to say. Her hand felt warm and reassuring. He realized how very comforting her presence had become. He wanted to tell her, but there was a time and a place. Now and here was neither.
‘Tell them to start making weapons.’
* * *
‘This can’t be right,’ said Vanessa, sliding to another part of the workstation in the diving control room. ‘All these terminals are showing that the Evacuation Center has been quarantined.’
‘Is that a problem?’ asked Coleman.
‘It could be,’ she answered. ‘It looks like there has been some kind of staggered countdown initiated from the admin hub that…oh, my god!’
‘What is it?’ said Coleman, pulling his gaze from the surveillance cameras.
Hand over her mouth, she was reading the computer screen quickly. ‘When the Evacuation Center is reclassified as a quarantine facility, all control of its systems is reverted to the administration hub. Someone in the hub has started a staggered countdown that will bring all the quarantine systems back online and then open the containment door.’
‘That will draw the creatures straight into the Evac Center with David and the others,’ realized Coleman. ‘How long do we have?’
‘It’s already happening,’ answered Vanessa. ‘The emergency generator just came online under the Center.’
‘How long before the containment door opens?’
Vanessa frantically worked through the system, shaking her head in frustration. ‘It doesn’t say! It only tells you how long until the next system comes online, and then the countdown resets for the next system after that. It could be five minutes before the countdown finishes activating all the system and opens the containment door, or it could be half an hour.’
Coleman needed them both to calm down and think rationally for David’s sake. ‘It’s definitely somewhere in between those times. Could Harrison shut down the systems?’
Vanessa scanned the list of services that were programmed to initiate. ‘The Center is designed so that essential services can be maintained by staff safely outside the Quarantine Center. Harrison couldn’t even reach them to physically try to shut them off. Why would Cairns and Gould want to kill all the evacuees? They don’t have the templates. They’re not a threat to the terrorists. David has never done anything to them. He’s just a little boy! Our little boy, Alex!’
Coleman put his hand on her shoulder. ‘I know. They’re not doing it because they see the evacuees as a threat. Once they retrieve the templates from us, all the creatures will be drawn into the Evacuation Center, and Cairns will have a safe path back up through the facility.’
Vanessa was close to tears. ‘We have to stop him. What are we going to do?’
‘This changes everything,’ agreed Coleman. ‘What more have you learned about the creatures? Anything that can help us? Come on, Vanessa, think!’
‘I’ve been trying!’ Fighting back tears, she turned to the genetic data on the first computer screen. ‘Gould kept the creatures dormant in the walls until he triggered them with a pheromone. If I can identify the traits that allowed him to keep the creatures dormant, I might be able to — ’
Forest’s eyes hadn’t left the surveillance cameras during the conversation. He suddenly cut over Vanessa’s conversation. ‘The creatures have breached the first container. Some of them are starting to move this way. And here comes Cairns and Bora. They’re bringing forces from the west and the east. They’re moving quickly. They’re storming us. We’re going to be right in the middle. They’ll all be here in less than thirty seconds.’
Coleman took note of the terrorists’ approach on the computer screen. Now only one thing mattered. The terrorists were between him and his son.
He’d already memorized the layout of the dry area of corridors and rooms directly around the diving arena. King and Forest checked their pistols. They knew what needed to be done.
Coleman had no misconception that this was going to be the worst shit-fight yet. They had almost no ammunition and were pinched between the two incoming forces. This was the face-to-face standoff that Coleman had been working hard to avoid. His team were outnumbered, but they didn’t have a choice. They were Marines and they would never give up. Coleman saw it in the eyes of King and Forest as they waited for his instructions.
He tossed the terrorist’s weapon with the super bullets to Forest. ‘Forest, you stay here and protect Vanessa while she works. Right now she’s David’s only chance. King and I will split up and try to buy her time to work.’
Coleman turned to King, ‘You take Bora and I’ll take Cairns. This is purely hit and run. Move fast and don’t let them pin you down. There are more of them than there are of us, and they’re moving in groups, so they should attract more creatures. I want them to attract as many creatures down here as possible to give the Evac Center more time. Now go.’
King nodded and dashed off across the pool room, his huge bulk gracefully disappearing through the northern hatch in a second.
Coleman knelt beside Vanessa. ‘I’m going to buy you time to help David. That’s the only thing that matters now, right?’
Vanessa nodded, already turning to the computer.
‘Can you do this, Vanessa?’
She didn’t look up from the screen. She was typing and talking at the same time. ‘I need to decipher the genetic pattern that Gould took months to build. I’m focusing on the traits inherited from the Impetus pespedus genetic code.’
‘But if there’s any person in the world that can do it, it’s you, right?’
Vanessa met his eyes. ‘You do what you do best, and I’ll do what I do best.’
Coleman nodded then ran for the door. ‘Good luck.’
* * *
Cairns slogged through the waist-deep water.
He held his rifle up in two hands, keeping the weapon dry. He glanced at his wrist monitor.
Still one green light. The distraction is still active.
And thank god for that. The creatures had destroyed the first container in half the time Cairns had anticipated.
If he stopped walking, he knew he’d feel the vibrations through the water, but there was no stopping now. They needed to reach the diving arena, retrieve the templates, and then escape as the creatures were drawn towards the Quarantine Center.
Cairns cursed himself for letting the mission get so out-of-control. This was going to be their last chance to set things right. Timing was everything, and they didn’t have a second to spare. Any second now, all these corridors were going to be thick with creatures. Cairns imagined them coming under the water like sharks picking up the bloody scent of a wounded animal, moving in for the kill.
As he crossed another four-way intersection of flooded office corridors, he glanced in both directions for signs of movement. They didn’t stand a chance against the creatures in the waist-deep water. Even their special ammunition would be next to useless against a submerged target.
What the hell would the creatures even look like moving through the water? What should I be looking for?
He didn’t have long to wait for his answer. Behind him, Gould and five gunmen plunged through the water in a single file row. The last gunman suddenly shouted, ‘Here they come! Hostiles at six o’clock!’
Cairns glanced back down the struggling line of exhausted men. The corridor twenty feet behind them erupted in churning humps of white water. It looked like nothing less than a dozen wrestling krakens. The sight sent a chemical bolt of renewed strength into his legs.
‘Oh-my-god!’ shrieked Gould. ‘Go, go, go!’
Cairns ignored Gould. They were already going as fast as they possibly could. As fast as they ploughed through the water, the creatures moved faster.
‘Don’t fire until we’re out of the water,’ Cairns yelled. More easily said than done, he knew.
White water started surging around their elbows, telegraphing the painful death just seconds away. The last gunman broke first. Ignoring Cairns’s order, he turned and awkwardly fired full-auto into the tangled mess of white water. Cairns saw the man collapse backwards under the unstoppable surge.
There it is!
He spotted their goal. Ten feet ahead, a short flight of five steps served a grilled landing. On the landing stood an oval hatch. The hatch had a submarine style rotating handle.
He surged up the stairs, feeling the drag of the water disappear from his legs. The creatures almost had them. He didn’t need to look back to check.
Cairns grabbed the hatch handle and twisted.
The handle didn’t budge. His eyes opened wide in surprise.
Fuck.
‘Open the door. Open the frigging door!’ screamed Gould, trying to push past Cairns to reach the door handle.
Cairns rammed the back of his elbow into Gould’s face. He felt the crunch of Gould’s nose breaking. The scientist tumbled backwards. Blood shot from his nose as he staggered against the hand railing.
The last two gunmen wheeled on the stairs, knee-deep in water, and opened fire into the corridor. The creatures thrashed just six feet away.
Cairns ignored the wild, panicked firing of the gunmen fighting for their last few seconds of life. His eyes roamed over the hatch again.
There is no locking mechanism on this hatch. It’s just stuck.
He shouldered his rifle and threw his full weight into the effort. Open…up…you…son-of-a….
The handle turned an inch, and then started slowly grinding open.
Straining, Cairns felt something heavy strike the platform under his boots. The entire platform shuddered. He didn’t stop straining at the hatch. Now all four gunmen were shooting. In the confined space, the noise sounded stunning.
A gunman was torn from the landing. There was screaming. Blood splattered up the wall beside Cairns, but he didn’t stop straining at the handle.
Shlick!
The handle suddenly spun in his grasp. The door thrust open under his weight. He leapt through, finding Gould almost climbing up his ass.
‘It’s open, fall back!’ yelled Cairns. The water frothed pink with lumpy pieces of human.
The surviving gunmen barreled through the open hatch as a creature lurched up onto the platform. The last man dove headlong through the hatch. As the man hit the floor, Cairns slammed the hatch and dogged the handle.
The hatch shuddered a fraction of a second later. Then, for a few moments, there was nothing but the sound of harsh breathing and water dripping from wet fatigues. Only three gunmen had made it through the hatch.
The hatch shook violently again.
‘That won’t hold them long,’ warned Gould, his voice quavering. ‘They’re going to get in here.’
Cairns listened. He slowly turned to the source of a new sound. It was coming from within the confined maze of corridors warrening the area they had just entered. He checked his wrist monitor. The second green light had died.
With a deft flick of two clasps, the wrist monitor dropped to the floor. Cairns unlimbered his weapon and turned squarely towards the noise.
‘They’re already here.’
* * *
Coleman sprinted down the corridor.
Take the pain to the enemy.
He smiled grimly. He sprinted towards the sound of sustained gunfire. It was the sound of P190 assault rifles, the sound of Cameron Cairns having his ass kicked.
Coleman recalled the layout of the surrounding labs with snap-shot clarity. He knew Cairns’s path. He knew from which direction the creatures approached. And he knew that if Cairns approached in a straight line towards the diving arena, he would intercept them in the staff lunch room.
Coleman turned left without slowing. Apart from surprise, the surveillance cameras were Third Unit’s only advantage. And the advantage of surprise was about to disappear….
He dashed into a lunchroom filled with surprised gunmen.
Causing mayhem was normally King’s specialty, but Coleman was ready to take a crack at the title. He burst into the lunchroom from the side entrance.
The gunmen were spread all over the room, moving across Coleman’s path. He counted at least five terrorists, including Cameron Cairns and Francis Gould. As he entered the room, two of the gunmen were looking in the wrong direction.
Only Gould immediately spotted Coleman. He raised a hand, shouting a warning….
But Coleman was already upon the closest gunman. The man had just reloaded a fresh magazine into his P190. He spun towards the sound of Coleman’s footsteps. He was just four feet away when Coleman lifted his colt and fired.
The bullet entered the terrorist’s mouth, punctured his upper pallet and exploded out the back of his head like a mini-volcano. The man’s head snapped backwards as his body’s inertia kept him spinning. The dead man’s weapon clattered across the floor.
In one move, Coleman scooped up the sliding weapon and dove into a small kitchenette on his left. The gunmen returned fire. Hitting the floor behind the serving counter, Coleman felt like he’d trespassed onto a shooting range.
The kitchenette disintegrated like he was in an earthquake.
Coleman was the earthquake’s epicenter.
Crockery and broken glass smashed down on him. Two cabinet doors flew from their hinges. A tap blasted off the sink, sending water spraying upwards. Coleman lay as flat as a pancake as the bullets shredded the kitchenette around him.
Don’t stop. Keep moving.
He jumped up and returned fire.
He was aware of men taking cover all over the room, but he didn’t really care. He held down the P190s trigger and swept the room like he was blowing leaves off a lawn.
His bullets cut a horizon of destruction across the room as he scuttled towards the exit. The large self-service coffee machine in the center of the room jerked and bucked as bullets ripped away its plastic shell. Clouds of instant coffee blossomed sideways from the machine.
Before the terrorists could gather themselves to return fire, Coleman was sprinting from the room.
* * *
Gould crouched behind the coffee machine as the Marine leveled the room with gunfire.
He felt the machine twist and buck as bullets raked its surface.
A second after the Marine finished firing there came a pregnant pause, like a break in an orchestral score, and then Cairns’s stupid gunmen returned fire.
Gould pressed his fingers to his ears, moaning at their stupidity. Gould wasn’t a military genius, but he knew a royal cock-up when he heard it. Bloody fools! They’re going to kill us all. Clearly the Marine had provoked the gunmen into returning fire. A shooting match was the last thing they needed. A group of trigger-happy gunmen was not the key to survival.
‘Stop firing!’ Gould yelled into the mayhem.
The firing snapped off.
Gould still had his back pressed hard up against the coffee machine. A bullet had passed through the machine just an inch from his ear. Instant coffee powder funneled from the hole and landed on his shoe.
‘Hold your fire! Hold your fire!’ yelled Cairns. ‘It’s just one man.’
Leaning sideways, Gould peered further around the side of the machine.
The dead gunman’s corpse lay twisted up on the floor just a few meters away. Gould saw the man die. His head popped like an egg in a microwave. The blood spray actually went up and onto the ceiling.
He got out of this the easy way.
Cairns retrieved the dead gunman’s ammunition.
Maybe I should try to escape on my own, thought Gould. I could give Cairns the slip, then make my way back to the offices, and then….
Even as Gould calculated escape, he knew it for a futile fantasy. He’d never make it alone. Even if they all turned back now, they would never cross the flooded offices and reach the stairwell in one piece. They would all die on this dry island in the middle of the flooded basement.
‘I told you this was a bad idea,’ whined Gould, looking across the lunchroom to Cairns. ‘They’ve got us right where they want us now!’
Cairns snapped back at Gould. ‘Shut up. We just need to stay intact until the next distraction starts operating.’
Gould shook his head miserably as the inevitable began. From all around the lunchroom, the sounds on incoming creatures began echoing through the entrances. It sounded like a pack of wilder beasts had suddenly been herded into the corridors. Everyone in the room became perfectly still.
‘We need to move,’ said one gunman.
‘Which way?’ demanded another.
Cairns rose slowly from retrieving the dead man’s ammunition. He slipped the ammunition into his body armor and cocked his head, listening to the creatures. ‘They’re everywhere. They’re all around us.’
Cairns pointed to Gould while keeping his eyes on the nearest doorway. ‘How long until the Quarantine Center distraction takes full affect?’
Gould checked his watch, but he already knew the answer. ‘Not soon enough.’
‘We need to move,’ whined the first gunman again.
‘Wait,’ snapped Cairns, turning his head and trying to pinpoint the closest source of movement. ‘We can’t sneak through them. We’re going to have to fight our way out.’
Lovely. Just frigging lovely, thought Gould.
The sounds got closer. The gunmen turned and covered every doorway.
‘Stand ready,’ ordered Cairns. ‘Ready….’
Closer.
Gould took a deep breath and held it. He suddenly felt the damaged coffee machine hissing and buzzing against his back. It was trying to make a coffee.
Closer.
The creatures were almost upon them, and Gould was sitting against the only vibration-causing fixture in the room!
Well, that’s just bloody peachy.
He reached up and frantically pushed every button on the machine he could find. Gould found the cancel button a split second before the first creature reached the lunchroom. The machine hiccupped once and then stopped churning.
The creature completely filled the doorway. It curled its tentacles up around the doorframe and hung half-in, half out of the room.
The gunman covering the door stood three meters from the creature, blinking like trying to wake from a nightmare. The man’s hands shook on his weapon. Everyone in the room stared at the spectacle of the terrorist and the creature standing face-to-face.
Gould recognized the unsolvable problem immediately. The man couldn’t move, but they all needed to escape this room right now to survive. Three heart-thumping seconds later, the gunman reached the same conclusion.
He pulled the trigger and hollered in frustrated anger.
A trigger went off inside the creature simultaneously. It launched itself through the doorway and straight onto the firing gunman. In the confined space, the man couldn’t dodge sideways in time.
The creature hit him squarely in the chest, a Volkswagen ramming a midget. The tangled mess ploughed backwards through chairs and coffee tables.
They slid straight past Gould crouching behind the coffee machine.
It’s wet from coming through the flooding offices, Gould noted abstractly as the creature’s slick body come down on the man like a hunting dog worrying a rabbit.
Gould watched the ghastly spectacle, mesmerized by the ferocity he’d created. He’d never witnessed his creatures attacking a person. It’s obscene.
Cairns wasn’t mesmerized.
‘Leave him,’ Cairns yelled, abandoning the gunman to the creature. ‘We need to move.’
Gould jumped to his feet as the gunmen dashed from the room. Nobody seemed to care what he was doing. Which way should I go?
He hesitated for a moment and then dashed after Cairns.

Chapter 13

King rounded the corner and froze.
A creature blocked the corridor four meters ahead. King caught his balance without moving another step.
This is how Marlin died. Playing distraction while he moved through a maze of tunnels.
King felt the fury swell through his body.
Stay focused. Someone will pay for what happened to Marlin, but not if you’re torn to pieces in this corridor.
He shifted his gaze to study the creature’s posture.
With limbs spread up the walls, it resembled a giant poised cobra. Every limb was a living tripwire, and King knew if he moved his boots an inch, the cobra would strike.
From the corridors behind him, back towards the opposite side of the pool room, he heard the deep cracking thump of Coleman’s colt firing a single shot, and then a barrage of answering P190 gunfire. The Captain found Cairns. That’s one less terrorist to worry about.
The creature tensed. Thorns screeched down the walls.
King studied the creature, ready to turn and sprint if the hostile reacted to his presence.
Strange. The creature hadn’t attacked, nor did it move towards the gunfire. There must be something else nearby. Some other source of vibrations more appealing than me.
It would have to be close.
It’s Bora. He must be approaching. But from which direction?
King strained to hear approaching footsteps. He couldn’t detect Bora’s approach. He wasn’t sure if this was good or bad news. Bora might distract the creature, or he might approach from a direction that pinned King in the corridor. Should I run? This thing will move like a rat up a drainpipe. King made a wish at the creature. Please go and eat Bora.
A hatch stood directly opposite King, just four steps away. The urge to leap towards the hatch felt overwhelming. It might as well have been a mile away. He could see the hatch in his peripheral vision. Shut, but from memory, none of the hatches locked.
Well, at least none of the hatches I’ve passed.
Something was written across the hatch, but he’d need to turn his head to read it. He didn’t want to make any unnecessary moves. He visualized dashing for the hatch: four paces, open the hatch, jump through, slam it shut….
