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Chapter One
Completely unaware that in just a few short hours he would be fighting for his life, Captain Memphis Stone, U.S. Army, was bellied up to the bar in a pub known as the Cask and Flagon in Geneva, Switzerland, with nothing more important on his mind than figuring out how he was going to convince the ravishing brunette a few stools away to go home with him. It was the first bit of liberty he’d had in more than a month. He smirked; right about now the stocky, unshaven, Mongolian women he’d seen in Manzhouli would probably have looked good to him. But Memphis had his sights fixed on a much better-looking target that he had no intention of missing.
 Just forty-eight hours before he’d been knee-deep in the snow and bitter cold of the Russian tundra, skirting the Mongolian and Chinese borders while wargaming against members of the Vozdushno-Desantnye Vojska, the airborne unit of the Russian Ground Forces. His unit had done exceedingly well; beating the Russian team they were paired up against three times out of four. That was fortunate for Memphis; he found out later that his commanding officer had bet his Russian counterpart that that’s exactly what was going to happen. When the joint exercises had finally come to a halt, and the Russian General had paid up, General Hanscomb had seen to it that Stone was transferred to an easy billet in Switzerland for a few months.
“It’s an easy temporary duty assignment,” Hanscomb had growled. “You’ve earned some time off, so enjoy it while you can.”
Memphis had every intention of doing just that. Some decent food, good music and female company would feel more than welcome to him after freezing his ass off for the last few months.
 Ostensibly, his assignment in Geneva was to help protect the delegation of American scientists that were on hand to observe the start-up of the Large Hadron Collider at the European Organization for Nuclear Research, known the world over as CERN. The truth, Memphis admitted to himself, was that a bunch of egghead scientists really didn’t need all that much guarding, particularly since the only way to get them to leave the confines of the laboratory was with a prybar and a package of high explosive. As if to prove the point, upon reporting in the day before Memphis had asked what his duties were and the unit commander, Colonel Warren, had told him to keep his mouth shut and stay out of sight. Memphis had been all too happy to comply.
 It was how he’d ended up here with an ice-cold lager in front of him and plenty of time to kill.
 Memphis glanced at his face peering back at him from behind the mirrored bar back. At thirty-two years old, his sandy-hair and blue eyes still had a youthful vibrancy to them, but a few creases on his forehead spoke to years of military service. A graduate of West Point and the Army’s Ranger program, Memphis had felt called to the military ever since he could remember. Following in his father’s footsteps through West Point had seemed as natural as breathing. He’d graduated with honors and had quickly proven himself, both through the grueling Ranger training at Fort Benning, Georgia and in the dusty wastes of assignments that had taken him all over the world. 
He’d been working as a staff liaison to Army contacts at the State Department when the second Gulf War had broken out and as a result he had missed most of the major fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan. By the time he’d been released from that assignment, the invasion was over and Iraq was all but run by the U.S. government. He’d spent some time in the Green Zone, but all of his work had involved coordinating efforts between the multinational partners of the Coalition forces. He hadn’t gone out on a single combat patrol the entire time he’d been in country. Two years, in the midst of the biggest war of his generation, and no actual command experience to show for it. When he’d been transferred to Russia for the war games, he’d nearly screamed in frustration at the injustice of it all.
 The long grueling exercises in the harsh Russian weather had tempered his dismay, however, and if he was honest with himself he had to admit he was happy to have the chance to simply sit back and unwind. 
Now if he only had some company to unwind with…


 The brunette he’d spotted earlier was still at the end of the bar, nursing a glass of wine and keeping to herself. Memphis guessed she was in her late twenties. She had long, dark hair that fell gently around a face with high cheekbones and lips that pouted just enough to be sexy. From where he sat, Memphis could see that she was wearing a sweater that fit nicely in all the right places, accentuating her curves; it was obvious that she kept herself in shape.
 She turned suddenly, catching him staring, and Memphis felt like a school boy caught passing notes in class. He looked away, struggling to keep from blushing and failing miserably; knowing he looked like an idiot but unable to do anything to help it. He’d never been any good with women and his insecurity kept him from making overtures when any opportunity presented themselves, which only served to make him feel worse. It was a vicious cycle that he couldn’t seem to break out of.
 He glanced over at her again, watching as she applied fresh lipstick. He sighed and wondered what those lips would feel like beneath his own.
Was the lipstick a signal, he wondered. Was she doing that to catch my attention?
You aren’t going to find out sitting on your ass over here.
 The combination of the alcohol and his need for some company in a strange and foreign place finally drove him to take a chance.
 He stood up and started threading his way through the crowd, heading for the other end of the bar like a missile homing in on its target. He was only a few feet away. His thoughts swirled.
Here we go.
Don’t blow it.
Think of something witty.
Memphis cleared his throat.
Took a breath- 
 A tall good-looking man suddenly emerged out of the crowd and tapped Memphis’s target on the shoulder. The brunette turned, squealed in glee, and practically threw herself into the newcomer’s arms. The resulting kiss left absolutely no doubt how they felt about each other.
 Memphis immediately altered his course so that it looked like he’d been headed for the men’s room. As he passed the couple the woman came up for air (how the hell did she hold her breath for so long?) and then glanced at him as he passed them by. Memphis kept his eyes locked straight ahead; he already felt like an idiot and didn’t want her to see the disappointment in his eyes.
 He made it to the toilet, urinated, then washed his hands and splashed some cold water on his face. Catching his reflection in the mirror, he gave himself a rueful smile.
 “Well, that went about as well as expected.”
 Memphis returned to his seat and ordered another beer. While he waited, commotion on the television screen behind the bar caught his attention. The set was tuned to the BBC and a pretty blonde reporter spoke into the camera, while behind her a large crowd of protesters stood outside a set of massive steel gates that, to Memphis, looked suspiciously like the entrance to the CERN complex. At the bottom of the image a digital clock slowly ticked off minutes. Memphis frowned. A countdown? For what?
 He caught the bartender’s attention with a wave of his hand.
 “Mind turning that up?” he asked.
 The man glanced at the screen with disgust, but did so anyway and the telecast audio spilled into Memphis’s ears.
 “...where less than an hour ago, the world’s largest particle accelerator was switched on for only the second time since its creation.”
Damn, that is CERN, Memphis thought. He glanced down at his belt to make sure his cell phone was turned on. If there was a problem at the lab, the duty sergeant would call him. Memphis was expected to report in for duty within twenty minutes of the recall signal. If he missed it, there would be hell to pay. Thankfully, the device was on, as it was supposed to be, and so far, it had been quiet.
 Satisfied that he wasn’t needed, Memphis focused on what the reporter was saying.
 “Many in the crowd behind me have been here for days; some, for weeks. Each and every one of them is protesting this momentous event, though their reasons for doing so vary as widely as the countries they come from.”
 The camera zoomed out to show the reporter wasn’t alone; a slim young man stood next to her. His narrow face was topped with a mass of thick dark hair and his eyes burned with a sense of righteousness that Memphis hadn’t seen since the fire-and-brimstone sermons his pastor had served up every Sunday in the Baptist church he’d attended with his family as a child. The man was dressed in a t-shirt and jeans and it was clear from the rumpled state of his clothing that he’d been wearing them for a few days, which slightly spoiled the effect. Still, the slogan on his shirt was easy enough to see.
 “Stop the Collider Before It’s Too Late,” it read.
 The reporter went on. “With me is Dr. Carl Reese of the Center for Ethical Research and Discovery.” 
 She turned to face the earnest-looking young man.
 “Earlier you revealed some very strong feelings about the Large Hadron Collider, isn’t that correct, Dr. Reese?”
 She said Hadron with a long vowel sound, like the A in made, rather than the correct short vowel sound, but Memphis forgot about her her error as Dr. Reese started speaking. 
 And the more he spoke, the more Memphis could only stand there and gape in disbelief. It was a like a train wreck; he just couldn’t look away.
 “Yes, that’s correct, Diane,” Reese replied. “And so should every man, woman, and child living on the planet. If they want to live past tomorrow, that is.”
 Reese turned to face the camera directly, the reporter at his side forgotten as he made his passionate plea to anyone and everyone who was listening.
 “My fellow citizens, these people must be stopped, by any and all means necessary. We cannot allow them to destroy the planet through their arrogance, greed, and blindness to the truth! If the Collider continues to run, there is only one possible conclusion to the experiment — the destruction of Earth itself!”
 The reporter’s name was Stovington, he remembered, Diane Stovington, and she had a smile on her face as the camera focused on her once more. To Memphis, it was clearly one of the “let’s humor the crazies” kind of grins and Memphis didn’t blame her in the least. Her next words seemed to confirm this viewpoint. “Surely that’s a bit of an exaggeration, Doctor?” she asked, the seriousness of her tone in direct contrast to the sparkle in her eye.
 “Not at all,” Reese insisted. “When those two streams of protons smash together at the speed of light, they will form a mini black hole. You can’t change the laws of physics. I repeat — they WILL form a black hole. There’s no way to avoid it. Our fate is already catching up to us as we speak.”
 Diane’s expression altered just a little, but she moved gamely on.
 “If a black hole actually forms, what happens then?”
 Dr. Reese stared directly into the camera lens again and in his eyes Memphis could see the fear that was driving him onward. This was a man who believed in what he was saying. And not just a little bit, either; he’d bought the whole package. 
 His answer started out calmly enough, but by the time he had finished he was practically shouting at the audience. “If a black hole is allowed to form in the heart of the Collider, it will start to consume everything around it. Nothing will be safe. Nothing will stop it. When it is finished with the facility itself, it will start gorging on the earth around it, like a hungry god with an appetite that can’t be satisfied no matter how much it consumes, digging deeper and deeper into the heart of our planet!”
 His eyes grew wide, his expression one of horror.
 “Eventually, the black hole will reach the core of the planet, triggering a massive explosion the likes of which the world has never seen! It will tear the planet in half!”
 The cameraman suddenly shifted his focus from Dr. Reese back to the reporter, catching her by surprise. For just a moment Memphis thought he saw a flash of fear cross her face as she realized the scope of the devastation that Reese was describing. She quickly regained control of her emotions and the mask of calm indifference settled into place once more. “I’m not making the news, just reporting it, that mask seemed to say.
 “Dr. Reese is just one of hundreds of people here today demonstrating against the Collider’s start, which has been running now for ...” a pause with a hand lifted theatrically to the speaker in her ear... “fifty-seven minutes.” 
 Memphis looked away from the screen with an uncomfortable feeling growing in the pit of his stomach. What if Reese was actually right? Memphis tried to recall what he had learned at the hurried briefing yesterday afternoon.
 Billed as the world’s largest particle physics laboratory, CERN was home to a variety of experiments, not just the Large Hadron Collider (LHC), but it was the Collider that currently held the spotlight, and for that Memphis wasn’t surprised. It wasn’t every day that 10,000 scientists from more than twenty nations gathered under the same roof to work as a unified team. Like most scientific experiments, this one had been named without fanfare or even the slightest hint at style. It was known as the Large Hadron Collider because it was 1) large, approximately twenty seven kilometers in circumference, 2) Hadron, because it accelerated protons, or ions, which are both hadrons, and 3) Collider because the particles from two different beams were smashed together at the four points where the two rings of the accelerator intersect. Its purpose was simply to study the smallest particles of the universe. From those, scientists hoped to get a better understanding of the way the universe was created and the physical properties that bind it all together.
 The popular media had taken to claiming that the experiment was designed to replicate the moment just after the Big Bang, to recreate the very spark of Creation, so to speak, which, of course, had the religious crowd all riled up. Man was not meant to understand the secrets of the universe, they claimed, and no good would come of trying to play God.
 In short, the whole thing was a bit of a media circus for the scientific community.
 “They are all crazy, if you ask me,” the bartender said, and it took Memphis a moment to realize the man was speaking to him. 
 “Who? The protestors?” he asked.
 “All of them. The protestors and scientists alike.”
 Memphis was opening his mouth to reply when it happened.
 A shock wave rolled over them, shaking the bar and everything in it for several long moments. Memphis had lived through more than one California quake and this was quite mild by comparison, but for the Swiss this was something new. Shouts and screams of fear added to the cacophony as liquor bottles topped off the shelves behind the bar and the long glass mirror that ran the length of the back wall cracked with a loud snap.
 At last the shockwave stopped and in the silence that followed Memphis distinctly heard someone with perfectly good English say, “Holy shit! What the hell was that?”
 It took Memphis a moment to realize he had been the one speaking.
 His gaze flickered back up to the television set and what he saw on the screen put his heart in his throat. The front gates to the CERN complex were twisted and smashed, barely hanging in their frames. Behind them, a long column of twisted black smoke rose up into the sky from somewhere deep in the heart of the facility. The protestors were scattered all over the ground in front of the gates, as if a giant hand had just reached down from the ether and waved them aside like a bunch of bowling pins. The reporter he’d been watching just a moment before was on the ground, pushing herself up on unsteady arms; he could see a trickle of blood running down the side of her face as she shook her head as if to clear it. The cameraman must have been down and out as well, for the camera was flat, unmoving, the scene in front of it caught in its frame by chance rather than design.
 Something had gone wrong with the Collider experiment.
 Something big.
 His cell phone began going off, the sound penetrating his stunned amazement and he answered it.
 “Stone.” 
 The voice on the other end sounded shaky. But what the duty sergeant said was clear enough. “This is a recall. Priority Alpha. Repeat: Priority Alpha.”
 Memphis’s heart responded to the surge of adrenaline flooding his system. He could already feel the effects of the alcohol fading. “Copy that. I’m en-route.” 
 Memphis slid off the stool and pushed through the crowd, one thought echoing over and over again in his mind.
What in heaven’s name have they done?
*** ***
 In the aftermath of the accident, no one noticed the short, thin man in the last booth at the Cask and Flagon take a cell phone out of his pocket and dial a number.
 As the man waited, he looked at the confusion and fear infecting the bar’s patrons and smiled a grim but satisfied smile.
 A click in his ear told him his call had been answered. He spoke quickly. “He’s on his way,” and then he hung up without waiting for a reply.
 His work done, the man slipped out the door and into the fading light of the Geneva afternoon. In seconds, he simply vanished.





Chapter Two
 The roads were full of crashed automobiles and milling crowds of people, all of them wondering what had happened and asking themselves and each other if it could happen again. Consequently, it took Memphis almost twenty-five minutes to get to the CERN complex. By the time he reported in, the protestors in front of the main entrance had been cleared away. In their place were a mixture of Swiss, French, and U.S. troops and a clear series of checkpoints that made it quite clear to anyone looking on that it was strictly authorized personnel beyond this point. 
Word of Memphis’s arrival was swiftly relayed to the right individual after he produced his credentials. By the time Memphis managed to pass through the security at the gate and into the complex proper, he found a master sergeant named Mathers waiting for him on the other side.
 “If you’ll follow me, Captain Stone,” Mathers said, and then he led him to where a HMMWV was parked a few yards away.
 “What’s happening, Gunny?” Memphis asked as he climbed inside and then waited for the other man to do the same.
 Mathers shrugged. “Not sure, sir. Above my pay grade.” He started the vehicle and quickly pulled out, heading down the main causeway, past the dome of the Center for Science and Innovation and toward the primary control facilities at the far side of the campus. The billowing cloud of smoke that Memphis had seen on the television was dissipating, but the thick scent of something burning still filled the air.
 Mathers glanced over at Memphis as he drove, as if sizing him up. Memphis apparently met whatever criteria Mathers was looking for because after a moment the other man continued.
 “The official line is that there’s been a mechanical problem that forced an early shutdown of the Collider test. Unofficially, rumor has it that there’s been a major screw-up somewhere inside the Collider complex and a team is being assembled to go down and take a look.”
 “And what does the rumor mill have to say about who the lucky s.o.b. is that gets to leads this team?”
 Mathers laughed. “That s.o.b. would be you, sir,” he said.
 With Dr. Reese’s words of warning echoing in the back of his mind, Memphis didn’t find it half as amusing as Mathers did.
 They crossed the campus and parked in front of a series of non-descript buildings. Mathers led him inside and then down a succession of hallways that all looked the same. At last they came to a door marked Central Control. The master sergeant knocked once, then entered without waiting for a response.
 Memphis followed.
 Inside, he found himself in a large, circular control center. Technicians sat in front of a dazzling display of computer monitors, the heart and soul of the Collider project. It was from this room, Memphis knew, that the Collider’s eight accelerators, as well as the cryogenics and technical details were controlled.
 Right now, however, no one was controlling much of anything it seemed. Every single monitor that he could see was filled with nothing but static, like a television tuned to a non-existent station. Technical staff stood together in small pockets throughout the room, arguing and gesturing toward the inoperable equipment nearby as they tried to find answers to questions they weren’t even sure were the right ones to begin with.
 “This way, sir,” Mathers said, as he led Memphis through the midst of the arguing technicians and scientists toward a conference room on the far side of the center. Inside, Memphis could see his new commander, Colonel Warren, and several other officers talking animatedly with a few other individuals. Given the motley way in which several of them were dressed, Memphis could only imagine that they were part of CERN’s scientific staff. Last but not least, he noted a group of soldiers seated in folding chairs at the back of the room. They wore a variety of uniforms; with the military presence coming from more than a dozen nations, you were as likely to serve beside one of your own as you were someone from the other side of the world. 
 This time Mathers didn’t bother knocking but walked right in. 
 “Captain Stone, sir,” Mathers said to Warren and then withdrew to join the other enlisted men toward the rear.
 Stone had only known Warren a few days, but it was already clear to him that the colonel was the kind of no nonsense officer that took pride in getting things done no matter what the odds. He was in his early fifties, but had the build and stamina of a much younger man. Right now he was talking to a tall, wiry-haired individual in a white lab coat. Memphis recognized the man as Dr. Pierre Marsan, the acting head of the LHC project. Warren continued listening to whatever it was that Marsan was saying, but nodded in Memphis’s direction just the same. 
 As Memphis moved toward him, he was intercepted by Collins, the colonel’s aide.
 “I’ve got your gear right here, Captain,” Collins said, handing him a duffel bag. Memphis didn’t need to look inside it to know what it contained; every man on the team had to have a ready bag containing his combat equipment packed and waiting for moments just like this.
 “My gear? What do I...”
 Before Collins could answer, Colonel Warren called the meeting together.
 “All right, settle down people, and let’s get this show on the road before we have an even bigger clusterfuck to deal with.”
 Warren waved his hand at Dr. Marsan. “Tell them what’s happening, Doctor,” he said, before taking a seat at the table a few chairs down from Memphis.
 Marsan absently rubbed a hand across the lower half of his face for a moment, then seemed to get his thoughts together and looked up at the group assembled before him. He took in the handful of scientists and officers seated at the table near him without reaction, but his expression grew a little more guarded when his gaze fell on the soldiers seated at the back of the room. Memphis had the distinct impression that Marsan was worried more over their presence than whatever had happened in the tunnels beneath their feet. Before Memphis could figure it out, however, Marsan began speaking.
 “A little over thirty minutes ago we lost all contact with our people inside the Collider complex. Intercom systems, surveillance cameras, even the telephone lines went dead at the exact same moment.”
 He paused, as if debating how much to say, and then went on. “At the same time, just before our monitoring equipment went dark, a massive eruption of energy was reported in cavern #4, which houses the LHCb and its control arrays. The release of that energy translated into the shockwave that we all experienced seconds later. At the moment we have no explanation for either event.”
 Several of those assembled began talking at once and Marsan was forced to hold up his hands in an effort to regain control. “One at a time, please, one at a time.”
 He pointed to one of Trent’s senior staff. “Yes?”
 “It’s been more than a half hour since the event. Surely anyone who was capable of doing so would have evacuated the facility by now.”
 Marsan shook his head. “The blast wave unseated the vault door that secures this section of the complex from the lower floors below. It also appears to have damaged the power supply to the door controls. At this point we’ve been unable to open them through manual means.”
 One of the consulting scientists spoke up. “I’m guessing you had a standard evacuation plan in place in case of emergency. What were your people instructed to do in the event that the door became inoperable?”
 “Stay put, actually. The facility itself has several different independent power supplies and more than enough air to sustain anyone inside for several days. It was decided long ago that the staff personnel would be safer staying in their assigned sectors until someone could reach them from the outside than having them moving through the Collider tunnel and possibly encountering worse conditions.”
 Memphis raised his hand, then spoke up when called upon by Marsan. “Have we received any indication of what conditions are like beyond that blast door?”
 “None. With both the primary and secondary systems inoperable, we don’t have any idea what’s happening down there and we won’t until we get that door open.”
 “Which is where we come in,” Colonel Warren said. “Dr. Marsan and his staff have requested our assistance in getting his people out of there. We’re sending a team down to determine what happened. Captain Stone,” he indicated Stone with a wave of his hand, “will be in charge of the unit, supported by Lieutenant Chadbourne and Gunnery Sergeant Mathers.”
 Warren stood, looked his people over and then addressed the man at the front of the room. “Thank you, Dr. Marsan. We’ll take it from here. If you and your people wouldn’t mind waiting outside. . .?”
 The scientists filtered out one by one. Warren waited until the door had closed firmly behind them and then faced his men once more. 
 “Your mission will be to enter the facility and determine exactly what happened down there. If you locate any survivors, evacuate them to the surface where and when possible.” Warren paused, and then, “Given the size of that shockwave, I’m not anticipating any, to be frank, but there’s always the possibility of a miracle, I guess.”
 Warren’s tone made it abundantly clear just what he really thought of that possibility.
 He glanced down at his watch and frowned. “I’ve got a conference with the Joint Chiefs in a few minutes, so I’m going to leave you in the able hands of Major Cartwright. Major?”
 An officer Memphis hadn’t noticed before stepped up from the back of the room and took over the meeting as Warren and his aides shuffled out. From his uniform, Memphis could see that the man was a member of the Special Air Service, or SAS, Britain’s version of the U.S. Army’s elite Delta Force. With him was a younger man in a technician’s uniform. 
 “This,” Cartwright said, indicating the technician as they stepped up to the front of the room, “is Terrence Jackson. He is our liaison from the technical staff and will explain the layout of the facility, as well as give us some idea of what we can anticipate once we’re beyond the blast door. Please direct your questions to him.”
 Jackson stepped up, blathered for a moment about how he was happy to help and then faced them all with an expression that reminded Memphis of a lamb led to the slaughter. 
Welcome to the lions’ den, Memphis thought with a grin.
 Something had been bothering him throughout the briefing and he figured now was a good a time as any to bring it up. “Let me ask you this, Jackson,” he began.
 “Yes?”
 Memphis hesitated.  How did he say this without looking like a complete idiot?
 “The news has been full of arguments for and against the Collider. One of the most prominent objections is that the device will form a black hole. What are the chances that that’s actually what has happened?”
 With the ice broken, Jackson seemed to relax a little as he worked to answer Memphis’s question. 
 “What do you know about particle physics?” he asked.
 Memphis shrugged. “Probably about as much as you know about small unit assault tactics.”
 The other man laughed. “The simpler version, then.”
 “It doesn’t matter to me,” Memphis said, “as long as it’s in plain English and doesn’t involve anything more complicated than fifth grade arithmetic.”
 His comment brought a wave of laughter from the rest of the men in the room and that boosted Memphis’s own confidence. After all, he was very shortly going to be leading these men into a lions’ den of their own. It would be nice for them to consider him worthy of leadership.
 “Right,” said Jackson. 
 He picked up a computer tablet from the table in front of him and began drawing. As he did so, the image was projected on the big screen at the front of the room for all to see.
 “The physical layout of the Collider project looks something like this.”
 On the screen an inverted figure eight appeared, with the small loop at the bottom with a much larger circle above it. Memphis had seen that very shape while coming in for a landing a few days before; the long circular tunnel straddling the border of France and Switzerland as it ran along the shore of Lake Geneva and through the Jura Mountains was easily visible from the air.
 “But the real heart of the complex lies underground, in a series of interconnected tunnels.”
 A similar image appeared below the original, connected to the one above it by four elevator shafts. Jackson drew a large oval at the base of each elevator shaft, representing the workspaces where the major control areas were located. The shafts themselves were marked as being anywhere from fifty to one hundred and fifty meters below the surface.
 “There are currently seven major experiments that make up the Collider project overall, but we’re going to focus on only four of them at the moment.” He wrote in the names of the experiments above the ovals; ATLAS, ALICE, CMS, and LHCb.
 He looked up and caught Memphis’s gaze. “In order to answer your question, I think it’s important to understand exactly what the Collider does and does not do.”
 Memphis nodded for him to continue.
 “The media likes to say that we’re moving all this tremendous energy around at nearly the speed of light, but that’s not entirely correct.
 “You see, the accelerator is really a succession of machines that take simple protons and move them around at increasingly higher energies. Each machine injects the particle beam into the next device. Now it’s important to remember that no particle can move faster than the speed of light in a vacuum, but there is no limit to the amount of energy a particle can attain at the same time.”
 He looked around at them to be certain they were all still with him.
 “Instead of going faster, the particle simply gets heavier. The heavier it is, the more energy it produces. What the media doesn’t realize is that the amount of energy we are talking about is relatively insignificant. When the particles are moving at their top speed, they are averaging about seven teravolts, or ten to the twelfth power, of energy. That might sound like a lot, but comparatively speaking, that’s about the amount of energy produced by mosquitoes’ wings. It is only the fact that we produce that energy in a space many thousands of times smaller than normal that makes it worth studying.” 
 “So to answer your question, if the LHC did actually create a black hole, it would be one with such a low threshold of energy that it wouldn’t be able to generate a gravitational force strong enough to pull in surrounding matter and would therefore be harmless.”
That was a lot of effort to say no, Memphis thought, yet it didn’t reassure him as much as he’d hoped.
 “So what are we liable to be facing in there?” he asked.
 “The most likely dangers are man-made. For instance, the vacuum tubes that carry the protons along the twenty-seven kilometer tunnel are cooled with liquid helium to -271 degrees Celsius. That’s colder than deep space. And the pressure inside the pipes is about ten times lower than the pressure on the surface of the Moon, so any damage to the equipment will result in potential hazards for you and your men.”
 Jackson shrugged. “Combine that with the damage caused by shockwave and you’ve got more than enough to worry about without all the shit the media is spewing to its gullible audience.”
 Memphis couldn’t argue with that. There was no doubt that they were walking into something that was every bit, if not more, hazardous than a combat zone.
 He had every intention of getting to the bottom of things quickly and with a minimum of injuries.
 It was really too bad the universe didn’t see things in the same light.





