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      1704, Northwest Territory, Canada

      The sound of another exploding tree caused Nikolai Alexei to jump. He could hear the men behind him snickering, but he didn’t turn to address it. It wasn’t worth his time, and it was bad leadership to acknowledge pettiness. He grumbled under his breath and marched forward through the knee-deep snow.

      Nikolai was used to the sounds of the winter. This land reminded him of home; of the countless kilometers of deep black forest, filled with the same types of animals he used to hunt, the same trees he used to climb, and the same bitter cold he used to long for. He remembered the smells, too – the ripe evergreen scent, the fresh blankets of snow thick enough to halt a horse, and the sheer emptiness of the air.

      He knew the sounds as well. The frozen tree sap inside the trunks of the pines would expand, causing the bark and wood to explode. His father had explained it to him on a wolf-hunting trip when he was a boy, and he had often lain awake at night, counting the rippling explosions as they worked their way through the wooded area around their cabin. He knew more about the woods than any of the men he had brought with him, with the exception of maybe Lev.

      Still, the laughter of the men frustrated him. It wasn’t a sign of insubordination as much as it was a sign of their laziness. For three months they’d made their trek over mountains and across valleys so high and so deep he’d thought they wouldn’t make it to the other side with their entire crew intact. They’d crossed tundras, plateaus, and wetlands, all without losing a man. Their hunting excursions were always successful, and most nights ended around a large bonfire with a deer roasting on a spit. Breakfast was hot soup, and they snacked on smoked meats throughout the day.

      Nikolai had to admit that it was, so far, one of the more successful trips he’d been on, and he knew God was smiling on them in this new land. But he knew it made them weak; it made them soft. They had grown fat and sluggish, traveling fewer kilometers every day than the day before. Their energy and excitement were replaced by restlessness, and their stories and poems told around the fire had devolved into passionless songs.

      Without turning around, he called back to the twenty-seven men behind him. “Where is the doctor?”

      A short, thin man rushed to his side. Nikolai did not slow down. “What is our status, doctor?”

      “We are well, commander. The men are full, and morale is high.”

      “We move more slowly each day,” Nikolai said. “We have caught more game than we can eat, and we build fires larger than we can burn in one night. The men are fat, and they are growing complacent.”

      “But they are happy, sir,” the doctor said.

      “Happiness is as much a curse as a virtue,” Nikolai said, turning to the shorter man. “We will stop and make camp when we next find a clearing. The river is to the north, and we can fish there for as long as we like.”

      Nikolai was a man of his word; a man of integrity. He had promised his superiors back in Russia a map of the deep terrain of North America, and he would deliver it. His expedition had grown mundane, and it was time to bring it back to life.

      “Split the men into crews of two and three,” Nikolai said, “and I will send them out in the morning to chart the area. The comrades will find pleasure in a change of scenery, and I myself will enjoy an excursion of a more solitary fashion.”

      “So you will wander alone through these parts?” The doctor asked.

      Nikolai laughed. “I will take care to not lose myself in the fog, if that is what you are asking. Sometimes a man must wander, my friend,” he said. “But rest assured, we will gather together after three days.”

      The doctor nodded and silently fell in line behind Nikolai. Nikolai was uncertain if this plan of his would do more good than endanger them all, but it was a risk he was willing to take. They had found nothing useful thus far; nothing the motherland would be inclined to return for. Cartography was their stated manifest, but he was under no false pretenses. By moving outward in smaller groups, the expedition could cover more territory and more ground than by moving in a single line.

      So far, they had charted the great river to their north all the way from the sea, but they knew all rivers began somewhere. Whether it was a lake at the top of a mountain peak or from tributaries caused by glacial melt, he did not know.

      And he didn’t care.

      Nikolai Alexei was here for one reason, and one reason alone. His homeland sought riches, as did his men. All men sought more than what God had initially blessed them with. It was man’s duty to find what he was owed in this life, with all the more blessings to be bestowed upon him in the afterlife.

      This new land was not known for its riches, as it had been settled merely years beforehand, but it was the great unknown that continued to attract new inhabitants, and it was this same force that attracted Nikolai to this opportunity.
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      1704, Northwest Territory, Canada

      The first star appeared in the heavens above him, and Nikolai turned to the line behind him. “Make camp,” he ordered his men. “There is a clearing to our left; we will stay there.”

      Immediately, the men filed out from their positions in the line and began to extract poles and tarps from their packs. A few broke away to hunt, while others milled about and checked canteen levels.

      They were slow, Nikolai noticed. After the last few days’ effort it did not surprise him, but it did not please him much either. It took over an hour to set up the ten tents and build a fire, but no more than ten minutes for the men to begin huddling around it.

      Soon the sky darkened, and the moon arose above them, nearly full. Food was prepared, a roasted deer and herb soup, and the men began singing.

      Nikolai had had enough. He broke away from the camp and lifted the moose skin parka hood up and over his head. The bitter cold bit into his flesh, and the gentle wind threatened to chill his core, but he didn’t notice. He made for a smaller clearing to the south that he had seen earlier, one with a rock outcropping against a higher mountain cliff. The river they were following had likely cut down into this valley they were currently in, and if he was lucky, it had left some interesting formations for him.

      He reached the clearing and scared away a small mammal that disappeared into a hole in front of a tree. He stepped into the open grassy area and looked toward the outcropping. It appeared that the boulders were precariously situated around a hole near the ground, beckoning him closer. As he approached, he could see in the failing light that the rocks were, in fact, surrounding an opening to a small cave.

      As a boy, nothing had excited him more than exploring unmarked caves and caverns. His father had joined him in a spelunking expedition once, and together they discovered an underground spring that provided water to the well near their cabin.

      He had no light with him, but he ducked inside anyway. Feeling around with his hands and arms, he felt the excitement within him growing.

      Tomorrow, he would head here first thing, bringing a torch with him and a few extra men. It was a long shot, but this was the type of cave that would have made a perfect shelter for one of the native tribes that might call this place home. So far, they had not encountered any such people, but they had no way of knowing if indigenous tribes lived along these rivers or not.

      A light appeared behind him, flickering and orange. He could almost feel the heat of the torch as it grew brighter.

      “Nikolai?” A voice said, softly. “Is that you?”

      It was the doctor’s voice, a little unsure.

      “Yes, doctor,” Nikolai said. “Bring the light. I would like to have a look at this place.”

      The doctor responded by stepping forward to Nikolai’s side, and he lifted the torch up in front of them.

      Scrawled on the wall in front of them were dozens of paintings articulating dancing men and women around fires, hunting trips, and deaths.

      So many deaths.

      One particularly macabre painting showed a man and woman lying sideways next to one another, their arms crossed as a representation of death. Six children were drawn below them haphazardly, as if added at different times in the past.

      Nikolai and the doctor gazed at the drawings for a minute, trying to decipher the storyline that had been presented to them. Sections of paintings had been scratched out and painted over, as if the original author had changed the story halfway through.

      “What does it mean, sir?”

      Nikolai didn’t respond. He took the torch from the other man’s hand and continued walking deeper into the cave. A few feet past this first wall, the ceiling expanded, and he rose to his full height. More paintings continued on the walls to his left and right, and arrows were drawn near the floor. Continuing on, the small cavern twisted to the left and ended in a rounded chamber.

      He swung the torch around this room, at first looking for a continuation of the path he was on. Finding none, he moved the torch near the floor. Stacks of bones and skulls lay atop one another, of all shapes and sizes. Men, women, and children all lay together, separated into what he assumed must have been families.

      In front of these he found baskets made from the sinewy skins of animals, with lids fashioned from skin and bones. The leatherwork was remarkable, and he reached down to grab one. He examined it closer, handing the light to the doctor. Stamped into the sides and top of the basket were designs and symbols that he couldn’t interpret. They swirled around the edges, leaving no section of leather untouched.