No way, cowboy. The creature will be on you before you even take two steps.
Or maybe not.
He had an idea. Slowly, he holstered his pistol and then, ever so slowly, began to crouch down.
* * *
Bora picked up speed as he heard the gunfire.
Weapon fire came from the far end of the arena. Cairns found them. Wait, why aren’t the Marines returning fire?
The Special Forces team wouldn’t relinquish the templates without one hell of a fight. So what attacked Cairns?
Bora’s faltering steps carried him around the next corner. His answer waited around the T-intersection.
The creature completely blocked the corridor.
Eyes widening in surprise, Bora felt his legs involuntarily prepare to run. He raised his hand to halt the line of gunmen.
‘Back up, back up, back up,’ he whispered. ‘Quietly.’
The rearmost man took one careful step, and the creature shifted….
‘Stop,’ he hissed.
The creatures shouldn’t be here already. This isn’t good. Where the hell is Gould’s distraction?
Bora remembered the creatures taking out his team in the cinema. In these confined passageways, his men stood no chance. He looked past the creature towards a different kind of movement in the corridor beyond.
There’s someone else in this corridor. Wait, who the hell is that? Bora barely spotted the man obscured behind the creature. He was crouching over something.
It’s him. The big bastard who almost got me killed in the cinema.
This was also the man who had driven the scorpion truck on the habitation level. He must have known Bora’s team was there, but he also knew that neither side could act decisively without provoking the creature. He understood the creature represented the bigger threat.
More creatures approached. Bora could feel them moving through the corridors all around him. He didn’t have time to stand here in a futile stalemate. But what was the Marine doing?
He’s trying to provoke me into shooting. No, that’s not it. Bora didn’t have a clean shot at the man anyway.
The Marine seemed distracted with something near his feet.
He’s taking his boots off.
The Marine very carefully settled the boots to one side.
Bora studied the man’s body language as he straightened from depositing the boots.
He’s going to try to reach the hatch. Losing his boots might buy him the few fractions of a second that he needed to get through the hatchway. It could be the difference between life and death. The idea of such a big man trying to sneak anywhere seemed ludicrous, but Bora had learned the hard way not to underestimate this particular specimen.
He felt himself holding his breath as the man made his first move.
The Marine took one step, shifted his weight over his second foot, and then glanced at the creature. He was, quite literally, one step ahead of Bora’s team. His eyes flicked to Bora and then back to the hatch.
Did he just smirk at me? Oh, that’s it. You are dead! Screw the templates. You’re not leaving us out here with this thing.
A hatch stood in the corridor on Bora’s right hand side. It joined the same area the Marine was trying to reach. Both hatches were the same distance from the creature. Unlike the Marine’s hatch, this one looked slightly ajar. That served in Bora’s favor.
He matched the Marine’s movement, but with his boots still on. He heard a sharp intake of breath from the gunman behind him. Bora looked up and met the Marine’s stare. I can beat you with my boots on.
The Marine stepped again, now halfway to his hatch.
Bora copied, feeling his legs shake at the incredible tension flowing through his body. He felt like a rodent dancing on a loaded mousetrap.
As if sensing the race, the creature exploded into action.
No one waited to see which direction the creature moved. For the first second, the creature was just a blur of scrabbling tentacles and horrid angles.
Both men lurched towards their hatches. Bora’s hatch was partially ajar. He rammed his way past the steel door, feeling the second gunman crowding through right behind him. As the third gunman jumped through, Bora felt sure the creature had pursued the Marine. Two things happened that changed his mind.
First, he heard the Marine slam his hatch shut.
Then he noted the facial expression of the last gunman leaping through their hatch. The creature snatched the man midair. Two tentacles encircled the man’s thighs and dragged him back into the corridor. The man slapped both palms down on the bottom of the hatchway.
‘Shoot it!’ the man yelled, white-knuckling the bottom of the hatchway. ‘Help me!’
‘Don’t shoot!’ Bora ordered.
‘Please, help…’ begged the man.
Bora braced his foot on the edge of the hatch and kicked with all the strength. The slamming hatch severed eight of the man’s fingers. Amputated digits dropped to the floor. Bora spun the mechanism shut.
The hatch hardly muffled the mauling outside.
Bora scanned the small room. Rows of plants crowded benches along both walls. The air felt humid. The lights were over-bright. Three more hatches exited the room. Bora remembered the writing on the entry hatch.
Hydroponics.
Great, more plants.
The Marine’s hatch must serve the next room north. The Marine would already be moving.
‘That way, go,’ ordered Bora, waving his rifle north.
The closest gunman dashed to the hatch, yanked it open, and found his shoulder and chest engulfed in the mouth of the creature coming in the other direction.
The impact knocked the man backwards, tearing his body from the creature’s mouth. Blood fanned out from his neck, spray painting the floor as he scrambled on all fours away from the hatch. The creature leapt straight onto his back. The weight proved too much. His arms buckled. He collapsed down on the floor, completely obscured under the creature’s bulk.
Retreating from the bloody spectacle, Bora found his back pressed up against the hatch leading south. Four hundred kilograms of angry creature separated him from his two surviving gunmen.
‘Go,’ yelled Bora. ‘Find him!’
He didn’t know if his orders were heard over the screams. He turned, spun the hatch and jumped through. On the other side stretched a long workshop. Bora’s split-second glance registered work benches covered in hand-tools. Coils of irrigation tubing hung from the ceiling. The place reeked of chemical fertilizers. His special sense told him a lot more. Slamming shut the hatch, he registered the creature’s presence.
Behind him.
Bora spun and brought his rifle on target. The creature reared up to crush him against the hatch.
Dropping to one knee, he unloaded into the hostile at point blank range. The special ammunition offered his only chance at survival. His entire body shook under the recoil from the rifle. Bullets strafed up the creature’s body, pushing the creature back, eroding chucks of flesh that spattered a grisly pattern over the walls. The creature tumbled backwards as every one of Bora’s bullets exploded on impact. He kept his finger on the trigger, churning biologically explosive rounds into the aberration until the creature collapsed in a pool of white mess. When the P190 ran dry, the creature resembled a lumpy green milkshake.
‘Stay down!’ he yelled at where the creature throbbed on the floor.
The hatch at his back suddenly thumped with inhuman violence.
The other one’s coming through. Bora saw the heavy hinges securing the hatchway begin tearing from the wall.
It’ll breach this hatch in less than a minute.
He checked his body armor for more ammunition. None. Sighing, he dropped the now useless assault rifle.
Left or right? At either end of the workshop were more hatches.
He remembered the direction the Marine was moving. The hydroponics zone was complicated, but not large. If the Marine hadn’t yet left the area, then he was somewhere to Bora’s east. If Bora chose the left hatch, he would be heading towards the diving arena. If he chose the right hatch, he would be following the Marine. Professionally, he knew he should forget the Marine and head towards the diving arena. That was Cairns’s plan.
Bora already knew what he needed to do. He had a personal score to settle. The compulsion to find the big Marine felt too powerful an urge to ignore. This operation had become personal long ago. Cairns was on his own.
Crossing to the right hatch, Bora found the next room full of much larger plants, big leafy specimens with foliage tumbling from the walls and obscuring a room no larger than the workshop. There was no sign of creatures. No sign yet, anyway.
Crossing the room, he noticed a footprint. A wet footprint, just drying, from someone in bare feet. The footprint looked very fresh. Maybe only seconds old. The footprints continued towards the northern hatch. Bora crossed quietly to the hatch and peered through.
It’s him.
Bora stared at the broad back of the big Marine. The man padded away from the hatchway, cautiously checking the corridor ahead.
Bora smiled and drew his hunting knife.
Now I’ve got you.
* * *
Forest walked another vigilant lap around the pool.
He stopped at the scuba trolley near the hyperbaric chamber. The six-foot high trolley was loaded with scuba tanks. It provided about the only strategic cover in the pool room.
From here, with his back against the west bulkhead, Forest scanned the entire diving arena. Across the pool, Vanessa typed at a computer behind the plexiglass splash barrier. To Forest’s left and right, in the north and south walls, stood the two hatches he needed to monitor.
This sucks. This is a bad location to defend.
His eyes flicked to Vanessa working furiously over a computer console. She started in her seat at the sound of more gunfire. It sounded closer to the diving arena this time. King and Coleman were buying her time to work.
Work fast, brainiac. We need to blow this popsicle stand very soon. King and the Captain must be really in the thick of it now. Forest knew the terrorists would probably be separating in the mayhem. Some of them would get around King and Coleman and be heading towards the diving arena. They could already be creeping down the corridors outside.
Any second now they will be coming in here.
Forest pressed an intercom button on the wall.
‘Vanessa, keep working no matter what happens out here. Even if you see me in trouble, you need to stay focused. I don’t think we have much longer.’
She glanced up. Her fingers never stopped moving over the keyboard as she met Forest’s gaze. She seemed to be in a world of her own. She half nodded. Her expression was unreadable as she looked back down to the screen.
Forest turned from the intercom and swept his gaze around the pool room again. He tried to absorb any detail that might become critical. The diving arena itself was only thirty meters across. The pool occupied most of the room. One look into the pool had been enough for Forest. Its bottomless depths were disconcerting, to say the least. Damn spooky, more like it. You couldn’t pay me to get in there. Rectangular like a public bath, the pool had no sides and no bottom. Perfectly clear water faded into the depths of the aquifer. A hydraulic platform hugged the pool’s south edge. Diver entry, guessed Forest. Probably for taking down heavy equipment too. The reinforced-grill platform could move about ten fully-equipped divers at once. The simple ‘up and down’ controls were column-mounted into the platform’s corner. Forest had checked them out earlier.
Like an underwater elevator.
While checking the controls, Forest had classified the platform as a ‘no-go’ zone. Even while standing on the platform, the pool seemed to want to pull him down. Over the pool dangled the gantry that Vanessa had called the ‘claw’, and off to the right of the platform was an electric, single-seater forklift with a yellow protective cage.
Forest’s attention never strayed far from the north and south hatches. The terrorists had to come through one of those hatches to breach the arena. The remaining hatch, right behind Forest’s position, led only to the hyperbaric chamber and the stand-by medical bay. Forest had checked, and there was only one way in and out of there.
When the terrorists entered the arena, the first thing they’d see would be Vanessa working in the control room. Hopefully that will be the last thing they ever see, if I’m fast enough.
He snapped to attention as he heard the tink, tink, tink of his low-tech alarm system.
He had balanced an expended bullet shell on the top of both hatch wheels. If the handles moved even slightly, the shells fell to the floor. Forest saw the shell bouncing away from the north hatch.
Either someone was coming through the hatch, or the shell had dropped by accident.
No. The hatch handle is turning slowly — someone is trying to enter unnoticed. It’s game time.
Forest knew he had two options when the hatch opened. He could retreat behind the cover of the scuba tank trolley, or he could sneak along the wall behind the opening hatch to launch a surprise attack.
Up until this point, he had no idea which option he would choose.
Before he knew it, he darted lightly towards the north wall. He hit the wall with his shoulder, hoping the hatch would hide his presence for a second.
He lifted his weapon and sighted just beyond the edge of the opening hatch.
The terrorist stepped through alertly, his gaze pausing on the still-working Vanessa, and then training around the pool room.
The last thing he saw, when his head finally turned far enough around, was Forest standing two meters away, weapon raised and squeezing the trigger.
Forest squeezed off an aimed shot that penetrated the gunman clean through the temple. The terrorist’s head erupted sideways. Before the body had even hit the floor, a second gunman swung his rifle around the hatch and fired blindly into the room.
If Forest had been even six inches further to his right, he would have collected three bullets in the chest.
But he wasn’t, and he didn’t. The terrorist had made a stupid mistake that Forest spotted in an instant. He lowered the angle of his weapon and fired under the edge of the hatch where he could see the terrorist’s exposed boot.
Bullets punched through the man’s ankle, pitching the terrorist forward completely into the pool room. As he fell into sight, Forest sprayed him with another burst of gunfire. The man was dead before he hit the floor.
Tink, tink, tink.
Forest spun as he heard his second warning shell hitting the floor across the room.
The other hatch! Someone’s coming through the other hatch!
Forest now occupied the worst position in the room. Moving to the north wall let him to surprise the first two gunmen, but it left him exposed to the south. He stood right out in the open.
He sprinted back towards the scuba trolley. Gunfire burst through the second hatchway, flashing in his peripheral vision as he dove for cover. Hitting the floor on his hands and knees, he scuttled up against the wall behind the trolley.
The trolley stood six foot tall. Rows of standing scuba tanks offered about the only real cover in the room.
What about Vanessa!
Forest ducked his head from cover. All he saw was another flash of weapon fire from the hatch. Bullets stuttered tang, tang, tang across the scuba tanks and the wall overhead. He couldn’t see what Vanessa was doing, but he had the impression the scientist wasn’t at the workstation any longer. And now there came something new.
What’s that sound? It’s the air tanks. The bullets have punctured the air tanks.
Forest heard two of the air tanks hissing out their contents. There came another burst of gunfire, and three more tanks joined the high-pitched chorus.
He’s puncturing the tanks on purpose.
A moment later, Forest understood why.
A creature surged through the north hatch and stopped in the pool of blood from the dead terrorists.
Forest watched the creature like a hunter who had just stumbled into a clearing full of angry elephants…with his weapon left back in the truck.
What’s it doing? Oh…no. Please, no….
As he watched, the creature charged straight for the scuba trolley, straight towards where he was taking cover. It hit the trolley dead center. The impact was stunning. The trolley rammed straight into his side.
Jarred backwards, Forest lost his footing and fell. On the floor, catching himself on one elbow, he tried to shake off the effects of the stunning blow clouding his senses….
Just in time to see the heavily-loaded scuba trolley tipping right on top of him.
* * *
Vanessa dropped from her seat as the skirmish unfolded in the pool room.
Holy crappola!
She had been so engrossed in her work, so close to a breakthrough, that even Forest’s warning hadn’t prepared her for what was coming.
Keeping low, she scrambled to the edge of her workstation and prepared to sneak a peek around the corner. The workstation stopped at the plexiglass door.
Is this plexiglass bulletproof? It had never occurred to her that it needed to be. No one’s shooting at me yet. Take a look.
She reached the end of the workstation and ducked her head around the corner. Two dead terrorists lay near the north hatch. Forest was sprinting from their bodies, then diving behind the scuba trolley as bullets tore up the wall behind him.
Vanessa pulled back into concealment. Forest had surprised two gunmen, and then been surprised himself by more gunmen from the south.
That was close. They almost had him before he reached cover.
She looked back along the workstation to her computer. The computer screen suddenly started flashing a new message:
Model Complete…
Model Complete…
Model Complete…

Her eyes widened. This was it. The answer was there waiting for her. She just needed a few more seconds at the computer, and then she might have a way to help David!
But right now she couldn’t even get to the computer, which was in plain sight of the pool room. She didn’t want to find out the hard way if the plexiglass barrier was bulletproof.
But I will if I have to. I have to get the answers. I need to get up, download the results to my tablet, and then…what’s that sound?
She took another look and saw a dozen punctured scuba tanks releasing their contents.
Then she saw the creature.
Oh no. The creature came through the hatch and paused. It didn’t take a genius to see Forest was double-dipped in deep shit. If he moved from cover, he’d be shot. But his cover itself was about to attract the worst kind of attention.
The creature only paused for a second. Then it charged straight towards the Marine.
Vanessa leapt up and bashed her fists on the plexiglass barrier.
‘HEY-HEY-HEY,’ she hollered, pounding her fists on the plexiglass like an insane ice hockey spectator.
Her plan worked too well.
A second creature appeared through the north hatch and launched itself towards her piece of plexiglass.
‘Oh, crap,’ she said, backing from the plexiglass. I’ve attracted another one!
The creature smacked its head straight into the plexiglass. Vanessa heard the material start cracking away from the ceiling.
Across the pool room, she saw the first creature plough into the scuba trolley, and then the trolley started tipping onto Forest….
* * *
King stalked the two gunmen.
The gunmen had become separated from Bora’s party. Now they were looking for a way to reach the diving arena.
Stragglers from the pack are fair game.
King intended to ensure they never reached the diving arena. He followed them through two rooms and a corridor, waiting for the opportunity for two clean head shots. Taking his boots off had been a good idea. It had made it easier to follow the gunmen quietly. He’d also removed his body armor. It was useless against the super-bullets, and he could move more freely without it. As he entered the room behind them, the men listened at the next hatch.
They kept perfectly still, intent on detecting any danger beyond the hatch.
King saw his chance. No obstacles blocked his line of fire. The entire room was filled with plants on transparent shelves. The shelves lined every wall. It looked like some kind of seedling bank. I might not get this opportunity again.
He raised his pistol.
The man on the right cycled the hatch.
King sighted on the man’s skull.
The gunman cracked the hatch a fraction, then suddenly shouted and locked his knees, throwing his full weight against the hatch. Water surged around the partially open hatch. The man repositioned his legs and braced himself, straining for traction on the floor and using all his strength to wrestle against the oval door.
It proved too much for him. Knee-high white water forced the aperture open. The second gunman shouldered his weapon and threw his own body weight into the struggle.
King couldn’t have had a better target. His training told him what he should do. He should take them down as quickly and efficiently as the situation allowed.
But he didn’t do that.
He holstered his pistol and stood for a moment, watching the men winning the fight against the door an inch at a time.
This is for Marlin.
He crossed the room like a wraith, drawing closer to their backs, feeling the water swell around his ankles. He stopped behind the men like he was waiting for his turn to pass through the hatch.
The men gave one last desperate shove and then cycled the hatch shut. They stood panting for a moment, leaning on the hatch. Then the one on the right turned around to find the hulking figure of King waiting an arm’s length away.
King stood a head taller than both of them.
The man chocked out a surprised cry and grabbed for his dangling assault rifle.
King attacked the moment he made eye-contact. He lunged forward and wrapped his hands around the man’s head. Using his full body weight, he smashed the man’s head into the hatch. Skull collided with unforgiving steel. King felt the man’s body go limp from the neck down. It wasn’t enough to kill him. King wasn’t ready to kill him yet.