Chapter Three
 The twisted steel bars by the entrance of the underground complex testified to the amount of force and energy they had recently encountered. Memphis regarded their bulging misshapen features and wondered what the interior of the lab would look like. Almost absentmindedly, he ran one hand over the barrel of the M4 that was strapped to him and indexed his finger along the trigger guard. His heart still thundered in his chest, but he wouldn’t let any of the team see his fear.
 “Open it.”
 A young sergeant from the Canadian armed forces ran up to the steel blast doors that led to the elevator shaft and attached a small box to the side of the control display. While he connected leads into the wiring, Memphis approached the doors and let one of his hands glide over the surface. He could feel small bulges in the metal; bulges he felt certain hadn’t been there before the incident. But what had caused them? The small bumps gave the distinct appearance of something on the other side — from the interior of the lab — trying to pound their way out.
 He frowned. Perhaps a huge piece of metal on the other side had collapsed against the door?
 They were planning to use elevator shaft three, the one outside the massive cavern that had been labeled CMS on Jackson’s impromptu map. Its official name was the Compact Muon Solenoid, Memphis knew, but he didn’t really care about that. All he cared about was the fact that the CMS cavern was the next one in line to the LHC cavern and this particular location had been deemed the best and safest means of entering the facility.
 “Ready, sir.”
 Memphis stepped back and brought his M4 up into low-ready, its barrel resting just off the horizon in front of him. If something attacked, he could snap it up, acquire his sight picture, and squeeze off three rounds - all in the space of a second.
 The soldiers around him did the same. Memphis took a breath and steadied himself. Hopefully, they’d only have to greet a gaggle of terrified scientists. He almost smirked, imagining them to be like little kids who fool around with a chemistry set at Christmas only to get a face full of sulfur when something went wrong.
 “All right, Sergeant. Open it up.”
 A team spent the past hour working on the door’s systems. Now the sergeant pushed a single button and Memphis heard a series of beeps. Then, from beyond the doors, came the unmistakable hiss of hydraulic pressure as the two-ton steel blast doors slowly started moving on their hinges. Before him, they parted like a gaping maw. And darkness bled out from within.
 Memphis clicked the radio that enabled him to speak with the control room. “It’s dark. Did they lose their backup power?”
 “We’ll have to assume they did,” came Colonel Warren’s reply. “You guys have night vision. Use it.”
 Memphis nodded and snapped down the night vision goggles. Instantly, the entire scene went luminescent green. “Switch to NVGs,” he said to his team.
 Peering straight ahead into the darkness, Memphis saw very little. Even the night vision seemed to have trouble penetrating the abyss before him.
 At last the doors stood fully open. Now the men had to find out what lay beyond.
 Memphis looked at his men. “D’Angelo and Chavez on point. Everyone else keep your wits. We’re likely to find a bunch of geeks who’ve wet their pants from being stuck in the dark.”
 The soldiers chuckled. That was good. If they saw Memphis wasn’t afraid, they wouldn’t be, either.
 D’Angelo, a stout soldier on loan from the Italians, shouldered his M4 and eased through the opening. Chavez, a native Texan, came up right behind him, covering the right side while D’Angelo nosed left.
 Memphis waved his men forward and strode through the opening with them. D’Angelo’s voice crackled in his ear.
 “It looks like a bomb went off in here.”
 Chavez echoed that sentiment. “Yeah, stuff’s just blasted everywhere. In all directions.”
 Memphis snapped his radio on. “Keep the chatter to a minimum. Just the essentials, guys.”
 “Roger that, sir.”
 Memphis moved forward. Ahead of him, he could see an array of heavy piping that had been bent almost double. The open tubes sprawled across the floor at weird angles, hissing steam still issuing from the cracked fissures that ran down the length of them.
 Five meters on, another set of doors beckoned. “That’ll be the main elevator that leads down to the complex proper.”
 At his right, a British army corporal nudged him. “I don’t think that lift is going to handle all of us, sir.”
 Memphis frowned. He was right. The elevator looked only large enough to carry six at a time. Memphis’s team was a dozen strong. The thought of dividing his forces didn’t sit well with him.
 “Command, is there any other way to access the complex? The main elevator can’t accommodate my entire team.”
 There was a pause and then his ear came to life. “You should see a fire exit door off to your left side. That will give you access to the stairs. You can take those straight down to the lab.”
 “Copy.” Memphis waved the Brit ahead. “Go find them.”
 He watched the English soldier scoot around a toppled desk and chair and push through a pile of scattered papers. Memphis saw what looked like informational posters describing the research being carried out in the complex.
 “Door’s here, sir,” said the Brit over the radio. “Got the stairs right where they’re supposed to be as well.”
 “Good,” said Memphis. “D’Angelo and Chavez, take the stairs down. Everyone else on me.”
 He led the way to the door and saw that D’Angelo and Chavez were already one flight further down. “Not too far, guys. I don’t want us getting separated here.”
 In the stairwell, their boots seemed to echo all the way down into the complex. Memphis looked over the railing and couldn’t see where the stairs ended. How far underground had they constructed this thing?
 “Nobody bunch up. I want us spread out,” said Memphis. The silence of the place seemed absolute and overwhelming. He was vaguely aware of his heart thundering in his ears.
 They descended for almost a half an hour. By the time they reached the bottom of the stairwell, Memphis’s men were all breathing heavy. Sweat ran down Memphis’s face, making his eyes sting. He blinked it away and saw the fire exit door that would lead them into the complex itself.
 Time to switch the guys on point. “D’Angelo and Chavez fall back. Rousseau and Banechek take point.”
 The two new soldiers moved up toward the door. Rousseau held the handle while Banechek readied his weapon. On Banechek’s nod, Rousseau pulled the door handle and they went through to the other side.
 Memphis and his men filed through quickly. 
 On the other side of the door, they moved into a wide arc and began sweeping forward.
 From somewhere far above them, Memphis thought he heard a rumbling sound. “What the hell is that?” He clicked his radio. “Command, I’ve got some noise-“
 “The doors, Memphis! The doors are closing you in.”
 “Dammit! Can’t be helped now. We’ll reopen them when we ascend.”
 Memphis paused. And frowned. “Command?”
 He heard empty static on the radio. “Chavez, try to raise Command on your radio.”
 Chavez’s voice came through loud and clear, but he got no more response than Memphis had.
 D’Angelo sighed. “We’re cut off from the outside world now.”
 Memphis swallowed, feeling a slight tickle of unease in the pit of his stomach. “No big deal. I’m sure they’ll get the doors back open in a few minutes. We’ll be fine. In the meantime, we’ve got a job to do.”
 Ahead of them, banks of computer terminals lay in ruins. Memphis noticed for the first time that Rousseau and Banechek seemed absorbed by something on the other side of the room. Memphis moved past that debris and litter.
 “You guys, okay?”
 Rousseau held up his hand. Memphis could see something sticky on it, but the green of his night vision wouldn’t make it out clearly.
 Then he caught the scent.
 Copper.
 He nodded at Rousseau. “That what I think it is?”
 “Blood,” nodded Rousseau. “A lot of it, too.”
 Banechek pointed around them and now Memphis could see the entire wall was splashed with the stuff. 
 “We’ve got wounded then,” said Memphis. “All right, we’ll deal with it.”
 Rousseau frowned. “Wounded, perhaps. But I do not see any bodies anywhere.”
 Memphis glanced around. Rousseau was right. There was a lot of blood around the room, but no bodies. He frowned. “Maybe they’ve all gathered in the main complex area to wait for us. They might have set up a triage area to help care for the injured.”
 Banechek didn’t seem convinced. Memphis nudged him. “Keep it together, soldier.”
 Banechek’s eyes met his and the Slovak soldier’s expression was grim. “Memories of another time and place, sir.”
 Memphis knew he was referring to the genocide he’d seen growing up. He nodded. “Stay on your toes. This isn’t the same thing.”
 “Smells like it is,” said Banechek, but he moved off with Rousseau and together, they headed for the main complex area.
 Memphis watched them go and then hustled his other men to keep pace. 
 “Entering the main complex,” came Rousseau’s voice in Memphis’s ear. Did his voice sound funny? Memphis hoped that his soldiers weren’t letting their imaginations take over.  Fear is a dangerous thing in combat, he mused. It’s always present, but if a soldier can’t control it, then the battle is lost before it’s even begun.
 “There’s more blood in here,” squeaked Banechek’s voice. 
 Memphis frowned again. Their voices. What was making them so squeaky?
 He heard Chavez chuckled. “Sounds like the boys up front are a bit scared.”
 Memphis clamped down. “That’s enough, Chavez. Everyone move into the main complex area.”
 They cleared the doorway and entered the complex. The emergency power was working here, providing enough light to see by. The night vision goggles were pushed up, out of the way, and the men had their first glimpse of the massive room around them.
Memphis gaped at the sheer size of the place. It was at least a hundred feet wide, the ceiling at least two stories above them. He could make out huge video displays, pipelines, tubes, wires, computers, and more, but all of it had been damaged, in some places extensively.
 It was noisy here, too. Hissing steam and other gases filled the room. Memphis cleared his throat. “Stay alert” he said and froze at the sound of his own voice. His, too, sounded high-pitched.
 He almost laughed, finally remembering. “That’s got to be helium in the air. Must be a leak somewhere.”
 It sounded almost comical as his men shook off the fear they might have been feeling. Memphis glanced around the room. He could see blood splashes in chaotic patterns on the walls.
 “No bodies,” said Rousseau in his ear. “Where could they be?”
 Memphis shook his head. “I have no idea. I would have thought they’d get everyone together in this room.”
 “Unless they know something we do not know,” said Banechek. 
 “Like what?”
 Banechek frowned. “Like whatever it was that caused this destruction.”
 Memphis sighed. “I think you might have listened a little too much to the protesters up above. This is just the result of an accident. You know how these scientists get. Stubborn. They think they know it all. And then they cause a massive explosion and waste hundreds of millions of dollars doing it.”
 But Banechek didn’t look convinced. Memphis eyed him a moment longer and then waved his men together. When they had collected around him, Memphis smiled. 
 “Nice work, so far. Take five and then we’ll push on. Get some water down. Make sure you’re ready to go. We need to find the scientists.”
 Memphis hunkered down and reached for his water bottle. The cool, clear liquid tasted wonderful and he swallowed half of the canteen before replacing it. From the inner pocket of his combat jacket, he reached for the dark chocolate he always kept there. The bitter-sweet taste flooded his system with a quick jolt of sugar. Memphis relished the effect and got to his feet again.
 Most of the ambient noise in the main complex area seemed to have dropped off. Memphis glanced around at the pipes, but the steam seemed to have dissipated. He cleared his throat and his voice sounded a bit more normal. The helium must have vanished as well.
 He noticed he was sweating. And indeed, the temperature, which had been almost cool when they’d entered the main complex, now seemed warm by comparison.
 Memphis’s heart seemed to beat slower. And he felt almost subdued, as if something was slowly increasing the pressure in the room.
 He snapped his M4 up into his hands. The men around him must have felt something similar, because he was aware of them getting to their feet. He could see the confusion on their faces.
 Fear even.
 Something was happening.
 In the next instant the room plunged into absolute darkness.
Memphis was just about to order them all to hold fast when the darkness around him came alive and his ears filled with the bloodcurdling cries of his men. 
 Death had found them.





Chapter Four


The room around him dissolved into chaos. Men were screaming and guns were firing, but over both of them Memphis could hear the savage cries of strange beasts as they shrieked in primeval challenge, the sound chilling him to the core. It sounded like there were at least half a dozen of them, maybe more; he couldn’t be certain given the way the sound was echoing off the walls around him. 
Fear scurried up his spine and threatened to overwhelm his thinking, but he fought it off, knowing if he gave into it everything would be lost.
He found the goggles pushed back on his head, wrenched them down in front of him, and flipped the switch. The sight that met his eyes nearly froze him where he stood, as the NVGs illuminated a scene straight out of hell.
One of his men was down before him, blood and guts spilling out of the gaping hole where his chest used to be. Memphis stared at the injury for only a second before his gaze was drawn to the thing crouched over the body, like a lion over its kill. That’s where the similarity ended, however, for the thing before him would never be mistaken for a big cat.
It was long and lean, more like a panther than a lion, but it was built lower to the ground and had four legs on either side of its torso rather than two. Its face was vaguely humanoid, if you looked past the long snout full of crooked teeth, and in its eyes there gleamed a crafty intelligence that told Memphis this was something more than just an unusual animal. 
Its long, thin tail thrashed in annoyance at being disturbed in the midst of its feeding and as it swayed back and forth he could see that it was covered with dozens of wickedly sharp-looking blades. When Memphis dared to meet its gaze with his own the creature opened its mouth and shrieked a challenge that clearly defined who was predator and who was prey.
Then it came for him.
It was fast, blindingly fast, as it surged across the distance between them and if Memphis had stopped to think about his response he would have already been dead. Years of training, years of anticipating being on the sharp end, took over in that instant however and almost without thought he jerked his weapon up and jammed his finger down on the trigger, sending a stream of gunfire directly into the creature’s face at extreme close range.
The force of the gunfire flung the thing away from him to crash against the nearby wall. Astoundingly, it was injured but not dead; as Memphis watched, it climbed shakily to its feet, dripping blood and gore but still clearly in the fight. He brought his gun to bear and gave the creature another long burst.
This time it went down and stayed down.
In the green luminescent glow of the night vision goggles, Memphis could see that his men were fighting for their lives all around him. There were at least half a dozen, possibly more, of the eight-legged creatures; it was hard to determine their exact number in the face of all the confusion. 
At least two of his men were down, the beasts fighting over the bodies like wolves over a kill. The rest didn’t seem to be doing much better, as the creatures shrugged off anything that wasn’t a direct hit at almost point blank range.
Whatever the hell they were, they were as tough as tanks.
And on the heels of that realization came another — if he didn’t rally the troops soon, none of them were going to live through this.
“NVGs!” he cried, and then, “On me, on me.”
Memphis didn’t know what those things were, or where the hell they had come from, but he did know that if the team stayed here they were going to be slaughtered to a man. The door they’d used to enter the room was blocked by more of the panther-things, but there was another door on the far side of the room that was unguarded. He didn’t know where it led, but right now anywhere was better than here.
The survivors formed up around him. With their goggles in place they could see again and were able to offer more of a coordinated defense. During the fighting retreat across the room they only lost one more man, the British corporal whose name Memphis couldn’t seem to remember, when one of the panther-things came rushing in from the side and at the last second leapt upward, sailing over the corporal’s head and slashing downward with its tail as it went past, leaving the man’s head nothing more than a bloody ruin. 
The men burst through the door and into a narrow hallway that was a far better situation tactically than the wide-open expanse they’d left behind. They gained a few seconds of respite by slamming the reinforced steel doors closed in their wake but Memphis had no illusions that the doors would hold the things for long. Even as he was glancing around, taking a quick head count, something struck the door from the other side, putting a large dent in its surface. Another blow or two would either pop the lock or bust it loose in its frame.
They needed a plan!
His head count showed they’d lost four men; three during the initial attack and the Brit during the retreat. Two others were wounded.
 At this rate of attrition, if they didn’t find a defensible position soon, they weren’t going to live to see daylight.
Think, Stone, think.