      “Beautiful,” he whispered. He twisted the top of the basket, finding the lid secured tightly, either by design or from years of rest. He gave the lid a harder twist and felt a pop.

      The top of the basket came off, sending dust shooting through the air. He waved it away and dropped the lid to the ground.

      He saw what was inside, and only then realized how heavy the basket was. He turned the basket upside down, emptying its contents onto the cave floor. Hundreds of silver coins sprinkled out, bouncing off the rock and rolling around.

      “For the glory of...” The doctor said, his voice hoarse.

      “I imagine this is the sort of thing we have come here for,” Nikolai said. He scooped up a handful of the silver coins and held them up to the light. “Do you recognize these?”

      “No. I have never seen such a design.”

      Upon the surface of each coin was a remarkably intricate design; either hand carved or stamped. It featured the bust of a native man, and Nikolai could even see the outline of a frown on his face. He was surrounded by what looked like fire, each wisp carefully measured and drawn.

      He flipped it over in his hand. The back was a reflection of the front, with the same native man frowning up at them. The fire, however, was markedly absent from this side. In its place were swirls and lines, which looked to be framing the man in the center.

      “Fire on one side, wind on the other,” Nikolai whispered. “A dichotomy. What could it represent?”

      “What is in the other baskets?” the doctor asked. He reached for another, trying at first to lift it from the ground. The basket slid a few inches toward him but stayed on the floor. “I believe this one is considerably heavier, sir,” he said.

      Nikolai reached down and twisted the lid free. He pushed the basket over with his right foot and watched as silver coins fell out. Reaching down, he could see that the same design as the other coins appeared on these as well.

      “Doctor,” he said, “return and wake the men. Bring them here, and bring the satchels as well. There are at least twenty of these baskets spread throughout this room, and if each contains even a portion of what is in these first two, it should be more than enough to justify a return home.”

      Nikolai wasn’t greedy, but he felt the stirrings of excitement growing in his chest. He would share this treasure with his men without question, but he needed to be sure of what he had found. He moved to the back of the cavern, now standing directly in front of the pile of skeletons. Reaching down, he lifted the lid on one of the baskets that had been placed close to the back.

      More dust spread outward from the freshly opened container, and he blinked and waved it away with his free hand. He moved the torch down closer to the top of the basket and peered inside.

      It was empty.

      He frowned, and reached for the basket nearest it. He lifted the lid on this one as well.

      Empty, save for a few small tools.

      He considered calling the doctor back, but stopped himself. Why would they bury them here, he wondered. Why would they place a nearly empty basket next to a tribute to their deceased loved ones?

      Had someone come before him? Someone who had found the baskets and emptied some of them? Again, it didn’t make sense. Anyone who had explored this came before them would certainly have emptied it of its treasures. They would not have left anything behind of value, and they wouldn’t have put the lids back on each basket.

      But these two baskets were empty, right? He looked again, this time lifting one of the baskets to eye level and turning it. He could see the fine sinewy lines of the bottom, woven together and sewn shut. A few tools shifted at the bottom; what looked like a few small pipes, a bowl made of clay, and some other small sticks and rocks.

      He coughed and realized for the first time how thick the dust in the air had become. Waving his hands, he backed away from the burial site. He coughed again, and this time, felt his lungs strain with the effort.

      He turned away from the room and walked back upward until the cave ceiling closed in on him. He stepped out of it and into the small clearing. Night had fallen completely, and millions of stars peered down on him. He fell to his knees, trying to catch his breath. He sucked in air, forcing his lungs back open again. He struggled forward, then rolled onto his back in the snow. Nikolai calmed his thinking and shut his eyes.

      Breathe. He willed himself to breathe, in and out, until he felt the dust clearing from his system. His breaths became normal and controlled.

      Just then, he heard the footsteps of his men running toward the clearing. He stood and brushed the snow from his back. He lifted his head and walked towards the edge of the woods. “Have you retrieved the satchels?”

      “We have, sir. Where is the cave?” The voice was Lev’s, the huge bear of a man tumbling out of the woods first. His eyes were wide, and his breath was heavy, pouring out of his mouth and nose in great bursts. Nikolai enjoyed the man’s company, as Lev was the only one among them who was as dedicated a naturalist and as knowledgeable as he. He bore scars on his face and body from a lifetime serving his homeland as a soldier and a woodsman.

      Nikolai pointed behind him, and Lev nodded. The group, fifteen men in all, trotted by Nikolai and entered the small cave. Soon, three of them emerged with their satchels heavy, filled with the burden of the jingling coins. The ordeal took only thirty minutes, and they joined Nikolai in the clearing when they were finished. Only four of the baskets had been empty, including the two Nikolai had found.

      If the men were jovial before, they were near ecstatic now. They knew their leader was a fair and honest man, and they would each get a good portion of the discovery. The primary cartographer among them, Roruk, began scratching some notes into a small notebook he had produced from his pocket. He measured the edges of the clearing, counting each step as he went and drawing them into this book.

      When he finished, he nodded to Nikolai, and they returned to the main camp.

      “We leave tomorrow,” Nikolai said as the other men gathered around. “We have added too much weight to continue the expedition for now, and it will be a burden already with the water and food we must carry with us.”

      Cheers erupted around the fire, and the men broke into song. Nikolai wondered how men could be so merry without the aid of spirits and drink, but he did not stifle the mood.

      He silently stepped away from the doctor and Lev and entered his tent. As the leader of this expedition, he shared it with no other man, and he enjoyed the privilege. He slipped off his parka and nestled onto his cot.

      The noise around the campfire grew, but Nikolai could hardly hear it. He felt as if his mind was on fire, as if his head was being held above a pot of boiling water. He began to sweat, and his hands and arms began to itch. He struggled to stifle the burning sensation, and he almost considered calling out for the doctor’s aid. Before he could, however, he drifted into a welcome and deep sleep.
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      1704, Northwest Territory, Canada

      Nikolai awoke the next morning to an odd sound.

      Silence.

      Pure, pristine winter silence. He recognized it immediately, as it brought him back to his youth. He had not heard the sound since they had left Russia, as moving with a group of almost thirty men guaranteed that every moment would be filled with some sound or another. It was as if the heavy layer of white powder surrounding the camp had sucked from the air every last sound wave. They were in a noiseless vacuum. Most men resisted this kind of silence, for it was more intense than any other. Nikolai would normally have welcomed it with a sharp sniff and a deep, satisfying sigh, but this morning should not have been so quiet.

      He threw the blankets off and stood next to his cot. His head brushed the top pole of his tent as he walked forward and opened the flaps. The fire had long since diminished to cold ash, but wisps of charred dust rose through the gentle breeze, giving the appearance of smoke. The cluster of tents was situated in a circle around the fire, like spokes on a wagon wheel. His tent was the northernmost one, and separated from the others on each side by a few rows of trees. The tents were traditional, two vertical poles and a horizontal one resting atop them, with canvas stretched over it and staked into the ground at the corners. Each of the tents was immaculately placed, perfectly spaced, and set up to look exactly the same. His men were good men, Nikolai knew, and they cared deeply for these small details. He moved to his left, to the doctor’s tent.

      “Doctor? Lev?” He called into the tent. He entered, finding the two men on each side of the tent still sleeping beneath mounds of blankets and furs. He kicked at the doctor’s cot with an unlaced boot and asked again.

      Hearing nothing in return, Nikolai pulled the blankets from the man’s head. The outermost blanket, a thick woven fabric, caught on something, and he struggled to pull it down. After a more forceful tug, the blanket snapped back from the man’s head. Nikolai stumbled backward as he saw what lay in front of him. The flesh of the doctor’s face had been eaten away by a rash, red boils covering the surface of his skin. A portion of the skin on the poor man’s forehead had been stuck to the blanket, glued there by dried tissue and blood. The doctor’s eyes were open, but they were glazed over in death.