As the man’s head bounced off the steel, King twisted to his left and smashed the point of his elbow straight into the second terrorist’s surprised face. The man’s right eye-socket collapsed. The force sent him careening away from the hatch, lurching out with his arms for balance.
King snatched the man’s left wrist from it flailing path through the air. He cupped the man’s elbow with the other hand and twisted savagely. The torque transferred right up the man’s arm, twisting his entire body under King’s grasp. The shoulder popped free of its socket.
As the terrorist screamed, King swept through with his right foot, knocking the man’s feet out from under him. The terrorist thumped down onto his back in the water. As he tried to stand, King stomped his foot on the man’s throat.
Barefoot, King felt the honeycomb crunch of the man’s trachea collapsing.
King turned slowly, deliberately, to his right, drawing his pistol and facing the first gunman side on. The man struggled to his feet, shaking off the effects of his head ramming the hatch. He searched groggily for his target.
King fired three times. Shoulder, stomach, chest. The third shot emptied the pistol and ended the terrorist.
He holstered his pistol and listened. What he heard, instead of the sound of approaching creatures, was the click of the hatch behind him closing. King had just used that hatch to surprise the terrorists.
I’ve been followed.
The irony wasn’t lost on King. He turned to discover who hunted the hunter.
Krisko Borivoj stood just inside the hatch.
Bora stepped into the room, smirking at King. He cocked one eyebrow at the two dead men. ‘Been busy?’
King didn’t answer. He scanned Bora for weapons. He’s unarmed. He’s out of ammunition, just like me. This is going to be hand-to-hand unless one of us can reach the men’s assault rifles first.
King knew that turning his back on an enemy like Bora, even to retrieve a weapon, would be a fatal mistake. Bora looked big like a weight-lifter, not a body builder. His every move announced a massive core of strength. And Bora’s body-language said he knew all about the rifles lying just submerged under the blood-clouding water.
Bora likewise scanned King. He took a controlled step forward, ready for anything. ‘I’ve been looking for you. It’s good to finally meet on our own like this.’
King couldn’t help himself. ‘Well now you’ve found me, fucker.’
Bora smiled a deadly smile. ‘Now I’ve found you. So who the hell are you? What’s your name, Marine?’
What’s my name? The truth suddenly occurred to King. He really means he’s been looking for me. Why? Of course — the stunt when I threw the chair. He was leading the party that got trapped in the movie cinema. He’s taking this personally.
Bora nodded as though reading King’s mind. ‘That’s right. I don’t care if I don’t get out alive. As long as you don’t either. I’ve been looking forward to this.’
‘How’d you escape the cinema?’ asked King, genuinely interested.
Bora nodded his chin at the two dead gunmen. ‘The hard way. Your first mistake was throwing that chair. You’re going to pay for that.’
King replied evenly, ‘Your first mistake was closing that hatch behind you. Now you’re in my world. These two were just for warm up.’
King was done with tough talking. I don’t have time for this. My orders are to distract the terrorists and then get back to the diving arena. I should be back there already.
He had to take Bora down quickly.
King feinted to the left, pretending to lunge at a submerged rifle, but then recovered as Bora committed to an interception. With that simple maneuver, King had Bora off balance.
Or he thought he had.
Bora’s right fist was a blur, a stunning uppercut that lifted King off his feet. King slammed down full length backwards into the water.
Damn it, that was a hard hit.
King had never been punched so hard or so fast in all his life. He’d bitten his tongue. He was amazed at Bora’s speed. He shook off the punch-haze and got to his feet. Lucky shot. I’m gonna take this son-of-a-bitch down.
Bora hadn’t even moved in to take advantage of King’s prone position. As King rose to his feet, tasting the blood pooling under his tongue, Bora massaged the knuckles on his right hand.
‘What else you got?’ he taunted. ‘Let’s see some of that Special Forces training. Come on, I know you’ve got it in you?’ Bora’s sarcastic tone equated ‘Special Forces’ with ‘weak pussy’. He pointed at the two dead gunmen. ‘Or are you only good at sneaking up on people from behind?’
King lunged out with a fast left fist. He caught nothing but air. Bora dodged lightly from the blow and then came back with a left-right combination that had King’s head spinning. Before Bora could follow through, King turned on his hip and shot out a powerful side-kick.
This one has to connect, thought King, but Bora twisted on the spot, avoiding the kick and catching King’s outstretched leg.
King saw it happening, but had already committed his full body weight to the attack, hoping the unexpected kick would change the dynamics of the fight.
Bora gripped King by the ankle and heaved his leg straight upwards, reefing King off the floor and smashing him back down into the water.
King was prone on the floor again. Again, Bora didn’t move in to take advantage. King noticed that Bora wore an old hunting dagger strapped to his belt. He could have used the dagger while King lay prone.
What is he doing?
King rose shakily to his feet. He was in big trouble. Bora moved like a professional fighter. Like some kind of combat-deity or the champion of a hard man contest. King had met his match. Bora was easily more than his match. This was a totally new experience for King.
I’m in big trouble here. He’s all over me. I need to get him into a position where my strength will count. I need to get him close.
Bora pulled something from his fatigues pocket. It was something small, completely concealed in his hand.
King watched the hand warily, wondering what the hell was coming next. Bora opened his hand, palm down, and a set of dog tags dangled off his thumb.
Bora ran his other hand along the chain until the tags were between his left thumb and forefinger. He made a big show of reading out the details on the dog tags.
‘MARTINEZ, Ramon P. Corporal, FAST.’ Bora swung the dog tags left and right like a hypnotist. ‘Friend of yours, Sergeant?’
Marlin’s dog tags.
King felt like the epicenter of all the hate in the world. He had never hated anyone so much in his life. He didn’t know it was possible to hate someone this much.
‘I thought so,’ smirked Bora. ‘I killed him, you know. I burnt him to a crisp. I heard him screaming up there in the ceiling.’
Bora suddenly flicked his wrist and jerked the swinging dog tags up into his hand. In the same motion he lunged forward to punch King. The fist clenching the dog tags flew straight at King’s head.
This time, the attack didn’t connect. King caught Bora’s wrist, pulling the attack to an abrupt stop.
King had caught Bora’s fist in midair, locking his arm there.
King slowly twisted, turning Bora’s hand outwards. Bora smiled slightly at the interception, and then flashed in with his other hand.
King caught Bora’s other wrist.
Bora might have been a combat-deity, but King was a big bad brute who now held his best friend’s killer. King slowly pulled Bora’s arms apart, pushing those dangerous hands away, and drawing Bora in closer and closer and closer….
‘My turn,’ whispered King into Bora’s face.
King snapped his head forward, cracking his forehead into Bora’s face. As Bora’s head rocked backwards, King let go of both wrists and slapped his palms inwards with all the strength in his massive chest. His hands collided with perfect timing on either side of Bora’s head. King felt the water on his palms helping to make a perfect seal over Bora’s ears.
The sudden increase of air pressure in a person’s inner ear was enough to incapacitate some men, but King kept hold of Bora’s head and delivered another stiff head butt before Bora had any chance to shake off the stunning effects of the first two attacks.
The second head butt rocked Bora back like he was on the deck of a pitching ship.
Now. Give it everything you’ve got. King slammed his fists over and over into Bora, pounding the man backwards. Bora struggled to keep his footing under the rain of powerful attacks. King finished with a round house right-hander that should have knocked the bolt out of Bora’s ass and seen the man fall to pieces.
Bora spun off the big hit, managing to keep his footing but facing away from King.
King wrapped his right arm around Bora neck from behind and locked him in a choke hold. His mouth was near Bora’s left ear, which he could see was running with blood. King hissed, ‘Time to lie down and die, you bastard.’
Bora wrapped his hands around King’s forearm and jerked hard enough to steal a gasping breath.
‘That’s-the-spirit,’ slurred Bora. ‘Now-we’re-fighting.’
King yanked the dog tags from Bora’s fingers, but there was something King had forgotten.
Bora lifted his right leg and crashed his boot heel down….
Straight on the top of King’s bare foot. King felt the small bones in his foot splinter. The pain shot up his leg like he had stumbled into a bear trap.
Bora curled forwards, pulling King off his feet, then charged backwards, smashing King into the wall.
Or that was what King expected.
He’d forgotten about the shelves, which smashed into his kidneys like someone had struck him with a crowbar.
Pain burst up King’s back, momentarily masking the agony from his foot. He hardly felt Bora break free of his choke hold. He lurched forward, away from the wall, and momentarily couldn’t see Bora.
Searching, he snapped his face to the right. Bora had torn a shelf off the wall and was swinging it with two hands.
The shelf swung straight into King’s head, smashing apart in his face. He careened face first down into the water.
King landed flat out in water, hurt bad.
Cold water lapped his facial wounds. He could hardly feel any part of his body that wasn’t in agony. His face must have been a mess. The plastic shards had probably sliced to the bone. It felt like the impact had peeled back the flesh over his right eye. When he opened his eyes, his vision was blurry.
Stand up, Marine. Die on your own feet, not lying at his feet like a dog.
King forced his knees up under his body. He heard Bora’s footsteps circling him like a curious predator inspecting incapacitated prey. As he brought his hands in, his fingers moved over something jagged. It was the broken edge of the plastic shelf. King wrapped his fingers around the plastic shard.
Just get up. Get…up.
He rose unsteadily to his feet, swaying over his damaged foot. Bora stopped in front of him, between King and the hatch.
The same position in which they started the fight.
King held the broken edge of the plastic shelf.
Bora looked down at the jagged spike, and then drew his own hunting dagger.
King couldn’t believe it. He wants more of a fight?
King lifted the plastic spike and stabbed weakly at Bora’s chest. Bora caught the slow attack and then swept his hunting knife across King’s torso. King felt the blade slicing across his stomach. He saw the blade change direction and start coming upwards.
Bora plunged the hunting knife straight through King’s forearm. The plastic shard slipped from his grasp. Bora jerked out the knife and lowered it to his side. He still didn’t make the killing strike.
At that moment, the hatch behind Bora burst open.
The creature filled the hatch like an apparition from hell.
Neither man moved. King wasn’t sure if he even could move. It took everything he had just to stay on his feet. He looked back to Bora, but Bora hadn’t moved either. In fact, Bora looked like he’d been half-expecting the creature.
King realized what Bora had done.
He has been waiting for the creature to arrive. That’s why he’s left me alive. He was going to leave me trapped in the room like I trapped him in the cinema. So why hasn’t he left already?
King noticed a drop of blood dripping from Bora’s left earlobe.
His ears! He can’t hear anymore! It must have affected him worse than I thought. He didn’t realize the creature was busting into the room until it was too late to escape.
Through the pain wracking his body, King had one thought. I’ve failed my team.
He felt disgusted at himself for being overconfident and letting his companions down. He should have taken out the two terrorists quickly and then headed straight back to the diving arena.
Now he and Bora were stuck face-to-face. If either of them moved, they would have the creature on them in a heartbeat.
Bora just stared at King, his face unreadable, but his eyes showing that his mind raced. He was gambling that the creature would get distracted and move on.
King reached a decision. Bora was too dangerous to ever let leave this room alive.
Slowly, King began raising his hands out to the sides. He forced his arms out straight. His right arm burnt fiercely. Both his arms shook, but he kept them moving steadily apart until he was standing with his arms out-stretched on either side. Marlin’s dog tags hung from his left hand like rosary beads. King locked his eyes on Bora’s, and then let himself fall straight backwards like he was making a snow-angel.
King saw Bora’s mouth take on an ‘O’ of surprise, and then King crashed rigidly backwards onto the water.
Ripples blossomed outwards from King’s impact, straight between Bora’s legs towards the creature.
The creature launched itself towards the source of the vibrations, with Bora standing between the creature and its prey.
And then, as Bora took his first sprinting step over King’s body, Bora became the creature’s prey.
Bora must have still been holding the hunting knife, because King heard the tang of the knife’s blade striking the hatch controls.
Then King knew nothing but pounding, sharp mayhem as the creature trampled him. New flares of pain burst over his body, but he let himself get thrown around like a limp crash-test dummy. Marlin’s dog tags tore from his fingers.
Clearly Bora didn’t know or didn’t care about the water building up behind the hatch. He yanked it open. Water roared into the room. Bora lost his footing as the water struck his legs. He was washed backwards. His hands slipped off the hatch. He tumbled down and swept straight into the creature on a white water wave. King felt himself sliding along with the same surge, and then his body hit up against the opposite hatch where the water spilled over the bottom of the hatchway and into the corridor beyond.
He grabbed the hatchway and crawled through.
Behind him, he heard the sound of gunfire from the room.
Bora’s reached an assault rifle.
King just kept crawling down the corridor with the water surging around his legs. Something was about to die in that room, and King wasn’t convinced that it was Bora.
* * *
Forest braced his arms over his face as the trolley fell.
Air tanks toppled from the trolley, hammering his legs and torso. Recoiling from the impacts, he expected the trolley to crush away his life. The full force of the toppling trolley never arrived.
He peered around his arms and saw the trolley’s frame had collided with the wall above his head. A scuba tank, a bright yellow one, had fallen in a way that was propping up the trolley.
Forest lay in the small recess between the wall, the floor and the trolley. Still dazed from the first impact, he didn’t question his luck. God knew he was due for some.
The air tanks still hissed all around him, and suddenly he felt the entire trolley shake violently above him. Its steel frame started bending down and shrinking his small refuge.
The creature’s on the trolley! It’s trying the reach the air tanks I’m lying on!
Forest started squirming from under the trolley. In a second, his legs were free and he squeezed out. As his boots came free, the trolley collapsed into the space he had just occupied.
Spinning on his butt-cheek, he threw his back up against the wall and shimmied away on his hands.
Get away from the trolley. Get away from the horrible thing that is tap dancing on the trolley.
Forest stopped after three meters. Any further, and he would move into the terrorist’s firing solution. As it was, only the creature’s bulk blocked the terrorist’s line of fire.
A loud cracking sound drew Forest’s attention across the pool room.
You must be joking. Can this get any worse?
On the far side of the pool, Forest saw a second creature hurling itself against the plexiglass splash barrier. Huge cracks zigzagged away from the impact. Beyond the barrier, Vanessa stood at a workstation, frantically connecting pieces of computer equipment. She glanced up at the creature, over to Forest, and then back to what she was doing.
You’ve got to do something, Marine. No good just sitting here. Your orders are to protect her at all costs.
A few meters further along the wall from Forest stood the mobile air compressor. It measured about a third the size of the scuba trolley. It wouldn’t offer much cover from sustained weapon fire.
But it might offer mobile cover. If I could get behind it and wheel it towards….
Forest realized it was a stupid idea. Desperate. The creatures would be on him in seconds.
Suddenly he had a slightly-less-desperate idea. If he could reach the north hatch, he might be able to draw off the second creature and give Vanessa a chance to escape from the control room. He would need to both distract the creature on the scuba trolley and move right through the terrorist’s line of fire.
It all depended on whether the terrorist would risk attracting the creatures to himself with gunfire.
Forest moved along the wall, bracing himself as he entered the terrorist’s firing line. He glanced towards the south hatch. No sign of the gunman.
Reaching the air compressor, he scanned the controls and made up his mind.
Switch on the air compressor, run for the north hatch, and pray to the sweet lord Jesus that the compressor’s vibrations mask my footsteps until I reached the hatch.
He could do nothing about the terrorist at the north hatch. The man might shoot, or he might not.
Either way, things were about to get a whole lot crazier. He reached up and switched on the air compressor, hoping the machine hadn’t taken any bullet damage.
The compressor fired up with a startling roar.
Move, Marine!
Forest jumped up and sprinted towards the north hatch. He couldn’t help but look back. As he turned his head, he saw the first creature tackle the compressor.
Yes!
He enjoyed a surge of new hope for the split second that it took to look forwards again -
— and find a third creature now blocking the north hatch that he was sprinting towards.
With absolutely no other choice, he slid to a halt, right out in the open, midway between the pool and the trolley. Arms waving, he twisted his torso to maintain his balance, scanning desperately in every direction. The creature behind him rolled around with the air compressor. The newly arrived creature at the north hatch extended tentacles into the room. The creature at the splash barrier looked only seconds from reaching Vanessa.
And the terrorist now stood at the south hatchway with his eyes locked on Forest.
I need help. I need help right now, thought Forest.
He felt a bead of sweat run down his forehead, over his cheek and down his neck. Carefully, he pressed home his last magazine of pistol ammunition. Click.
The terrorist stepped through the south hatchway, sliding gracefully into the pool room. He slunk a few steps down the wall like a child playing hide and seek.
What the hell are you up to? Why are you….
Then Forest saw the creature appear at the south hatchway behind the man. As the creature appeared, the man stopped dead still.
The creature must have forced him in here. He’s just as trapped as I am. He knew that coming in here might mask his vibration signature. Oh, that’s just absolutely lovely. It’s a stalemate. Neither of us can do a thing.
Neither man could fire without alerting the creatures to their location. Forest found the terrorist watching him, probably thinking the exact same thing.
The terrorist, moving his hands slowly, shouldered his rifle and drew something from a fatigue pocket.
Checkmate, it was a grenade.
Forest recognized the grenade’s potential instantly. The terrorist could throw the grenade and kill Forest without drawing the creature to his own position. Forest couldn’t run from the grenade without attracting the creatures. The explosion might even draw the creature away from the south hatchway and give the terrorist a chance to flee, leaving Vanessa trapped.
Corporal Kelso Forest suddenly heard one of his mother’s favorite sayings in his head. A saying from when he and his two older brothers would wrestle rough.
This is all going to end in tears.
She was generally correct. He managed a smile at the ludicrous situation. Certain circumstances promised nothing but a bad ending. Forest raised his pistol and sighted on the terrorist. He shook his head in a big emphatic ‘NO’. Don’t do it, or I WILL shoot you.
The terrorist withdrew the grenade’s pin and jerked his arm back.
Forest fired three times, knowing his shots sealed his own fate.
The first bullet hit the terrorist in his shoulder. The next two burrowed into the man’s side. The grenade flew wildly off course.