But there wasn’t time. Even as he worked to come up with a viable solution, the door behind him burst open, letting the creatures into the hallway. 
They opened fire as they backed down the hallway, their massed fire taking down the first two creatures through the door and hindering the others that were fighting to get through. 
“Rousseau! Banechek! Grenades!” Memphis yelled “The rest of you get back!”
 The two men in question stepped up next to Memphis while the rest of the survivors headed for the door at the end of the hall. Rousseau and Banechek began firing the grenade launchers mounted under the barrels of their M4s, sending half a dozen high-explosive rounds into the shrieking creatures, while Memphis supported them with automatic fire from his M4. 
The grenades went off with a ear-shattering roar, killing of the creatures outright and wounding several of the others. Memphis got off several well-aimed bursts with his M4 before the magazine ran dry and he was forced to change it out.
That was the moment the panther-things chose to counter-attack, rushing forward out of the haze of the grenade attack and snapping at the trio. One of them took out Rousseau with one of those leaping strikes, only to fall from a blast of Memphis’ newly reloaded M4. Another clamped its jaws around Banechek’s leg and pulled him off his feet, dragging him back down the hallway and disappearing among the multiple creatures still swarming toward them before Memphis could do anything.
 Another corridor, another fighting retreat. All the while Memphis was constantly trying to raise someone on his radio headset, praying that they had gotten the door upstairs open and were sending another squad down to help them, because right now that was the only way he saw them living through this disaster.
What the hell were these things?


 That was when he made the mistake.
 It was a simple one, really. A left turn when he should have gone right, but he couldn’t be faulted for it given the fact that he had no idea where they were or where they were going. The left tunnel just felt better to him and, like men in combat the world over, he trusted his gut.
 Except this time his gut was wrong.
 Memphis led the surviving men of his unit into another room only to discover it was a dead-end.
 The only way out was through the door they’d just entered.
 By the time he realized it, however, the beasts were upon them.
 And this time, they brought company.
 He could see it lingering in the hallway behind the beasts, a shadowy figure half-again as tall as a man, with what appeared to be spikes jutting out all over its body. It exuded such an overwhelming sense of menace that Memphis had to literally keep himself from throwing down his weapon and running off in a blind panic. One of his men was not able to resist the feeling and just like that, they were down to five.
Five able-bodied soldiers against a horde of demon panther-things and whatever that other thing was.


Not the best odds.


 For a couple of minutes Memphis held them together. They kept up a steady stream of fire, clumped together in a group just inside of the doorway, forcing their enemy to come for them down a very narrow passageway, but soon they began to run out of ammunition. One by one they were forced to cast their M4s aside and draw their pistols as the creatures kept coming.
 As Memphis was trying to figure out what to do when the pistols ran dry, one of the beasts got close enough to vault over them. 
 As it passed overhead, Memphis heard the sound of its tail whistling downward and then blackness descended and he knew no more.







Chapter Five


Memphis awoke to a savage pain in this skull and the taste of blood in his mouth. He tried to get up, only to find something heavy lying atop him and it took him a minute to realize that it was one of his men. He slid the corpse off of him and took a look around.
In the dim light, he could see he was surrounded by the bodies of the rest of his men.
The fact that he was the sole survivor hit him like a bullet to the chest.
His first command and his men were all dead.
You killed them.


He knew it was true. He’d led them right here, to this place. If he hadn’t, they might have found a way of surviving until help could come.
It’s all your fault.


“Shut up,” he mumbled to himself. He’d worry about blame later. First, he had to survive.
He staggered to his feet, doing his best to remain quiet. He had no idea where those things had gone but one thing was clear; he needed to be gone before they came back.
He checked several of the weapons lying amidst the dead, looking for something to use to defend himself, but the best he could come up with was a .45 caliber tactical pistol one of the men had been carrying. It packed a bigger punch than the 9mm he had with him, wherever that was now, and so he took it, knowing its owner was beyond caring.
Now all he had to do was survive until help arrived.
He knew those in charge wouldn’t worry about the lack of contact from his team at first, believing he would be working on an alternate way of reestablishing communications, even if that meant sending one of his own men back to the surface to re-open the main doors to the complex. After a certain length of time, however, they’d eventually send another team down to see what was going on.
All he needed to do was hold on until that happened.
And hopefully warn his rescuers before they themselves ran into those demon creatures.
He set out, trying to wind his way back through the corridors in the direction of the staircase they’d descended upon arrival, but every hallway looked the same and in the confusion of their retreat he hadn’t stopped to memorize every turn they had made. Within just a few minutes he was completely lost. The exit might have been ten feet away in the next corridor and he wouldn’t have known.
All the while, he expected to meet up with those panther-things at any moment.
Rounding the next corner, Memphis was met with a welcome surprise. An M4 modified with a barrel mounted grenade launcher, likely either Chavez’ or Banecheck’s, lay discarded against one wall. He hustled over, picked it up, and checked the magazine, discovering that it was half full. Even better, the gun held a full load of grenades.
He slapped the magazine back in, feeling a decided sense of relief. At least now he had something worthwhile to fight with. As he turned to go, his gaze fell on a large grill set in the ceiling about halfway down the hall. With an idea forming in his mind, he hurried over and took a look. It appeared to lead to some sort of ventilation shaft. Even better, both the grill and the shaft were wide enough to accommodate him.
The shaft might provide the way out he’d been looking for.


He used the barrel of his M4 to push the grill up and out of the way, thankful that it hadn’t been bolted in place. He glanced down the hall to be sure he was still alone, slung his weapon on his back, and then jumped up and grabbed the sides of the opening with both hands. He then pulled himself up into the ventilation shaft and carefully slid the grill back into place behind him.
He brought his gun back around in front of him and carefully began crawling down the shaft, thinking that if he was quiet, he might have just found his ticket out of this place.
By using the other grills he came to along the way, Memphis was able to keep track of where he was in relation to where he had started. The M4 he was carrying had a light mounted to one side of the stock and he used that to light his way, making sure not to let it shine down through the grills he passed and give him away. Twice, as he peered out into the halls below him, he saw one of the panther-things go by — it might have even been the same one each time, for it had a facial wound that he thought he recognized each time. Thankfully their senses must not have been to strong for each time he went unnoticed.
Almost by accident he found himself looking down into the room where they had first been attacked. He could see the bodies of the men who had died in that first attack still lying where they had fallen. Anger swelled at the sight, but he seized control of it before it could get the better of him. There would be time enough for that later; right now he needed to survive.
Knowing he was close to the staircase, he was about to climb down when he was suddenly overcome by that same sense of overwhelming fear he’d felt earlier. He pulled back his hand and waited.
The thing he’d glimpsed through the doorway during that last battle stepped into view below him and this time, he got a good look at it.
It humanoid in appearance and walking upright as it moved about the room, pawing through the bodies of the dead, looking for Lord knew what. It was built like a tank; Memphis estimated it to be about seven feet tall and three feet wide at the shoulders. When it turned in his direction he could see that it had a blunt face, like a lizard’s, with wide round eyes of silver that were constantly in motion. With a face like that one might have expected it to be scaled, but instead its entire body — front, back, arms, legs, even its head — was covered with what looked to be an array of razor sharp horns and spikes; the deadly protuberances jutted out in every direction like a porcupine gone mad. 
Memphis stared at it, a single question rolling around inside his head. 
What the fuck is that thing?

As if hearing his thoughts the creature stopped what it was doing and suddenly stood upright. It raised its head and moved it about slowly in a circle, as if sniffing the air. 
Memphis’s heart nearly came to a stop when it glanced in the direction of the grill behind which he was hiding and Memphis drew back slightly, not knowing how good the thing’s eyesight might be. Where before the closeness of the ventilation shaft felt safe and comforting, now it was a trap, crushing in on him from all sides as he envisioned being trapped while that thing tore through the flimsy steel in an attempt to get to him.
Then the thing turned away and Memphis breathed a sigh of relief.
He watched it paw through the team’s gear, picking up objects, turning them over in its hands (which allowed him to see that it had six fingers, rather than five), and then tossing them aside when something else caught its interest. Memphis wanted nothing more than to unleash a torrent of steel-jacketed rounds into the thing, but the lack of success he’d had with the other creatures earlier stayed his hand. He would only get one chance and he didn’t want to waste it...
After what felt like forever, the creature tossed aside the ballistic vest it had been looking at and called out in a guttural voice that sounded like someone gargling with spiked balls in their mouth. Memphis nearly fell over in shock when one of the sleeker panther-like creatures bounded into the room in answer to its call and bowed down before it.
Suddenly the game had changed. 
Memphis had been operating from the premise that the creatures that had attacked them earlier were nothing more than strange looking beasts and therefore not an overt threat to a larger party that was properly equipped to deal with them. To discover that not only were the first set of creatures intelligent, but that they were cooperating, perhaps even being ordered about by this larger, alien-looking thing was a much bigger problem.
Thoughts of simple escape vanished. Right now the creature was vulnerable, if he could even use that word. It was all but alone and a better chance to try to take it out might not come again. If he could eliminate the leader, it might make it easier for the support team to deal with the others, when they arrived. 
He waited a few minutes once the pair had left them room, then climbed down from the ventilation shaft and followed them.
Ten minutes later, Memphis found himself peering around the corner at the backs of the two creatures. They were standing in front of an iris-like doorway, peering in at the room beyond
The sign above the door said vacuum chamber.
Memphis didn’t stop to think, didn’t weigh the pros and cons or worry about how the hell he was going to get out of the situation if his plan didn’t work. He just acted.
He spun around the corner and cut loose with the M4, chopping the legs out from under the panther-thing with a sudden burst of gunfire. As it crashed to the floor it shrieked in outrage and he responded by putting a grenade right down its throat. It was a one-in-a-million shot and something he knew he’d never be able to duplicate but he was damned thankful for it as the charge went off inside the beast, blowing it to smithereens.
Alerted by the shots and its companion’s cry, Spike turned to face him, only to be hit in the chest by another shot from the grenade launcher.
The blast picked the creature up and tossed it back into the room behind it.
Into the vacuum chamber.
Apparently this thing was a lot hardier than its pet, however, for it scrambled to its feet almost immediately. As his gaze met its own, Memphis was hit with another wave of crushing fear. 
It was the heart-stopping feeling of being afraid of heights and standing on the edge of the roof forty stories above the street. The gut-wrenching anxiety of the wait for the medical report after the biopsy was performed. The soul-crushing fear of a parent whose child has gone missing. It was all of these things rolled into one and Memphis heard himself screaming in response to it, fighting to keep it from overwhelming him, as his fingers clamped down on the trigger again.
Another grenade, this time delivered right at the things feet, and suddenly the crushing weight of all that terror was lifted as the alien-demon-whatever-it-was was thrown backward a second time.
As soon as it was down Memphis threw himself into motion, charging forward toward the door!
He was only going to get one chance, he knew, and he had to make it good.
As the creature climbed to its feet and turned to face him, Memphis fired the last of his grenades, hitting it a third and final time. He barely noticed; his attention was on the big green button to the right of the door, the one on the control panel marked activate.
There were probably a thousand different things the scientists used the vacuum chamber for, but Memphis would have bet in that moment that none of them had ever imagined it being used for this.
The creature was almost to the door when his hand crashed down on the button.
There was a high pitched whine as the machinery kicked into gear, the sound of the thing inside the room screaming in rage, and then silence as all the air inside the room was sucked out with negative pressure.
Memphis lay gasping beside the control panel for a moment, and then raised his head to look through the glass.
The demon was standing on the other side, staring back at him.
Memphis didn’t even have a chance to scream. Fear crashed into his mind, so thick and dark and heavy that he simple collapsed beneath its weight, crashing to the floor unconscious.



Chapter Six
Memphis came awake slowly, the room sliding into focus as if wrapped in a cloud of fuzzy cotton. He felt drugged and suspected that was exactly the case; the thick bandages around his skull where the creature had slashed him suggested that he was in a hospital somewhere, either at CERN or nearby. He was alone in the room, though there were several monitors and another bed nearby, which seemed to confirm his theory. The pretty nurse who stuck her head in the room and smiled at him a moment later clinched it.
“I will tell them you are awake,” she said in accented English.
Memphis was expecting a doctor, so he was surprised when Colonel Warren came into the room a few minutes later. The other man did not look happy.
“How are you doing, son?”
Memphis shrugged. “Been better,” he croaked around a dry mouth.
Warren didn’t say anything to that, just nodded in a distracted way.
If Memphis’s senses hadn’t been dulled by all the drugs they’d pumped into him, he might have recognized the behavior and been a bit more circumspect in what he said next, but unfortunately they were and he didn’t.
“Did the secondary team get that son of a bitch?” he asked, as he fumbled to reach a glass on the nightstand that looked like it was filled with ice chips. He could really use some of that right now…
Warren didn’t do anything to help either, just stood there at the foot of his bed and watched him struggle. Memphis’s opinion of the man didn’t get any higher as a result.
“Which son of a bitch would that be?” the colonel asked.
Memphis frowned. “The big tall bastard with all the spikes. The one I sealed in the vacuum chamber.”
A fleeting expression chased across Warren’s face, there and gone so quickly that Memphis wasn’t even certain he saw it. For just a moment, though, he’d thought the other man was going to shout at him.
“You’ve been talking a bit in your sleep, did you know that?”
Memphis shook his head, which brought a slight wave of dizziness with hit and he told himself not to do that again.
Warren hesitated, as if not sure how much to say, and then settled for, “Some of it’s been pretty far out there. We didn’t know if it was the drugs or the injuries talking, to be frank.”
A sense of alarm slowly forced its way through the fog in Memphis’s thinking and settled over him like a cold, wet blanket.
“You sent men into the vacuum chamber, right?”
Warren didn’t answer the question. In fact, he pointedly ignored it, choosing instead to ask one of his own. “We need to get your statement about what happened down on record as soon as possible. There were some issues with the tactical linkage and we’d like to fill in the gaps right away if you think you’re up to it.”
Memphis stared at him. “Yeah, uh sure, okay” he said, after a moment. Then, “But you dealt with the thing in the vault, right?”
“The situation is being dealt with, Captain, I assure you. Rest easy; I’ll send up Major Brighton to take your statement shortly.”
It was only after Warren left that Memphis realized he hadn’t actually answered the question.
About half an hour later the major showed up, carrying both a video camera and digital audio recorder. He was accompanied by a lieutenant who served as both a witness and general note-taker throughout the interview.
“All right, Captain, let’s start at the beginning, shall we?” the major suggested and so that’s what Memphis did.
*** ***
 One week later.
Memphis paced nervously back and forth in front of the double doors leading into his conference room, feeling uncomfortable in his dress uniform after being in the field for so long. Not long after delivering his report to Major Brighton, Memphis had received word that he had been placed on medical leave. Given the contents of his report — seven foot demon-like creatures stalking the halls of the complex accompanied by the hounds of hell — he wasn’t surprised. All attempts to get more information about what the relief team found in the vault or even the disposition of the bodies of his men were rebuffed quietly but firmly. Memphis had been ordered to undergo a variety of medical and psychological tests and a panel had been convened to determine whether or not he was fit to return to duty. That panel was due to announce its findings within the hour and he had been summoned to appear before them to hear the verdict. In keeping with the Army’s age-old tradition of making soldiers hurry up and then do nothing but wait, Memphis had been standing outside the room for the last hour and a half, staring at the closed set of double doors and wondering about his fate.
 He was just starting to count the ceiling tiles for the seventeenth time since he’d arrived when a voice called his name from the other end of the hall. 
 “Stone!”
 Memphis looked up to see a black man in his early fifties walking down the hall toward him. The newcomer was dressed casually in khaki pants, a button-down dress shirt, and spit-shined shoes.
 If Memphis hadn’t recognized him, the shoes definitely would have given the man away as ex-military, but as it was there was no need for Sherlockian deductions for Stone had served under Major Darius Trent in Iraq for a few months back in ’06. Trent had been in charge of Firebase Griffen when Memphis had arrived in-country the first time and Memphis remembered him as a fair but strict commanding officer. He was a go-getter, pushing himself to the limit and expecting the men serving under him to do the same. The last Memphis had heard the major had left the service behind and had gotten involved with one of the big defense contracting companies.
 They greeted each other warmly as old war comrades often will, but it was immediately clear to Memphis that Trent wasn’t here by accident. He hadn’t seen the man in five years and suddenly Trent just happens to show up outside the conference room where Memphis’s fate was being decided? Not bloody likely. 
Never one to beat around the bush, Memphis asked, “What are you doing here, Major?”
Rather than answer the question, Trent said, “I heard what happened at CERN. Tough break.”
Memphis shrugged and didn’t say anything, because, really, what was there to say? The assignment had been a bitch, made more so by the fact that no one had the slightest idea what they would end up facing in there. As a result, his team had been wholly unprepared and had suffered for it as a result. As commanding officer, he was responsible for the end result. It didn’t matter if the intelligence was faulty or the weapons at their disposal had been practically useless against their foes. The Army expected him to adapt, survive, and make sure his men did the same.
As everyone now knew, things hadn’t turned out that way and more than a few individuals had wanted to know how it had all happened. Frankly, Memphis was tired of explaining himself to every Tom, Dick, and Harry who thought they had a stake in the game. 
“You can only play the cards you’re dealt, right?” he said, glancing back down the hall toward the double doors.
Any day now…


If Memphis had forgotten how piercing Trent’s stare could be, he was swiftly reminded of the fact as the other man spent a long minute watching him while mulling over his response. After a moment, Trent said, “True, but that doesn’t do you much good if the deck is stacked against you from the very start.”
Memphis frowned at that, wondering if the other man knew something about the encounter at CERN that he did not. His uncertainty made him uncomfortable, even a bit irritable.
“Come on, Trent. Fess up. You didn’t come here to shoot the bull with a former subordinate, no matter how charming my personality may be.”
 Trent chuckled. “I came to make you an offer, actually.”
 “An offer? For what?”
 “Let’s just say I wanted to give you some options in case that,” he inclined his head toward the double doors at the other end of the hallway, “doesn’t go so well.” 
 Memphis laughed uneasily. “Come on. There’s no way it’s not going to go in my favor. I know what I saw and I’m confident that both the onsite investigation and the results of the medical exams themselves will show that not only am I fit for duty, but that I did everything a team leader could have been expected to do, given the circumstances.”
 Trent shrugged, a wan smile on his face. “I hope you’re right, Stone. I really do. But since you’ve got five minutes with nothing better to do, how about hearing me out, even if just for old time’s sake?”
 Memphis could live with that. “All right,” he said, “tell me about my options.”
 Trent paused, and to Memphis it seemed like he was trying to figure out how much to say, which was strange given his own admission that he’d come here to try and convince Memphis to join him. 
Finally, he said, “The trouble with what’s going on here today is that the men behind those doors,” — he jerked his thumb in the direction of the hearing room — “haven’t seen what you have seen. They will be making decisions without the right information on which to base those decisions and will therefore ultimately come to the wrong conclusion. Where I come from, that’s known as stupidity. Trust me, those men do not have your best interests at heart. They have one purpose and one purpose only, protecting the image of the U.S. military.”
Trent went on. “But you and I know the truth of the matter. And I’m here to tell you that there are others, people like you and me, who recognize the threat we are facing. Who are unwilling to stick their heads in the sand and pretend that none of this is happening.”
He pulled a card out of his pocket and handed it to Memphis. On the front was a stylized image of three dogs’ heads chasing each other in an endless circle. Beneath the image were three words: Recusate — Repellite — Ruite.
It had been a long time since he’d been forced to call upon his high school Latin, but Memphis was able to puzzle out the motto without too much difficulty.
Defend — Destroy — Deny.
Huh. Destroy what? he wondered. Deny what to whom?


Frowning, Memphis flipped the card over, thinking he might find some answers there, but there was only a single word, “Cerberus” and a phone number.
The name suddenly brought the logo on the front into focus for him. Cerberus had been the three-headed dog that guarded the gates of the Underworld in Greek mythology. It had been Cerberus’ job make certain that any soul that had crossed the River Styx did not try to return to the world of the living and subduing him had been the final, and most difficult, of Hercules’ twelve tasks. 
He looked up at Trent, a hundred questions flowing through his mind, but before he had a chance to ask any of them, an MP opened the door to the hearing room at the far end of the hall and called out to him. 
“They’re ready for you now, Captain.”
 “Coming,” Memphis replied. He turned back to Trent, his curiosity now superseded by his desire to hear what the panel had to say, and said, “Look, thanks for coming by, Major, uh, I mean, Darius. It was good seeing you and I appreciate the offer, seriously, but I think I’m going to be all right.”
 Trent smiled, but Memphis noted that the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Sure, Stone. Good talking to you, too.” 
When Memphis tried to hand back the card, Trent refused to take it, saying, “Hold on to that. Who knows, maybe you’ll change your mind.”
 With that Trent got up and walked quickly away. It was only after he’d left that Memphis wondered how he’d managed to gain access to the secure area in the first place.







Chapter Seven
 With Trent’s comments still echoing in his head, Memphis entered the hearing room, glancing around as he did so. The tribunal, five senior officers in dress uniform sat behind a raised dais on the other side of the room, like judges in a courthouse. The hearing facilitator and reporter, a major in this case, stood to their right. He would be the one to call the meeting into order and to carry out the wishes of any of the tribunal members. In addition to the MP by the door, there were also two others standing on either side of the dais. The small viewing gallery was empty but for Memphis’s commanding officer, Colonel Warren.
The man had been ignoring Memphis’s calls and requests for a time to speak with him for the last week and Memphis was not happy to see him at this point. 
Let’s get this thing over with, Memphis thought, then marched across the room, stopped the regulation two feet in front of the panel, and snapped to attention. 
“Captain Memphis Stone reporting as ordered,” he said in a crisp, clear voice. He held his parade-perfect salute until the colonel presiding over the panel, a man by the unflattering name of Dullweather, waved a hand at him in response and said, “At ease, Captain.”
 Memphis settled into parade rest, his legs shoulder-length apart and his hands crossed over each other behind his back.
 Outwardly he looked as cool and steady as a rock, but inwardly he was shaking. 
Relax, he told himself, trying to calm the trembling that threatened to take over his extremities. The evidence is on your side. You’ve got nothing to worry about.