      Nikolai instinctively lifted a hand to his mouth, struggling to hold back the vomit he felt rising in his throat. He pulled the blanket away completely, and found every inch of exposed skin on the doctor’s body covered in similar boils. He moved towards Lev’s cot and lifted his blanket as well.

      More rash. More boils.

      Lev had also passed sometime during the night. Both men lay peacefully in their blankets, looking upward at the ceiling of the tent with blank eyes. Nikolai moved away, closing the flap behind him. He looked down at his own hands and arms and noticed a rash had spread and thickened over most of his skin.

      It was no longer itchy, but he felt the heat radiating from his skin on the places around his body that had been infected. Last night it was just his hands and arms, but now he felt it over his shoulders, neck, and upper back.

      He checked two more tents, finding the same horrifying faces staring up at him in each one. All of his men — all twenty-seven of them — were dead.

      He was the sole survivor in an expedition that was now thousands of miles away from home, in one of the remotest places known to man.

      Another tree cracked in the distance, and he knew that winter was about to set in for good.
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      Present Day, Yellowstone National Park

      Harvey “Ben” Bennett watched the end of his rifle peek through the small space between the two bushes. He readjusted his left knee, moving a rock to the side of the bush he had crushed under his jeans. He held the rifle steady, using a stray branch as a platform. He watched the scene through the end of the scope.

      The grizzly was busy rummaging through the food from an overturned cooler in the clearing. The male, small for his age but no less dangerous, grunted in delight as he discovered bits of bacon and pancakes from that morning's breakfast.

      The campers had long since fled, calling the main park line and complaining of a nuisance bear in the area. They were worried the bear would enter their camp and scare their kids, or worse.

      Worried the bear would do what it was designed to do, Ben thought.

      These types of campers were the worst kind. They left a mess, complained constantly, and ruined the sanctity of the ecosystem they'd stumbled into.

      People treated camping like a luxury all-inclusive resort vacation. As if nature was designed specifically to please them. Ben hated them, almost as much as hated this part of his job.

      Nuisance animals, everything from raccoons to grizzlies, were a major turnoff for visitors and tourists, and therefore a problem. People had no idea how to handle animals looking for an easy meal and tended to freak out and assume they were under attack rather than calmly leave the scene and find a ranger.

      Ben slid a round into the chamber and took aim. He closed each eye in turn, checking the distance and trying to gauge where the bear would move next. His left eye provided him a view of the attached manometer as he peered through the scope, allowing him to adjust for pressure without losing sight of the target. The aluminum barrel and American Walnut stock felt warm in his hands; alive. It was a comfortable weapon, and Ben was satisfied with the department’s purchase of these relocation tools.

      He watched the bear’s thick neck muscles throb as he tore off a chunk of cardboard from the pile of smelly trash he'd found.

      That was the other thing Ben hated about these people. They had no intention of learning anything — how to cook, what to eat in the woods, how to find food — they just wanted the comforts of home in a temporary excursion from reality.

      The bear straightened its neck slightly, and Ben suddenly caught a glimpse of his left eye.

      The eye glistened with age, a sheen of gray sparkling in the corner.

      Mo.

      Ben recognized the grizzly from the other times he’d encountered it down here. He had helped a few crews move him only months ago last summer, and again two years prior to that.

      Ben sighed, and focused on the air leaving his lungs. He sucked in a quick, small breath, and held it in. He counted to five and pulled the trigger.

      The soft popping sound took him by surprise — it always did. The juxtaposition of the man-made machine he'd just fired was severely out of place in this pristine environment, and he was immediately remorseful.

      The bear bristled and sat straighter, its back still to Ben. He turned slowly, his head lolling around as the tranquilizer began to take effect. Mo wouldn’t charge him. The projectile dart alone wouldn’t have alarmed the bear any more than if a small branch had fallen on him, but Ben knew the two milligrams of Etorphine and acepromazine maleate compound the dart had just injected into the side of the bear would be more than enough to drop it.

      Ben waited, not wanting to alert the bear. Angering or exciting an animal just before they fell asleep would cause undue stress, and it may even put them in danger. After a few more seconds, the bear let out a low moan as it stood on its hind feet. It turned in a circle, unsteady on its feet, then fell back to the ground. The grizzly lay down on the damp leaves, and his head fell to the forest floor.

      Ben waited a full minute, then stepped out of his hiding spot. He pushed through the bushes, not bothering to spread the brambles apart before he walked forward. He crossed the clearing and stood next to the animal.

      "Sorry about that, Mo," he said softly. "Let's get you back up north again." He removed the small CO2 cartridge from under the barrel of the rifle and dropped it in his pocket. He crouched down and found the red feather-tipped dart protruding from the bear’s left flank.

      The dart was expensive and reusable, and the department prohibited rangers from leaving them in the parks, even if they were damaged or destroyed.

      Ben unclipped the walkie-talkie from his belt and rotated the knob at the top.

      "This is Harvey Bennett," he said into the device. "I've got Mo dropped up here; requesting assistance to get him cleared."

      The radio crackled, then came to life.

      "Affirmative, Bennett, thanks. We're sending out a crew — tag the location and stand by for location verification."

      Ben replaced the radio and removed his phone. He opened an app on the home screen and clicked around a few times, setting his current location into the device's memory, then turned on the GPS beacon.

      Within minutes, a crew of four men and two women arrived at the campsite and began strapping the grizzly onto a board.

      The rangers would move Mo to another area of the park with less human traffic. He would eventually wander down again, drawn to the enticing opportunity ignorant campers left him.

      This was Mo's third repositioning, and Ben was worried it would be his last.

      Don't come back down here, Mo, Ben willed the sleeping giant. I won't be able to help you out again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      The Chevy hiccuped over an invisible pothole in the road, and the aging suspension compensated with a clicking sound and a groan. Ben pulled the truck to the left, easing it back to the center of the small dirt road. He reached out instinctively and turned up the radio, the country song already blaring through the strained cabin speakers.

      “You really don’t like to talk, do you?” Ben’s passenger yelled. The young man sitting to Ben’s right glanced over at him.

      Ben kept his attention on the uneven road lying before them, not responding. Carlos Rivera turned back and looked out his side window. Over the past hour, Ben had hardly spoken, and what he had said was mainly instructive, telling Rivera to “call in to base” or “check Mo” in the truck bed. Rivera complied each time, but his offers to engage in conversation had been met with silence.

      They drove on for another fifteen minutes, moving slowly over bumps and holes in the road. Finally, Ben pulled off the road and began guiding the truck over a small plain toward the edge of the forest. Behind it, a small mountain lifted itself from the flat ground, shadowed by Antler Peak to the north. As they drove, Ben took in the surroundings — it was beautiful, pristine. He took a deep breath and turned the radio back down.

      “No, I don’t much care for talking,” he said. Rivera looked over and frowned as Ben continued. “I guess I always feel like I don’t know what to say. You’re a decent kid, Rivera. Thanks for helping out today.”

      Rivera nodded, surprised, as they pulled up to the thick tree line. The section of woods in front of them stretched around the base of the mountain, ending about halfway up and turning into a scraggly patch of saplings and bushes. Ben maneuvered the truck backwards into a gap between two trees and jumped out. He unhitched the tie-downs on the side of his truck and waited for Rivera to do the same on his side.

      Ben moved to the rear of the truck and started to pull the tailgate down.

      “Did you feel that?”

      Ben looked up at his partner. Out of nowhere, a heavy bass note rocked the ground at their feet, and Ben felt a pressure of sound burst through his head. The deep sound grew to a deafening tremor, then quickly died, reverberating through the trees.