Forest spun, morbidly curious as to which creature would reach him first. They were coming from everywhere. Only the creature after Vanessa wasn’t attracted to the gunshots.
Then something twigged in the back of Forest’s mind. Even with death charging towards him from every direction, his military training forced an important question to the forefront of his brain.
Where did that grenade just go?
BOOOOOM!
Forest was sweeping his eyes left when the grenade exploded under the diving trolley.
The trolley flew apart like lego dropped on a landmine. The creature on the trolley was blown into a thousand airborne chunks like ejecta from a volcano.
And a yellow scuba tank rocketed across the diving arena like a meteor. Forest just had time to realize it was the same tank that had saved him earlier before it collided into his chest.
He flew backwards through the air, his body wrapped around the tank, and splashed down into the center of the pool.
* * *
Vanessa looked up from the workstation as the scuba trolley exploded.
The explosion rocked the control room.
She saw three things happen. The scuba trolley flew violently apart. The creature on the trolley was shredded. And one of the scuba tanks flew across the diving arena and collided into Corporal Forest.
Forest slammed backwards like a man standing before a bus. He flew through the air for thirty feet and crashed down into the pool. His body was still wrapped around the scuba tank when he sunk out of sight.
Vanessa left the templates and ran to the splash barrier, ignoring everything but the spot where Forest hit the water. She scanned the pool surface, but the debris raining into the pool from the explosion obscured her view. All she could see was choppy water.
Could someone survive an impact like that?
She leant over the workstation, pressing her hand against the barrier. Her eyes never left the pool for second. I can’t see him. He could be knocked out and drowning right now. I need to do something.
A tremendous thump shuddered through the plexiglass. She turned as the splash barrier caved into the control room. Down the far end, the barrier folded over the workstations. The creature clambered through the gap.
It’s broken in!
Vanessa had learned two things about the creatures from her computer model. The second thing she learned could hopefully help David, but right now she was hoping the first thing she’d learned could save herself. As the creature scrambled over the collapsed splash barrier, she ripped a computer keyboard free from the nearest console.
Gripping the keyboard at one end, she dashed three steps away from the creature. She leapt onto the chair she’d been using earlier.
The creature ploughed through the control room towards her, tearing computers off the workstation and slamming office chairs from its path.
Taking one final look at the creature, she swung the computer keyboard two-handed with all her strength. The end of the keyboard arced up towards the ceiling. She had never tested a theory with such immediate and dire consequences.
Please work.
As the creature smashed into her chair, her keyboard collided with the ceiling fire-sensor.
Vanessa tumbled forward over the creature’s head and down its humping back. She hit the floor behind the creature with one leg bent up over an overturned office chair.
The sprinkler system stuttered once and then blasted out water. Big droplets smashed over everything. Every drop caused its own tiny vibration signature. The cumulative effect, she hoped, was a blanket of vibrations that might ‘blind’ the creatures for a short time. In the last moment before Forest was hit by the scuba tank, she had programmed all the lab’s sprinkler systems to be triggered from the control room. She was hoping to save Forest with the plan. She desperately hoped it wasn’t too late to help the Marine.
With water blasting down over her face, she realized it seemed to have worked.
She carefully found her feet, close enough to reach out and pat the creature’s body. Now wasn’t the time to gloat. Already the creature was starting to move its tentacles.
Vanessa grabbed the templates and climbed over the workstation and collapsed splash barrier. The creature started thrashing around in the control room behind her, raking its tentacles over every surface as though it were trying to capture everything at once.
She slowed her movements, stopping completely when her gaze fell on the pool again.
It’s Forest.
Forest floated in the middle of the pool, weakly kicking his right leg every few seconds. Just enough to keep his face above water. Every kick sent a grimacing wave of pain across his features. His every breath looked excruciating. Blood ran from the corner of his mouth.
Vanessa felt tremendous relief. He’s alive, and I’m going to keep him that way.
She slid on her butt across the wet plexiglass into the pool room. The two other creatures in the room were going crazy under the sprinklers. She didn’t know how long it would be safe to move. I need to act fast.
She ran three steps, but slid to a stop when she saw the two remaining creatures react. Both creatures lurched in her direction and then stopped when she stopped.
They’re learning to see through the vibration blanket. I can’t get any closer to the pool.
Her eyes went above the pool to the claw. She backed up slowly, delicately placing every footstep, and lifted the claw control unit off the wall.
The claw was really just a remote controlled motorized winch that ran along the ceiling. At the moment its hook was fitted with two heavy-duty nylon lifting tethers. There was no actual claw attachment. Nonetheless, as she lowered the claw to the pool’s surface, it felt like one of those arcade games where the kid tries to retrieve the toy with the mechanical claw.
I can’t pick him up, but if he grabs the tether, I can drag him over to the side and stop him from drowning.
The nylon tethers dipped into the water. Vanessa played the controls to sweep the tethers over the top of Forest like an angler pulling a lure over a trout.
Come on, Forest. Grab it.
Forest saw what she was doing and started timing his kicks and then -
…lunge…
— with a scream of agony, he reached out and grabbed one tether.
Vanessa wiped the water from her face on her shirt sleeve. It was hard to see through the pounding sprinklers. Now what? If I pull him to the side, I still can’t reach him to help. All I’ve done is stop him drowning in the next few minutes. He can hardly move a muscle. He’s not strong enough to hold on while I lift him.
Then, off to her left, halfway around the room, Sergeant William King staggered through the hatch. He looked almost as bad as Forest, except he was still on his feet. Deep lacerations shredded one side of his face. He clutched his stomach. Blood seeped between his fingers. He spotted Forest in the water holding the tether.
He took one long look around the entire diving arena, met Vanessa’s eyes, and then started limping across the pool room towards the forklift.

Chapter 14

Drenched from head to toe, Coleman stepped around the corner and fired twice. The two terrorists in the corridor collapsed like limp scarecrows.
That was too close.
He’d been following them towards the diving arena. At one stage earlier, he was close to taking them out, but then the sprinkler system blasted to life and spoiled his aim. In the drenching downpour it became harder to track the gunmen. They had almost reached the diving arena’s south hatch before Coleman spotted them again. He could hardly see them through the falling water. He risked getting closer, trusting the sprinklers would conceal his approach. The sprinklers worked almost too well. Coleman came upon the men before he realized how close he was getting. The two shapes materialized out of the grey haze as he turned the corner.
He’d raised his pistol just in time.
Coleman slipped quickly past the two bodies. The water pelted their lifeless faces. He recognized them as two of the gunmen he had surprised in the lunchroom. These two were with Cairns. So where is Cairns and Gould?
Reaching the diving arena, he ducked warily through the south hatch. It took him a moment to absorb the scene. Pelting water from the sprinklers shrouded the entire room. He squinted against the water running into his eyes.
Holy crap.
Three creatures occupied the arena, two near the pool and one in the control room. They were going haywire under the sprinklers. The splash barrier had collapsed completely into the control room.
Two dead terrorists lay across the room near the north hatchway. Another dead gunman slumped against the wall off to Coleman’s left. Worst of all, and what immediately riveted his attention, was Forest floating nearly submerged in the pool. One glance told him Forest was badly injured. His weak grip on the claw-tether just kept his head above water. Bloody bubbles emerged from the corner of Forest’s mouth as he labored over every breath.
Off to Coleman’s right, Vanessa held the claw controls.
Directly across the room, limping with one hand holding his stomach and the other sliding a bloody trail across the wall, King stumbled towards the electric forklift.
Coleman read the scenario in a heartbeat.
He read it in every one of King’s painful steps.
King planned to distract the creatures with the forklift, giving Vanessa a chance to pull Forest to safety. The plan was flawed, but King didn’t look to be thinking clearly. He was just trading his own life for Forest’s. Anytime now the sprinkler system could shut down, and then their situation would get even worse.
King pulled himself up into the forklift’s yellow protective cage. He yanked the door shut. After a breathless moment where Coleman seemed to feel every individual water drop striking his face, the forklift shuddered forward and accelerated hard across the arena, starting a big lap around the pool.
King’s plan worked. The creatures reacted immediately. They swarmed up and over the forklift, obscuring Coleman’s view of King struggling at the controls.
Coleman dashed to the pool. He dropped and slid on his knees to a stop beside Forest. He reached into the pool and grabbed Forest’s fatigues. ‘It’s okay, Forest. I’ve gotcha, baby. I’m pulling you up. You’re gunna be fine.’
Coleman pulled Forest from the pool as smoothly as he could. Forest screamed with his eyes, but kept his teeth locked together. Blood ran everywhere.
Coleman knelt over his friend and looked for bullet wounds. If he’s taken any hits from the super-bullets….
Coleman didn’t finish the thought. He looked into Forest’s face. Forest struggled to breathe. He couldn’t even speak. Blood bubbled from his nose now too.
He’s hurt bad. He’s got internal injuries.
Water ran off Coleman’s face and dripped into Forest’s. King passed behind them in the forklift.
Spinning on his knees, Coleman tried to see how King could possibly expect to escape that rolling deathtrap in one piece.
Three creatures swarmed all over the forklift, tearing away anything not bolted down. They would start on the protective cage any second. The forklift wobbled valiantly ahead, struggling to maintain its speed, rocking side-to-side under the creature’s frenetic onslaught.
But not for much longer, thought Coleman as a hydraulic pipe tore free from the forklift. Green hydraulic fluid jetted from the ruptured pipe.
The forklift skewed to one side, veering towards the pool. King hit the brakes, but it was already too late. The fork shot out over the edge of the pool. First the left front wheel, then the undercarriage scraped over the edge.
The forklift jerked to a stop, teetering over the water. King threw his weight against the door, but it only came open wide enough for his head and left arm to emerge. He struggled against the door, squirming his massive torso through the tight aperture. His body protruded halfway out when the forklift began tipping into the pool.
‘King! Get out of there!’ Coleman hollered across the pool.
The forklift toppled straight into the water with King stuck halfway out of the cage.
Coleman was up and running before he knew what he was doing. He sprinted around the pool and past the demolished scuba trolley, scooping up a heavy-duty steel trolley shelf that had landed near the pool. It was the only heavy object in his path.
Gripping the shelf at either end, he launched himself into the pool headfirst.
He hit the water just seconds behind the forklift. The shelf dragged Coleman straight down through the clear blue water. The forklift tumbled through the water ahead, trailing a dozen streams of turbulent bubbles. Coleman saw King’s struggling shape still trying to escape. He angled the shelf to pull him into the bubbling wake of the forklift.
It’s not fast enough.
He wasn’t gaining on the forklift’s descent. He wasn’t going to catch the yellow tumbling mantrap.
In seconds his lungs were burning, his head spinning, his ears throbbing from the sudden pressure change, but he held onto the heavy shelf and kept going down, down, down. He needed to pinch his nose to equalize his ears, but he didn’t dare let go of the shelf. It was the only way he could match the descent of the sinking forklift.
He wasn’t coming up without King. He’d made that decision the moment he hit the water.
In the last of the fading light, he saw something break away from the forklift.
Please let that be King!
It was King. But King wasn’t swimming. He just floated in the water column, turning limply in the turbulence from the forklift’s rapid descent.
He’s passed out. He used the last of his energy to escape the cage.
Twisting the shelf into an even tighter angle, Coleman let his body cruise down towards King. As he reached his friend, he dropped the shelf and caught the back of King’s fatigues.
King was a limp weight. Drowning, but not yet dead.
But now neither of them had an air source and they were a long way from the surface.
Coleman remembered the oxygen bottle in his fatigues pocket. He had used the bottle to escape the underlab with the templates. It should have a few good breaths left in it.
He fumbled the bottle from his pocket. Twisting the small air valve, he tilted the mask to make an air pocket, then pressed his face into the pocket.
The oxygen rushed into his lungs, pushing back the haze of a fast-approaching blackout. The oxygen also fed the part of his brain proposing a fundamentally important question.
How am I going to get King back to the surface?
Then he felt something wrap around his neck. He lurched away, turning to see how close the creature was, but it wasn’t a creature. It was the thick nylon tether from the claw.
Vanessa, you are magnificent!
Coleman remembered the underwater video feeds continuously playing in the dive room. She must have been monitoring Coleman’s descent using the video feeds, and following his path with the claw.
Coleman grabbed a firm hold on King’s wrist, wrapped his other arm around the tether, and immediately felt the life-saving jerk of Vanessa reeling them back towards the surface.
* * *
Vanessa’s eyes were glued to the monitor.
The screen was mounted in the north-east corner of the pool room.
It was the monitor she had used to track Alex’s descent into the aquifer. Standing with the templates on the floor between her ankles, she now used it to track his and King’s progress to the surface on the claw. On the screen, the Marines looked like two action toys being lifted by a piece of string.
She was so focused on the screen that she didn’t notice the men enter the pool room. The first she knew about it was the stunning pistol-whip to the back of her skull.
She toppled forward. The claw controls spilled from her hands. As she hit the floor, she realized someone had snuck up and struck her from behind.
She didn’t know what to go after first, the claw controls or the templates. And the pain in the back of her head felt like someone had smacked her with a house brick. Lurching forwards on her knees, she grabbed the claw controls and then spun towards her attacker.
Attackers, she corrected in her mind as she restarted the claw’s progress up through the aquifer. She needed to keep the control toggled upwards for the claw to stay in motion. She didn’t have time for any of this! She needed to get up to the habitation level to help David and the others!
The men standing over her, even with water pouring from their features, were instantly recognizable.
Cameron Cairns and Francis Gould.
Cairns bent and picked up the templates. Vanessa watched his hand curl around the handle of the case. It seemed absolutely ludicrous that everything Third Unit had fought for could be taken away by that one simple gesture. And it was a simple gesture, an unchallenged gesture, because in his other hand, Cairns held a Berretta pistol pointed at her face.
Cairns’s gaze fell to the claw controls. His eyes swept across the pool. He looked up to the monitor showing the underwater feed.
Vanessa kept her thumb on the button raising the claw, waiting for Cairns to look down from the screen and kick the controls from her hands.
Instead, Cairns handed Gould the pistol.
‘Watch her,’ said Cairns. ‘Let her finish what she’s started.’
Gould waved the pistol at the claw controls. ‘Keep going, pull them up.’
* * *
The claw suddenly stopped pulling Coleman and King.
What’s going on? Why has she stopped?
With a yank that almost broke Coleman grip, the claw began pulling again. Coleman looked up, trying to see if anything had snagged the claw, but all he could see was an expanding rectangle of light growing rapidly larger as the claw drew them back to the pool surface.
Coleman’s lungs begged for air, but he could let go of neither King nor the claw to use the air bottle.
Almost there, almost there, almost there….
His face broke the surface and he sucked in a massive breath. At the same time, Vanessa maneuvered the claw to drag Coleman and King to the far edge.
Coleman used the tether to haul himself and King from the pool. At the side of the pool, kneeling over his unconscious friend, he checked King’s pulse. His hands felt numb from gripping the tether. He couldn’t feel a thing, let alone any weak pulse that King might still possess.
Coleman pinched King’s nose, cupped his chin, and tilted his head back. He delivered five fast mouth-to-mouth breaths.
Nothing.
‘Don’t you dare lie down and die on me!’ Coleman yelled in King’s face. ‘Don’t you dare!’
Coleman leant forward and delivered another five quick breaths. He moved over King’s sternum and started pulmonary resuscitation.
Almost immediately King’s body shuddered. He stuttered out a mouthful of water and began breathing weakly. He didn’t regain consciousness, but Coleman didn’t give a damn.
He’s alive, and that’s enough.
Looking up, glancing first towards Forest, Coleman saw Vanessa kneeling with her hands on her head and a pistol pressed savagely into her temple.
Francis Gould was holding the pistol to her head.
Vanessa stared directly at something, someone, behind Coleman.
Still on his knees, exhausted, Coleman turned slowly to his right and found Cameron Cairns standing beside him. Cairns held the templates. He nodded down at King.
‘I thought he was dead for sure,’ smirked Cairns. ‘You just never give up, Marine. You could be a god-damn Olympian.’
Instinctively, Coleman lurched out with his right hand for the templates. Cairns idly swung the templates from Coleman’s reach.
Coleman saw the lightning-fast kick coming, but he couldn’t dodge the attack from down on his knees. Cairns’s boot landed squarely, rocking Coleman’s head savagely backwards.
Coleman saw the bright flash of stars as he crashed senselessly backwards.
* * *
Vanessa saw Cairns kick Alex hard in the face.
He hit the floor and didn’t move.
Cairns reached out and caught the tether. He pulled the tether down and squatted, blocking her view.
What’s he doing to Alex?
The answer came in one word. Cairns stood and pointed to the claw controls. ‘Up.’
Gould thumbed the controls, raising the claw and dragging Alex up into the air by the tether wrapped around his neck.
They’re hanging him! They’re killing Alex!
Alex immediately started thrashing on the end of the tether. Cairns signaled Gould to stop raising the claw when Alex’s boots kicked the air four foot from the pool room floor. Cairns turned his back on Alex’s struggles, job finished, and picked up the templates.
For a moment, Cairns stared at Gould and Vanessa as though reaching a decision. He turned and left them.
Gould glanced uncertainly towards Cairns’s retreating back. Cairns disappeared through the north hatchway.
All Vanessa could think about was Alex dangling on the end of the claw, his struggles growing weaker every second. Do something. If you’re such a genius, stand up and solve this problem.
She rose to her feet, keeping her eyes locked on Gould’s. Vanessa had never experienced hatred in her life like she felt right now for Francis Gould. She had never thought she would feel this way about another human being, but right now she truly wanted to kill this man. Gould retreated a step, reading her expression, obviously suspecting that she might try to overcome him physically. The overwhelmed look on Gould’s face gave her an idea.
He’s paranoid. That’s what has kept him alive up until now. That’s what made him such a good spy.
Gould’s index finger tightened on the trigger.
‘Wait,’ urged Vanessa quietly, raising one hand and pointing to the hatch where Cairns had just exited. ‘He’s left you. Think about that. Why would he do that?’