Except, of course, he did.
A major, whose nametag read Barnhart, stepped forward and spoke out in a loud voice, clearly meant for the record.
“This hearing is now in session, Colonel Jason Archer presiding.”
Archer didn’t waste any time. As soon the major finished speaking, Archer turned to Memphis and said, “Captain, for the record, could you walk us through the sequence of events that occurred on December 5, 2011, please?”
Memphis frowned. They’d been over and over this a thousand times, it seemed to him. Not only had the senior investigators questioned him thoroughly over the last week, but they had his statement both in writing and on digital video.
Don’t piss ’em off, Memphis, he told himself. Just do as they ask, get this over with, and get back to your normal life again.


He took them through the events of that day; what he had experienced in the pub after the first shockwave hit, his recall and reassignment immediately thereafter, the descent with his team into the LHC facility at CERN. He described how strange, unearthly creatures ambushed them shortly after entering the building and how the attack had decimated his small unit. With emotion in his voice he talked of the death of his men and how he’d been forced to fight a running gun battle through the lower levels until he was able to corner and ultimately eliminate the creature that he felt was behind the assault. 
Archer waited for him to finish and said, “Please note for the record that Captain Stone’s rendition of events has changed little since the accident and that he still maintains that his unit was forced to face off against a species of “otherworldly creatures,” as he puts it, creatures that ultimately accounted for the deaths of his entire unit.”
Memphis winced to hear it put in such terms and he could see one of the judges glaring at him with ill-disguised anger, most likely over the stance he’d taken on the issue.
Yeah, well fuck you too, Memphis thought. They hadn’t been there, they hadn’t seen what he’d seen, and he’d be damned if he let some armchair warrior tell him what he had or had not encountered out in the field or in the depths of the CERN facility.
 Archer asked if there was anything he’d like to say to the panel before their findings were announced and became binding.
 Hell, yes, there were a thousand things he wanted to say, but Memphis held his tongue and said only that he was “looking forward to being given a clean bill of health and getting back to active duty.”
 That’s when he noticed that Archer wasn’t looking at him but rather was staring at the top of the dais behind which he sat. The same held true of the judges; each and every one of them were looking somewhere else, anywhere else, but at him.
 “Please read the panel’s findings, Major,” Colonel Archer said.
 Major Barnhart held the written report in front of him and read directly from it in a steady voice.
 “Following the incident at CERN on December 5, 2011, this panel was convened under the direction of Colonel Jason Archer, U.S. Army, to determine the readiness of Captain Memphis Stone, U.S. Army Rangers, for continued service in front-line combat situations.” 
“The subject underwent extensive physical, emotional, and psychological evaluations over the period of December 7th through December 13th. In addition, the physical record of the event in question as recorded through the personal tactical cameras worn by the men of the response unit, as well as the follow-up investigation that occurred onsite between December 7th and December 18th, were considered in developing these findings.”
Get on with it, Memphis thought.
 Barnhart’s voice was a steady monotone as he continued. “The subject’s exemplary service to date, as well as his past efficiency ratings were also taken into account. The findings of this panel should in no way be taken as indicative to his service prior to this date.”
 Wait a minute… 


 “Given the results of the examinations to date, particularly the psychological evaluations, supported as they were by the results of the onsite investigation, this panel has no choice but to finding Memphis Stone, Captain, U.S. Army, as unfit for combat-related duty for medical reasons.”
 Memphis couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He stood there, a stunned expression on his face, as Barnhart went on. 
 “Furthermore, it is the considered opinion of this panel that Captain Stone is suffering from several psychological conditions, including combat-related stress, paranoia, and possible optical and auditory hallucinations that make him a threat not only to himself but to his fellow soldiers as well.
You have got to be shitting, me… 


 “It is for this reason that this panel, under the authority invested in it under the United States Military code, has no choice but to recommend that Captain Stone be honorably discharged from service effective immediately.”
Honorably discharged?


Memphis lost it. 
 “Have you all gone nuts?” he shouted, suddenly furious at the entire process. The days of being poked and prodded and interviewed over and over again about something that should have been blindingly obvious to the whole lot of them set his blood to boiling and he could no longer keep his opinions to himself. 
 “Discharged? For what? Surviving? Is that how it is? I have the bad luck to survive an encounter with those…,” he stumbled for words, “those things, those demons or aliens or whatever the fuck they were, and now you’re going to discharge me for it?”
 The MPs stepped forward as Memphis’s anger rose, but a signal from Colonel Archer kept them from arresting Memphis. They took up positions in front of the platform between the judges and Memphis, just in case things turned violent.
 Memphis didn’t care; all he wanted was to be heard. Discharged? Were they out of their fucking minds?
 Colonel Archer waited for Memphis’s tirade to stop and then said, quite calmly, “Have you seen the tactical footage from the CERN incident, Captain?”
 Fighting to get a grip on his temper, Memphis shook his head. He didn’t trust himself to speak just yet without shouting in outrage.
 Archer frowned, then turned to Barhart. “If you would, Major.”
 “Yes, sir.”
 Barnhart moved over to a control panel set in the wall and flipped a few switches. A transparent screen descended from the ceiling to the left of the platform, in a position where everyone in the room could see it. 
 When the screen settled into place, Archer instructed Barnhart to run the recording from location 847.
 Memphis’s eyes narrowed at the command. They had this planned from the start, he thought. Why?
 A moment later he found out.
 The screen came to life suddenly, showing an image made up of several viewpoints. He recognized it as the master command feed, the one that aggregated the various helmet cameras into a single feed allowing communications and command back at headquarters to provide real-time input into a combat situation. Right now it showed his men descending down the long staircase into the heart of the CERN complex.
 The viewpoint suddenly switched to a single, forward-looking image. Memphis’s name appeared in the lower left hand corner of the screen, indicating that what they were seeing was now a personal feed rather than the master tactical one. Memphis knew why, too; at that point, the doors above them had closed and they had been cut off from central command. The video they were about to see must have come directly from his helmet camera.
Good! Now they’ll see for themselves just what he’d been forced to confront down there… 


 Those in the room watched Memphis’s team enter the command center and take a short breather. Everything looked perfectly normal and Memphis found himself wondering how it all could have gone so wrong so quickly. 
 When the lights went out in the command center, Memphis tensed. He found he was just as unnerved as he’d been the first time, despite knowing what was coming next. He was also glad that the audio component of the feed had failed, for he didn’t need to hear the wounded cries of his men or the screams of those vile creatures again. He was hearing them every night in his dreams and that was more than enough.
 There were brief flashes of images on the video as the men around him opened fire and the camera caught the light from the muzzle flashes, but there was no way to really tell what they were seeing. Memphis had no problem with that; he knew they’d get more than an eyeful in just a few more seconds.
 The camera image flared to life again and Memphis waited for those in the room to react with horror at what he had seen in that moment.
 Except no one did, because there was nothing there. 
 The feed from his helmet cam showed the wounded soldier lying on the ground before him, just as he’d been during the actual event, but the creature that had been crouched over him was missing from the frame.
 “What the fuck?” Memphis said under his breath.
 He watched on the screen as he spun around, seeing the blood on the walls and the bodies on the ground, but nowhere was there any sign of what they had faced that day.
 “What the hell is this?” he asked in disgust.
 Archer watched him carefully.
 “It’s the video feed from your helmet camera.”
 “No, it’s not.”
 “That’s not your name in the lower corner of the screen?”
 Memphis waved his hand at the image in irritation. “Yes, it’s my name, but that,” he said, pointing at the screen, “isn’t showing what we saw!”
 “And what did you see, Captain?”
 “The creatures, damn it! The things that killed my men and almost killed me!”
 The colonel took a sheet of paper from the file in front of him and read aloud from it. “Roughly the size of a full grown tiger but with eight legs instead of four and a whip-like tail covered with razor-sharp spurs of bone which it uses to strike its prey. Is that the creature you’re talking about?”
 Memphis stared at him.
 He saw where this was going now. They were looking for a scapegoat. Someone to blame the deaths of eleven men on and every word he said put him further into their crosshairs. They would discharge him and then, when he was no longer in a position to defend himself, they would make up some story about how the leaking helium and other gases had caused his entire unit to hallucinate. The end result? A tragic accident with a single survivor who had been medically discharged as a result of the official inquiry. Everything all wrapped up nice and neat and tied together with a little bow.
 “I asked you a question, Captain. Is that the description of the creature you were referring to?”
Fuck it. Fuck it all.


 “Yes, sir,” he said clearly. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about. And while we’re at it we might as well talk about the seven-foot sonofabitch I locked in the vault on level four…”
 If he was going to go down, at least he’d go down telling the truth.





Chapter Eight
 As expected, the hearing went downhill from there. Three hours after it started, Captain Memphis Stone, U.S. Army, found himself suddenly Memphis Stone, civilian. He was required to relinquish his firearm and military ID and was then escorted off the base by the same pair of MPs who had been present throughout the hearing. Memphis suspected it was the fastest discharge in the history of the U.S. military; he wasn’t even allowed to gather his things. His personal effects would be sent on to an address of his choosing at a later date, he was told.
 Trent’s words from earlier that day echoed back at him.
 “They have one purpose and one purpose only; protecting the image of the U.S. military.”
Well, that had certainly proven to be true, now hadn’t it? As far as they were concerned, creatures like those Memphis claimed to have encountered couldn’t possibly exist, ergo Memphis was either lying, delusionary, or some combination of the two. The video-tapes didn’t show anything. The vacuum chamber had supposedly been empty. If they kept him around he was certain to continue digging under rocks best left unturned and asking inconvenient questions about the incident, which could make some important people rather uncomfortable. Getting rid of him had probably been the easiest solution.
The MPs dropped him off at the bus station two miles from the base. He stood there, amidst the bustle and flow of humanity all around him, and wondered just what the hell he was going to do.
He was in friggin’ Geneva, Switzerland, of all places, with only the clothes on his back and less than a hundred bucks in his pocket. The career he’d just devoted that last ten years of his life to had just washed down the drain because he had too much integrity to lie about what had happened, which was damned ironic when you stopped to think about it since it was the Army who had taught him integrity in the first place. 
The train station was mobbed. There were just as many people flooding into the city in the wake of the incident at CERN as there were people trying to get out. Word had it that there were mobs of people camped out around the perimeter at the CERN site, all trying to get information about The Event, as the media was calling it. It had been almost three weeks since the “accident,” as they were calling it, but the fervor surrounding it still ran at a high. 
Memphis looked around at all the people trying to get into the city and shook his head. If they only knew about the - what the hell was he supposed to call them anyway? Demons? Devils? Aliens? — he and his men had faced, people wouldn’t be so quick to surround the place. Especially if they knew the damn things were still down there, somewhere, just waiting to get out.
That was the thing that scared him the most, actually. The idea that the investigative team that had gone in after he had been pulled clear had missed the damned creatures because the creatures had already found a way of escaping the complex.
The idea of things like that roaming the countryside did nothing to calm his already frayed nerves.
If they were out there, somebody would have run into them by now, he told himself, with what little conviction he had left. Figure out what to do about your current situation and then you can deal with the big, bad beasties.
Memphis reached into his pocket, looking for a few bucks to buy a cup of coffee, and came out with Trent’s card in his hand.
He stared at it.
I’m here to tell you that there are others out there, people like you and me, who recognize the threat that we are facing. 
Trent’s voice again.
The image of the three-headed dog on the front of the card seemed to snarl in defiance.
Guardian of the gates of hell…

Without giving himself time to think too much about it, he pulled out his cell phone, flipped the card over, and dialed the number on the back.
It rang once, twice, and then Trent answered it.
“I thought you might be calling,” he said, when Memphis identified himself.
“Is that job offer still open?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Good, because I want to take you up on it.”
Trent chuckled. “Look to your left, son.”
Memphis saw a man in a dark suit standing a few yards away, a makeshift sign in his hands. Written on the sign was Memphis’s name.
“Phil will take you to the airport where there’s a plane waiting for you. Once you get here we’re going to have to get started right away, so if there’s anything you want to do — grab a drink, get laid — you’d better do it before getting on that plane. We’re already behind the eight ball on this and can’t afford to waste a single minute. I’ll see you soon.”
Feeling like a cog in a machine that was rapidly spinning out of control, Memphis hung up the phone and went over to the man with the sign, wondering just what he was getting himself into.
*** ***
 Some time later Memphis found himself climbing down from a helicopter onto the grounds of a seaside estate nestled on the edge of rocky cliffs in northern Maine, not far from the Canadian border. 
 To his right, and far below, the gray waters of the north Atlantic slammed into the base of the cliffs with incredible force, their spray washing dozens of feet into the air. To his right, an old but well-kept mansion rose over the property.
 Standing there on the grass in front of the house, waiting for him, was Darius Trent.
 “Glad you changed your mind, Captain. I need men like you. Come on, I’ll show you our little hideaway from the world.”
 Trent led him across the lawn and into the mansion. Expecting the charm and ambience of an old New England mansion, Memphis was surprised to discover that the place was nothing more than a collection of empty rooms. Trent led him through foyer and down the hall to what at first glance looked like a blank wall but was in actuality a cleverly designed elevator.
 At his startled look, Trent said, “All the real work goes on under your feet; this is just a facade to keep away the curious. We have eight levels below ground and can house a dedicated staff of one hundred individuals. Our facility includes state-of-the-art research centers, weapons design and testing facilities, even a containment area for use in the eventuality that we manage to capture one of these creatures for study and later dissection. And that’s just the beginning.”
 The elevator deposited them on the sixth level. If he hadn’t known he was a good hundred feet underground, Memphis never would have guessed; the corridor they emerged into looked like any other office building he been in at some point in his life, though this one was a little more upscale than most with dark wood paneling on the walls and marble tile underfoot. Trent led him down the hall and into a conference room, where he indicated that Memphis should take a seat at a conference table that was empty save for a stack of manilla folders.
 Memphis complied, and Trent settled into a chair directly across from him.
 “All right, you got me here,” Memphis said. “How about telling me what this is all about?”
 Trent nodded. “I’d say at this point you deserve some answers so let’s see what we can do about delivering them. The Cerberus Project, and the protocol for which it was named, was a government disaster plan created by President Truman, with the help of General Eisenhower and some hand-picked members of his inner circle, in the wake of a Nazi attempt to use occult practices to strengthen their chances to win the war.”
 “Occult practices?” Memphis asked. “Seriously?”
 “You’ve heard of the Ahnenerbe, yes?”
 Memphis nodded. It was a German think tank originally created to investigate the anthropological and cultural history of the Aryan race. “Himmler’s group, right?”
 “Himmler, Wirth, Darre, the usual suspects. Their stated aim was to discover the birthplace of the Aryan race, but in the process they, along with their allies in the Thule Society, delved into a number of esoteric areas, thaumaturgy being one of them.”
 Memphis had no idea what the hell thaumaturgy was and said so.
 Trent grunted. “Better word for it would be sorcery, of the blood and dark magick kind. At any rate, just before the Allied invasion of Sicily in the summer of ’43, Truman received word that the Ahnenerbe had come into possession of certain documents that divulged the specific steps one needed to take to summon a demon from Hell itself. Himmler being Himmler, the decision was made to try and summon the creature with the hope that it could be forced to fight alongside the Axis powers and turn the tide of the war back in their favor.”
 If he hadn’t seen something that could very well be labeled a demon stalking the corridors of the CERN complex, Memphis never would have believed it. But now… 
 He was seriously starting to feel as if he’s stepped through the looking glass and was living in something that looked and smelled and seemed like the real world but decidedly was not. It was not a comfortable feeling.
 “So what happened?”
 Trent smiled, though there was no humor in his smile. “We sent in a team to try and stop them. It very nearly wasn’t enough.”
 “The unit parachuted into Malta on July 23rd, 1943 and found the Nazis’ ritual well underway. A portal had been opened between this world and somewhere else, though to this day no one is really sure just where. As the captain in charge of the unit watched, a great clawed hand poked its way through the rift into our reality. In seconds, the creature began trying to pull the rest of its body through.”
 Trent got a far-off look in his eyes, as if remembering that day, though Memphis knew he wasn’t anywhere near old enough to have been there. After a moment the former major shook his head as if to clear it and went on with his story. 
 “In the end our guys managed to disrupt the ceremony enough that the summoning wasn’t completed and the rift was shut down before further damage could be done. The information the team seized at the site was brought back to the U.S. and studied by a think tank of our own. Terrified that Hitler might try the same stunt a second time, Truman had Eisenhower draw up a set of contingency plans that could be put into place if the situation ever repeated itself.”
 Memphis was starting to think he knew where this was going.
 Trent went on. “Thankfully, the Italian Campaign proved to be successful and it wasn’t long before the Allies were marching on Berlin. To everyone’s relief, the Ahnenerbe was effectively disbanded around the same time that Hitler committed suicide. The plans for the Cerberus Project were mothballed as unnecessary. Until now, that is.”
 “All right, let me get this straight,” Memphis said, holding up his hands in a slow-it-down gesture. “You think that what happened at CERN had something to do with this rift that the Nazis created over sixty years ago?”
 “I don’t think. I know,” Trent replied and Memphis almost believed him just on the basis of the conviction in his voice. “Science has come a long way since 1943. We understand far more than we did at that time about parallel universes, multi-dimensional figures, and string theory in general than we did back then. Call them demons, call them aliens, call them your aunt Sally for all I care, but they’re out there and if you’re not careful one of these days they’re going to sit right up under your nose and take a bite, a big one too, out of that hide of yours.”
 “This organization was founded on the basis of those old protocols and I fully intend to put them to use. Evidence shows that the Large Hadron Collider test opened up a rift very similar to the one that was opened during World War II. Except that this time something came through.”
Several somethings, Memphis thought and shivered.
 “If your headquarters is any indication, you’ve certainly got the funding to handle a task of this magnitude. Whose budget are we drawing off of? Defense? DARPA? NSA?”
 Trent shook his head. “We’re completely private, though we have the blessings of the White House, and the deniability that goes along with that, to handle the task as we see fit. My orders are to deal with the incursion, if that is indeed what it is, and not worry about the cost.”
 Memphis whistled. That wasn’t a statement he heard very often in government service.
 “So how many men are on the team and what kind of equipment can we expect to be using?”
 “Now that’s what I like about you, Memphis,” Trent said with a smile. “You’re not afraid to ask the tough questions. As for how many men are on the assault team, that’s simple. Counting you and me, two.”
 Memphis stared at him. “Come again?”
 Trent’s smile never wavered. “Two, I said.” He held up first one finger, then another. “One, two. But since I have no intention of going into the field, I guess, technically, that really means just one.”
 “I see,” said Memphis.
 Trent picked up the folders and set them down in front of his newest recruit. “Your recent encounter with the Hadron Experiment anomaLous Lifeforms, HELL for short, as the research staff has taken to calling them, is just one reason I chose you for this job, Memphis. I think you have the ability to build and lead the team we need to get the job done. If I didn’t, I never would have brought you on board.”
 He passed the folders to Memphis. “These dossiers contain information on some of the most effective former special operations and intelligence operators on the planet. As your first duty as commander of HELLstalker One, I want you to convince them to join the team.”
Things just keep getting better and better, Memphis thought, as he opened the first folder and started to read.









Chapter Nine
 Stone’s KLM flight to Amsterdam passed without incident, but the connecting jaunt into Stuttgart, Germany was anything but peaceful. Torrential winds and a heavy downpour buffeted the flight as it made its way into the seventh largest airport in Germany. Memphis exhaled in a rush as the wheels finally gripped the slick tarmac and the pilot brought the plane to a skidding halt farther up the runway.
 Memphis glanced out of the window and saw several Blackhawk helicopters being rolled into a massive hangar. From what he’d read on the way over, he knew that the U.S. Army still had a chopper wing operating out of the airport. It was small, and the helicopters were routinely farmed out to the Stuttgart Police Department, but it made him feel a bit better seeing some of his old comrades - even if they had no idea who he was or why he was in Stuttgart in the first place.
 He grabbed his bag from the overhead compartment and strode off the plane, feeling much better when the terminal blossomed in front of him. He grabbed a quick bite at the nearest pub, downed a Warsteiner dunkel that tasted as good as he remembered, and then wandered down to the rental car agency.
 The woman working the counter smiled as he approached. "Guten tag."
 Memphis smiled. "How are you?"
 She switched to English without skipping a beat. "Very well, sir. You have a reservation with us?"
 Memphis gave her the details and she punched the computer keyboard with practiced efficiency. After a moment, she handed him the keys and pointed outside to a large parking area. "I hope you’ll enjoy the car."
 Memphis nodded. "I’m sure I will." He started to walk away and then stopped. "What’s the best way to Calw?" He pronounced it as "Kalp," hoping she’d appreciate his attempt at how the locals pronounced the name.
 The counter attendant cocked an eyebrow. "Not too many people want directions to Calw."
 "Well, I’m something of a history buff. I understand there are some fantastic sights in the town itself."
 She nodded. “Right out of the airport, you can catch the 8 and take it west for about five kilometers. Head south on the 81 until you see signs for Dagersheim. Get off and take the 464 until you see the route marker for L1183. Eventually, that will lead you to the 295 and that will run you right into Calw."
 Memphis blinked. "Those are some detailed directions."
 "They should be," said the counter woman. "I grew up near Calw." She smiled once more. "Have a good day, Herr Stone."
 Memphis walked out and found a black BMW 328 waiting for him. He dumped his gear in the passenger seat, slid behind the wheel, and started the engine. It purred to life and he eased out onto the highway.
 Memphis wasn’t much interested in history at all. But Calw, despite having been founded around 1075, was also the home to German special operations. And that was where he was headed.
 In the wake of the massacre of Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympics in 1972, the West German government had formed a special unit called Grenzschutzgruppe-9, or GSG-9, to deal with terrorist incidents at home and abroad. But in 1996, after the reunification of Germany, the government decided it needed a better unit, modeled along the lines of Britain’s Special Air Service and the U.S. Delta Force in order to deal with the burgeoning threat of global terrorism.
Kommandospezialkrafte, or KSK, was therefore created and housed at a remote campus in the northern part of the Black Forest outside of Calw. It was here that Memphis hoped to find his first recruit.
 But he couldn’t simply drive onto the base. There was no way they’d let him in - especially since he’d been all but court-martialed just a few days ago.
 Memphis patted the gear bag resting next to him. Inside, the dossier he’d reviewed on the flight over rested along with all the particulars he needed to know about his target.
What was the saying, Memphis wondered. Make them come to you?
Exactly.