      “What the —” Rivera backed away from the truck, looking to the east and squinting through a strand of trees. His eyes grew wide. “Ben. Look.”

      Ben followed the younger man’s gaze and saw a smoking mass growing from the horizon upward. The cloud billowed outward, growing wide and lifting from the ground.

      Neither man spoke, but both stood silently staring at the mushroom cloud floating into the sky. Suddenly an earthquake tore through the trees, ripping roots and stumps from the ground and lifting the truck into the air. Ben’s body was thrown thirty feet head over heels, and the earthquake’s intensity grew. The ground seemed to be coming alive, and Ben felt his insides churning as the force of the impact, coupled with the earth’s vibrations, shook every muscle in his body.

      He forced himself to sit up, trying to get his bearings. The truck lay on its side close to where he’d parked it, but now a widening gap was opening in the earth directly in front of him. The line grew and inched forward, cracking the dry soil and rocks as it approached the vehicle. Ben stumbled backwards, trying to stand.

      We have to get out of here.

      He finally found his balance and turned to look at the crack that had opened in the earth. It was wide and deep, but no longer seemed to be growing.

      Ben waited for the massive wave to die down fully, then walked back toward the truck. The bear’s cage had toppled over the edge of the truck and now lay upside down nearby. He broke into a run and came up to the animal’s pen.

      Working frantically, he unlocked the padlock on the door and unlatched the two enclosures. He swung the door open and reached in.

      Just as he did, he ripped his arm back.

      Good way to lose a hand, he thought. He looked into the cage to find the grizzly unmoving, but breathing. The great beast was still unconscious. Satisfied, Ben backed away from the pen and turned to the upended truck and the large crack in the ground.

      Can I turn it over? he thought to himself. Maybe both of us...

      Ben whipped around. Where is Rivera?

      He spun in a full circle, at once looking for his fellow ranger and also taking in the devastation surrounding him. A mere thirty seconds, and the ground had lifted, been pushed together with cataclysmic force, and fallen back down again. Trees had fallen in front of one another, trunks battered and smashed in half. Boulders that had rested in place for a millennia now sat disturbed, some cracked and broken.

      “Ben! Help!” Ben heard Rivera’s voice from somewhere on the other side of the truck, and he ran toward it. Coming near the edge of the new crevasse, Ben could see that the earth actually sloped downward for about twenty feet before it dropped straight down into a fissure.

      It was this fissure that Rivera was holding onto. Ben saw the man’s white-knuckled hands gripping a tree root that was jutting up and over the open space above the cliff, and as he stepped to the edge, he could see Rivera dangling below.

      “Give me a hand! I can’t hold on,” Rivera said. Ben dropped to his stomach and reached downward, grasping the other man’s left hand. He gritted his teeth, summoning all his strength, and began to pull.

      The edge of the fissure wasn’t solid rock, and as Ben pulled Rivera upward, the sides of the cliff eroded and fell away. Ben struggled with the angle for a half minute, then stopped.

      “Give me your other arm,” Ben shouted down to Rivera, “and try to hang on to this stump as I get you high enough over the edge.”

      The young man’s eyes burned with a fear so intense Ben couldn’t look at them. He focused on the job, working to pull the man up and onto flat ground. Rivera’s arms began to shake, and Ben willed himself to pull harder, grasping at a strength he wasn’t sure was there.

      Just then, an aftershock trembled through the woods. Ben lost his grip for a moment, but found that Rivera had indeed held onto the root. He reset his position on the ground, using his tall frame as leverage to pull up the other man.

      As he reached out to him once again, the tree root broke loose and snapped away from the dirt. Rivera looked up into Ben’s face as he realized in that instant what had happened.

      The tree root fell, and Rivera with it. Ben lunged downward, reacting to the freak accident, but it wasn’t enough. He missed Rivera’s collar by inches, and his hand slammed back into the wall of the cliff.

      Rivera fell out of sight within seconds, and Ben called down to him. There was no answer. He lay on the edge of the cleft, stunned, for a full minute before rising and walking back to the truck.
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      “What do you mean, crack?”

      Ben paused, then looked up from the couch. “Crack. Fissure. A hole in the earth.”

      “Carlos Rivera fell into a hole in the earth?”

      Ben nodded. The officer sighed, then turned to a partner. The second officer stepped forward, resuming the line of questioning. “And you said you two were moving — relocating — a ‘nuisance’ bear?”

      Ben’s boss, George Randolph, jumped in from the opposite side of the room. “A nuisance bear is a bear that’s caused no harm or considerable damage and just needs to be relocated to a more remote area. Mo, the grizzly, has three strikes against him now, but we were trying to get him far enough away that he’ll stay put.”

      The officers wrote everything down, muttering amongst themselves. Ben sat motionless on the lounge couch, the only remotely comfortable place in the entire room. The lights above the gathered local officers, park rangers, and staff burned down on him like the sterile lighting in a hospital wing. Ben felt trapped, out of place, and anxious.

      All the staff on duty during the explosion had been summoned to this staff building to “debrief,” as the local police called it. A SWAT team was on its way, due to arrive any moment. Ben also saw a few men and women milling about whom he didn’t recognize, talking quietly to individual members of the Yellowstone team about the morning’s events.

      Government, he thought. One of the women walked toward him. Slim, fit, and wearing a tight suit that matched her demeanor, she seemed tightly wound and looked like the kind of person who took herself too seriously.

      When the woman didn’t deviate from her course, Ben almost groaned aloud.

      The words left her mouth before she’d even stopped moving. “May I ask you a few questions?”

      Ben didn’t respond. He glanced at her quickly, top to bottom, and aimed his eyes at the only window on this side of the building.

      “Mr. Bennett, correct? Harvey Bennett?” she asked.

      Again, he didn’t answer.

      “People usually call you Ben, though, right?”

      He frowned.

      “Mr. Bennett, you’re a ranger here at Yellowstone? You’ve worked here for thirteen years, correct? First as an intern of sorts, then of course moving into your current role.” Ben knew she was no longer asking questions, but merely verifying the information some subordinate had given her. “You were nineteen, moved your life up here, and now live in a trailer just outside the park’s perimeter. May I ask what you were running away from?”

      Ben clenched his jaw and continued to stare out the window.

      “Later, then. What about Rivera? Mr. Carlos Rivera, twenty-three years old, from Albuquerque, New Mexico. How long had you worked with him?” The woman’s emphasis on the word “had” was not lost on Ben.

      “Are you going to ask any questions you don’t already know the answer to?” he shot back.

      The woman hesitated, then nodded once. “Fair enough. Mr. Bennett, can you talk about what you saw up there this morning? The explosion?”

      Ben thought for a moment. “Looked like a bomb. Mushroom cloud and everything.”

      “Right. And what reaction did you and Mr. Rivera have when you noticed it?”

      “We didn’t have time to react to it — there was an earthquake, and then...” Ben didn’t finish the thought, but the woman in front of him didn’t push it. “Who are you?” he asked.

      “I’m with the Centers for Disease Control, BTR Division, local out of Billings, Montana.”

      Ben stood up from the couch. “Listen, uh, CDC… BTR… whatever, lady,” he said as he walked past her. “I’ve answered questions now for almost an hour. If you want more information, just read the reports.” He walked through the gathering of people, heading for the door. He pushed it open and stepped down onto the patio, not looking back.

      As he left the patio, he heard the outer screen door slam closed, then creak back open again. He sighed as footsteps quickly pounded over the patio and down the steps. Within seconds, the woman was next to him. He didn’t slow down.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Bennett, I know you’ve had a rough morning, but —”

      “A rough morning?” Ben stopped and wheeled around to face her. “A rough morning is what Rivera’s family is having. A rough morning is what the families of the — what, one hundred or so — people who were killed in that explosion are having. I’m just trying to have a morning, but it’s apparently not going to be possible.”