‘It’s another one of his stupid head games,’ spat Gould. ‘He’s leaving me to kill you. He doesn’t think I can do it.’
‘You’re wrong,’ she said, holding her palms upwards to gauge the sprinkler pressure. ‘The sprinklers are stopping. If you shoot me, you’ll be the only source of vibrations left. He’s leaving us here as a distraction for the creatures while he escapes. He’s sacrificing you to increase his own chances.’
Gould’s face clouded for a second. ‘We’ve already started a bigger distraction. It should be taking full affect right now. That’s where all the creatures are going.’
David! He means the Evacuation Center.
Vanessa chocked down the anger that made her want to leap at Gould and tear his face off.
She raised her eyebrow skeptically. ‘Right, the Evacuation Center. Are you willing to bet your life that every single creature in the Complex is distracted? If you pull that trigger, you’re going to find out. Why else did Cairns give you that pistol and leave you behind? Because he trusts you? No way. Because he knows it will be the end for both of us. If you shoot me, you’ll be killing yourself too.’
Gould started nervously glancing over his shoulder.
Vanessa pressed on, raising her voice, seeing that Alex’s boots had almost stopped kicking. ‘We’ve got about fifteen seconds until these sprinklers cut out. Then you and I are both fair game to the creatures. I bet that right now Cairns is heading somewhere safe.’
Gould wiped water from his eyes, then turned and ran.
The moment Gould turned, Vanessa lunged for the control box. She lowered Alex to the floor and then dashed over to unwind the tether from his neck.
His face flushed bright red. It took him a few seconds of giant gasping breaths before he could even try to sit up.
‘Wait a second,’ urged Vanessa. ‘You almost suffocated. Just take it easy a second.’
He forced himself up and started staggering towards Forest. His voice was a painful-sounding croak. ‘We need to move Forest and King somewhere safe.’
Vanessa thought for a moment. ‘I know a place. It’s close. Let’s get them onto the diving platform.’
As Alex dragged first Forest and then King over to the platform, Vanessa checked the diving equipment and found two full-face masks still attached to buoyancy vests and air tanks. She glanced at the air pressure gauges. Both tanks were nearly empty, but they would do for the short trip she had in mind. The important thing was that both sets had a full-face enclosed regulator for breathing.
When she carried the equipment back, Forest was moaning and King was starting to come around.
‘That’s not enough dive sets,’ said Alex. ‘And these two can’t dive. They can’t even stand up.’
‘They’re not going to dive,’ said Vanessa, rushing back across the room for more equipment. ‘We’ll be towing them. Remember when I told you that we had accidents in the aquifer before? These are rescue dive-sets for recovering unconscious divers. We’ll strap the full-face masks onto them and then we’ll breathe using the secondary air regulators. These straps go around their shoulders. We’re not going far.’
It took them a minute to loop everything together. Strapped under Alex, King nodded that he understood what was happening. He wore an air mask and a weight belt to keep his body from interfering with Alex’s fins.
Fully dressed in her own dive gear, Vanessa set the diving platform to a slow descent and then bent to attach herself likewise to Forest.
In seconds, all four disappeared under the water.
* * *
Coleman followed Vanessa’s fins underwater.
It proved hard work dragging King, but her plan worked. The two incapacitated Marines hung suspended below the divers.
After a minute’s swimming, Coleman checked his dive gauge. He and King had seven minutes of air remaining in the tanks from the equipment’s last use. The gauge also indicated they swam due west.
When Coleman looked forwards again, Vanessa was ascending. Coleman followed and broke the surface beside her.
But the surface of what?
Coleman lifted up his mask just as Vanessa raised a flashlight from the water.
A cave. We’re in an underwater cave.
‘Roll onto your back,’ she instructed. There’s a beach further in. We can pull them up where the water gets shallow.’
They quickly found the shallow water and dragged King and Forest onto the beach. The beach made a sandy half-moon crescent on the cave floor.
‘This is the closest underwater cave to the pool room,’ she said, breathlessly dragging Forest. ‘I think they’ll be safe here.’
‘Okay,’ said Coleman, checking King was stable. ‘You’re going to stay here and look after these two. I’m going to stop the creatures reaching the Quarantine Center.’
‘Wait,’ said Vanessa. ‘Before everything got crazy in the pool room, I think I discovered how to stop the creatures.’
Coleman spun on his knees in the sand. ‘How?’
‘Sex. The answer is sex.’ Vanessa raised her hand to cut Coleman off. ‘Just listen. Remember when I explained about linked traits in a genetic pattern? Well, sexual traits are profoundly ingrained in genetic patterns. They override all conflicting traits. Gould couldn’t untangle the need to reproduce from the creatures’ genetic patterns.’
‘How does this help us?’
‘The creatures are sessile in the reproductive phase. They don’t move when they are trying to reproduce. And their reproductive phase is triggered by an airborne pheromone. If we can release the pheromone, it will be like hitting the creatures’ off switch.’
‘Can you synthesize the pheromone?’
She nodded. ‘In the entomology lab near the rec reserve. I can make as much as we need.’
Vanessa’s tablet started beeping. She tilted the device on her hip to read the screen. ‘I synchronized the countdown to my tablet. We’ve now got less than fifteen minutes before the containment door to the Quarantine Center opens and lets the creatures in. I’m not sure how I can distribute the pheromone in time once I synthesize it.’
‘You’ll think of something,’ came King’s deep voice from behind her. ‘Get going. Save your boy. We’ll be okay.’
Coleman nodded and moved quickly with Vanessa back towards the water. He hated leaving Forest and King alone in the submerged cave, but they had no choice.
In seconds they were underwater and swimming again.
* * *
In the Quarantine Center’s antechamber, Corporal Harrison listened to Sullivan’s report about the containment door.
Sullivan had led the engineering team trying to lock the heavy containment door from inside the tunnel.
‘It can’t be done,’ reported Sullivan reluctantly. ‘There’s no way to jam or sabotage the machinery from inside the tunnel. Maybe if we had more tools and a lot more time, but otherwise….’
‘What about welding or bracing it shut at the bottom?’ suggested Harrison. He suspected the engineering team had already considered and dismissed this possibility. For someone untrained in structural engineering, it seemed the logical answer, but the engineering team would have been able to assess the idea for flaws in a heartbeat. They were probably already three or four ideas ahead of Harrison’s thinking.
Sullivan shook his head and glanced down the tunnel again. ‘We used everything we had to reinforce the top-deck.’
That’s my fault too. Harrison had taken a gamble that they wouldn’t sustain an attack from the direction of the containment door, so had ordered that all their resources be concentrated on sealing the top-deck. His rational was that If they haven’t broken through the containment door yet, it’s unlikely that they can break through at all. In truth, Harrison had prayed that any moment a message from Captain Coleman would announce arriving reinforcements and an immediate evac of the wounded.
Sullivan must have seen Harrison’s thoughts written across his face. ‘It’s not your fault,’ he said. ‘We couldn’t have known anyone would open the containment door with the creatures out there.’
Harrison looked towards Dana, hoping for new information.
‘Nothing,’ she reported from the workstation, reading his expression. ‘No signals from anywhere in the Complex.’
Sullivan kept glancing down the tunnel. He held his rifle as though expecting any moment for the creatures to come swarming into sight. ‘You should hear them out there. I mean…they sound like, Christ, I don’t know. They want to get in here real bad.’
‘I can hear them from here,’ confirmed Harrison. ‘They’re building up out there. More and more every minute.’
They’re going to get in here. That’s a given. So how can we minimize casualties? Harrison’s mind clicked straight over to damage-control mode. The open-plan design of the Quarantine Center was strategically a defensive nightmare. When the containment door opened, heavy casualties would result in a matter of minutes. His first thoughts were for the children. Alex Coleman might be dead, but Harrison would do his best to keep his son alive.
‘Which is the most secure room in this Center?’ he asked.
Dana thought for a moment. ‘The strongest door in here would have to be to the infirmary store room.’
Sullivan agreed. ‘It’s at the back of the infirmary. But there’s no way even a fraction of us could fit in there.’
‘I’m thinking about the children,’ said Harrison. ‘What if we covered the store room’s floor with mattresses from the bunks to dampen vibrations, and then sealed the children in there.’
Dana added, ‘We could put one of the school teachers in there with them. Someone all the children know.’
‘If all the children can fit inside it might buy them some extra time,’ guessed Sullivan. ‘It might be enough.’
Harrison felt sick at the thought of the creatures reaching the children. Physically nauseated.
‘They’ll all fit in there,’ confirmed Dana.
‘I’ll get them started,’ said Sullivan, lifting his walkie-talkie to give the instructions. Sullivan stopped as he sensed something different in the room. ‘Wait, do you feel that?’
Harrison felt it. The stuffiness of the antechamber was dissipating. A cool air draft touched the back of his neck. They hadn’t had fresh air in the Center since receiving instructions from Coleman to shut down every vibration-causing piece of equipment. That included the mechanical ventilation plant.
‘That’s the air-conditioning plant coming online,’ realized Harrison. He looked at Dana for an update on the countdown.
Dana swallowed hard and spoke with empty syllables. ‘We’ve got four minutes until the containment door opens and lets the creatures in here.’
* * *
Gould caught sight of Cairns climbing the stairwell above him.
Cairns had the templates. Gould had the pistol.
The math seems easy enough.
Cairns pushed through the stairwell door to the antechamber where he’d used explosives to breach the research labs.
Why come back here? This is where we tried to steal the templates from in the first place. What the hell’s he doing? Does he realize I’m following him?
Suspicious of a trap, Gould gripped the pistol in two hands and side-stepped through the ajar fire door. Cairns strode away from the door, unaware of Gould’s presence. The fire door squeaked slightly when Gould’s shoulder brushed past it.
Cairns stopped.
Gould kept the pistol aimed squarely at Cairns. Cairns turned slowly on the spot, his expression openly bored.
‘Surprised to see me, Cairns?’
‘Not particularly. You’re like a rash that keeps coming back. Just when you think it’s gone, it pops up somewhere else.’
‘Give me the templates.’
Cairns looked down at the templates in his right hand. He leveled a deadly stare back up at Gould. ‘Ask me nicely.’
Gould raised his eyebrow. ‘Ask you nicely? Nicely? How about I blow your head off and just take them?’
Cairns shook his head. ‘You won’t. You want to tell me something. You’ve been itching to do it all day. I’ve seen it trying to eat its way out of your eyes.’
‘You shouldn’t have burnt me.’
‘You’re right. I should have just killed you, because you’ve been useless to me ever since.’
Gould realized that he did have something to say. Why else haven’t I shot him already? ‘Okay, Cairns. I hate you. I’ve hated your guts from the first day I met you. You’re an animal, and you don’t deserve those templates. You’re not worthy of them.’
For the first time, Gould’s comments seemed to have stirred something deep inside Cairns. Cairns growled back, ‘And you are worthy? Worthiness and honor aren’t luxuries that men like you and I are allowed to enjoy. Once you kill an innocent person, those words become arbitrary.’
Gould suddenly realized something. I’m going to shoot him. I am actually going to kill this man with this gun.
In a way, Gould felt like he would be killing everything that he had done wrong. Wiping the slate clean. Strangely, a sense of calmness washed over him as he realized he could do it. He could easily do it. Some part of Gould’s thoughts must have shown through his body language, perhaps his finger on the trigger or the brace of his shoulder, because Cairns suddenly stiffened.
‘You know, Dr Gould, I do believe that you actually plan to kill me. I thought you only killed by proxy. It’s not a big step, I suppose. You’ll be an expert in no time.’
‘I’ve never killed anyone in my life. That’s your specialty, not mine.’
‘Take a look around,’ scoffed Cairns, raising his free hand and indicating the entire Complex. ‘Somebody has to take responsibility at some stage. I know how your mind works. You think you’re just a link in a chain that is swinging out of your control. It’s everybody else who is evil and doing these things. But let me assure you that you’ve managed to kill almost every person in this entire place. Your creatures are slaughtering anything with a pulse. Just the way you designed them.’
‘It’s the way I was told to design them,’ shrieked Gould, the pistol shaking in his grip.
‘Your bloody creatures killed half of my men. Your work is a failure. What good is a berserk weapon running out of control? You don’t deserve these templates.’
‘Don’t blame your failure on me!’ yelled Gould. ‘Those Marines have been kicking your ass all day. U.S. military must be completely surrounding this place by now. Our pick-up isn’t going to arrive. You’ve left it too late to pull out. Your arrogance and overconfidence has killed us all. We should have pulled out when we had the chance.’
Gould suddenly calmed down as he saw a new option. ‘It seems to me that I’ve been on the wrong side. In fact, it seems to me now that I was forced to help you.’ Gould tilted his head to show off the weeping burns on his face. ‘And this proves that I was forced against my will. Now give me those templates.’
Cairns stepped forward and passed Gould the templates.
As Gould took them, Cairns snapped out his left hand and caught Gould’s pistol. The maneuver was so hypnotically smooth that Gould felt like a stupid amateur.
Now both men were locked together, face-to-face, holding the pistol on one side and the templates on the other.
Gould tried twisting the pistol barrel towards Cairns, but Cairns easily resisted. The pistol stayed riveted in place.
Cairns’s expression hadn’t changed at all. He said, ‘You should stick to being a scientist and leave the killing to the professionals.’
In one motion, Cairns let go of the templates and drew a short punch dagger from the small of his back.
Gould noted the dagger’s shape as it sped towards his chest. He just had time to notice the blade protruding from between Cairns’s knuckles like a simple corkscrew. There was no time to do anything else.
The blade slammed home into his chest and buried up to Cairns’s knuckles.
Gould looked up from the four inches of steel that had just disappeared into his chest.
Funny, it doesn’t hurt.
Cairns whispered, ‘You haven’t earned the right to take these templates from me. Let me tell you. Only one other man in this Complex has earned the right to even try, and you’re not him.’
Cairns twisted the dagger like he was uncorking a wine bottle. Some part of Gould’s mind hit the pain switch. All the postponed pain arrived at once as his body caught up with his injuries. Blossoming agony stifled his scream. He just blinked in breathless astonishment as Cairns twisted the dagger a full half circle in his chest.
Cairns released the dagger still buried in Gould’s heart.
As Gould fell back, Cairns yanked the templates from his failing grasp.
* * *
Coleman and Vanessa emerged in the pool room, shed the dive gear and ran.
They slogged through the flooded offices. They reached the west stairwell and raced up the stairs.
In the stairwell, Coleman ran in front and took two stairs at a time. They rushed towards the habitation level where Vanessa could synthesize the pheromone.
Swinging around the research level landing, Coleman glanced through the ajar fire door.
Gould lay sprawled in a pool of blood. Coleman stopped, panting, and shoved the fire door fully open. A punch dagger stood out from Gould’s chest.
‘He’s just bled out,’ puffed Coleman, stumbling into the antechamber.
‘He was following Cairns,’ wheezed Vanessa between breaths. ‘I made him think Cairns abandoned him.’
Coleman tracked the wet shape of boot prints from Gould’s body. The prints led towards the section of demolished wall where Cairns had first breached the research level. ‘Looks like he found him. Cairns went back into your research labs.’
‘Go,’ urged Vanessa, waving towards the labs, her breathing slightly better. ‘Cairns can’t leave this Complex with the templates.’
Coleman turned his back on Cairns and the lab. ‘David’s more important. I don’t care about anything else now.’
Vanessa shook her head. ‘He’ll never be safe while Cairns is alive. I can reach the entomology lab on my own. It’s not far. You can’t help me anyway. There’s nothing you could do. You need to stop Cairns.’
Coleman shook his head. ‘I’m not leaving you. We’ll go together — ’
‘Alex! Just trust me and go. I saved you back there in the pool room, and I can do this! For once in our lives just listen to me! I’m telling you to do your job. Be a Marine!’
Shocked, Coleman nodded. ‘Save our boy.’
But Vanessa was already sprinting up the fire stairs.
Good luck, thought Coleman. I hope we’re doing the right thing.
He turned and followed Cairns’s wet bootprints down the decontamination corridor and through the scattered debris from the demolished wall. This was where King had been stunned by the explosion and then dragged to safety by Marlin. The prints disappeared a few meters after entering I-lab, but Coleman remembered the layout of the labs perfectly.
He’s heading back towards the main lab. What does he want in there?
Coleman slowed and approached cautiously when he spotted movement in the main lab. It was Cairns. The templates rested on the floor near his boots. Cairns hunkered over something on the floor. As Cairns rose, Coleman saw the small charge of plastic explosives.
It seemed too small an explosive charge to seriously damage the labs.
Coleman drew his colt and sighted on Cairns’s back.
Right over the heart. Pull the trigger and watch him tumble….
But he didn’t fire. If he shot Cairns, the body might fall into the explosives. From this distance, Coleman had no idea how the charge was rigged. A booby-trapped device could explode on contact. The explosives rested right beside the templates.
I need to get the templates away from the explosives first.
Moving slowly, he approached Cairns from behind. If Cairns moved left or right even slightly, even one small step, Coleman intended to put a bullet in his brain. This was definitely not a man to underestimate. The first clean chance Coleman got, he needed to finish it.
But Cairns didn’t move. He just stood over the explosive like he sensed Coleman’s presence behind him.
‘I wouldn’t pull that trigger if I were you,’ Cairns advised sternly.
He knows I’m here. He knows I’ve got a weapon pointed at his back. I’m sure I didn’t make any sound. Then Coleman remembered his first impression when he entered these labs. With stainless steel surfaces everywhere, the place looked futuristic. Stainless steel offered a lot of reflective surfaces.
Coleman cursed himself when he looked past Cairns and saw his own reflection in a set of cupboards across the lab. They stood directly in Cairns’s line of sight.
Sometimes, thought Coleman, it’s the simple thing that mess you up.
Cairns turned on the spot. ‘Well, well, well. If it isn’t Captain America.’
Coleman came closer, aiming at Cairns’s forehead, moving to a distance where he couldn’t possibly miss and to where he could eyeball the trigger arrangement on the explosives. From ten feet away, he glanced down and saw Cairns had a timer on the explosives.