 It took him forty minutes to find his way to the outskirts of Calw. The directions the counter woman had given him were spot on and Memphis marveled at her efficiency. He’d have to thank her when he brought the car back.
 Hopefully with Ulf along for the ride.
 Outside of Calw, Memphis spotted the concrete expanse and pulled over to the side of the road, cracking his window as he did so. The air felt cool against his face as he watched a handful of teens racing all over the skate park, working death-defying aerials on their boards.
 Memphis shook his head. When he’d been younger, skateboarding hadn’t nearly been as popular as it was now. Memphis wasn’t sure he could have handled all the tricks anyway.
 But it might have been fun to try.
 One by one, the teens all went screaming down the sides of the half tubes, working their routines. But it was when Memphis noticed one skater apart from the others, grinding his board along the top edge of the park, that he smiled.
 Ulf was older than the rest of the kids - with longish brown hair and several earrings in his right ear - but the others didn’t seem to mind. And now Memphis saw why. As Ulf stood with the back of his board on the lip and the rest jutting out into space, he held his hand up and then adjusted his ear buds. Memphis saw him start nodding his head in time to some piece of music and then he simply vanished down into the tube.
 The next time Memphis saw him was when he came erupting out of the pipe, spiraling as he did before dropping back in again. It went on like that for almost forty seconds as Ulf worked an amazing array of aerials, flips, and grinds. Memphis found himself smiling like a fool as he enjoyed the display of aerobatics.
 When Ulf finally drew his routine to a close, the other kids erupted in applause. Ulf came out of the pipe and sat down. From the pocket of his cargo pants, he took out a small tool and started fiddling with one of the wheels on his board.
Now’s as good a time as any, Memphis thought.
 He got out of the car and walked over.
 Ulf’s eyes lanced through him through at twenty yards. Even from there, Memphis could see there was an edge. Ulf might be a skater boy, but he was still a soldier. And a KSK operator was the best German soldier there was.
 Memphis slowed down and raised his hand. "You’re Ulf Schwarzwalder, right?"
 Ulf said nothing. But Memphis knew he spoke English fluently, so he continued. "You got a sec? I’d like to talk to you about something."
 Ulf frowned. "Keep your hands where I can see them, GI Joe. Last I checked, I haven’t done anything to piss off Uncle Sam. But you guys never seem to need much of an excuse."
 Memphis kept his hands out and squatted down. He was still ten feet from Ulf. "How’s it going?"
 Ulf stopped working on the wheel and eyed Memphis. "Really, man? That’s what you come at me with? Far out." He smirked. "Go for it, dude."
 Memphis sighed. Ulf was known for speaking like he’d been frozen during the height of the Hippie craze and thawed out in time for the X-Games. 
"What I meant to ask you was, how do you like working for the KSK?"
 Ulf held up his hand. "Whoa, whoa, whoa, dude. Don’t go tossing that name around here, man." He looked around trying to determine if Memphis had blown his cover. "These dudes like me just fine as one of them. They don’t know what I did before I started hanging out here. And I like that vibe. No need to bring the harsh reality into my play time, you dig?"
 "Sorry," said Memphis.
 "Who are you, anyway, dude? You’re way too uptight to be specops. What’s your gig? I mean, I get you’re Army and all, but what’s the deal?"
 "Ex-Army," said Memphis.
 "Yeah?"
 "Yeah. They chucked me out."
 "Bad karma, man," said Ulf. "What’d you do to piss them off?"
 "I told the truth."
 Ulf smirked. "Let me guess: someone higher up in rank than you didn’t like the fact that you opened his closet and dragged out his bone work." He nodded. "It’s cool, man. I can dig the whole honor thing. You tried to do right and got screwed anyway. Happens to the best of us."
 Memphis thought about the firefight at CERN. The images of the bodies of his men and the blood dripping from the walls flashed through his mind. He blinked and saw Ulf looking at him.
 "Dude, you okay?"
 "Uh...yeah." Memphis exhaled.
 "You look like someone just fed you some bad shrooms, man. Slow down and take a deep breath."
 Memphis shook his head. "No time."
 "There’s always time, bro," said Ulf. He held up his board. "You ride? Might make those problems of yours seem a world away if you spent some time in the pipe."
 Memphis smirked. "That’s exactly the problem."
 "What is?"
 "My problems. They are a world away. Probably several worlds, in fact."
 Ulf eyed him. "You sure that court martial wasn’t about you being loony? ’Cuz you are starting to freak me out a little, man."
 "Can I ask you a question?"
 Ulf shrugged. "Gotta figure you’re going to anyway."
 "You believe in demons? Monsters? Things that can’t be explained?"
 "I’m having a hard time believing this conversation," said Ulf. "Does that count?"
 "I’m being serious." Memphis took a breath. "I need your help."
 "What-fighting demons?" Ulf laughed and went back to fiddling with the wheels on his board. But when Memphis didn’t say anything, Ulf looked back up.
 Slowly.
 "Dude, you’re not saying anything like ’no way.’"
 Memphis nodded. "You’re right. I’m not."
 Ulf looked at him. "Demons? For real, dude?"
 "You still happy working with the-" He stopped. "Your unit?"
 Ulf shrugged. "Only place I know where I can be exactly who I want to be."
 "Which is what?"
 "A badass skateboarder, dude. And someone who kills bad guys, too."
 "Interesting juxtaposition you got there," said Memphis. "You ever find yourself conflicted about the peace and love and bullets?"
 Ulf shook his head. "Gotta nail the bad guys so we can have more peace and love, bro. No conflict there, as far as I can see."
 "And where do, let’s call them otherworldly beings, fall into that paradigm of yours?"
 Ulf shrugged. "Depends."
 "On what?"
 "On if they’re into Reese’s Pieces or pieces of people."
 "Say they’re into the latter."
 "Then game on, dude. Kill the fuckers."
 Memphis sat down on the pavement. "I’m offering you a job. Come work with me."
 Ulf glanced at him. "You gonna kill, uh, otherworldly beings?"
 "That’s the plan."
 Ulf shook his head. "Man, you look like just lost your cherry a week ago or something."
 Memphis felt his stomach drop. Was it that obvious? "What do you mean?"
 Ulf sighed. "You’re no killer, man. You’re not hard like the professionals I know. They’ve got that edge. I look at you and I see a lot of unresolved shit in there." He shrugged. "How many kills you figure you’ve got?"
 Memphis swallowed. "I don’t know."
 Ulf nodded. "And I’m supposed to follow you into combat? Man, that’s nuts. I do some crazy shit on this board, but I’m in control of my own destiny. I know what I’m capable of. But you...I don’t know you. You come here with your pressed corduroys and looking all-proper Army and I think you’ve never seen the business end of a rifle. I’m not selling my life that cheaply, dude. Sorry."
 Memphis frowned. "I was at CERN."
 Ulf shrugged. "So?"
 "So, you hear what happened there?"
 Ulf shook his head. "Some type of industrial accident. Couple dead. Serves them right for trying to mess with that shit. Should have left the god stuff to the man upstairs."
 "Yeah, well, they didn’t," said Memphis. "And now, there’s a hole."
 "A hole?"
 "More like a doorway," said Memphis. "And a lot of uninvited stuff is coming through."
 Ulf grinned. "Demons."
 Memphis nodded. "Exactly. I was there. First unit sent in to see what the hell had happened. You tell me you think I haven’t seen combat and you’re pretty close to being right. Until that time, I hadn’t seen any."
 "But-?"
 "But I saw it that day. And I didn’t think I was going to survive it."
 Ulf stopped fiddling with the wheel. "How many died?’
 Memphis looked away. "A lot more than you heard about. More than anyone heard about. That’s why they got rid of me. That’s why I’m recruiting for a special team to go and hunt those...things down and make sure they don’t kill anybody else."
 Ulf sighed and looked at the pipe. The teens were laughing and going nuts for each routine. "I’ve got a life here, man. Happy. Content. All’s right with the world, dude."
 Memphis shook his head. "No, Ulf, all’s not right with the world. We’re being invaded. And I’m asking for your help to put a stop to it."
 Ulf was quiet for a second. "How many on the team?"
 "Right now?"
 "Yeah."
 Memphis thought about using Trent’s answer on him, then decided against it. Ulf was skittish enough as it was.
"Let’s just say we’re in the process of putting the team together.”
 Ulf smiled. "Now that’s what I’d expect to hear from a Yank.”
 Memphis grinned. "You’re a talented guy, Ulf. But it’s going to take more than just us to stop this thing."
 Ulf took a deep breath and stood up. "I was getting bored with killing terrorists anyway."
 Memphis got to his feet. "You’ll join?"
 Ulf looked at him. "I’m still trying to figure out your story, dude. But if you’re being straight with me, then killing demons sounds pretty freakin’ gnarly. I’m in."







Chapter Ten
 From Germany, Memphis and Ulf caught a flight out of Berlin directly to Moscow. The next name on the list was that of Alena Beresovsky, a former Spetsnaz Vega Team member.
 Spetsnaz translated literally as special purpose forces and its various team members were similar to what you’d get if you crossed the U.S. Navy Seals and the Army Rangers. Rugged, hard-working soldiers extensively cross-trained in all manner of special operations work, they were a force to be reckoned with. According to her file, Alena had been one of the best. Her specialty was infiltration and surveillance and she was personally credited with wiping out an entire Chechen terrorist cell by infiltrating its ranks and opening fire during an unsuspecting moment when the team was gathered for a victory celebration after a successful bombing. 
 Oddly, there was very little background information available on her before she joined Spetsnaz, but Memphis didn’t let it worry him too much. Everyone had a past and some, he knew, were a little less glamorous than others. If there was something to her background that was important enough for him to know about it, he was confident that Trent would have included it in the file.
 After landing at Sheremetyevo International Airport, the duo rented a car, this time a Mercedes, and headed across town to the Kropotkinsaya District, an upscale residential neighborhood also known as the Golden Mile. It sat between the Moskva River and Ostozhenka Street in central Moscow and was one of the most sought after living areas in the entire city. 
They parked outside her apartment building but didn’t make it past the doorman, who quickly turned them away when he discovered that they were not expected. For a moment Memphis had considered trying to bull his way through to the elevator, but not only had the Russian wearing the doorman’s uniform looked like he could handle himself in a fight, he also looked like he’d enjoy the chance to beat up on a Yank for a change and Memphis had decided it just wasn’t worth it. 
Instead, he and Ulf had returned to the car and settled in for a wait, knowing that Alena had to show up at some point. It was after dark, with plenty of traffic, and so they thought they’d have enough cover not to be immediately noticed.
They should have known better than to underestimate a former Spetsnaz commando.
About forty-five minutes into their watch, just long enough for boredom to begin seeping in and for the two of them to relax a little, the door on Memphis’s side of the car was jerked open and he was dragged out of the vehicle, yanked upright, and slammed against the car.
One of the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen shoved a razor-sharp knife against his throat and said something angrily in Russian.
Doing his best not to move his throat any more than necessary, Memphis grinned weakly and, in English, asked, “Alena Beresovsky?”
Her long blonde hair framed a narrow face with high cheekbones, full lips, and eyes of a pale blue that sparkled with intensity. She was dressed for the cold weather in a mink hat, coat, and leather gloves.
“I do not know that name,” she answered almost automatically in the same language, the switch from Russian to English effortless. “Who are you and what do you want? Speak quickly before I slit your throat!”
From inside the car, Ulf said, “Easy there, baby, no need to kill the vibe. We just want to chat a bit.”
Alena practically snarled at that. “I am not your baby,” she said, shoving Memphis back harder against the car, pressing his spine into the edge of the doorframe. As the pain began to spread, Memphis realized he’d better take control or he was going to end up getting injured over Ulf’s out-dated speech modes. 
“My name is Memphis Stone and my comrade there in the car is Ulf Schwarzwalder, formerly of the KSK. We’re with a group known as Project Cerberus,” he replied, the words sounding funny after so many years of claiming to be U.S. Army. “We’d like to speak with you on an urgent matter and have come a long way to do so.”
“Then you should have called first as I have no wish to speak to you,” she said. “Leave before I call the security services.”
Trent had warned him that he might receive a harsh welcome from the beautiful Russian and had given him specific instructions on what to say and do if that happened. Without taking his gaze from her own, Memphis said, “Darius says hello and asked that you hear me out.”
For just a moment, he thought her expression softened, but then the look was gone again as she eyed him thoughtfully. Slowly, she took the knife away from his throat and stepped back, easing the pressure against his spine in the process.
“Groovy, baby,” Ulf said and quicker than a greased cat Alena was leaning into the car, intent on teaching Ulf some manners. Ulf met her with a blade of his own, though how he managed to get a pig-sticker like that through airport security baffled Memphis. The two commandoes stared at each other and then grinned.
Alena slowly backed out of the car and looked at Memphis. “Him, I like,” she said, with a smile that dripped honey and venom all at the same time while pointing the knife at Ulf. “You, not so much. We shall see what we shall see. Come.”
She waited for them to lock the car and then led them across the street and into her building. Seeing them, the doorman tensed, but Alena waved his concerns away. “It is okay, Ivan,” she said. “They are all right.”
The big Russian doorman smiled at her, then turned to glare at Memphis as he went past.
Ulf leaned in close and said, “Winning hearts and minds everywhere you go there, Yank,” and then danced quickly out of reach.
Once inside Alena’s apartment, Memphis and Alena settled on seats in the living room while the ever-watchful Ulf stood by the window, looking out onto the street below. Old habits died hard it seemed.
Memphis reached into his pocket and withdrew the envelope Trent had left in the file for him to give to Alena. He held on to it for a few moments while he gave her the same general speech that he’d given to Ulf; there’d been a highly classified accident at CERN, a portal or rift had opened between our world and somewhere else, no one was exactly sure where, and certain things had gotten through, things that needed to be taken care of quickly and efficiently. Cerberus was putting a team together to do just that and they wanted her to be a part of it.
Then he handed the envelope to her.
She took it without hesitation, almost as if she expected it, and tore it open. Inside was a single sheet of paper, thing enough for Memphis to see the front side was covered with a thin, spidery script. Alena stood up, said “Isvinite,” and then stepped out of the room into the kitchen.
Ulf and Memphis looked at each other, shrugged, and waited.
She was gone for a good fifteen minutes. Memphis was just getting ready to go look for her when she stepped back into the room, two gear bags at her feet.
“Darius has asked me to join him at the HQ in Maine to start planning our response to this threat while the two of you go on to Scotland to see MacIvers. You have reservations at the Novotel Sheremetyevo Hotel and a flight to Glascow in the morning.” 
Just like that HELLstalker One had grown to three.