      “I — I know, Mr. Bennett, I just —”

      “Stop calling me that.”

      “Okay, Ben, I just need to ask you some —”

      “Right, I get it. You and everyone else need to ask a bunch of questions, hoping that someone here knows something different than what you’ve already figured out. A bomb went off and a lot of people died. It caused an earthquake, opening a fissure in the ground that Rivera fell into. What else do you need from me?”

      The woman stopped, letting Ben gain distance from her, and spoke to the back of his head. “I just want to know exactly what happened.”

      Ben sucked in a deep breath and turned to face her. “I tried to save him, okay? I had his arm, and he fell. What? You think I’m a suspect in a murder investigation or something?”

      She paused, then lowered her voice. “No, I don’t, Ben. But my boss isn’t the kind of man who will just let things be. He’s going to ask some questions — some very specific questions — and I need to be able to answer them to his satisfaction. I just want to get back to Montana, back home.”

      Ben kicked at a stone at his feet, then met the woman’s eyes again. “Where exactly is home?”

      “Outside Billings, small town called Lockwood.”

      He thought for a moment. “You do me a favor, uh —”

      “Julie. Juliette Richardson.”

      “Right. Can you do me a favor, Julie?”

      She waited.

      “Can you make sure I don’t have to talk to anyone else about this mess? I’ll tell you what I know; what happened, and that’s all I can do. But I don’t want to screw around with the other government types like you or anyone else. Fair?”

      She smiled. “I think I can work that out.
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      The club connected with the ball directly in the “sweet spot.” Josh Hohn watched it sail down the fairway, breaking left before landing and following the contour of the long par 5, as if the ball had been guided remotely. Josh smiled, knowing exactly what his boss, Francis Valère, would say.

      He heard the older man standing behind him mutter a French curse word under his breath. “Must be that nice piece you are using.”

      The TaylorMade SLDR driver was a gift from Valère, and the man tried as hard as possible to make Josh feel bad about it.

      “Well, you picked it, old man.” Josh turned and winked at him.

      Francis Valère grabbed a driver from his golf bag strapped to the back of their cart and marched up to the tee. Placing his ball carefully upon a bright pink tee, he took a few practice swings before launching the ball down the fairway. He watched it rise and get caught in a draft of wind that pushed it to the right. The ball landed close to a sand trap, bounced a few times, and came to a stop in the taller grass just before the tree line.

      Josh laughed, and Valère turned to glare at him. Josh shrugged. “Should have bought one for yourself, I guess.”

      “Look who’s still trailing me by three,” the man said. Valère returned to the cart, put his club down into the bag, and slid into the driver’s seat. “Come on, that one’s going to be hard to find.”

      Josh was already sitting in the cart and checking his cell phone. “Woah, you’re not going to believe this,” he said. “Looks like a bomb went off at Yellowstone earlier. You’ve got to be kidding me...”

      He scrolled through an article on his smartphone, skimming the news article that he’d pulled from his feed reader. “Yeah, it seems like there was minimal damage, minimal casualties...” he paused. “Shit, I don’t mean to be morbid, but if you’re going to bomb a place, wouldn’t you choose one a little more, uh, populated?”

      Valère kept driving, keeping the cart on the path that stretched along the right side of Hole 13. “Wow, that’s unbelievable.” He finally slowed the golf cart to a halt and stepped out. “You want to help me find this thing?”

      Josh returned the phone to his pocket and exited the vehicle. “I can’t believe it either. What were they hoping to achieve?”

      “Terror, maybe. Making a point. Could be anything these days.” He poked around with his foot, trying to find where the white Nike ball had landed. The grass was perfectly trimmed, left a little long to differentiate it from the short-cropped blades nearby. “What do you think everyone else is working on?”

      Josh thought for a moment. “Who knows? Maybe they’re actually taking a vacation, like you ordered them to.”

      “Right! You know them as well as I do, Hohn — they are probably hard at work curing cancer or creating the next superfood.” He stressed the word “super” with his thick French accent. Josh knew he meant it as a joke, as they’d often made fun of America’s blind obsession with “super” fruits and vegetables. He loved creating hybrid plant fungi in their lab that included an extra dosage of a vitamin or two, then trying to get Valère to market it as the “next big thing.” It was a pretty nerdy game, but both men engaged in the pastime when they weren’t working on other projects.

      Josh knew his boss was talking about the two lab assistants who also worked for Frontier Pharmaceuticals Canada. Valère had founded Frontier Pharmaceuticals Canada only a few years ago with a massive personal investment and some venture funding from a couple of his friends. He’d hired Joshua Hohn as his right-hand man and partner, and Josh had, in turn, hired the two part-time university students to help with data and organization. Together, the two men had spent the last three years finalizing a very real “super” drug — an organic shell that could be placed around the cell walls of microscopic organisms that acted as a sort of flexible and semi-permeable “armor.”

      It was fascinating to Josh, to conceive of a lab-created chemical bonding molecule that actually fused to a cell’s outer wall and added an extra layer of protection. It would revolutionize the pharmaceutical world, and likely science in general. The world of nanotechnology was almost upon them, and Josh knew his career would be solidified if they were successful.

      And they had been. It happened last week, at the end of a long stretch of over twenty hours in “The Dungeon,” the nickname they had given their dark, cluttered workspace. Josh had called Valère frantically, almost tripping over his words as the test results poured in.

      The nanocoating they’d applied had finally done what it was supposed to do — it stuck.

      “I don’t know, those two seem to be more interested in frat parties and coeds than doing actual science,” Josh said. “They’re probably in South Padre or Miami, drinking piña coladas and talking up some poor girl.”

      Valère finally found his ball near a tree stump that was lined up perfectly between himself and the hole. He cursed again, grabbing a pitching wedge from his bag.

      “Going up and over?” Josh asked, clearly surprised.

      “I do not have it in me to waste three shots and let you catch up.” He took a few practice swings and set into his swing ritual.

      The shot was beautiful — a perfect arc that carried the ball cleanly over the stump and straight to the middle of the fairway, mere inches from Josh’s first shot.

      “Well, I’m glad I didn’t bet you that you couldn’t do it,” Josh said.

      “I am not a betting man,” Valère said.

      “No, you’re not, but you should be. With this product of yours, you could have been set.”

      Valère turned and looked at Josh. “Rest assured, my friend, my exposure in this company is over and above anything I would wager out here with you. And do not forget, you have quite a stake in this as well.”

      Josh nodded. He had signed on for a half-million-dollar salary, in Canadian dollars, and took an options contract as well. Further, he had a small percentage share in the company’s future profits.

      Basically, both men were about to be rich beyond their wildest dreams.

      “When I get back into the office next week, I have a call with our other two investors and patent lawyer, and from there I will make a decision about timing,” Valère said.

      “What do you need me to work on, then?” Josh asked. They’d arrived at the mid-point of the hole and walked to where their balls lay in the grass. “I’m guessing we’ll need to set up some meetings with the bigger representatives and start on the marketing?”

      “No, we will wait on the marketing side. First, I need to get the sample to the investors, and they will start production.”

      “Production of what?” Josh asked.

      “Do you remember the trip to the Northwest Territory that I took a year ago?” Valère asked.

      Josh frowned, but nodded. It was an interesting and sudden change of subject.

      “I visited the site of a native tribe of people who have long since perished. There, we also found the remains of a camp, and what we assumed was a Russian expedition.”

      “We? I thought you went alone?”

      “I met with my investors — as you know, we have been business partners for a long time.”

      “So this was a business trip?” Josh asked. He was growing more and more confused.

      “Of sorts, yes. Anyway, we discovered the cause of death for these poor explorers. It was an ancient plant that releases a small amount of its natural defense mechanism into the surrounding air when disturbed. The powdered form of its dried remains, I believe, was used by this native tribe as some sort of hallucinogenic substance. However, after many years of settling, that same defense mechanism turned into a lethal substance.”