Coleman said, ‘We both know that you’ve sent all the creatures to kill the civilians in the Quarantine Center. I can’t see one good reason why I shouldn’t pull the trigger right now.’
Which is what I’m going to do. I still have time to help Vanessa.
It was then that Coleman smelled the gas.
* * *
Sasha Kinnane’s pheromone lab was a mess.
The room was filled with butterfly boxes. Half the boxes lay smashed apart, no doubt during the first few minutes of the crisis when the creatures seemed to be everywhere. Thankfully, the lab equipment all looked intact.
It appeared Sasha had managed to escape her labs in one piece. She would have been one of the first people to notice something strange was happening when the pheromone levels in the Complex suddenly spiked through all her remote sensors. Linking her tablet to the workstation, Vanessa noticed where Sasha had been examining some hugely anomalous pheromone readings just before she evacuated. It was exactly the software Vanessa needed to synthesize the pheromone.
The computer program waited ready to operate.
Lucky break.
She set her fingers on the keyboard, cleared her mind, and started typing.
She needed to integrate the pheromone model from her tablet into the software to make the complex molecule a reality.
What she constructed onscreen represented the missing piece of a biological jigsaw puzzle. The way she had explained the solution to Coleman had been a gross over-simplification, but still very much the truth at the heart of the problem. Sex was the key. All living things were profoundly affected by their need to reproduce. These creatures were no different. And the genetic patterns allowing the creatures to grow the physiology of movement had also ensured that fragments of the anatomy of reproduction were present. Remnant, perhaps, but nonetheless active. In this case, from the parent genetic code, the creatures were covered in surface receptors acutely sensitive to sex pheromones. When the plants sensed the pheromone in nature, they stopped moving in order to increase their chances of cross fertilization with a nearby partner plant.
It was the plant world’s equivalent of foreplay.
Gould’s work removed the creatures’ ability to produce the pheromone, but he couldn’t isolate the genetic code that grew the plants’ receptor cells. The creatures could receive, but not send the signal.
So if Vanessa could get the pheromone into physical contact with the creatures, get even the tiniest amount touching their surface, then she would effectively be hitting their ‘off’ switch.
Despite herself, she grew excited as the solution took shape on the screen. This was what she lived for. ‘Mending broken ecology’, was the term she used in research papers. Vanessa was attempting to mend in minutes what nature had taken thousands of years to perfect. She knew the rules better than anyone, and in her mind, the end of the puzzle suddenly fitted together with perfect clarity.
She hit the enter button and watched the final product rotating as a 3-D model on the screen. There was a slight hiss off to her left as the synthesizer started processing her pheromone. It would only take seconds before she had enough pheromone to fill the Complex ten times over.
Vanessa smiled. Because Vanessa loved biology.
Now came the show-stopper.
How on earth can I disperse the pheromone to all the creatures in time?
Nature dispersed pheromones via air currents, but the Complex had lost all its ventilation fans. There were no air currents. It could take a full day before the pheromone showed up everywhere in the Complex by passive dispersal.
She needed the pheromone to disperse through the entire Complex and the Quarantine Center in the next sixty seconds.
Just then, something small and beautiful floated down from the top of the room and landed softly on her computer. Its beauty reminded her she was a novice in a discipline that took millennia to master.
It also provided her answer.
* * *
Gas.
Coleman stood right in the middle of it.
I should have heard it. If I pull this trigger I could ignite the gas. The explosion will rip this place apart.
Now that he wasn’t solely focused on Cairns, Coleman heard the quiet hiss of escaping gas from the canisters spread around the lab.
He recognized the bottles. These were the canisters from the engineering level. They had been on the forklift moved from the engineering level’s destructive testing facilities. The same place the surfactant came from. Coleman had assumed the forklift was entirely part of the ruse to trap Third Unit on the engineering level, but now it seemed that Cairns had been putting this part of his plan into motion even then.
But this didn’t smell like the surfactant that killed Marlin in the ventilation shafts. This had a much sharper smell.
‘Titriole gas,’ confirmed Cairns.
Coleman saw Cairns’s plan. He was filling the labs with gas and then leaving a timer to detonate the explosives and ignite the gas.
Destroying these labs was part of Cairns’s operation. He wasn’t just here to steal the templates. He was also ensuring this research facility wouldn’t be an obstacle in the future. As if murdering all the staff wasn’t going to be enough….
It was the perfect Cameron Cairns solution.
Cairns left the templates beside the explosives and walked slowly and deliberately towards Coleman. The eerie light reflecting off the lab pool made Cairns appear ghastly. He looked like some kind of approaching supernatural apparition.
He’s just another man, thought Coleman. If I pulled this trigger, he’ll die. But he knows I can’t do that.
Coleman gripped the colt in both hands and yelled, ‘Stop where you are or I will shut…you…down! I don’t care if I kill us both. I’ll do it in a heartbeat.’
Coleman hoped he sounded genuine. Apparently he didn’t sound genuine enough.
‘You won’t shoot me,’ predicted Cairns, still approaching. ‘You want to. You desperately want to. But you can’t. From where I’m standing, you’re in no condition to do anything. You can hardly keep that pistol sight from shaking.’
It wasn’t true. Coleman’s pistol held dead steady, but Cairns could obviously see he was near exhausted. He had been running the hard-yards all day, and his body showed the effects. He wasn’t a superhero. He was made of flesh and blood like everyone else.
Coleman slipped the colt back down into his leg holster. ‘You’ve failed, Cairns. You’re never going to get out of here. Whatever pick-up you arranged must be well and truly cleared out by now. My government will destroy this place before they let you take those templates.’
Cairns cocked an eyebrow. ‘Are you trying to negotiate with me?’
‘The U.S. Military doesn’t negotiate with terrorists or assholes. And you fit both categories. I just wanted you to know that your operation has failed. You don’t even have Gould anymore.’
Cairns’s tone became suddenly conversational. ‘Killing him was the most satisfying thing I’ve done all day. I opened up his heart like a bottle of wine. I felt his sternum cleave, and then his ribs spreading as I twisted the blade. You should have seen the look on his face.’
Cairns stopped three paces short of Coleman. The last time Cairns had stood face-to-face with Coleman, a piece of plexiglass separated them. Now there was just thin air.
Air rapidly filling with titriole gas.
Cairns stood squarely in front of Coleman. He jerked his thumb back over his shoulder. ‘So, you really need to take these templates off me, right? Okay. But you’re going to have to use your hands, like a man.’
Cairns held his palms upwards, inviting Coleman to attack. ‘In your own time, Marine. But keep in mind that the timer on those explosives is counting dow — ’
Coleman exploded into action.
His right fist connected solidly with Cairns’s cheek. The force of the impact travelled right up Coleman’s arm. As Cairns recoiled backwards, Coleman charged forward, choosing his targets and pounding his fists over and over into Cairns.
From six punches, two more solid hits and a then glancing blow ploughed through Cairns’s guard. The glancing blow slid across Cairns’s face. Coleman felt his watch face gauging out skin.
The glancing blow gave Cairns a chance to react. When he struck back, it was so perfectly executed that Coleman wondered who was beating the crap out of whom.
Cairns elbow circled up and under Coleman’s defenses. Cairns twisted his entire body into the attack, straightening with his legs, rotating with his shoulders; the incoming elbow was the focus of all Cairns’s strength.
Coleman copped the elbow right under the chin.
The stunningly unexpected blow sliced right through Coleman’s guard. He felt his teeth smack together like someone had set off a mousetrap in his brain. Fragments of his front teeth fractured into his mouth. His back teeth bit deeply into the left side of his cheek. The electric jolt of pain preceded the impact shock.
Cairns didn’t stop. Coleman had just enough time to notice his watch-face had torn away Cairns’s left eyelid. The eyelid was hanging from Cairns’s face by a wisp of skin. It didn’t slow Cairns even slightly.
He followed through with a vicious combination of blows that Coleman could hardly see, let alone intercept. It felt like more than one person was hitting him. Both Coleman’s lips were split open and then his nose cartilage crunched under Cairns’s fist. Punches seemed to be raining down from everywhere. As soon as Coleman recovered from one hit, another powerful blow would punish another part of his anatomy. It felt like Cairns had kicked him once or twice, but Coleman wasn’t sure in the frenzied confusion of blows what was happening.
He twisted and curled his body with the attacks, absorbing as many as he could with his shoulders or his body as his senses came back into focus. The elbow to the face had been shocking, and Coleman knew that if he didn’t unbalance the fight soon, Cairns would land another devastating blow.
Another big hit like that and Coleman’s brain would shut up shop and call it a day.
Here comes another kick!
Coleman ducked under the kick, seeing the heavy combat boot cut through the air where his chest had been just a split second ago. If the kick had landed, Coleman wouldn’t have gotten up.
Cairns had thought he was delivering the end-move.
But now Cairns became a slave to the momentum of a kick that was swinging through thin air. He had devoted his entire body-weight to the attack, and that momentum kept his body spinning.
Coleman stood up halfway through the rotation of Cairns’s body and slung his right arm around Cairns’s neck. Both men finished Cairns’s move, except Coleman now had Cairns in a choke hold.
Cairns realized in an instant and started smashing his elbow backwards into Coleman’s sides.
But Coleman wasn’t letting go. In seconds Cairns’s brain would be starved of the oxygen that was pouring into his muscles.
I just have to hold on and ride this bastard to his grave.
Cairns tried everything, bucking like a wild grunting animal, gouging Coleman’s eyes, working his chin under Coleman’s forearm.
Coleman wasn’t having any of it, and after twenty seconds Cairns started winding down like his batteries were expiring. How does it feel to be choking to death? Coleman remembered the suffocating panic that he felt on the end of the claw tether when Cairns had strung him up.
Suddenly Cairns stopped fighting. His body tensed rigidly. He still had energy to fight, but he channeled that energy elsewhere.
He was pointing at something with his right hand.
Coleman followed the line of Cairns’s arm.
The explosives.
Cairns pointed at the explosives. When he knew he had Coleman’s attention, he pointed at his own wristwatch.
You must be joking. He’s not bluffing. That timer is about to run down.
Coleman must have unconsciously loosened his grip on Cairns, because Cairns croaked out, ‘Eight seconds left.’
Coleman dropped Cairns and sprinted at the explosives. He couldn’t possibly get the explosives out of the gas cloud in eight seconds.
He scooped up the charge, planted one foot and hurled it across the lab.
He had a big target.
The explosives landed right in the middle of the round underlab pool. The pool exploded with a dull floor-shaking thump. Water fountained into the air like Coleman had dropped a depth charge. The body of a long-dead terrorist washed out of the pool ahead of a circular wave that swept through the lab in every direction. The wave reached less than knee high when it hit Coleman, but it swept the templates right across the lab towards where Cairns lay recovering.
Or where Cairns should have been recovering.
Cairns was up and pulling something from the wrecked bench the creature had ploughed into when Third Unit first entered the labs. It was a steel bar. The bar looked about the length of a golf club and twice as heavy.
At the same time, the alarm on Coleman’s watch started beeping.
The alarm meant the containment door to the Quarantine Center was opening.
I hope Vanessa knows what she’s doing, thought Coleman as Cairns approached with the steel bar. Because I think things in here are about to get very nasty.
* * *
Here they come.
In the antechamber, Harrison heard the alarm sounding. He wished he could hit the ‘snooze’ button and get ten more minutes respite.
The containment door started opening.
A two inch wide horizontal bar of light appeared under the door.
Harrison’s hopes for a miracle disintegrated. It’s really happening. They’re really coming in here.
The growing bar of light shining under the containment door looked unbroken, and for a moment Harrison prayed the creatures had been distracted elsewhere.
Then came movement. The bar of light broke into a thousand pieces, a broiling silhouette of random shapes trying to scramble under the door. But they weren’t random. They had a purpose, and Harrison stared with horrible fascination.
The door kept rising, sending a steady mechanical whine down the corridor, and there was no mistaking what waited on the other side.
The creatures came writhing under the door.
This is like some kind of insane nightmare. They’re wall-to-wall. I can’t believe they’re coming in here.
Harrison had prayed for one of two miracles. Either the door wouldn’t open, by some timely mechanical fault, or the number of creatures waiting outside would be few enough for himself and Sullivan to handle.
The creatures reached halfway down the tunnel, just twenty-five meters away. The tide pouring under the door filled the corridor from one side to the other. There was no telling where one creature stopped and the next began.
Harrison lifted his radio. ‘Sullivan. We got multiple incoming hostiles. What’s your status?’
Sullivan slid into the antechamber, reporting on the run. ‘The children are all sealed up in the…oh, my God.’
Sullivan’s eyes locked on the hypnotic spectacle careening down the corridor. The creatures were just ten meters away from the antechamber.
In the space of two heartbeats the creatures slammed into the antechamber plexiglass.
Sullivan jerked back, expecting the entire wall to crash down.
The entire antechamber shook under the Marines’ boots. Looking through the plexiglass was a nightmare made real. The two Marines backed from the plexiglass, their eyes locked on the horror before them.
Sullivan swallowed hard. ‘We can’t…I mean…we can’t….’ Sullivan just pointed wordlessly at the spectacle.
‘There might be reinforcements coming right behind them,’ prayed Harrison. ‘We need to hold these things back for as long as we can.’
Sullivan raised his assault rifle. His eyes flicked to Harrison briefly. ‘What’s the plan?’
CRACK!
Harrison looked up and saw the plexiglass cracking. It began coming away from the ceiling. Fissures started radiating down the transparent wall like lightning strikes.
CRACK! CRACK!
Harrison’s last hope had been that the plexiglass barrier would keep the creatures out.
‘The plexiglass is cracking. Get back, get back,’ he yelled.
* * *
Vanessa’s hands moved with feverish intent down the wall. She flipped open lids as rapidly as she could pinch open the clasps.
Pinch-yank, pinch-yank, pinch-yank.
Butterflies poured from the open boxes in her wake.
Before she was even halfway finished, the room was a brown storm of fluttering wings.
Should I spend the extra time to open all the boxes? Is this enough already? Open them all!
She had already spent valuable seconds dashing across the lab to seal the door.
Now the pheromone lab was airtight. She had just six boxes left. She turned from the last plastic box, covering her face with one arm. Thousands of butterflies fluttered crazily in the confined chamber. They pelted into her face and hair and hands and everywhere.
She groped half-blinded over to the pheromone synthesizer.
Where is it?
She hadn’t predicted it would be so hard to navigate in the lab with all the butterflies released, but there was no way she could have introduced the pheromone into the butterfly boxes individually.
Instead, she transformed the lab into one big butterfly box.
And now for the pheromone….
She unscrewed the pressurized pheromone canister from the synthesizer. The canister started hissing out its contents immediately. The pheromone was colorless, odorless, and suspended in minute quantities in its gassy medium.
But like grandma’s perfume, a little bit went a long way.
Holding the canister, she cycled her arm through the butterfly cloud.
That’s right, my little darlings. This is the good stuff.
She counted down in her head from ten, not really knowing how long it would take for every butterfly in the lab to come into contact with the airborne pheromone molecules.
The last four seconds felt like torture. Every second could be making the difference for David. Four, three, two….
Suddenly, from the four corners of the lab came the pheromone warning alarms. Sasha had set up four sensors in the labs to alert her of any leaks in her synthesizing equipment. The devices were sensitive pieces of equipment that Sasha kept precisely calibrated. The alarms meant the pheromone cloud had filled the room.
All the butterflies were well and truly exposed.
Vanessa ran for the door, still carrying the canister for good measure. Halfway across the lab, she heard her tablet on the workstation start beeping.
It meant that the Quarantine Center’s containment door was lifting. Right now, the creatures were surging into the Quarantine Center.
She groped at the wall beside the lab door and yanked up the locking mechanism.
‘This is for you, David.’
The door hissed open to one side.
She halted as the butterflies surged through the doorway around her. The unthinkable had just occurred to her.
What if I made a mistake? What if I’ve made some fundamental error in my rush? What if this doesn’t even work?
The butterflies were already away. More than half of them had pelted over her shoulders, under her arms, through her legs. It was too late to do anything now.
‘Fly fast, you magnificent little bastards,’ she yelled after the butterfly cloud. ‘Fly fast!’
* * *
Cairns charged at Coleman with the steel bar.
Coleman realized this was no longer a civilized slugging match. With a steel bar involved, someone was going to get very hurt, very quickly.
Unfortunately, he was on the wrong side of the steel bar equation. He had a slim window of opportunity to disable Cairns. Once Cairns placed a few solid hits with that bar, it was all-over red-rover.
Coleman needed to get that steel bar out of play in the next few seconds.
To think that I had him finished off in a choke hold and I had to let him go.
Coleman feinted one way and then dodged in the opposite direction. The steel bar whooshed past. When the bar’s trajectory was safely passing his left shoulder, he dropped a quick right hand jab into Cairns’s jaw, catching Cairns on the way past. Cycling his fist, he slammed another hit into Cairns’s kidneys.
Cairns reeled instinctively way from the painful blow. He hefted the steel bar around in a big sideways baseball swing.
At the same time, Coleman followed through with a lightning-fast side kick.
It was a dangerous ploy to stay within the bar’s range, but he needed to disable Cairns before the bar started breaking bones.
And I need to hit Cairns hard to bleed the momentum off the bar. If that thing connects, I’m going to fold like a cardboard cut-out.
Coleman prayed his kick landed before Cairns could get the steel bar into dangerous play again.
The bar was only halfway through its swing when Coleman’s kick slammed squarely into Cairns’s taunt stomach. Cairns’s breath whooshed away.
Dropping to the floor, Coleman swept his leg around in a wide arc. His boot caught the back of Cairns’s heels.
Cairns feet shot forward. He seemed to hang in the air a second and then, smack, he landed flat on his back. His skull savagely whiplashed the floor.
Nicely done, thought Coleman.
He pinned the steel bar down with his left boot.
Now the bar was out of play and he was going to kick the living crap out of Cameron Cairns. Cairns still gripped the pinned bar. He blinked up at the ceiling, looking dazed from the skull impact.
Let’s see him swing a bar without any fingers.
Coleman lifted his right boot, spun on his left heel, and stomped down with all his strength on Cairns’s hand.