Chapter Eleven


Even in the rain, Memphis decided, the Scottish highlands looked spectacular. As the wind blew through the tall grasses covering the craggy rocks and steep hills and made the pine forests shudder, Memphis felt like he was stepping back in time. The highlands made him feel like he could simply step off the edge of the world and vanish into the pages of history.
 They’d come to Northeastern Scotland to find the man Memphis hoped would agree to become the next member of their team. Next to him, Ulf peered out of the window and occasionally through out a "far out, man," when he saw something that struck him as particularly gnarly.
 Memphis kept the accelerator pressed down, determined to make the village of Dufftown by nine o’clock that night. The winding highways and byways this far north had obviously not gotten the memo about the shortest distance between two points being a straight line.
 "Now, this would be a pretty wicked place to have an alien encounter," said Ulf suddenly. "Can you picture it? A raging rainstorm and then the clouds part to reveal a starship? Very cool."
 Memphis frowned. Ulf had taken to the idea of otherworldly invasion pretty easily and sometimes seemed to be having too much fun with it. That would change when Ulf got his first taste of dealing with them.
 Still, Memphis envied him. Ulf had seen a lot of combat. Memphis would have liked to have a fraction of the man’s experience for the future. And even though he was the only one of the team to have dealt directly with the creatures to this point, he didn’t think it gave him much of an edge at all.
 Not yet.
 "You know what they call this town? The malt whiskey capital of the world." Ulf smacked his lips together. "That sounds like an invitation to experience some gnarly malts if ever there was one."
 "Try not to get drunk. We’re here on business." Memphis wheeled the Range Rover into the outskirts of Dufftown and saw signs immediately for a number of distilleries - including several well-known labels. He whistled to himself. "Looks like everyone works for the whiskey industry here."
 "Cool," said Ulf. "I could deal with that."
 "You’d probably get sick of drinking it after a while," said Memphis. "And besides, you couldn’t ride your board if you were drunk all the time."
 Ulf laughed. "Wanna bet?"
 Memphis ignored him and peered through the windshield. "Can you see that sign?"
 Ulf brushed his hand against the glass and frowned. "Looks like The Fat Pig."
 Memphis nodded. "Good, that’s where we want to be." He checked the clock on the dashboard. Eight-fifty. Ten minutes early. Not bad.
 Ulf leaned back and Memphis saw the pistol a second later. "What the hell are you doing?"
 Ulf regarded him. "You know this guy?"
 "He’s ex-SAS. They pensioned him off and he came up here."
 "Why’d they pension him off?"
 "What do you mean?"
 Ulf sighed. "The Special Air Service isn’t in the business of sending their veteran warriors out to pasture. They tend to keep their wounded, maimed, and crippled on the payroll. Those guys have oodles of experience and the SAS command want them around the new guys that come in, imparting wisdom and stuff." Ulf peered through the window again. "If this guy was sent packing, I’m guessing he might not be the steadfast soldier you think he is."
 Memphis frowned. Ulf was showing his dual personality again. The skater boy was gone and in his place, Ulf the warrior sat ready to do battle. 
 But Ulf had a point.
 "What do you suggest?"
 Ulf shrugged. "You make initial contact. I’ll come in a few minutes after you and sit near the bar. If you get into trouble, I’ll be there to help sort it out."
 "All right. But keep that gun hidden. I don’t want this thing escalating when it doesn’t need to."
 "Done."
 Memphis stepped out into the rainstorm and felt his barn coat soak through almost immediately. He ran for the door of The Fat Pig and pushed inside, hearing the jingly bell over the door announce his presence.
 The entire pub went quiet as they looked at Memphis. He smiled at no one in particular and they went back to drinking and talking in hushed tones. Memphis took a breath. Tough room, he decided.
 On the flight into England, he’d tried his best to memorize the picture of Colin MacIvers. He was older than Memphis and Ulf with years of experience hidden in the crow’s feet that bracketed his eyes. In his picture, MacIvers wasn’t smiling and it left Memphis feeling like the man could rip him apart without giving it a second thought.
 Memphis sat down at the only free seat at the bar - the one closest to the door. The bartender wandered over. "Whudyehavin’?"
 Memphis digested the question and then asked for a pint of ale. The bartender drew the draft and put it in front of Memphis. Then he stood there. Memphis took a sip and smiled. "I’m looking for Colin MacIvers."
 The bartender nodded toward the back of the bar. Memphis looked and saw there were some tables hidden in the shadows that were cast by a blazing hearth. As the flames danced, he caught a glimpse of the man in the photograph he’d seen in his file. But MacIvers had grown a thick, wooly beard since his time away from the SAS.
 Memphis hefted his beer and headed toward the back. He stopped well short of MacIvers’s table. "Colin MacIvers?"
 MacIvers’s eyes came up slowly, rolling over every inch of Memphis. He found the man’s gaze extremely unsettling. MacIvers’s eyes continued their assessment and then continued up to the ceiling and back even further until MacIvers had tipped back in his chair and fallen over.
 Memphis sighed. Great.
 Memphis put his pint on the table and helped MacIvers get to his feet and then back into the seat. "You okay?"
 "Perfectly fine," said MacIvers, although it sounded like all of the vowels had been stripped out of the speech.
 "You’re drunk," said Memphis.
 "I am..." MacIvers paused. "Imbibing."
 "You’re drunk."
 "And you’re not from these parts, Yank. Otherwise you’d be wearing something better suited to warding off the tears of heaven outside instead of that poor excuse for outdoors kit."
 Memphis looked at his coat. Back in the States it had cost him almost two hundred dollars. But MacIvers was right: it was not the sort of thing that would keep him dry.
 MacIvers held up his right hand and waved at the bartender. "I need another one, Davey."
 "Aye, Jock," came the response.
 "Jock?" asked Memphis.
 "Everyone calls me Jock, mate. And now you can as well." He sighed and leaned forward as Memphis heard the bell over the door jingle again. That would be Ulf, he decided.
 "So, you’ve found me at last, have ye?"
 Memphis smiled. "It was quite the trip, coming all the way up here."
 "I knew the buggers would never let me live," said Jock under his breath. "And now they’ve sent their errand boy, haven’t they? Told you it was too good to be true us coming here."
 Memphis leaned forward. "Sorry? I didn’t quite catch that?"
 Jock looked up. "Huh? Oh, nothing. Just get on with it, so I can return to my drink."
 The bartender appeared and placed a fresh glass of whiskey down in front of Jock. Jock took and raised it in front of him, his eyes twinkling. "Cheers."
 Memphis held up his drink and as he extended it to clink it against Jock’s glass, the old warrior suddenly leaned back and with his other hand clamped down on Memphis’s arm and yanked him halfway across the table. In a split second, there was a very sharp blade underneath Memphis’s throat and Jock’s voice growled in his ear.
 "I’ll give you one chance to answer, mate. Who the devil are you?"
 Memphis gulped. "Name’s Stone. Ex-Army. I’m here to offer you a job."
 Jock didn’t let any of the pressure off. Memphis could smell the stench of whiskey on Jock’s breath, but the amount of alcohol in his system didn’t seem to be affecting him very much. "And who...is he?"
 Memphis tried to turn his head and saw Ulf standing a pace away, the pistol leveled on Jock’s head. Memphis glanced back at Jock. "That’s Ulf. He’s with me."
 "I fucking know he’s with you, mate. As soon as he came waltzing in here I knew that." He leaned closer. "I could slice your throat and they’d bury us both out back."
 "And that wouldn’t get either of us anywhere special," said Memphis. "I meant what I said: I’m here to talk business with you."
 "You’re with Them. I can smell the stink of government on ye."
 "I’m not with anyone," said Memphis. "But I do need your help."
 "And why should I believe you?"
 "Because Ulf hasn’t shot you yet."
 Jock frowned. After a moment, Memphis felt the pressure release and then saw Jock leaning back in his chair, pocketing the knife. "Fair one." He kicked out another chair and looked at Ulf. "Put the toy away and join us for a drink, Fritz."
 Ulf glanced at Memphis and then holstered the pistol. Memphis glanced around the bar, but the encounter didn’t even seem to have fazed any of the patrons. Some town, he thought.
 Ulf sat next to Jock and extended his hand. "Ulf Schwarzwalder."
 "Jock MacIvers," said Jock shaking his hand. He glanced down and then stared right into Ulf’s eyes for a long moment. "You like helicopters, mate?"
 "Only when I’m getting the hell out of them, man," said Ulf.
 Jock smirked. "Aye, that’s the best, isn’t it?"
 Ulf nodded.
 Memphis frowned. "You guys through?"
 Jock eyed Memphis and then glanced back at Ulf. "Not one of us."
 Ulf shook his head. "Nope."
 Jock frowned. "And yet you’re with him."
 Ulf smiled. "He’s got some pretty far out things to say, man. You ought to hear him out."
 Jock looked back at Memphis. "All right, Yank. What’s your deal? Why’d you come and bother old Jock for?"
 "You miss the old days?"
 "And what’s that supposed to mean?"
 "The fighting. You miss it?" Memphis glanced at Ulf but the skater boy persona was busy studying the menu for an appropriate libation.
 Jock chuckled. "Warriors fight, mate. It’s what we do. And when we’re told we can’t do it any longer, a part of us dies. You ask me if I miss it without even understanding what you’re asking. To you, fighting’s all about killing."
 "Isn’t that the point?"
 "To me, fighting’s all about the struggle between good versus evil, mate. And if you take a warrior out of that fight, then evil gets an upper hand, don’t he? And how can a thing like that ever be good?"
 "I’ll take that as a yes," said Memphis.
 Jock sighed and looked at Ulf. "You, I can see experience in. But this lot here hasn’t got a fucking roadmap."
 Ulf shrugged. "Not much. But he’s got something neither you nor I have ever had. At least not yet."
 "And what’s that?"
 Memphis pointed at the knit cap on the floor. "Is that yours?"
 Jock snatched it up off the flagstones. As he did so, Memphis saw something reflecting light from inside it. "Is that lined?"
 Jock plopped the watch cap on his head and shrugged. "I may have altered the hat to better suit my needs."
 Memphis smiled. "It’s lined with aluminum foil, isn’t it?"
 Ulf snorted. "A tin foil hat? Far out, man. That’s pretty wild."
 Jock looked embarrassed. "I wouldn’t expect you lot to believe what I’ve seen with my own eyes before."
 "Try me," said Memphis.
 "They’re out there," said Jock. "Big bug-eyed creepies prowling the woods. Strange signals on my telly screen. Even my computer’s acting weird lately." He took the hat off and fiddled with it. "I don’t want them being able to read my thoughts. So I thought if I, y’know, shielded myself somehow, it would help."
 "Who are you shielding yourself against?" asked Memphis.
 Jock leaned closer to him. "The aliens, mate. They’re here already."
 "Well, you’ve got that right, at least," said Memphis.
 Jock paused and looked at him. Then his jaw fell open and a set of dentures bounced on to the table. Jock hastily gathered them up and put them back into his mouth. "Sorry ’bout that. They tend to fall out when I’m gob smacked."
 Ulf was fairly giggling now, but Jock ignored him. He continued to stare at Memphis. "Did you just say what I thought you said, mate?"
 "That you’ve got it right," said Memphis. "Yeah. You heard me right."
 "Bloody hell. A believer."
 Memphis smirked. "Oh, you could definitely say that. I’ve seen them firsthand. And they’re pretty horrifying."
 Jock continued to stare at him. "You said something about a job."
 Memphis nodded. "I’m putting a team together. We’re going to kill the bastards. Are you interested in being part of it?"
 Jock glanced at Ulf. "He’s serious."
 "Yup."
 Jock looked back at Memphis. "Who’s backing us?"
 "No one," said Memphis. "No government at least. But we’ve got resources. And money. And we can get things done that the bureaucrats wouldn’t ever be able to until it was far too late to do anything about it."
 Jock leaned back in his chair and downed the rest of his whiskey before slamming the glass back on to the table. "Well, looks like I’m going back to war then, doesn’t it?"



Chapter Twelve
 The team assembled for the first time in the conference room at Cerberus headquarters twenty-four hours later. Introductions were made all around and then Trent brought the meeting to order.
 “By now, you’ve no doubt heard about the incident at CERN. Media sources the world over are calling it a tragic accident, saying that the start of the Large Hadron Collider caused a previously unknown fault line to shift position, resulting in an earthquake of considerable magnitude. That quake was centered beneath the CERN complex and as a result those within the complex at the time of the test were unfortunately killed.”
Trent paused, looking them over one by one.
“That’s a load of bullshit. Plain and simple. It was designed to keep Mr. Joe Public fat, dumb and happy, which is just the way he likes to be. And it’s working.”
“So what did happen?” Ulf asked.
“The activation of the LHC opened a rift, a gate if you will, between our world and somewhere else. In the process, certain otherworldly creatures entered our plane of existence.”
He paused, perhaps waiting for one of them to object, but when no one said anything, he went on.
“We don’t know what they want nor where they come from. What we do know is that they have a taste for human flesh, are extremely deadly, and are hard as hell to kill.”
“And we know this how?” Alena asked.
Trent pointed at Memphis. “For one thing, we have first-hand knowledge to draw from. Captain Stone was part of the team that was sent into the CERN complex in the immediate aftermath of the breach. Stone?”
Surprised that he was being asked to speak, Memphis cleared his throat nervously and then spent a few minutes describing what he had faced there at CERN. He could see the open skepticism on several of their faces, especially Ulf’s, but there wasn’t much Memphis could do about it. Like before, he could only tell the truth.
Trent picked up the thread. “In addition to Captain Stone’s report, we also have in our possession certain material that discusses a similar incident from the past.” He went on to tell them about the Ahnenerbe Summoning, as it was known to those involved with the project. 
 “But don’t take Stone’s word for what he saw, see for yourself.” Trent pushed a button on the conference table in front of where he sat and a large flat screen slid down smoothly from the ceiling. 
“What I’m about to show you is the video feed from the helmet that Captain Stone was wearing that afternoon at CERN.”
Now Memphis was really confused. He’d seen the tapes; he knew there was nothing on them. Why on earth was Trent showing those?
The scenes began to unfurl on the screen in front of them and Memphis found himself growing tense all over again. Something about the creatures touched a nerve deep in his primeval self and the lizard part of his brain reacted as he would expect it to react to an overwhelming threat, sending signals to his brain and the rest of his body telling him to get the hell out of there. He had to fight the urge to get up from the table.
They reached the point in the video where Memphis and his squad were first attacked and the others were surprises when they saw him responding to...empty air.
“As you can see, the standard cameras attached to Captain Stone’s helmet were not able to pick up the creatures he was easily able to see with his normal eyesight. We’re not sure why that is yet, but by experimenting with different frequencies we were able to coax the images from the tape.”
The touch of another button and all of a sudden the gaping maw of one of the panther-like creatures filled the screen as it lunged at Memphis. 
Trent froze the video, letting them all take a good, long look.
“That, boys and girl, is a Grendel. Or, at least, that’s the name our forefathers gave it in 1945. They are extremely fast, utterly vicious, but not much more intelligent than your average German shepherd.”
“In our parlance, it’s a Class One intruder. It can be harmed and even killed with conventional weaponry but it isn’t going to be easy and the more firepower you have at your disposal the better.”
Ulf tore his gaze away from the screen to look at Trent directly. “How many classes of these things are there?”
“The material we seized after the interruption of the Ahnenerbe Summoning indicates that the Nazis believed there to be five separate and distinct classes of intruders. Class One, of course, being the easiest to both summon and contain.”
“And the Class Five bastards?” Jock asked. “What about them beasties, mate?”
Trent paused. “Are you familiar with the writings of HP Lovecraft, Sergeant? With his descriptions of the Great Old Ones such as Cthulhu, Hastur, and Shuy-Nihl?”
Jock started. “You’re not telling me that those things are real now, are ye?”
Trent shook his head. “Sadly, no. A Class Five intruder makes Cthulhu look like an ill-behaved three year old.” 
He let that statement hang in the air a minute.
Someone, Memphis wasn’t sure who, audibly gulped.
Heck, he might have even done it himself.
Trent went on. “Make no mistake, what we are doing here is vitally important not just to those unfortunate enough to run into one of these things, but to the health and safety of every man, woman, and child on this planet.
“While we are still trying to confirm our findings, we believe the CERN event acted as a kind of event horizon from beyond which we cannot return. We’ve had reports that two other rifts have opened in other places around the globe since the CERN incident. In both cases the rifts spontaneously closed before anything could come through, but we do not expect our luck in that regard to hold for long. 
He looked at them all, as if weighing their readiness to do what needed to be done. “When a rift opens, and something comes through, it will be our job to stop it.”
Trent’s smile held no humor in it.
“Welcome to my world. Welcome to the HELLstalkers.”







Chapter Thirteen
Three days later.


 Memphis stood near a long table in the laboratory wing of the compound in Maine along with the other team members. On the table in front of them was an array of weaponry - both pistols and assault rifles.
 Jock stood nearby appraising the submachine guns. "Always been a Heckler & Koch man, m’self. MP5s if you please."
 Ulf pointed at the pistols. "Those are H&K. U.S.Ps. They’re pretty tight. Sweet for suppressed work, too."
 Alena sniffed. "The pistols are too large. For close work, you only need a .22, if you know how to handle it properly."
 Trent walked in the room followed closely by a very tall and very thin man. When they drew closer to the table, Trent turned. "This is Henderson. He’s our armorer. If you’ve got a question about the guns in front of you, or if you need something customized, this is the man I want you to talk to."
 Jock frowned. "What’s his background then?"
 Henderson cleared his throat. "I’m not former military if that’s what you’re asking."
 Jock sighed. "How do you know about guns, mate? That’s what I’m asking. After all, it’s not as though you’ve been assigned to lead us without any combat experience, is it?"
 Memphis frowned, feeling the barb.
 Henderson shrugged. "I grew up around guns. My father was an instructor in the military. For as long as I can remember, I’ve been shooting. You want to know fps, windage, angles, I can tell you."
 Jock pointed. "Suppose you start by telling me why we’re not using the old reliable MP5 and instead got that thing?"
 "That thing," said Henderson picking up the submachine gun, "is known as a PSD - personal security detachment. It’s from a company called LWRC and it hits much, much harder than your friend the MP5." He smiled at Jock. "I love the MP5, too. And for CQB stuff, it might once have ruled the roost."
 "Did the job when I was in the Regiment," said Jock. 
 "No doubt," said Henderson. "But the problem with the MP5 is that it shoots 9mm. It lacks stopping power in close quarters battle. And judging from what Trent has told me, you’re all going to need some extra kinetic energy going downrange at your targets."
 Ulf spoke up. "So, what’s the score on the PSD then?"
 "6.8 Remington SPC," said Henderson. "It’s a more powerful round and at CQB distances, it’s like taping a cinder block onto a sledge hammer. It hits hard, dumps out, and takes your target down like a tractor trailer slamming into a wall." He looked at Jock again. "Your MP5 usually shot 9x19mm Parabellum, unless it was configured for the 10mm. The 6.8 is heftier."
 Alena picked up one of the PSDs and hefted it. "It’s not heavy."
 Henderson nodded. "That’s the Magpul CTR stock. Plus, the barrel’s only eight inches. It’s compact, lightweight, and capable of shooting from inside a car. Or from under a sport coat. On an aircraft. When you’re short on space and need to have a reliable knock-down weapon, this is it."
 "So you say," said Alena. "But I never trust a weapon that I have not used myself before."
 Henderson smiled and turned to Trent. "Which would bring us to the next activity, wouldn’t it?"
 Trent nodded. "Indeed." He looked at the team. "We’ve arranged a little exercise for you."
 "What sort of exercise?" asked Memphis. He wondered why this was the first he was learning about it.
 Grinning, Trent said, "How about a day in the Killing House?"
 Jock’s eyes lit up. "You’ve got one?"
 "We’ve got pretty much everything we need right here on the compound."
 Jock scooped up a PSD and slid the bolt back before slapping it home again. "Right, that’s a bit of good news then."
 Ulf looked excited as well. Memphis frowned. He’d done some urban assault training in the Rangers, but probably nothing like what Jock and Ulf had done in special operations. He glanced at Alena who looked at Jock and Ulf like they were two little boys getting ready to play with squirt guns.
 Trent led them outside to the Jeep Cherokee and they clambered inside with the guns. As Henderson drove them down the worn track to a part of the compound Memphis hadn’t seen before, he nodded at the pistols. 
 "Those are standard issue U.S.Ps. But we’ll be customizing them for the type of ammunition you guys will be using on your special targets."
 "Meaning what?" asked Memphis.
 Trent turned in his seat. "We’ve got some special rounds that Henderson is working on. A combination of stuff that should kill targets quite easily."
 "We hope," said Henderson.
 "Lot of hoping going on," said Jock. "Good thing we can get some training in before we crack on."
 Ulf nodded. "Agreed."
 Alena shrugged. "Training is no replacement for actual experience."
 Jock frowned. "Well, it sure in bloody hell helps." He nudged Trent. "Live fire, yeah?"
 Trent nodded. "Have to use live ammo. We train like we fight."
 Jock nodded. "Glad to see this unit has got some standards after all. I was beginning to wonder."
 Memphis frowned. "Stop the car, Henderson."
Trent eyed him but nodded at Henderson, who dutifully pulled over to the side of the track. Memphis looked at Jock. "Outside."
He jumped out and eyed Jock as he nonchalantly exited the vehicle. "You got a problem with me? Spit it out, old man. And be done with it."
Jock smirked. "Yeah, mate. I got a problem with you. I don’t think you’re up to the task. Yeah, you got yourself a Ranger tab, but you’re missing the edge of a combat veteran."
"I’ll hold up just fine, thanks," said Memphis. "And you’d better not forget that I’m in command of this unit. So you’ve said your piece."
 "Just because you’re in command doesn’t mean you can’t be called out for bunging something up. Just be sure to remember that."
 Trent stepped out. "If you gentlemen are done?"
 They climbed back in and five minutes later Memphis saw a three-story building through the trees. It was a cinder block job that looked tough and weatherproof despite the promise of a beating from the Maine winter.
 "Looks like Hereford," said Jock.
 "Three stories," said Trent. "Fully customizable depending on what we need to train for. There’s a basement as well with a fuselage of a 747 in it."
 Ulf whistled. "Rad."
 Alena shrugged. "Let us get on with it."
 "How we playing this, then?" Jock eyed Memphis. "I’m assuming you’ve got an idea of what we’ll be doing?"
 Trent interrupted before Memphis could answer. "Let’s just work on a basic room takedown first. No hostages to start. Just targets. You four go in and clear the room."
 "Respirators?"
 Trent shook his head. "Not yet. Just walk it through first. Know your angles."
 Jock nodded and jumped out of the Jeep followed by Ulf. Memphis watched them go and felt the chasm of his inexperience gaping before him. Alena ran to catch up and as Memphis started to follow, Trent called him back.
 "A word?"
 "Yeah?"
 "Don’t let Jock get to you. He’s just unsure about you. In his world, lives depend on being able to know the man next to you has your back when the shit flies."
 "I’ve got his back. I’ve got all their backs."
 Trent nodded. "Yeah, but he hasn’t seen you in action yet. You can do a lot to prove your worth as a leader today by having a good time in there."
 Memphis eyed the Killing House and nodded. "Will do."
 "We’ll be monitoring the action from the control room. Work it through slow and steady at first. Nothing too big. If things go well, we’ll escalate the training accordingly. Make sure no one shoots a team member."
 Memphis nodded and then ran to catch up with the others who were busy drawing on assault gear and stuffing extra magazines into pouches. Jock checked the slide on the U.S.P and then made sure he only had to drop his right hand to his thigh for it to meet the butt of the pistol. "Stoppages, mate. Got to plan for them. If you can’t clear the thing, you’ve only got a split second to draw your secondary before you’re dead."
 Memphis strapped his gear on and looked at Ulf. "This is pretty tame stuff to you, isn’t it?"
 Ulf shrugged. "I’m always glad for more time training. Makes the real world easier to take."
 Alena said nothing as she hefted the PSD and slapped a fresh magazine home. She eyed Memphis. "Your pouch is open."
 Memphis glanced down and saw the pouch on his right side was indeed open. With a loose flap, it could make noise on an actual operation. He frowned and snapped it shut. "Thanks."
 Jock shot Ulf a look and then smirked. "Right, let’s see how this goes. Maybe after a few runs we’ll have a spot of a wager on it?"
 Ulf grinned. "What are you thinking?"
 "Shot groupings and head shots?"
 Ulf pursed his lips. "Yeah, good."
 Memphis frowned. "Let’s get the training done before we start making bets on it."
 "Just a bit of fun," said Jock. "Me and the kid there have done this many times before." He glanced at Alena. "Not sure what Cinderella has done."
 Alena eyed him. "Worry about yourself, old man," she said. "I’m more than capable of shooting well."
 "We’ll see."
 The intercom clicked overhead. "You guys all set? Henderson just set up the room. It’s number two on the second floor. Extractor fans are already on, so just do your thing."
 Memphis nodded at the group. "Okay, let’s move out." They climbed the stairs to the second floor and as soon as they came abreast of the floor, Memphis looked at the team. "Who’s number one through?"
 "You don’t want it?” asked Jock.
 "I’m deferring to those with more experience," said Memphis.
 Jock shook his head. "Fuck me, mate. This is going to be interesting." He glanced at Ulf. "I’ll be number one. Our illustrious leader will be number two. You take three and Alena can be four."
 Ulf nodded. "Ja, good."
 Jock assumed the lead position as they came down the hallway and paused outside of the number two room. Memphis thought back to the times he’d run this type of training in the Rangers. Jock had the butt of the PSD in his shoulder at the low-ready position. Memphis was right behind him, stacked tight. He felt Ulf behind him, also ready to go. Alena, at the back of the group would squeeze Ulf’s shoulder to show she was ready and Ulf would pass it on.
 Memphis felt Ulf squeeze his shoulder and then Memphis did the same to Jock. Jock glanced back, nodded his head once-
 -twice
 -and on the third nod, kicked the door open, immediately going to the "heavy" side, the opposite of where the door’s hinges were, and where he was most likely to encounter the most targets.
 Memphis felt himself rushing in next. He had to make sure that as he came in right on Jock’s tail that he didn’t trip or fall or accidentally shoot Jock in the back. As he came into the room, he moved to the opposite side. Memphis saw a target in front of him, snapped the PSD up and fired two shots at the head. He kept moving along the inside wall, reached a corner and kept moving.
 Around him, he heard the staccato of gunfire and smelled the cordite in the air. His pulse thrummed in his temples and he fought to get his breathing under control. He saw another target in front of him and fired twice more. He reached another corner and turned to face back into the room.
 "Stop! Stop! Stop!"
 Jock’s voice broke the chaos and everyone immediately froze in their positions. The din died and only the smoke from their gun barrels continued to drift out lazily.
 Trent came in quickly from the control room. "What’s happened?"
 Jock nodded at Memphis. "Your boy there nearly shot me, that’s what."
 Trent frowned. "You sure, Jock?"
 "Look at my position," said Jock. “I’ve got my field of fire completely covered. Your boy there overstepped his arc and if he’d fired his gun again, he would have put a round through me."
 Memphis felt his stomach drop as he glanced down and saw that he had indeed come out farther from his area than he should have. "He’s right," he said quietly. "I screwed up."
 "Oh, well, that’s just bollocks, isn’t it?" said Jock. He let the PSD go back on its sling and stepped closer to Memphis. "Bloody brilliant of you to admit you bunged up. Brilliant. What’s the deal with you, anyway?"
 Memphis put the safety back on the PSD and looked at Jock. "What do you mean?"
 "Just how much actual combat have you seen, sonny?" demanded Jock. "Cuz from where I’m standing and my near run-in with impersonating Swiss cheese, it don’t look like bloody much."
 Memphis took a breath. "Counting the encounter I had at CERN?"
 "Yeah," said Jock.
 "Once."
 Jock spun on his heel and stormed over to Trent. "Look, mate, I’m down with what you’re trying to accomplish here and all. Really, I am. But this is getting ridiculous. Unless your boy can step it up and actually perform, I’m taking my toys and going back to the pub."
 Memphis watched him stomp out of the room. Ulf followed and Alena slid out as well, leaving Memphis and Trent alone.
 "Not exactly what I was hoping to achieve," said Memphis.
 Trent nodded. "Yeah, probably not your best showing." He shrugged. "But everyone makes mistakes."
 "I almost killed him."
 "Yep, you did. But this is why we train with live ammo. The intensity has to be this real. Mistakes are going to happen. Hell, Jock insisted on it, remember? Something about standards?"
 "He might be regretting that now."
Trent smirked. "Nah, a guy like Jock knows there’s a learning curve. That’s not the point. He wants to see what you’re made of. He wants to see if you can accept your mistakes, learn from them, and then improve or if those mistakes cripple you or turn you into some kind of hothead."
 "You sure about that?"
 Trent shrugged. "Only one way to find out."
 "How’s that?"
 "Go back outside and run this again. And again. And again until you don’t make any mistakes. Let them see that you can screw up and recover from it. It’s the only way you’ll ever win their respect."