      “You’re talking about the sample you’ve got in the freezer, right? Those boxes that were shipped back with you?”

      Valère nodded. “We wished to also use this substance as a defense mechanism, just like the plant itself. However, I needed to strengthen it; to improve its potency —”

      “You created a virus?”

      “I discovered one, yes. In its natural state, it was barely enough to harm a small mammal, unless it is ingested in quantity. But with a few alterations and improvements —”

      “What are you talking about?” Josh was horrified. “That’s not a medical application, Francis —”

      “It does not concern you what the application is,” Francis said.

      Josh stepped up to his ball and slammed his club down in a reckless swing. The ball flew off the ground, leaving a dirty streak of brown in the grass. He watched, his anger building, as the ball careened to the right and over the line of trees. Without turning back around, he began walking toward the trees to find it.

      How could he do this? he wondered. Josh had been working with Valère for over three years, and he thought he knew the man. They both had been interested in preserving life through their work and science.

      This sounded like the exact opposite.

      He crashed through the thick bushes that marked the end of the golf course and the beginning of undeveloped land, and kept walking toward a stand of pine trees he’d last seen his ball flying toward. As he neared the trees, he could hear the sound of running water.

      The trees stood like sentinels in front of a steep hill, standing guard over the cliff. The hill fell away at a steep angle down to a river, where he could see water tumbling over rocks and forming small rapids as it wound through the canyon.

      What he didn’t see, however, was his ball.

      “I believe it landed farther up,” his boss’s voice called out from behind him. Valère had driven their cart to the edge of the course and walked to Josh.

      “You can’t do this, Valère. You can’t sell us out like that. Who’s buying, anyway?”

      “It is not a matter of money —”

      “Bullshit!” Josh yelled. “Of course it is! Why else would you have kept this from me?”

      “I told you, it is not something you should concern yourself with. This plan predates our arrangement, Josh.”

      Josh watched as his boss removed Josh’s driver from his bag. He inspected it, examining the lightweight graphite build. “We have been working for a lifetime on this, and it is not something I will abandon before I am finished.”

      Josh took a step backward toward the hill, a pained expression on his face. “You’re a terrorist. That’s all this is. You’re a smart, suicidal, ignorant terrorist.”

      “You have your names for what I do, and I have mine. I am working on something far bigger than anything you can imagine,” Valère said. “Something much more significant.”

      “You won’t get away with it,” Josh said. “You won’t be able to run from it when you’re done.”

      Josh’s eyes widened as he noticed Francis raising the golf club into the air.

      “I am not planning on running, Josh. I am here, and I will stay right here. And if I am removed, there will be another to take my place. And another.”

      Valère turned his head slightly sideways, examining his employee and business partner as if intrigued. “It is truly a shame, Joshua.”

      “What?”

      Valère lashed out with the club and struck Josh in the head. There was a sickening smack, and Josh immediately fell to the ground. The pain was excruciating, but Josh’s brain felt like mush. He couldn’t think straight; he couldn’t speak.

      “It is a truly a shame to lose a mind such as yours, my friend. But you are wrong. I will get away with it. America is not united enough to save itself.”

      He lifted the club again. Josh tried to close his eyes, to raise his arm, to do something — but couldn’t.

      He could only stare as his boss bought the driver down onto his head.
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      Ben and Julie sat tucked away in a back corner of the staff cafeteria that was connected to the main facilities building. He examined the peeling coat of paint on the cafeteria walls that had gone unnoticed for years. The faint smell of fryers and old food mixed with the subtle aroma of cleaning supplies. As unpleasant the overall feel of the place may have been for a newcomer, Ben felt oddly at ease in this room. He’d spent countless meals here, mostly listening to the conversations of his coworkers and supervisors as they engaged in workplace chatter.

      It was the first time in perhaps ten years that he’d felt nostalgic.

      Down the hall and around a corner was the same lounge area that Ben had found himself in an hour after the incident. While the majority of the police and SWAT team had gone back to their offices, a few government employees, park officials, and some stragglers were milling about the room, swapping stories.

      The news broke to the local and regional stations while Ben and Julie were outside, and the national media was no doubt on its way to pick up the fragments of what was known and embellish or make up the rest.

      Ben sipped a cup of black coffee, almost too hot to drink, as he waited for Julie to ask her next question.

      “Did you know Rivera well?”

      “Not really. If you haven’t guessed, I’m somewhat of an introvert, and I don’t make friends too quickly out here.”

      “Right. And this job of yours. You and Rivera were supposed to deliver a bear somewhere?”

      Ben smiled. “Well, relocate is the right word. A grizzly, actually. One we’ve run into before. Mo is his name.”

      “His name?”

      “Yeah, we give names to some of the frequent offenders. Mo’s got three strikes now, but we got him moved up there pretty far. Hopefully he was okay after the, uh, incident.”

      Julie scrawled some notes in a miniature notepad she’d taken from her back pocket. Ben sipped his coffee, waiting for her to finish. He listened to the gentle commotion emanating from the front lounge, bits of conversation floating in from rangers and park staff.

      “...Was probably nuclear, right?”

      “No way, too small — I mean, could have been a test or something gone wrong...”

      “...Government’s probably gonna try to cover this one up and sweep it under...”

      Julie looked up and caught Ben’s eye. “This wasn’t an accident, but it certainly wasn’t a government test or anything. They’re going to be all over this place within the hour. By tonight, Yellowstone will be crawling with FBI, CIA, DoD, every acronym you can think of.”

      Ben cringed.

      “By the way — you have any questions for me? I feel like I’ve been asking you everything all morning.”

      “You have, but that’s your job.” Ben smiled. “What’s BTR?”

      “BTR is the Biological Threat Research wing of the CDC. Not exactly top-secret, but it’s a new program the CDC’s trying to get funding for. We’re keeping it quiet until we have some victories under our belt.”

      “Like trying to figure out who bombed Yellowstone Park?”

      She laughed. “Well, more like trying to analyze the long-term negative environmental effects of possible radiation in the fallout zone.”

      “Hmm, not exactly tabloid-worthy.”

      “No, it’s pretty unexciting stuff, and that’s why it’s just an idea at this point. But if I — we — can write up something the brass likes, they might just make it a formal department.”

      Ben nodded. “And your office is in Billings. Seems like a pretty small city for a CDC office.”

      “It is, and that was part of the attraction. It’s a skeleton crew right now, just me and my team. I run a group of five others, including two part-time assistants. Then there’s my boss —”

      A loud shout came through the corridor from the other room, followed by a growing commotion and more voices. Ben and Julie both stood, walking toward the cafeteria door.

      “Get him inside, on that couch!” one voice shouted.

      “Who is it?” Ben heard.

      The voices grew hectic, then calmed a little as Ben heard the deep voice of his boss, George Randolph, deliver orders over the din. “Get him down and get some water. Pull his shirt off and let’s get a look at that rash.

      “How much is covered? Hands, arms?”

      Ben heard someone confirm.

      “And his head — look at his neck!”

      Ben pushed on the swinging door to the hallway, but Julie grabbed his arm. “Wait. We don’t know what that is, but it’s not going to do anyone any good if we walk in there, and it’s contagious. They’ve got enough people in there anyway.”

      “But —”

      “Stop. Trust me. Let’s just get out of the park for tonight. Like I said, this whole place will be crawling with suits within a few hours, and we can use a little space. And —”

      She stopped when her cellphone started ringing. “Crap, this is my boss. Hang on.” Julie moved toward a cafeteria table but didn’t sit down. “Richardson,” she said as she brought the phone to her ear.

      After a minute, she banged her phone on the table.