But the hand was gone. Cairns had let go of the bar.
At the last second, Coleman realized his mistake. Cairns wasn’t as messed-up as he looked.
And now it was Coleman’s turn to lose his footing.
Instead of pulverizing Cairns’s fingers, Coleman found his legs swept out from under him. He had just fallen victim to the exact attack he’d launched on Cairns.
In one smooth move, Cairns found his feet and snatched up the bar.
Oh, crap!
Now Coleman rolled for his life as Cairns brought down the steel bar like he was chopping wood balanced on Coleman’s head.
The bar smacked into the floor.
Coleman had just rolled out its path, but not fast enough to avoid a savage kick that followed through into his rib cage.
With a series of fleshy cracks, Coleman felt his ribs fracture. Cairns’s steel cap boots had done almost as much damage as the steel bar.
The kick flipped Coleman onto his back. Pain flared down his side. Cairns brought down the bar in another big chop.
There’s no avoiding this one. One way or another, he was about to take a big hit from the bar before he could regain his footing.
Struggling to stand, Coleman threw his arm up to deflect the bar. His left hand took the full force of Cairns’s blow.
The bones snapped like matchsticks. Pain tore up his arm, both from the breaking bones and the force of the impact. The hand was useless now. Pain was one thing, but every time that bar connected, pieces of his body stopped working.
Sacrificing his hand allowed Coleman back on his feet. Now he just had to use the opportunity to best affect. He needed to deliver a fast crippling blow, something Cairns wouldn’t expect.
He spun and lashed out with a low side kick. The kick was aimed at Cairns’s knee joint.
But Cairns’s knee was a moving target while his body drove the bar in a horizontal swing at Coleman.
Coleman missed.
Cairns didn’t.
The steel bar connected –
— smashing Coleman squarely across the chest with a soul-shaking thwunk.
Coleman crashed back down to the floor. It took all his will-power to just roll over. He pushed himself up on his hands.
I can’t breathe. I can hardly move!
Coleman felt Cairns standing over him, bringing up the steel bar. This is it. I can’t move!
As the bar came down, Coleman tucked down his head and hunched his shoulders. The bar hit hard, skidded off his shoulder blades and bounced off the back of his head. Coleman’s elbows gave and he collapsed down onto his stomach again.
The world jolted out of focus for at least three seconds. He lay senseless. He only knew he was lying on his stomach and had just been hit by something very hard. His mouth felt like he had been kicked in the teeth by a racehorse. His right cheek was smooshed down against a wet floor. His own left hands, bloodied and useless, swung in and out of focus.
Then, like a bad dream, his situation rushed back into his forebrain.
Cairns just clobbered me.
A sound drew Coleman back to the present. The metallic sound of Cairns dropping the steel bar.
Coleman lifted his head. Cairns stumbled towards the templates.
He thinks I’m done. He thinks that last hit finished me. It almost did.
The entire lab blurred in and out of focus for a second.
Coleman drew his colt and propped himself up on his left elbow. He sighted on Cairns’s back.
‘Stop right there,’ he slurred. ‘I’ll pull this trigger and kill us both before I let you take those.’
Cairns turned and lifted a small pistol.
No. It’s not a pistol. He’s holding a flare gun. It’s probably what he used to ignite the surfactant that killed Marlin. If he pulls the trigger, this place will go up.
The two men held their weapons trained on each other. Cairns’s face was blank, but his eyes flicked down to the flare gun.
At that second, as Cairns’s studied the flare gun, Coleman noticed something almost directly to Cairns’s left. He had only a moment to register what he saw before Cairns squeezed the trigger.
The flare gun jerked and spat the flare at Coleman. The flare was a ‘bounce and burst’ variety.
The flare had to make first impact before it activated. It would be some distance away from Cairns before it ignited. How far it would go before it ignited the gas was anyone’s guess.
Cairns sprinted in the opposite direction.
Like slow motion, the flare bounced on the floor just in front of Coleman’s eyes. The projectile then ricocheted over his head and flew off behind him.
Coleman took aim and fired in a split second.
He didn’t see what happened next, because his entire body became totally engulfed in flames.

Chapter 15

Harrison and Sullivan backed down the corridor from the antechamber.
A red fire axe hung on the wall.
Harrison lifted the axe from its safety clasp.
‘You serious?’ asked Sullivan, eyeing the axe ludicrously.
Harrison hefted the axe in one hand, his assault rifle in the other. ‘If we have to go down, I’m going down swinging. How much ammo you got?’
Now Sullivan looked like he envied Harrison his axe. ‘Just this one last clip.’
Harrison had three. He pulled one from his vest and tossed it to Sullivan. Sullivan snatched it from the air. ‘Do you think we can hold them?’
‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Harrison. ‘It’s our job to try.’
Both men knew it was far more than that. It was far more than a job. They had developed a bond with the evacuees. The strong bond that comes from sharing a terrible experience. And it didn’t get much worse than this.
Harrison knew that he would do anything to give the evacuees a shot at living through the next sixty seconds.
It’s not going to happen though. We’re going to fight, and we’re going to run out of ammunition, and I will have lied. David asked me if we had enough bullets, and I said that we had plenty.
With that thought, the plexiglass wall crashed into the antechamber.
Harrison and Sullivan retreated from the corridor and stopped just inside the main chamber. Harrison had ordered Dana into the communications room to keep calling for urgent help. Dana would broadcast the details of everything that was happening until the end. She was also advising over the radio that all the children, including David, were sealed up in the medical store room.
Harrison glanced over his shoulder, not really knowing what the rest of the evacuees would be doing. People screaming and running around? People climbing over each other for the pseudo-safety of the small side chambers?
Neither.
The crowd trusted the Marines. They hadn’t yet seen the tide of creatures. They didn’t know how many were coming. They had formed up into a rough half circle, spread around the far end of the chamber. The chamber itself was totally bare of furnishings after they had shoved it all into the passageway to block the top-deck.
The front line of the crowd was mostly people armed with whatever makeshift weapons they could improvise. They looked like a motley band of refugees making a desperately determined last stand.
Harrison and Sullivan could see straight down the corridor. The creatures poured over the collapsed plexiglass like one giant fluid entity. They filled the antechamber.
Sullivan took aim. ‘Here they come.’
‘Wait,’ ordered Harrison.
Both men took up firing position, aiming through the corridor into the antechamber. It wouldn’t be hard to hit the creatures; they were everywhere. Harrison wished he had a few grenades to throw. It wouldn’t change the outcome, but god-damn it would make him feel better to plaster the walls with a few of those things.
The first creature reached the corridor.
Wait…,’ hissed Harrison. ‘We’ll catch them in the bottleneck. Make every bullet count.’
Sullivan thumbed his CMAR-17 to a fully automatic firing pattern.
A heartbeat later, when the creature was fully in the corridor, Harrison yelled, ‘Now!’
Side by side, the two Marines opened fire down the corridor. Their CMAR-17 assault rifles roared. At this range, they couldn’t miss.
The lead creature twisted and bucked under the blistering attack. As soon as it collapsed, another creature lurched forward.
The two Marines switched targets, shredding pieces off the second creature. Then another creature came over the top, then another. They kept coming, dropping under the controlled fire, but every creature pushed slightly further down the corridor than the last.
‘Back up, back up,’ hollered Harrison over the weapon fire, realizing they needed more room.
Harrison’s rifle ran dry. Smacking his last ammunition magazine in place, he heard Sullivan’s weapon run dry. Already half of their ammunition was gone. They’d only taken down five creatures. At least five times that many came through the antechamber.
For the space of three seconds, neither man was firing. It was all the opportunity the creatures needed.
As both men brought their weapons up, the first creature broke into the main chamber and lurched off to the left. Even over the roar of renewed gunfire, Harrison heard the mass outcry from the evacuees behind him.
They had just seen the beginning of the end.
The evacuees must have started moving, causing vibrations, because the creature veered away from the Marines. Harrison hadn’t expected this. He had assumed the gunfire would attract the creatures more than the panicked evacuees. Once the creatures got behind the Marines, it was all over. The two Marines couldn’t turn and fire their weapons back towards the evacuees. The friendly fire would be devastating.
‘Sullivan!’ yelled Harrison, jerking his head at the single creature breaking through their firing solution.
‘I’m on it!’ Sullivan switched his weapon left, targeting the creature and running left at the same time.
Now Harrison was holding the corridor by himself. Or rather, he wasn’t.
Shit, Shit, Shit! There’s too many!
Holding the corridor was a two man operation, and although almost every one of Harrison’s rounds found their target, the targets were too many and too fast.
Another creature broke through to the left. Then another veered off to the right. Harrison and Sullivan just couldn’t stop them all. Like a burst damn, the creatures poured from the bottleneck.
‘Come and get it, you sons of bitches!’ yelled Sullivan, shooting desperately around himself in short bursts. The creatures came at him from both sides.
Harrison had one coming straight at him. He didn’t move. He just locked his stance and poured fire into the oncoming freak of nature. Focusing on just one creature, his automatic fire tore the thing apart.
His weapon ran empty again.
That’s it. That’s the CMAR empty.
The charging creature died on the move, tumbling straight towards him, sliding on its own ejaculating bodily fluids.
Harrison dropped his now useless assault rifle and rolled from the creature’s path. When he came to his feet, he had the axe in one hand and his pistol in the other.
The first creatures had reached the evacuees.
People scattered before them.
A tall man Harrison didn’t recognize stepped up and planted himself in front of the first creature. As the hostile charged, the man swung half a chair straight down with both hands into its gaping maw. The creature’s mouth closed around the chair. Three more people cut in behind the creature, stabbing and hacking at its abdomen with sharp metal bars and broken pieces of furniture. One woman even ran forward and heaved a length of bed frame like a spear.
The three rear attackers dodged back after the first assault, looking for a new opportunity to strike.
Harrison sprinted towards the conflict, firing his pistol as he ran. His bullets punched holes through the creature’s abdomen. As he reached the hand-to-hand battle, his pistol spent, he gripped the axe in two hands. He heaved the axe through a double-handed overhead swing.
He smashed the axe right down into the creature.
The axe head disappeared into the pulpy abdomen, releasing a jet of fluid.
Harrison yanked the axe free. His senses were overloaded. He could hear screaming and fighting. He heard Sullivan’s pistol firing.
He turned and saw Sullivan go down under a hostile. Sullivan was underneath the creature, shooting up with his pistol into its head.
Another creature ploughed into a pack of scattering evacuees across the chamber.
Harrison looked back across the communal lounge. A wave of hostiles rolled towards him.
This is it. This is the end. Come and get it, you filthy vermin.
Harrison felt nothing but contempt. Contempt for the people responsible for creating these aberrations, and contempt for the people who had opened the containment door. I hope they catch the person who made these things. I hope they catch them and skin them alive. And he wished he’d had the chance to get to know Dana in different circumstances.
Black spots started swimming before his eyes, filling the chamber in every direction he looked.
Black spots? They’re not black spots. They’re butterflies. Thousands of them.
The cloud of fluttering wings swept around him. The butterflies poured from the antechamber towards the evacuees.
No, not the evacuees. They’re going after the creatures. They’re landing on the hostiles. The butterflies are stopping them!
Harrison watched in wonder. The line of charging creatures stalled ahead of the wave of butterflies that filled the chamber.
As soon as the butterflies made contact, the creatures shuddered to a complete stop. Even more butterflies were filling the room, spiraling in through the antechamber and landing all over the creatures like tiny heat-seeker missiles.
The line of creatures halted just four meters from Harrison. The half a dozen creatures that had already reached the evacuees were in the same rigid state of suspended animation. Sullivan squirmed out from under the creature that had frozen on top of him.
It felt like someone had hit the ‘pause’ button. Then the reality of the situation pressed back in on Harrison.
He had no idea how long they would stay like this. This might be a permanent situation, or they might only have seconds. All eyes in the chamber had found the tall Marine.
They were wild-eyed. Wild faces. People were breathing heavily, weapons poised. These weren’t just scientists and engineers and technicians any more. These people had been pushed into a life or death battle-frenzy.
This was an army. This was Harrison’s army.
He felt the pent-up rage of the group. He was at the center of it.
There was only one answer as far as Harrison was concerned.
‘Kill them!’ he bellowed, lifting the axe above his head, his voice echoing around the butterfly-filled chamber. ‘Kill them all!’
The human content of the room fell on the creatures with a level of pure savagery that only Mother Nature could appreciate.
* * *
The entire room was filled with fire.
And then it wasn’t.
It worked!
Coleman lifted his smoking head. His wet fatigues had spared him from the worst of the heat, but his short hair was singed shorter.
When he fired his colt, he hadn’t been aiming at Cameron Cairns.
He’d shifted his aim two meters to the left.
As the flare bounced on the floor, Coleman had targeted a big red mushroom button on the wall.
It was the control to the emergency ventilation turbines, the matching floor and ceiling units that had astounded Coleman with their size when he’d first entered the lab. The oversized turbines must have made a strong first impression, because when Cairns fired the flare, Coleman attention was fixed on the turbine control.
He was seeing a new possibility. His idea had two strong things going for it. First, he had absolutely no other option. Second, it seemed far more attractive than being burned alive.
These proved all the qualifications he needed. He squeezed the trigger as the flare hissed to life behind him.
As fire engulfed him from head to toe, Coleman realized there were also two big drawbacks to his plan. First, he might miss. He had taken a big blow to the head. Second, if he hit, he might just damage the control and not manage to activate the exhaust system.
The igniting gas cloud roared around him, and then, almost immediately, was sucked away by the turbines.
Coleman’s exposed skin hardly registered the heat before the roar of flames was replaced by the higher-pitched whine of the super fans.
Then he felt the wind. A massive wind that literally started tugging his body along the wet floor.
It took a few seconds before he realized he’d overlooked the third possibility.
It’s working too well. I damaged the controls with my gunfire and the turbines aren’t stopping. In fact, they sounded like they were speeding up! The sound was like sitting on the wing of an airplane screaming in for a crash-landing.
Coleman looked backwards, gobsmacked by the view.
Mother…of…God.
A tornado of fire stretched between the turbines.
A bright red flaming helix, twenty feet tall, was twisting between the floor and ceiling fans. The fire-twister was feeding off the still venting gas.
Coleman felt his body slip an inch backwards. He dug in with his boot toes and pressed his cheek to the floor, offering the smallest possible profile to the wind.
This worked for about four seconds, until he felt his boot toes slipping again, and then his body started creeping backwards. No, no, no, no, NO! He was getting sucked along the floor back towards the twister. He was getting dragged into the turbines!
Coleman’s hands scrabbled madly over the floor, searching for purchase, for anything to stop his slide. There was nothing, not a thing, and his near panic made his body pick up more speed.
He was sliding completely out of control when he passed under a fixed workbench. Lashing out desperately with his right hand, he caught the frame where it bolted to the floor. The jerk almost wrenched his arm from its socket. He wrapped his arm around the frame so the steel leg was clenched under his armpit.
Something bounced off his shoulder and disappeared into the fire helix. He just glimpsed the object. A flare pistol.
He looked away from the twisting helix, grimacing into the wind, and spotted Cairns.
The turbines were designed to extract the air from a contained space at an incredible speed. But Cairns had destroyed most of the lab doors with explosives. Coleman had damaged the turbine’s controls. The combined effect had transformed the level’s corridors into a network of high-velocity wind tunnels.
Cairns hung trapped in one of those wind tunnels at the entrance to H-lab.
Stretched out on the floor, his feet lifted by the wind, his left hand gripped a broken piece of plexiglass jutting from the corridor wall. His right hand still clutched the templates. He needed to drop the templates if he had any chance of maintaining his hold.
His anchoring hand suddenly slipped free. He came sliding along the wet floor towards Coleman.
Coleman tightened his grip on the steel frame and braced himself as Cairns slid straight into his shoulders.
The jarring impact tortured Coleman’s already throbbing hand.
Cairns arrested his wild flight by grabbing Coleman’s bent elbow where it looped around the bench leg.
The combined drag of the two bodies began pulling Coleman’s arm from his anchor point. He lowered his head and bit Cairns’s hand savagely. He felt his teeth sink straight through to the bone.
Cairns dropped his grip, sliding five feet down Coleman’s body and wrapping his arm around Coleman’s boots.
Looking down his body, all Coleman could see was Cairns’s profile silhouetted against the column of twisting fire. Cairns was looking back into the fire-helix. Then Cairns started doing something completely unexpected. He dragged the templates up his body. His arm shook at the massive effort it took to pull the templates through the wind.
Coleman had no idea what was going on, but Cairns’s immediate intention seemed plain enough.
He was passing Coleman the templates.
Coleman reached down towards the templates, curling his fingers around the handle as Cairns tore away from his legs.
Cairns slid straight back into the twisting fire helix. Fire outlined his body for a spit second before the twister engulfed him.
As the last of the gas combusted, the firestorm suddenly disappeared. The flaming tornado existed for a moment longer, and then Coleman heard the massive turbines winding down. Either some safety mechanism had kicked in, or the turbines had burned themselves out.
Cairns was a blackened shape, kneeling over the floor vent, his head back and his mouth open like he had inhaled the helix. His skull was a burnt match head. He knelt immobile like a fired clay statue. Coleman couldn’t tell what had been fatigues and what had been skin.
He imagined that if he pushed him over, Cairns would smash.
The internal lab intercom suddenly blared out behind Coleman. It was Vanessa’s voice. ‘Alex! I’m in the administration hub. I’ve reinstated the internal comms and dropped the C-Guards. Is there any message we need to send out? Alex, are you there?’
Coleman remembered the weapon under the Complex, but David was more important. He dashed to the intercom.
‘What about David?’ he demanded. ‘Are the evacuees safe?’
‘They’re safe,’ she said. ‘My plan worked. The creatures are inanimate. I’m going there right now to get him.’
Coleman set aside his relief to focus on his important message. He thought for a bare second and then related his message to Vanessa, hearing her typing out the message in the background. He provided the exact frequency to broadcast the message.
‘Okay,’ confirmed Vanessa. ‘The message is away. Is there anything else?’