Chapter Fourteen
 As it turned out, they didn’t have as long to train as they’d hoped. Memphis was awoken in the middle of the night just a few days later by a harried-looking Ulf.
 “Shit’s hit the fan,” he said. “We’re being mobilized to deal with a rift.”
 “Where?” Memphis asked as he swung out of bed, praying it wasn’t some major metropolitan area. If things like those Grendels got loose in London or New York, it would be a bloody massacre...
 “Ogrodzieniska.”
 “Ogro-what? Where in hell is that?”
 Ulf laughed. “Poland, if you can believe that. First the Nazis, then demons from hell. Totally sucks to be them,” he said, as he headed out the door to wake the others.
 As Memphis pulled on his clothes and quickly followed, he had a moment to consider that perhaps there wasn’t all that much difference between the two invaders.
 And yes, he agreed, right about now it did suck to be Poland.
 The team grabbed their gear and assembled on the helipad, just as they’d drilled. Trent was already there waiting for them.
 “We’ve got reports of a rift opening in the town of Ogrodzieniska, Poland, a small farming community about seventy miles east of Podzamcze. I’ve downloaded your mission packets to your tablets; you’ll find maps contained therein.
 “While we don’t have a lot of information, what we do have suggests that several entities have come through the rift and have begun attacking the local populace. There was a flurry of emergency calls to the local civil aide services — police, fire, ambulance — before communications went down about ten minutes ago. We’re a long way from Poland, so I expect the situation to be considerably worse by the time you arrive.
 “I’m trying to assemble back-up, but right now I’m not getting much cooperation from anyone. At the moment, you’d better act as if you’re on your own. Your primary mission is to locate and seal that rift.”
 Jock spoke up from the back of the group. “And how in creation are we supposed to do that?” he asked.
 Trent pointed to the helicopter idly on the pad behind them. “Harley is already aboard; he’ll tell you what you need to do and how to do it. Times a wasting people. Good hunting.”
 A few minutes later the team was airborne, headed out over the north Atlantic as they listened to Harley, a particle physicist from Cerberus’ research division who looked like Jeff Goldblum’s twin, explain how they were going to close the portal in Ogrodzieniska.
 “As near as we can figure, the rifts are basically unstable wormholes torn in the fabric of space-time and are therefore susceptible to certain wave functions that eliminate excess contributions to the cosmological constant.”
 Memphis glanced at the others and then caught Harley’s attention.
 “Uh, sorry, but I think you just lost all of us.”
 “Speak for yourself, Yank!” Jock shouted over the roar of the rotor.
 Memphis ignored him and addressed himself to Harley once more. “Give that to us again, but this time, use English, huh?”
 Harley muttered something under his breath that sounded like “damned heathens” to Memphis, but he let it slide, knowing the physicist was probably as stressed out as the rest of them. 
 “We can disrupt the fabric of the portal by hitting it with a burst of neutrinos in a specific frequency and pattern.”
 Memphis smiled. “See? Much easier when you speak English. So how do we deliver the neutrinos to the site?”
 “With this.” Harley dumped a black go-bag in front of them and unzipped it to reveal a complicated looking device with a touchpad control system mounted atop it. “We’re calling it a wave frequency modulation disruptor for the time being because it, well, disrupts the rift.”
How clever...


 Alena spoke up. “What’s its effective range?”
 Harley winced. “Well, uh, that’s one of the issues we’re working through at the moment.”
 Memphis didn’t like the sound of that.
 “How far?” he pressed.
 “You need to turn the disruptor on and then toss it into the rift in order for it to do any good.”
 The four HELLstalker commandoes stared at him.
 “Theoretically,” Harley finished.
 “Theoretically? You mean we don’t even know if this thing is going to work?”
 Harley shook his head. “This will be the first field test.”
Great. Just fucking great...


 When they reached Boston, the team swapped the helo, and Harley, for a Lear, which would take them across the Atlantic and into Polish airspace in a little under nine hours. The team used the time to study the intel they had on Ogrodzieniska, confirm that all of their gear was in working order, and worry.
 In Memphis’ case, worry a lot.
 The last time he’d gone into combat with a team under his command he’d been the only one to make it out alive. It was not a good beginning; even he had to admit.
Relax, he told himself. Last time you didn’t know what you were getting yourself into. This time you do.


 To prove that to himself, he pulled out his tablet and began going through the visual recognition guide that the Intelligence arm had put together for each of them. Memphis thought of them as a big deck of flashcards, except instead of mathematical equations these were made up of silhouettes of otherworldly creatures with notations at to their basic abilities. Grendels, nightgaunts, slithers, banshees, there were a dozen of them in the Class One category alone. Trent had assured them that the information had been painstakingly compiled from the files captured back in World War II, but there was really no way of knowing if the Nazis had it right or not until they actually encountered one of the things. The fact that the information on the grendels matched his own personal observations was encouraging, but he knew that could have come from his own report as easily as the historical information.
 On a whim he looked for the other creature he had encountered in the tunnels of CERN, but wasn’t able to find it. 
Guess we’re just going to have to see for ourselves. 


 Knowing he should get some rest while he had the chance, Memphis laid down and tried to get some shut-eye, thoughts of strange and otherworldly creatures haunting his dreams.
*** ***
 They set down at a small airstrip outside of Krakow, where another helo, this time an old Russian Hind, was waiting for them. The pilot had them airborne just seconds after they’d boarded.
 The flight to Ogrodzieniska was only twenty minutes and Memphis felt like they’d only gotten airborne when the pilot came over the intercom telling them to get ready. 
 They didn’t know the exact conditions on the ground, so Memphis had made the decision to keep the chopper airborne and have them rappel down into the target zone, which they did without incident. Once on the ground though, things were a different matter.
 Ogrodzieniska was an old farming community, with buildings that looked a hundred, maybe a hundred and fifty years old if they were a day. They looked empty, too; no lights shown through their curtains and no smoke came out of their chimneys.
 They hadn’t moved half a dozen meters from their landing zone when the demons attacked. 
 It started with a thick flapping sound, like someone snapping a sheet in the wind, but that sound quickly separated into a hundred separate sounds that filled the air around them. The sheer volume of the cacophony made it hard to pinpoint where it was coming from and Memphis found himself turning in place, trying to pin it down.
 “Stone!” Ulf cried and Memphis turned to look where the German was pointing. 
 It didn’t look like much at first, a dark cloud on the horizon coming toward them, but gradually it became clearer and the team was able to see the dozens of creatures flying toward them.
 They were unlike anything Memphis, or any of them for that matter, had seen before.
 They were about the size of a Saint Bernard, with hyena faces and mouths full of needle-sharp teeth. From their chests jutted small three-fingered arms, reminding Memphis of the front arms of a tyrannosaurus. Their wings were made of a leathery material that flapped loudly, generating the sound they were all hearing. 
 As soon as the creatures laid eyes on them, they changed course and attacked.
 The others were far more experienced with this kind of thing than he was, but Memphis found himself falling naturally into command. 
 “Fall in on me,” he cried, “Get back to back so we can cover all angles.”
 He was pleased to see the team did what they were told without question; perhaps all that drilling had convinced them to trust him. Or else they had simply come to the same conclusion that back-to-back would provide the best cover in the situation.
 Memphis didn’t care either way; as long as they did what they were asked to do. As the flock of creatures dived toward them, they opened fire with their PSDs.
 It was like shooting ducks in a barrel. Unlike the creatures Memphis had encountered at CERN, these couldn’t take more than a shot or two before crashing to the ground. With marksmen of this caliber, it didn’t take long before there was a pile of dead intruders at their feet and the rest of the flock was peeling off into the descending darkness.
 The team reloaded with fresh magazines, checked the direction they were headed in, and then moved out. The rift couldn’t be far.
 Twice more the flock attacked and each time were beaten off. Memphis had hoped the sound of gunfire might bring the townspeople out of hiding, but when it didn’t, he began to suspect that there weren’t any townspeople left to come out.
 The road they were moving down suddenly intersected with several others at the center of town and there, before them, was the rift.
It doesn’t look like much, Memphis thought. Just a flat black disk hanging there in the air without anything holding it up.

It reminded him of a black hole and if he looked hard enough he could see the light bending slightly as it passed over it, like at the edge of an event horizon.
But then that illusion was broken when a clawed hand suddenly reached out of that darkness and wrapped its fingers around the edge of the rift. 
It wasn’t much, just a hand, but the sight of it sent chills racing over Memphis’ body. It really was an opening to somewhere else and right now something from the darkness on the other side was trying to work its way into this world. A fierce protectiveness suddenly bloomed in his chest.
“Unh-huh, motherfucker,” he said aloud. “Not on my watch.”
The other three stood cover around him while he slipped off his pack and dug out the WFMD that Harley had given him on the helo. 
The hand became a forearm as whatever it was pulled itself a little farther into their universe.
Focus, Memphis! 


 “Any day now, boyo,” Jock said, as he stared at the thing climbing out of the rift. The one hand had now been joined by its partner.
 “Working on it,” he muttered and indeed he was. He did his best to flip the switches in the order he’d been told and then punched in the arming code on the device’s keypad. The screen flashed red once and then a digital count began ticking down from twenty.
 “Armed,” Memphis called out. “Cover me.”
 Without waiting for an answer he rushed toward the rift.
 As he got closer he thought he could see the vague outline of something pulling itself through the darkness toward them and realized at the same time that he was probably silhouetted in the light behind him, like someone standing in a lighted doorway beckoning out into the night. It was not a comfortable feeling.
 He glanced down at the control panel, saw that the countdown had reached ten, shouted “Fire in the hole!” and then heaved it as hard as he could at the pair of silvery-green eyes that suddenly came into view deep in the depths.
 With the device delivered, Memphis turned and ran like hell in the opposite direction, his teammates several steps in front of him already.
 No one, not Harley, not Trent, knew what would happen when that WFMD went off and so Memphis and his team had previously decided to put as much distance between them and it as possible. There was a large shed near the edge of the road up ahead and the four of them charged toward it.
 In his head, Memphis was counting.
 Nine, eight, seven...
 He heard the flap of wings off to his right and turned just in time to deliver a short burst right into a pack of those flying gargoyle things that had attacked them earlier.
 Six, five, four...
 He threw himself down behind the shed, landing on Ulf’s legs and scrambling to get himself frather undercover as the countdown reached zero.
 There was a moment of pregnant silence and then there was a blistering whine that built up and up and up before exploding in a blast that probably could have been heard all he way to Krakow.
 Silence fell on the town of Ogrodzieniska.
 After a moment, the members of the HELLstalker team all peered, one after another, around the edge of the shed.
 The rift was gone.
 In its place was a blackened patch of earth and two severed arms the size of a man’s leg. Even as they watched, the arms dissolved into a thick paste that then fizzled away to nothing.
 “Kiss my brother’s uncle,” Jock said, “it bloody well worked!”
 Just like that the team was cheering and clapping each other on the back. They’d done battle with the enemy for the first time and had emerged victorious.
 It was the HELLstalkers first victory and they hoped it wouldn’t be their last.







Chapter Fifteen
 The rest of the mission was anti-climatic. They signaled the helo pilot, took a moment to gather some samples and one nearly intact gargoyle body for Harley and his boys in the research division to play with, and then boarded the chopper for a flight back to a remote strip outside of Krakow. There was an inn nearby and the team made arrangements to bunk down for the night as the post-battle exhilaration gave way to post-battle fatigue. Still, they were awake enough to grab several drinks in the bar and salute each other’s success. Ulf went so far as to try and hit on Alena in his drunkenness, leaning toward her in an attempt to steal a kiss, only to receive a resounding head-butt for his troubles. It was all good-natured fun and by the time they stumbled upstairs to their respective rooms, Memphis felt like they were finally a team.
Which was a good thing, since they were met early the next morning by a surprise visit from Trent. He was waiting for them with a very anxious expression on his face in the great room downstairs where the innkeeper normally served breakfast. Memphis had yet to see their director look worried in any way, shape, or form, so to see him like this was not a good sign.
 Thankfully, Trent didn’t keep them in suspense for long.
 “It’s CERN,” he told them. “At two-fifty-eight this morning, a host of creatures boiled up out of the sealed research facility and spread out throughout the rest of the complex, attacking any living thing they encountered. Initial reports suggest that there are more than two hundred dead, with at least another fifty missing. Only the fact that there was a substantial military force surrounding the facility due to the previous incident enabled the creatures to be contained.
 Memphis shook his head. Suddenly their earlier success seemed almost trivial.
 “Fighting continues in earnest, but there does not seem to have been a break-out among the general population for which we can be thankful. Our presence onsite has been requested through backdoor channels.”
 “What can the four of us do against these things that the armed personnel already there can’t?” Ulf asked.
 “Nothing,” Trent replied. “Dealing with the intruders is not your mission this time. You’re going after bigger game.”
 “The rift,” Alena said in surprise.
 Trent nodded. “Correct. Your mission will be to descend into the underground complex to locate and close the rift. As long as it's open, more of these things can cross over into our world from wherever the hell it is that they come from. For all we know they could have an entire invading army poised there on the brink and if we don’t shut that thing down we might be sealing the fate of the entire world. I, for one, don’t want that on my conscience.”
Gee, thanks for the pep talk there, boss, Memphis thought. No pressure or anything.


 “Based on telemetry from the rift you dealt with in Ogrodzieniska, we believe we have identified certain unique waveforms that can be used to pinpoint this and future rifts. By the time you land in Geneva, we’ll have a better idea of where the portal is and what you’ll have to face in dealing with it. There’s a chopper waiting outside; we’ve got ten minutes to gear up and be on it.”
 Memphis frowned. “You’re coming with us?”
 Trent nodded. “I’ve got a meeting of my own there, so I’ll be riding in with you. Oh, and one other thing.” He bent down and pulled out a duffel bag from beneath the table. “You might want these,” he said, reaching inside and pulling out new, olive-colored special-ops coveralls, with the Cerberus patch sewn into the shoulders. 
Now we’re official, Memphis thought with a grin.
*** ***
 They arrived at CERN to little fanfare, just a U.S. Army lieutenant waiting to pick them up in a HMMV to escort them to their entry point. Trent left them immediately upon arrival, walking across the tarmac to where a Gulfstream sat waiting. He glanced back once, caught Memphis watching him, then nodded and disappeared inside the aircraft.
Memphis couldn’t help but notice that the plane bore the Stanton Industries logo on the fuselage and he filed that little tidbit away for future reference. Stanton Industries was owned and operated by none other than Miles Stanton himself, one of the world’s richest men. If he was one of their mysterious benefactors, then Project Cerberus was well funded indeed.
The four of them climbed into the HMMWV and were taken straight away to the mobile command center that had been made available for their use. As they pulled up in front of the trailer, Memphis caught sight of the man standing there waiting for them.
 “What’s the problem, boyo?” Jock asked.
 Memphis inclined his head. “That’s the asshole who had me cashiered. Colonel Boyd Warren.”
 “That fat old bastard?” Jock asked. “Leave ’em to me.”
 Alena laughed. “That’s right. You’re one of us now. Fuck ’em.”
And damned if that didn’t feel good, Memphis thought to himself. He’d thought his life was over when they’d kicked him out of the Army, but as it turned out, it was only just beginning. Who would have guessed?
 No sooner had they exited the vehicle that Warren moved in.
“Stone? I want to talk with you, Stone.”
Memphis ignored him and when the colonel tried to advance closer he found his way blocked by both Jock and Ulf. Without hesitation, the former began hollering at the colonel like he was a private in boot camp and Jock was the meanest, craziest, toughest drill sergeant he would ever encounter. Memphis wanted to stand around and watch, for the look on Warren’s face was priceless, but Alena hustled him inside and out of the colonel’s reach.
The command center was empty and powered down. That was fine with Memphis; they didn’t need it for anything other than a jumping off point anyway.
“All right, let’s...”
That was as far as he got. Alena suddenly spun him around and met his lips with her own. They were soft, wet...and hungry. She ended the kiss by biting his lower lip between her teeth and then pulling away.
“For luck,” she said, her eyes gleaming with mischief.
Memphis opened his mouth to say something in response but that’s when Ulf and Jock entered the trailer, interrupting the scene and forcing him to focus on what was to come.
Just as well, he thought. Probably woulda just embarrassed myself anyway. One thing was for sure though; he didn’t understand this woman at all. 
“All right, let’s get down to business,” he said.
The plans of the CERN complex had been downloaded into their tablets while enroute and they took a few moments to review them one last time. On the plans the rift showed up as a glowing red circle in a maintenance bay about one quarter of the way along the Collider’s proton tunnel network. Which meant they were going to have to make their way down to the control center and then enter the tunnels themselves to reach the rift. 
It wasn’t going to be easy. Memphis particularly didn’t like the final part of the mission; there was only one way in and out of those tunnels and if they ran into trouble down there they were going to have a major fight on their hands.
One thing at a time, boss, he told himself, one thing at a time.
A review of the current action reports stated that there were a wide variety of previously unknown creatures roaming the CERN complex and that no area was particularly considered safe once you moved in past the fence lines. Memphis had suspected as much, but it was good to have the confirmation nonetheless. 
It wasn’t long before the door of the command center opened and Trent strolled in. What was surprising was that he had Henderson with him.
“Dump that ammo you’re carrying,” he told them, “I’ve got something new for you.”
He opened the transport case he was holding and began to distribute full magazines to each member of the team.
“Incendiary ammunition,” he told them. “We’ll be able to create better cartridges for you once we’ve had a chance to study the carcass you brought back with you from Poland, but for now this will give you a bit of an extra punch when you need it the most. I’ve got five full mags for everyone, but that’s all I could get on short notice.”
He also pulled out a larger version of the wave frequency modulator, or WFMD, that they’d used in Poland. “This has been calibrated using some of the data we gleaned from the first field test and we think it will handle the requirements of a larger rift as well.”
“How large?” Ulf wanted to know.
“Twenty feet square,” came the reply.
Memphis was shocked; that was large enough to drive a fleet of tanks through. He hated to think about the kinds of creatures that might come through a rift that size. They had a hard enough time killing the smaller ones, for heaven’s sake.