      Ben stared at her. “A bit one-sided for that to have been an argument.”

      “Come on,” she said. She didn’t wait for Ben to follow as she slid out the cafeteria’s rear door, through the commercial kitchen. They exited the building and were met by a bright noon sun, covered by a thin layer of smoke and reddish dust from the morning’s blast.
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      Northwest Territory, Canada, One Year Ago

      The rest of the afternoon faded quickly into evening, but thankfully, their excavation moved at a brisk pace as well. Before nightfall, the team of six — five students and the professor — had uncovered most of the Russian camp.

      It was arranged traditionally, in a semi-circle around a central opening, in which one student found the remnants of a campfire. Another student found a nearly-complete flap of canvas tent, with tie-downs and a large tent stake. Next to it, a small pouch containing five silver coins — a miraculous find. They shared the information about depth, soil density, and procedure as they went, and just as dusk approached, the team found three more tents, all collapsed onto themselves and preserved reasonably well beneath layers of the cold soil.

      Together they marked, documented, and mapped the entire area, eventually creating a computer model of the landscape and coordinates.

      But it wasn’t the tents, artifacts, or even the coins that caused the most commotion.

      Instead, it was what the team had found beneath the tents.

      As two students carefully removed the canvas from the ground under the watchful eye of Dr. Fischer, the ground beneath the tent, having been protected and thus undisturbed for three centuries, was visible.

      And on that ground, lying solemnly in a semi-preserved state, were the corpses of the Russian expedition. Some of the bodies had been preserved better than others, but it was clear from the clothing, cranial structures, and some of the additional artifacts and books found nearby, that it was the lost Russian expedition of the early 18th century. Dr. Fischer was ecstatic; this was a discovery that, to him, surpassed anything he’d ever done in his professional career. He would write a book — maybe a volume of books — about this expedition. What it was attempting to accomplish, where it had been, and what had led to their eventual demise.

      Of course, there were questions to answer before these secrets would reveal themselves.

      They had pieces of maps, journals, and scraps of clothing, but they could use a little more to piece things together. And now that Dr. Fischer had committed to exploring the nearby caves tomorrow, they had even less time to spend at this site.

      He moved to another rectangular opening in the earth; a new hole they’d dug to continue exploring beneath the earth’s surface. Another three tents were revealed, and another six skeletal bodies were uncovered. In one, a student had removed a carved bone smoking pipe and a small journal. The student gave the pipe directly to Gareth, who was hard at work logging the items into the computer database and mapping the precise location they were found. But the journal he handed to Dr. Fischer.

      “Thought this might be interesting to you,” the student said.

      Dr. Fischer donned a pair of fresh latex gloves and held the journal delicately between his two hands. He felt its leathery surface, noticing the fine craftsmanship and attention to detail. After so many years, it really was remarkable.

      Most remarkable, however, was the fact that some of the paper inside the journal was still intact. Dirty, smudged, and difficult to read, but intact nonetheless.

      He held the journal open, barely enough to peer inside, as he did not want to damage the worn spine, but he moved the book around to let enough light in to see what was on the right-hand page.

      “Anyone read Russian?” he called. “This is too small to see.”

      “Losing your vision already, old man?” one of the students yelled.

      Dr. Fischer laughed.

      Gareth stood from behind the computer and stretched. “I got it,” he said. “I can use a break anyway. Anyone want to take over?”

      Another graduate student fell in behind the computer screen and continued to document the dig site.

      “You read Russian?” Dr. Fischer asked.

      “Yeah, it was an undergraduate minor. Something I was interested in.”

      “Why?”

      “Girl. Hottie, too. Too bad she was into German.”

      Dr. Fischer shook his head and grinned. Whatever it took... he handed the small book to the student and waited.

      “Okay, yeah, I got this. Pretty good handwriting, actually. Let’s see... ‘One more eventless day. Full moon last night, and one of the men has caught a rabbit.’” Gareth looked up. “Pretty exciting stuff, Doc.” Some of the other students who had gathered around chuckled.

      “Keep reading,” Dr. Fischer said.

      “‘One other place in my life I have found solace such as this...’ Can’t read that word; I think it’s a town or something. ‘The wind whispers through our ranks; the snow crunches beneath our feet, and you would imagine it was the loudest noise in the forest.’ Let’s see if we can find anything interesting,” Gareth said.

      By now, the other four students were gathered around Gareth and Dr. Fischer, each leaning on a shovel or sitting on the ground.

      “Flip to the end,” Dr. Fischer said.

      Gareth nodded, turning pages in the small leather journal. “Here we go. Last entry: ‘The baskets were full of some sort of powder, along with the coins. It has consumed us all. I am to die here alone, with my words and my comrades, without so much as a hope to return to my homeland...’” Gareth’s voice trailed off just as the words of the journal entry had. His eyes were wide, a look of surprise on his face. “Woah. Pretty intense.”

      “Damn,” another student whispered.

      Dr. Fischer was replaying the words in his mind, trying to commit them to memory. They’d found baskets somewhere. Somewhere close to where they now stood. Whatever was in them, besides these coins, was deadly. He looked up sharply, finding a young woman’s face in the crowd. “Steph — did any of you find any of these baskets? Or more coins?”

      She shook her head. “No, we’ve been scouting the area around the dig site but haven’t found anything yet…” her voice shook.

      “No, no, that’s fine,” Dr. Fischer said. “There’s nothing to worry about, then. The coins were out in the open, so they should be fine. But we need to change our plans a little. I’m not sure excavating any more of this area tomorrow is such a great idea.”

      The students nodded, solemn looks of grief on their faces. It was as if they suddenly understood the horrible massacre they were standing in. It wasn’t the peaceful, silent death of twenty-seven men and explorers they’d come across. It wasn’t a simple gravesite; one created when the group died of starvation, natural causes, or both.

      The men that lay beneath their canvas tents, caught in eternal sleep, weren’t men who’d given in to their fate. It was the site of men who had been taken by something sinister that had been hidden away for so long.

      It was the site of a massacre.
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      “David Livingston,” Julie said to Ben as they walked across the parking lot, “is pretty much exactly what you think of when you think ‘bureaucracy by the book.’ He’d rather fail doing it the right way than succeed by not following the rules.”

      Julie turned left and started walking down a row of parked cars, Ben in tow. He could see only sedans and small station wagons and wondered which was Julie’s.

      “He’s not exactly the easiest person to work with, either,” she continued. “Actually, you don’t work with Livingston at all. You work for him. In his world, that means everyone’s working against him, and it’s up to him to right all our wrongs.”

      “Sounds like a stand up guy,” Ben said as they passed yet another Subaru Outback. “Which one’s yours?”

      Julie laughed, then clicked the button on her key fob. A beep sounded from down the row, and Ben stopped short. Ahead of them lay a monstrous Ford pickup. A lifted F-450, extended cab Lariat, from what he could see. It was dark gray and loomed over the minuscule cars around it.

      Julie threw him the keys. “You drive,” she said. She reached for the back door on the driver’s side and opened it, grabbing a laptop case and bag. “I’ve got some work to do. You, uh, think you can handle her?”

      Ben grinned as he opened the door to the driver’s seat and stepped in. He tried not to seem impressed. He turned on the engine and waited for Julie to enter on her side. Once seated, he threw the truck in reverse and backed out of the spot.

      “Anyway, Livingston’s making us do these reports.” She opened the laptop. “He’s got this idea that if we write everything down and email it to him, he’ll be able to ‘crack the case,’ or figure out whatever it is we’re supposed to figure out. It’s pretty annoying, to say the least.

      “Then, just now, he called to tell me he wants an in-person report every forty-eight hours. Can you believe that? He said if we can’t make it face-to-face, we have to call in. I’m already up to here with processing, reports, and government forms, not to mention actually doing my job. And he thinks if I’m too busy to actually get to the office I have enough time to give him a play-by-play update over the phone?”