‘Yes. How did you disperse the pheromone?’
‘You’ll see.’
And minutes later, when Coleman reached the Quarantine Center, he did.
* * *
Vice Admiral Tucker watched the digital countdown on the right hand corner of the Knowledge Wall. It was synchronized to every clock on the ship, and in turn linked to the ship’s weapon systems.
When the neutron weapon detonated under the Biological Solutions Research Complex, Tucker would know the exact moment.
That moment was twenty seconds away.
Captain Boundary paced the room.
Apart from his footsteps, the room was filled with stony silence. Both men found themselves glancing towards the mainland as though they could see through the walls of the Disney Room.
Tucker heard steps, the sound of someone running. His head snapped up as Chief Warrant Officer Daniels burst into the chamber.
Daniels was short of breath, like he’d sprinted all the way. He jerked his hand over the table to Tucker.
‘Sir, a message, sir. From inside the Complex. From Captain Coleman, sir.’
Tucker jumped up and snatched the message.
It was brief.
Templates Secured. Hostile Forces Neutralized. Urgent medical assistance required for civilian and military casualties.
Daniels spoke up urgently, ‘It came in on the right frequency. It’s genuine, sir.’
‘Go!’ yelled Tucker at the Chief Warrant Officer. ‘Shut it down now!’
Tucker checked the countdown as Chief Warrant Officer Daniels sprinted from the room.
* * *
The radio signal left the USS Coronado with six seconds left on the synchronized countdown. It was picked up by the concealed antennae in the grassy tussock less than a second later. It sped down the underground line and was manipulated and verified by three repeater stations. It reached its destination with four seconds to spare.
In the cement bunker buried below the Complex, a small red light stopped flashing as the neutron weapon went back to sleep.
* * *
Four hours and twenty-three minutes later, two emergency divers broke the surface in an underground pool.
They finned into the cave until their feet touched the sandy bottom.
The lead diver flipped down a small map from her wetsuit and checked their bearings. This is it. This is definitely the right cave.
No lights showed in the cave. It looked pitch black. The lead diver lifted her dive flashlight and panned it over the beach at the back of the cave. She spotted one figure stretched out on the sand.
Just one? We were told there were two in here.
She signaled for the second diver to approach. ‘Fire up the chem-lamp.’
The second diver lifted a large-lensed lamp from under the water. The chemical lamp ignited with a crackling hiss. With the entire cave fully illuminated in every detail, she scanned the beach where it joined the water.
There were foot prints and drag marks. Two sets of foot prints led up the beach, and the same two came down again. There were two parallel drag marks. Partway up, trodden into the sand were the black straps, like two dead snakes, which they had used to drag the injured underwater to this location.
That all made sense.
What didn’t make sense was the extra drag mark that looked like it had come down the beach again.
‘Am I missing something here?’ she asked, turning to the diver with the chem-lamp. ‘I thought —’
The rest of the remark died on her lips.
A huge man held a combat dagger to her diving partner’s throat. The man must have circled around and emerged in the water behind them.
It was pitch black in here! He has no idea who we are. I thought they were supposed to be incapacitated.
The man looked half-dead, but obviously strong enough to use the knife.
‘Sergeant King, right? William King? We’re on your side. We’ve come to get you out of here.’
With that, the big man dropped the knife and passed out.
TWO WEEKS LATER
Forest used the ergonomic bar to pull himself into a sitting position in the hospital bed.
Nice and steady.
He kept his movements slow and controlled. No sudden jerking or he’d be punished with more internal spasms of pain up and down his torso. The doctor said he should upgrade to crutches in three weeks, but Forest aimed for ten days.
The scuba tank had done an efficient job at messing up his insides.
The military hospital was the last place he would choose to spend the previous two weeks, but at least he was getting paid. He knew he shouldn’t be moving at all, but lying back in bed made him crazier than a bucket of bat crap.
There aren’t even any pretty nurses.
He could deal with the pain, but not with the boredom. Flirting with a couple of hot nurses would really take the edge off.
As he bent his body, the new pressure made him need to pee. He glanced at the wheelchair beside the bed. He could put it off a bit longer, maybe half an hour. It hurt like wildfire to pee.
And he had a dry mouth. Drink now, pee later.
Turning gingerly towards the high bedside table’s ever-present plastic water jug, he saw that someone had left flowers beside his bed.
Large blooms, red fading to pink on the inside.
Forest stared at them for a full minute. Finally he turned them around so the blooms faced the opposite corner of the room. I’ll be damned if I’m going to risk waking up with those in my face. I’ll have a heart attack before my real injuries have a chance to kill me.
He tried not to laugh at himself. Laughing was definitely out. God, I’m a funny bastard.
Now, time for some more training.
A television hung in the corner of his room. Forest picked up the game console hand-control, loaded his saved game, selected the ‘Assault Rifle’ icon, and then started blowing away the baddies that popped up on the screen.
In his head, large pink flowers were having the worst day of their lives.
* * *
King glanced up and saw that the man had the wrong recovery room.
He dropped his head back down to the hospital pillow.
The guy would get the message. A big black man with a face full of stitches obviously wasn’t who he was looking for. The big guy who’d slid open the door was wearing a tailored suit and carrying a small plant, obviously intended for somebody else’s bedside table.
King knew it was a tailored suit because from personal experience he knew you couldn’t buy them that big from off the rack.
That was the thing with being relocated to the civilian surgery — he had to contend with visiting hours and people wandering around. In the military infirmary where Forest was being treated, he wouldn’t have had that problem. But the specialist equipment and surgeons to fix his arm were located here, in the middle of New York City, and King valued the use of his hand very highly.
The hunting knife had lacerated veins and nearly severed three tendons.
King heard the door to his private room slide closed.
Someone spoke from the door. ‘I’m not here to kill you.’
That voice.
He looked up again. The meds must be playing tricks with my brain. It can’t be….
There was no mistake. The suit and their environment had thrown him off at first.
It was Krisko Borivoj.
Bora moved past King’s bed and placed the plant on his bedside table.
King considered pressing his assistance button. What good would that do? Probably just get a nurse and a couple of security guards killed. This is my problem.
Bora looked up and down King’s prone frame, studying the very wounds he had delivered.
‘Are surprised to see me?’ asked Bora.
‘What do you want?’
Bora repeated his question, articulating each word precisely. His tone made it inelegantly clear that the events of the next few minutes depended on King’s answer.
‘I’ll ask you again, because I know you’re upset. Are you, surprised, to see me?’
King already knew the answer. He didn’t need to think about it. It had been something playing on his mind for the last fortnight. The thought was linked to a sound. It was the sound of the assault rifle firing as King abandoned Bora to the creature.
Bora’s question wasn’t Are you surprised to see me in this hospital?, his question was Are you surprised to see me still alive?
‘No, I’m not surprised,’ answered King. ‘I knew you’d made it out when they didn’t recover your body.’
Bora looked thoughtfully down at the drip in King’s arm. ‘When you regained consciousness, after your military secured the Complex, after all your civilians were evaced, that was your first question, wasn’t it? You asked if they’d located my body.’
It wasn’t a question. Bora knew it. It was true. It was the only question that had been in King’s mind when they were stretchering him out of the Complex.
‘So, how did you get out?’ asked King.
‘Every dog has his day, William. You and I had unfinished business.’
King just waited. Something was coming.
‘You dropped these,’ said Bora. ‘And I of all people understand how badly you wanted to take them from me.’
Bora dropped Marlin’s dog tags onto King’s open fingers.
King couldn’t close that hand. The recent surgery had left it immobile for the present.
Bora kept hold of the chain, as though at any second he might snatch the tags from King’s fingers.
‘If you want them, close you hand and take them,’ challenged Bora.
‘What do you want with me?’
‘Close your hand.’
It took all King’s willpower to make his damaged hand close around the cold metal. It felt like plunging his arm into liquid fire. Breathless from pain, he hissed, ‘Next time I see you, I’m going to kill you.’
Bora looked at the plant on the bedside table. ‘We’ll see. You’ll need to be in better condition next time. Get strong, then come and find me. One way or another, you’ll get your chance.’
With that, Bora left the room as quietly as he’d arrived.
King closed his eyes and laid his head back, hardly noticing where the dog tags cut into his clenched fist. Nor had he noticed that during the entire exchange, Bora had been reading his lips.
* * *
For a moment Coleman saw the back of another visitor, a big man in a smart business suit, but then he reached King’s room and slid open the door.
King eyes were closed. Asleep or resting, Coleman couldn’t tell.
His hand was clenched.
It’s a good sign that he’s getting the use of his hand back.
Coleman backed from the doorway, not wanting to disturb his friend. Shutting the door quietly, he noticed a small orange flower on the floor. It was no larger than a penny.
He picked it up. It must have dropped from a bunch that someone had delivered. Maybe the other visitor that Coleman had just glimpsed.
He checked his watch.
The surgery was in the city, and the busy sidewalk was full of people as Coleman wove down the street and into the corner diner.
Vanessa and David waited in the diner. Vanessa lowered her newspaper as Coleman scooted into the seat beside David. Coleman put his arm around his son, kissing the top of his head. ‘Move over, big guy. You’re hogging the whole seat.’
David wriggled down the seat, pulling his breakfast down the table. ‘You can have my tomato if you like, Dad.’
‘Sure. In a bit.’ Coleman just stared at his son. He’d spent a lot of time with David in the past week, but it never seemed enough. Hopefully that was going to change. Vanessa had agreed to arrange things so he and David could spend a lot more time together. When Vanessa went back to work, David would spend the next month living with Coleman. Before now, a week was usually the longest they could spend with David away from his mother.
‘When do you have to get back?’ Coleman asked.
‘When your brass stop asking me questions. The papers don’t say much,’ she remarked. ‘Your people responsible for that?’
Coleman waited until his coffee was poured. He smiled at the waitress as she left. ‘I’d expect so. It won’t be covered up, but the incident will be very carefully managed. The details will definitely change.’
Vanessa nodded. ‘I was not so tactfully reminded about our staff confidentially contracts. I had to sign that thing myself.’
Coleman sipped his coffee. ‘What happens under the desert stays under the desert?’
‘Something like that.’
David stopped chewing. ‘But I can tell people, right?’
Coleman winked at him. ‘You sure can. You don’t work for anybody. But maybe next time wait until you mouth isn’t full of breakfast, huh?’
‘Sorry.’ David looked relieved and started chewing again.
‘I never thanked you for saving my life.’ Coleman settled his coffee cup down. ‘And David’s.’
Vanessa folded the paper neatly. ‘In the life-saving stakes, I’m pretty sure that you’re ahead of the game.’
‘That’s not true.’ Coleman tapped the paper with his good hand. ‘Those people are only alive because of your eleventh-hour solution. It was a stroke of genius.’
‘Let’s call it a joint effort then, huh? Speaking of which, how are the others?’
‘Recovering. King’s surgery went well. Forest will be out of action a few months yet.’ Coleman sipped his coffee.
‘I’ll have to get back soon,’ said Vanessa, meaning back to the Complex. ‘There’s lots of work to coordinate. Decisions to be made. But first I need to understand something.’
Coleman smiled, guessing her question.
‘It’s about my lab’s security system,’ she began. ‘I worked in that lab for three years and couldn’t figure out how the system identified people, yet you knew that it would recognize me underwater. How could you have known that?’
‘Sometimes a fresh perspective is needed,’ offered Coleman enigmatically.
She sat back and waited. She wasn’t leaving without an answer.
Coleman thought for a moment, then summed up the answer in two words. ‘Body language.’
Vanessa cocked an eyebrow, skeptical but interested. ‘Go on.’
‘You said the system could read your mind. You were right, but there’s nothing supernatural about it. Every person in the world has unique body language. It’s impossible to duplicate. Body movements can be recorded and analyzed like any other type of data. We communicate ninety percent with body language. The security system in your labs analyses your body language through the concealed fiber optic cameras in the walls. The longer you’ve worked in the lab, the better it knows you, and the more data it has to analyze about you. So the better able it is to know who you are and what you want.’
Coleman continued, ‘I knew that you spent more time in that lab than anyone else, so if the system could recognize anyone underwater, it had to be you.’
She shook her head in wonder.
‘And that’s not all,’ added Coleman. ‘The more you think about it, the more incredible it gets. The security system gets smarter in an emergency. When its key personal are showing signs of stress, it has the ability to read your body language and make decisions to save lives. The system must hide this ability most of the time, otherwise it wouldn’t take too long before you uncovered its secret.’
‘We’ve got a security system that plays dumb?’
‘Exactly, but it’s not dumb at all. In fact, it is very, very smart. Smart enough to call for an elevator when your life depended on it, and smart enough to recognize your body language underwater.’
Vanessa thought back. ‘I always had security difficulties when Gould was in my labs. The system must have been sensing that I didn’t trust him.’
‘Exactly,’ confirmed Coleman.
‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ she asked. ‘It might have made things easier.’
‘Because it also might have made things harder. The system functions under the premise that you don’t know how it works. If you suddenly knew, your body language might have changed.’
‘So you couldn’t tell me, because I was the walking key.’
Coleman smiled and nodded. ‘And telling you would be like filing the teeth off the key.’
Vanessa sat back, impressed. ‘You should have been a scientist.’
Coleman shook his head. ‘If I’m so smart, then let me ask you a question. Why did Cairns give me the templates before he died?’
‘Obvious. Because you won,’ she answered. ‘You earned them in the only contest that he had any respect for.’
‘Or maybe he wasn’t trying to pass them to me at all,’ countered Coleman. ‘My ability to read body language isn’t as good as your lab’s security system.’
Vanessa looked down into her coffee. ‘I think that you know what he was doing.’
Coleman was absently spinning the small yellowy-orange flower between his thumb and forefinger.
Vanessa leant forward over the table. ‘Where on earth did you find that?’
‘This?’ Coleman held up the flower. ‘I found it in the hospital just outside King’s door. Someone dropped it. I picked it up.’ He shrugged, nothing more to tell.
Vanessa’s jaw dropped. ‘That’s the flower of Ibicella lutea. It’s also called Devil’s Claw. It’s a much misunderstood plant, but many botanists consider it carnivorous even though it doesn’t produce the right types of enzymes. It grows in the desert around the Complex. It’s also one of the species I use in my research, Alex. Part of that plant was in the creatures.’
She sat back and stared at the flower in Coleman’s hand. ‘Why would there be a flower from that particular plant outside King’s door?’
Coleman paused for a moment, and then continued twisting the flower between his fingers. He thought of the glimpsed man in the suit walking away from King’s room.
Sitting back in his seat, twisting the flower between his fingers, Coleman reflected on the strange sense of honor between good and bad men.
* * *
Harrison waited in the busy restaurant.
He nervously refolded his napkin for the tenth time.
Stupidly, he’d arrived early enough to worry about every miniscule detail. Had he tipped the maitre d’ enough and gotten the best table? Had he dressed alright? Would she even arrive?
He checked his watch.
The very idea that a woman like her could be sitting across from him seemed gloriously ludicrous. It was the kind of thing that just didn’t happen to a guy like him.
Just sit here with your hands still and wait. She’ll come. She said she’d come, and she will. Dinner was her suggestion, after all. Hell, she’d sounded happy to hear from you on the phone, but what does that really mean?
Just wait and see.
And then she was there, standing just inside the restaurant door, scanning the tables until her eyes alighted on Harrison. She waved, said something to the maitre d’, and then wove through the bustling tables towards him.
Harrison felt like the entire room had stopped except her. Like someone in a painting had come alive and was walking through the picture. She wore a pale mauve top and matching trousers. A purple sash was wrapped around her hips. Her hair was pinned back at the sides.
Harrison felt like someone was using a jackhammer in his chest. He jumped up to pull out her chair.
She stopped and looked at him, a huge smile blossoming. ‘So this is what you look like out of uniform? It took me a moment to recognize you without the big gun.’
‘Sorry.’
She positively glowed. ‘For heaven’s sake, why?’
‘I don’t know,’ he said awkwardly, swallowing and then pushing in Dana’s chair.
She looked completely at ease. She placed her small handbag on the table and looked straight into Harrison’s eyes as he settled across from her.
‘My parents are in town and they want to thank the man who saved my life. I promised them I’d invite you to have dinner with us.’
‘Dinner with your parents? I…well, of course.’
‘We didn’t get to talk properly after, well, you know. Or even during the evac. You had your job to do and I had mine.’
‘Yeah. It was pretty crazy,’ agreed Harrison.
‘Do you know what my strongest memory is?’ Dana suddenly asked. ‘It was at the end. I came out of the comms room and saw you standing before that wave of creatures. You were just standing there with that axe. You were in front of us all, looking like you were going to stop them all by yourself.’
‘I was going to try.’
‘I know you were. I didn’t doubt that for a second. But then the butterflies came. Those magnificent butterflies.’
‘Yeah — Vanessa and Coleman, huh? There’s a dynamic duo if ever I met one.’
‘A rose for the lady?’
A girl selling roses from a wicker basket stopped at their table.
Harrison raised an eyebrow at Dana and reached for his wallet.
‘No thanks,’ said Dana. ‘I don’t like the thorns.’
‘These roses are bred to be thornless,’ insisted the girl. ‘Look, they can’t hurt you.’ She ran her hand quickly down the bunch of long stems and then displayed her uninjured palm. ‘Isn’t science incredible?’
Now Dana quirked her eyebrow at Harrison.
‘Sorry, maybe next time,’ he said.
When the girl left, Harrison pulled a small gift box from his jacket pocket. He pushed it across the table to Dana.
Without speaking, Dana opened the box, paused, and then drew out the delicate butterfly pendant on a gold chain. She stared at the gem-studded butterfly for a long time.
‘Do you want to know my strongest memory?’ Harrison asked.
Wordlessly, Dana nodded.
‘At the end, when I thought we were finished, I wished I’d had the chance to get to know you better. In a way, the butterflies might have granted my wish.’
‘I’d like that,’ whispered Dana.
‘Me too,’ beamed Harrison. ‘Me too.’
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It's like ‘Day of the Triffids’ meets ‘Black Hawk Down’
capt. W - Australian Defence Force