They were happy to hear that the WFM no longer needed to be tossed into the rift itself; it would work just fine from up to twenty feet away. It still meant they had to get close, but at least they didn’t have to be right on top of the damn thing.
When Henderson was finished, they finished loading up and then headed out the door. The same lieutenant that had picked them up at the airfield was waiting outside and the team piled back into the HMMWV for the short ride over to the complex entrance.
Their driver took them to the fence line, but rather than drop them off he turned the HMMWV over to them. “You’re going to need it once you’re past the fence,” he told them. “The faster you reach the entrance to the complex and get undercover the better. The night is not friendly out there.”
And with that he was gone, leaving them to get on with things.
They had a rift to shut down.





Chapter Sixteen
Within moments of crossing the fence line it became apparent that they were in the midst of a war zone. Burned out vehicles and the bodies of dead intruders could be seen in several places as they quickly made their way across the compound to the LHC complex. Several times they saw large winged creatures cutting through the air above them and once they were forced to engage with the M134 minigun mounted on the roof, driving off what looked to Memphis to be a horse-sized dragon. If that particular class of intruder hadn’t been named yet, he was determined to convince Trent to label it a Nazgul, after the evil winged creatures from the Lord of the Rings. It seemed fitting.
They arrived at the complex and parked as close to the main blast doors as possible. Alena stepped up to the lock controls, pulled a mini-toolkit off her belt, and within seconds had the doors rolling open.
“Disable it,” Memphis told her, not wanting to be locked in a second time. She gave him a quizzical expression, but did as he asked. Until they could get a repair crew out here, those doors were going to stay open no matter what.
It felt like deja vu to Memphis as they descended the stairwell just as he had previously.
Let’s hope this time there’s a better outcome.


Over the last few weeks they’d jelled into a cohesive team and now they moved as one, leapfrogging each other down the individual flights until they arrived at the bottom. 
HELLstalker One had entered the Collider complex.
The emergency lights were on in this part of the complex, and so they began making their way through the facility, always headed in the direction of the rift. The bodies of the science staff lay where they had fallen and Memphis did his best to ignore them as he went past; there would be time enough to deal with the remains once the mission was over. Until then, they were just obstacles to note and store in the back of his mind.
The grendels attacked just as the team arrived outside the control center for the electromagnets that helped power the Collider. They charged out of the open door as the team drew close. Jock and Memphis were out front and they met the rushing beasts with a deadly hail of gunfire from their PSDs. The new incendiary ammunition that Henderson had given them worked wonders, splattering grendel blood and entrails all over the walls around them.
Within minutes the grendels had been beaten off.
Memphis thought the encounter was a rousing success, until they turned around and discovered Ulf missing.
“Where the fuck did he go?” Memphis asked Alena, who’d been standing just a few feet in front of her teammate when he’d disappeared.
“I don’t know,” she said and for the first time Memphis thought he saw fear in her eyes. “One minute he was right there and the next...he was gone.”
They shouted for him, no longer worried about the shouts giving away their presence after the gun battle they’d just fought, but Ulf either couldn’t hear them or couldn’t respond. They searched the immediately adjacent corridors, searching for any sign of him, some discarded equipment, maybe even a blood trail, but there was nothing.
It was as if he had vanished into thin air.
As much as he hated to call the search to an end, Memphis was forced to do so. With every passing second something more deadly and dangerous might pass through the rift and they couldn’t afford to leave it open any longer than absolutely necessary. 
They set off again, this time in a staggered line, with Memphis in front, Jock in the middle, and Alena bringing up the rear. They’d gone a couple of hundred meters deeper into the base when it happened a second time.
The ceiling above them suddenly erupted in an explosion of ceiling tile and insulation. Several tentacles burst out of the hole above them, wrapped themselves around Jock’s waist, and yanked him out of sight.
“Jock!” Memphis cried as he watched something large move along the other side of the ceiling tiles above him, tracking the motion with the muzzle of his PSD but afraid to fire for fear of hitting his colleague as he listened to Jock’s screams. Within seconds the sound had faded into the distance.
“Fuck!” Memphis cried. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”
It was happening all over again! He was losing the men under his command just as he had the first time. This couldn’t be happening!
 But it was. And it wasn’t over yet.
 Memphis and Alena went on; what other choice did they have? Alena had the WFM in her pack, so they could still carry out the mission if they could locate the rift. Memphis knew that all of them, himself included, were expendable; the mission was the important thing here. He knew his colleagues would want him to continue and he was determined to live up to that trust. 
 The fact that two of their number were gone with the group barely firing a shot in their defense had unnerved Memphis completely. He was constantly waiting for something else to come charging out of a room or busting through the floor tiles that he almost didn’t see the figure standing at the far end of the hall.
Almost.
 Half a second after Alena shouted a warning, Memphis caught side of their foe standing in the middle of the hallway ahead of them. 
 It was the same spiked intruder he’d faced off against last time. He didn’t know how he knew; he just did. Something about its stance? Or the way it cocked its head to the side as it studied him?
He didn’t know and didn’t care. All he wanted to do was kill it.
He raised the PSD, intent on gunning down the ugly S.O.B. in front of him, when the fear struck.
It was a thousand times worse this time around. Every little fear he’d every had in his entire life suddenly burst across the theater of his mind like a kaleidescope of horror, crippling him, sending him to the ground in complete subjugation to the fear filling his mind.
He turned as he fell, his body striking the floor in such as way that he could see Alena lying a few feet behind him, wrapped in the throes of her own fear as she twisted and jerked on the ground. 
 Even as the fear threatened to turn him into a gibbering wreck, in the back of his mind he was cataloging the fact that the spike demon was clearly manipulating their fear and that they would have to find some way of neutralizing that if they hoped to defeat it.
 As he lay there, unable to move for the fear turning his muscles into knots, the demon stepped over him with barely a glance. It stooped, picked Alena up off the ground and slung her over its shoulder, then walked out of the room, leaving Memphis lying there screaming silently in his mind as his body refused to obey him.





Chapter Seventeen
 The fear kept him in its claws for another ten minutes. He lay there, trapped, unable to move and expecting the grendels to come along at any minute and feast on him, until the paralysis suddenly left him at the exact same time as the fear did. He came back to himself lying in the middle of the corridor, panting as if he’d just run a forty kilometer march uphill in the snow. 
 As he climbed to his feet, he thought he understood what was happening. 
 His greatest fear was not living up to the responsibility of command, but that he would fail and that failure would cost his men their lives. The spike demon — and yes, at this point he thought that a more appropriate descriptor than intruder — had somehow picked up on that fact and had used its ability to enhance certain emotions to take him down long enough so that all of his men could be taken.
 Effectively bringing his worst fear to life.
 But Memphis had learned a lot from his fellow warriors over the last few weeks and he refused to give in to the despair that threatened to overwhelm him.
 He was armed and able; while that was true he would continue the fight. To do anything less was not worthy of the men, and woman, with whom he fought side by side.
 Weapon in hand, he set out to find his comrades.
*** ***
 He found Jock first, hanging half-in and half-out of the ventilation shaft through which he was being dragged when he’d managed to slash through the tentacles that had been wrapped around his chest. The creature had thrashed about in pain, breaking the shaft beneath him, but his leg had gotten caught in some of the wreckage and left him dangling in space, like a morsel left out for one of the other demons to feast upon. He’d almost shot Memphis when he’d appeared at the end of the hall.
 “Damn it, boyo, come anna get me down!” he hollered.
 Memphis did so.
 Together they continued moving through the hallways, until the sound of gunfire drew their attention. They found Ulf backed in a corner, making a valiant last stand against four grendels. Since their attention was on the tasty morsel before them, they didn’t see the other members of HELLstalkers One until they had been cut to ribbons by shots from their PSDs.
 Now all they had to do was find Alena, recover the WFMD, and finish the job.
Easy-peasy.


 Figuring the demon would be near the rift, the trio found the main control room and then headed down the long tunnel that housed the smaller tubes through which the protons traveled when the collider was running.
 They had gone a few hundred yards down its length when they heard a strange, ululating sound coming from a doorway a short distance ahead of them.
 Cautiously, they crept forward, their weapons at the ready. When they reached the doorway, Memphis chanced a look around the corner and the sight that met his eyes would stay with him until the day he died.
 A massive rift was hanging in the air on the far side of the room. It was at least ten feet wide and fifteen feet high, stretching from floor to ceiling, and shimmering with an odd, oil-slick-like luminescence. Spike stood before it, his (could he even call it a he?) arms raised as he chanted in a tongue never meant for human ears. It set Memphis’ teeth on edge and made him shiver the way he would if someone ran their fingernails down a chalkboard. 
 But that wasn’t the worst of it.
 Surrounding both the rift and Ole Spike was a massive circle drawn in what looked like blood, if the pile of pale corpses off to one side of the room was any indication. The circle had both an inner and outer edge. Between them were dozens of strange markings and runes that shimmered and changed whenever Memphis tried to get a good look at them. The sense of wrongness they gave off was enough to get his mind to shy away from understanding them; to do so might mean irreparable harm to his sanity.
 He didn’t need to see them clearly to know they shouldn’t be there.
 Worst of all was the sight of Alena, lying on the floor behind the demon, in the exact center of the circle.
 Seeing her there, Memphis suddenly made the connection. He’d seen a circle like this in the files Trent had given him of the Ahnenerbe incident - it was a summoning circle!
 Spike was trying to bring more of his kind, or perhaps something worse, into their world and he was using the blood of his enemies to power it somehow.
 Memphis pulled his head back out of sight and relayed what he had seen to the others. He quickly sketched out a plan.
 “You can’t look at this thing,” he said. “It’s like the legend of the Medusa — one glance and you’re turned to stone, except in this case you’re frozen with fear. But I think I know a way for us to do this.”
 It took him only a moment to outline his plan to the others. Ulf thought Memphis was nuts, but Jock highly approved, which almost made Memphis second guess the whole thing. Time was at a premium, however, for at any minute that damned thing in there might decide to bleed Alena dry and the three of them had no intention of allowing it to do that. They were going to get her out or die trying. And if in the process they could save the world from whatever hideous thing Spike there wanted to call forth from the abyss, then so be it.
 They could see Alena’s backpack lying close to her body and so they split the tasks between them. Ulf was the best shot, so he would do the firing while Jock called out directions and Memphis went for the WFMD and tried to rescue Alena in the process.
 They all knew it was a long shot, that if one little thing went wrong they were all probably going to die in that room in there, but that didn’t matter. They were here to carry out their mission and that’s exactly what they intended to do. Recusate, repellite, ruite. Deny, defend, destroy.
Or die trying, Memphis thought.
 He turned to the others, made sure they were ready, and then counted it down on his fingers.
 Three, two, one...
 Memphis spun around the corner and, keeping his eyes on Alena’s prone form, raced toward her.
 Behind him he heard the crack of Ulf’s rifle and did his best not to shrink away from the sound. Ulf’s a good shot, he told himself. He won’t have any trouble shooting with his eyes closed.
 It was the best plan Memphis could come up with under short notice. It was his belief that the ability to generate crushing fear in a person required eye to eye contact and he was betting everything on. Right now Ulf was standing there in the doorway with his eyes closed, carefully not looking at the demon as he sent shot after shot in the creature’s direction, each one sent on its way with instructions from Jock who was using a small signaling mirror to direct the shots.
 It was crazy, it was foolish, and in this instance, it might just work!
 Memphis didn’t have time to worry about the others, however, he had his own job to handle. With the gunfire going off around him and the creature before him shrieking in rage and pain, Memphis slid to a stop next to the backpack. His hands were shaking as he ripped open the catches and pulled out the WFMD. It was smaller and more compact than the last one, which was good, but also curiously more powerful. He flipped the switches, punched in his code, and slammed his hand down on the activation button.
 The count began to roll backward on the LCD.
 Twenty-nine, twenty-eight, twenty-seven...
 A shadow fell over him.
 He spun around and looked up at the demon leaning over him. 
 Their eyes met.
 Memphis braced himself for the onslaught of terror to wash over him, but nothing happened.
 It was only later, when he had a chance to think about it, that he realized what had happened. The demon knew him, knew his mind, and tried to repeat the same tactic that had worked before, namely forcing Memphis to live out his fear of failing his men.
 But he had already faced that fear, had come to grips with it out of necessity more than anything else, and so that fear no longer had any control over him. He could stare it in the eye, dare it to do its best, and push through to the other side.
 Just as he did to the demon itself.
 Ulf was still peppering the thing with shots from his rifle, keeping it distracted, but Memphis knew it wouldn’t last for long. Any second the damned thing was going to remember that it was almost twice Memphis’ size and that it could simply reach out with those claws of his and slash him to ribbons.
 Unless he did something first.
 Beside him he heard Alena groan and his heart jumped in his chest. He hadn’t dared believe she was still alive but apparently she was and that simply gave him one more reason to make sure this worked. 
 Memphis snatched up the WFMD and tossed it as hard as he could past the demon and into the rift.
 The creature snatched at it as it went by, missed, and then turned to watch it go.
 That was when Memphis grabbed his PSD and sent several rounds of incendiary ammo into the creature’s right knee joint.
 Like the 30mm rounds from which they had been designed, the incendiary rounds from Memphis’ PSD passed through the tough skin of the intruder’s leg and logged deep in the bone of the knee. Milliseconds later the explosive charge in their tip went off, blasting the joint into several pieces.
 The demon began to fall toward the opening of the rift, shrieking in rage and pain as it went.
 Memphis fired another burst into its chest to help it on its way and was already smiling in satisfaction when the thing’s hand shot out and wrapped around Memphis’ ankle.
 He began sliding across the floor toward the rift, pulled along by the creature’s greater weight.
 He pulled the trigger on his PSD, only to hear the dry click of an empty magazine.
 Memphis thought it was all over at that point.
 Short of throwing his gun at the demon, he was out of options.
 Suddenly a hand grabbed his wrist, slowing his movement.
 He craned his head backward to look over his shoulder and saw Alena lying on her stomach, one hand clenched tightly around his wrist and the other pointing the snout of the PSD in the demon’s direction.
 “Fuck you,” she said in Russian, and then shot the creature through the right eye.
 The hand holding his ankle suddenly let go and with a last long scream the demon fell into the rift.
 “Hurry, Stone! Hurry!”
 For a second he had no idea why they were yelling at him. They’d killed the damn demon, hadn’t they?



Then he remembered.
 The wave frequency modulator disruptor.
 The one he’d activated and tossed into the rift.
 The one that was going to go off in just a few seconds!
 He tried to remember how much time had been on the clock when he thrown it. Fifteen seconds? Ten? He didn’t know. All he knew was that they were running out of time and it would be a damned shame to have survived what they had only to be killed by the blast.
They had to get out of here!


 Memphis rolled over, scrambled to his feet, and helped Alena gain hers. Then he started running as fast as he could for the doorway while supporting her.
 Ahead of him, Ulf and Jock were screaming at him to hurry.
What the fuck does it look like I’m doing? he wanted to shout, but he didn’t dare waste the energy. It was going to be close...
 He threw them through the doorway and rolled to the side just as the timer on the WFMD hit zero. That high-pitched whine came again, much louder this time, and then the rift collapsed in upon itself with a thunderous roar that shook the walls around them and caused half of the ceiling to come down on their heads. The ground shook and shimmied and danced the Wahtusi underneath them, but thankfully it held together. When it stopped, they climbed wearily to their feet and chanced a look around the corner. A torn and twisted pile of wreckage was all that could be seen where the rift had been just moments before.
 Another rift could appear at any moment, and if it did they would respond as necessity called for, but for now they could rest easy. They had done it.
 Together, they began to make their way back to the surface.



Epilogue
From his room high in the Burj Khalifa, the world’s tallest building, one of the richest men in the world stared out at the lights of the city of Dubai spread out below him, unseeing. On some other night he might have marveled at how the Emaar’s flagship project sparkled and shone, like a crown of jewels hung suspended in the nighttime sky, but tonight he barely noticed, his thoughts several thousand miles away.
The latest report from his man in Geneva lay on the desk behind him. He didn’t need to refer to it to know what it said, for its message had been short and to the point.
Cerberus operational, it read.  Commencing phase two.
It was, perhaps, the best news he’d received all week.
He turned away from the window and walked over to the bar. Pouring himself a glass of two hundred year old Scotch, he saluted himself in the mirror and took a sip. The honey-colored liquid slipped down his throat with just the right amount of heat and he savored the victory it represented. He’d set his plan in motion decades ago and at last the pieces were starting to move faster, one event shepherding another forward like a long train of dominoes that had finally tipped too far and had started crashing to the ground. It wouldn’t be long now; the end game was finally in sight. All that remained was to see it through.
And oh what a glorious end it would be!




THE END
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When a Templar commandery is invaded and its occupants mercilessly slaughtered, Knight Commander Williams is called in to hunt down those responsible. His investigation quickly leads him to a cabal of necromancers known as the Council of Nine. 
There's only one problem. 
The necromancers are allied with the same supernatural creature that left Cade for dead five years before. A creature so powerful that the Templars know it only as the Adversary. 
In order to stop the killing, Cade will be forced to face his own personal demons. Not just those deep inside his heart, but also the one that left him scarred, body and soul. 
The same demon that has already beaten him once before...





Learn more at Shades of Reality or view it in the Nook Store





A SCREAM OF ANGELS
Book two of the Templar Chronicles


The men of the Echo Team are back for another action-packed Templar adventure! 
Three years ago an archaeological expedition led by Vatican scholar Juan Vargas discovered something unusual on the shores of the Dead Sea. Early the next morning, Father Vargas, and the artifact he uncovered, disappeared without a trace. 
Until now. 
An injured and badly dehydrated Father Vargas wanders out of the New Mexican desert, telling a wild story about a secret research installation and bloodthirsty demons hunting men through its halls. When word of his survival reaches the Vatican and those in charge of the Templar Order, the Echo Team is called in to deal with the situation. Their orders - investigate the facility, determine exactly what happened there, and deal with any infernal presence that might exist. 
But the being they encounter there beneath the desert sands has found a way to break the bonds of Hell itself and doesn't plan on going back easily. This time, their foe might prove to be too much for even Cade and the men of Echo Team. 
Learn more at Shades of Reality or view it in the Nook Store





A TEAR IN THE SKY
Book three of the Templar Chronicles


When Knight Commander Cade Williams discovers that his wife, Gabrielle, is not truly dead, but held in some kind of arcane stasis between the lands of the living and the lands of the dead, he vows that nothing will stop him from freeing her soul from the prison surrounding her. 
But his vow is tested right from the start when an old friend calls on him to help protect the city of Boston from the ancient scourge that threatens to destroy it, leaving Cade with a heart-breaking choice: Do his duty and save the innocent lives he has sworn to protect or forsake them all in order to rescue the one for whom he would brave the walls of hell itself? 
Learn more at Shades of Reality or view it in the Nook Store



Read More Books by Jon F. Merz
THE FIXER


Book one of the Lawson Vampire series
MEET LAWSON.
A cynical, wise-cracking vampire charged with protecting the Balance - the secret existence of a race of LIVING vampires that have evolved alongside humanity for thousands of years.
A FIXER.
Part-spy, and part-commando -- James Bond with fangs. Lawson mixes shrewd cunning with unmatched lethality to get his job done. He tries his best to dismantle conspiracies, dispatch bad guys, and live long enough to get home.
COSGROVE.
The name's enough to make Lawson go ballistic. The last time they tangled, Cosgrove butchered fifty people. Now he's back in Boston and the Council wants him dead. But Cosgrove has other plans.
TALYA.
An ex-KGB assassin with secrets of her own, and skills to match Lawson, she wants revenge and doesn't care who knows it.
THE SARGOTH.
An ancient legend. A whispered myth. And if Cosgrove has his way...an inevitable reality.
Get your copy in the Nook Store





THE INVOKER


Book two of the Lawson Vampire series
Meet Lawson. A cynical, wise-cracking vampire charged with protecting the Balance between vampires and humans, he is part cop, part spy, and part commando -- James Bond with fangs. Lawson mixes shrewd cunning with unmatched lethality to get his job done. He tries his best to dismantle conspiracies, dispatch bad guys, and live long enough to get home. 
In The Invoker, a case of mistaken identity lands Lawson in the role of protector for a young boy with the power to conjure the spirits of dead vampires. But a power-hungry member of the vampire governing body, the Council, wants that power for herself and she'll do anything to get it - even if it means hiring an ex-Fixer named Petrov to kidnap the boy. From the blood-slicked streets of Boston to the skyscraping Himalayas, Lawson will need to call in every favor and on every friend if he hopes to ever see Jack alive again.
Get your copy in the Nook Store





THE DESTRUCTOR


Book three of the Lawson Vampire series
Meet Lawson, a cynical, wise-cracking vampire charged with protecting the Balance - the secret existence of a race of LIVING vampires that have evolved alongside humanity for thousands of years. Destined from birth to defend his people, lawson is a Fixer - part-spy, part-commando...James Bond with fangs.
They call her Shiva after the Hindu god of destruction. Part-vampire and part-lycanthrope, her ability to change her appearance at will makes her one of the most feared assassins on the planet. Now Shiva is coming to Boston to assassinate the leader of the vampire governing body, the Council. And there's only one Fixer alive who can stop her: Lawson. But is Shiva really just coming to Boston to take down a target? or is her mission something far more sinister?
Get your copy in the Nook Store



THE CERBERUS PROTOCOL
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This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental. 
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