      Ben listened as she vented, guiding the truck out of the parking lot and down the curved path leading from the staff facility. As he turned onto the main park road, he turned to Julie. “Where exactly are we going?”

      She looked back at him. “Oh, uh, I guess I should ask you first.” Ben waited. “You have plans? I could use your help back at the office.”

      Ben couldn’t hide his surprise. “The office? You mean, back in Billings? That’s, what, an hour and a half drive?”

      She shrugged. “Just over two, actually. I didn’t think you had anything going on, what with the park needing to be closed for a while. I’ve got more questions to ask you, but I can’t wait until after I get back — Livingston will want to know as soon as possible.”

      He was silent for a few minutes as they drove toward the park’s eastern boundary. “I need to swing by my place for a bit to pick up some clothes. And I don’t want to get involved, Julie. I’m serious — I’m here to help you out for a few days, tops. Just because I don’t have anything else going on doesn’t mean I want to play chauffeur for you forever.”

      “I promise. Just to the office, and then I’ll buy you a plane ticket home — I can get my report prepared and sent on the way, and if anything comes up I can just ask.”

      “Deal, but hold the plane ticket. I’ll rent a car.”

      Julie frowned, but didn’t question him. They drove on in silence for another twenty minutes, finally coming to a gas station on their left. “One other thing,” Ben said. Julie jumped, then looked over.

      “What’s that?”

      “You get to pay for gas.”
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      David Livingston sat in his executive leather office chair and cracked his knuckles — an old habit. He ran his hands through his thick, oiled black hair and shifted in his seat. His computer dinged once — the sound of an incoming email — but he ignored it.

      Clicking away from the news site, he read through the dossier on Juliette Alexandra Richardson, native of Montana. Other than a brief stint in California during and after college, she’d lived in Montana her entire life. He’d had the data center send a copy up to his office, where he scanned it and shredded the paper — a wasted tree and no doubt a waste of productive time. After five years at the CDC, he still had no idea why it was so difficult to just email everything through a secure connection. The data lead, Randall Brown, had tried explaining it to him several times, but it never took.

      He reached the end of the dossier, not finding anything unusual or out of place. He shouldn’t have been surprised — this was the third time he’d read it. It was similar to what his own looked like five years ago. Clean, simple, and without a black mark.

      He had reached this point in his career through determination, hard work, and then bad luck. At first, he’d applied to the CDC as an investigator, hoping to land a job that allowed him to travel, study, and research the kinds of terrifying things the rest of world paid them to keep hidden. He’d started out following a team of scientists and biologists into the Andes, but couldn’t get his name in the paper that was eventually written. After graduating and finishing his internship, he was passed over three times before landing a desk job at the Atlanta campus — CDC headquarters. He toiled there for four years, e-signing his boss’s expense reports and preparing meeting agendas.

      Then his boss died. A man of sixty-one, a sudden heart attack left the department without a manager. Rather than replace him, Livingston found his and his coworkers’ jobs outsourced and the department all but shut down. Floating around, he landed a brief position as a “research specialist,” effectively a news and media junkie who speculated on which outbreaks and natural disasters would lead to the next Mad Cow Disease or Bird Flu.

      During his tenure, there were none.

      Finally, his luck turned — or so he thought. What appeared to be an opportunity to lead a brand new, recently brainstormed section of the CDC became the mind-numbing middle management job in which he currently served. They’d been relegated to the backwaters of the CDC — southern Montana — and asked to “provide guidance on environmental and biological threats to the nation.” To Livingston, it was the worst place in the entire world.

      In other words, he and his team were glorified storm chasers.

      Julie, on the other hand, had come through his doors as a young CDC employee three years ago, still wet behind the ears with the usual “change the world” mentality. He wouldn’t have picked her himself, but she had come highly recommended by people above his own pay grade.

      Plus, her looks certainly didn’t hurt her chances.

      Livingston pushed back from the desk and stood up, stretching his back and popping his neck. He pressed a button on the small intercom next to his computer and waited a moment.

      “Please grab Stephens and tell him to come up here.”

      The intercom crackled and a woman’s voice responded. “Yes, Mr. Livingston.”

      Livingston knew it was an act of arrogance, but he didn’t care. Their office space was so small that the only closed-door office rooms inside were his own and Julie Richardson’s, which was, of course, currently unoccupied. The administrative secretary, technically charged to serve the entire staff of seven, had been given the nameplate “Executive Administrator” by Livingston, in order to help specify to everyone in the room who exactly she — and everyone else — really worked for.

      A knock on Livingston’s door caused him to look up. He waited a few seconds, sat back down, then cleared his throat. “Come on in, Stephens.”

      Benjamin Stephens opened the door and appeared on the threshold. He looked annoyed, but entered anyway. “What can I do for you, Livingston?”

      Livingston bristled a bit — he wasn’t a fan of people calling him by just his last name — but he let it slide. “Thanks for coming so quickly.”

      “David, the secretary’s desk is literally right next to mine, not four feet from your door. If I didn’t hear you over her intercom, I would’ve still heard you asking for me through the door.”

      Livingston ignored the response and motioned for Stephens to sit.

      “I need you to do me a favor, Stephens,” he said. “Richardson’s out on assignment, and she was near Yellowstone Park.” He paused. “You’re aware of what happened at Yellowstone Park?”

      Stephens nodded.

      “Good. Well, anyway, she’s out there traipsing around, trying to figure out how the regional environment will be affected by the radiation.”

      “I thought she was trying to study some fishing traps and the impact they’re having on insects downriver?”

      “She is — or she was. This is a little side project she came up with when she heard about the explosion. You know how she can be.”

      Stephens nodded again.

      “I want you to check in with her, like normal. You’re her second-in-command on this team, and I need you to step up. She’s not the kind of person to get excited about reporting back to base, but I know you understand why we do that.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. Get in touch with her and stay in touch with her. Stick to the traditional channels — send everything through SecuNet. Clear?”

      Stephens hesitated.

      “What is it?”

      “Well, no, sir, I mean that’s great, but I don’t understand how that’s different than how I usually run things.”

      “It’s not, Stephens. I’m just reminding you, since your boss seems to think she can invent the rules. I don’t want you forgetting how we do things around here, okay? You get Julie on speed-dial, and you keep me updated on what she’s doing.”

      “Right.”

      “Randy from Data is ready to go, and he’ll get you set up on SecuNet if he already hasn’t. All phone calls, emails, hell — even telegraphs, I don’t care — go through Data.”

      Stephens stood as Livingston was finishing. “Got it, sir.”

      Livingston watched his employee carefully, trying to read the younger man’s expression. He knew that Stephens knew Randall Brown was on vacation, but he wanted to see how Stephens would react.

      It was one of many types of “power games” Livingston enjoyed to play with his underlings — watching them suffer as they tried to figure out how best to respond.

      In Stephens’ case, Livingston was usually disappointed: Stephens had a fantastic poker face.

      “Great.” Livingston looked back down at his computer and pretended to be checking email. He waited until Stephens left the office, then he stood and walked to a small cabinet on the wall at the back of the room.

      Opening the cabinet door, he pulled out a decanter and poured himself a Scotch. He’d made sure to specify in the employee manual that drinking was not allowed in the office, but he also believed that it was his executive right to be able to indulge in some of the finer things in life. He would have lit a cigar as well if it wouldn’t smoke them all out of the small space.
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      They’d been driving for the better part of three hours, and Julie was now fast asleep in the seat beside him. He glanced over at his passenger.

      Julie’s hair was tousled, now poking up from the back where her tight brown ponytail had come in contact with the seat’s headrest. Her blouse and slacks were wrinkled, as she’d kicked her right knee up and against the window, trying to curl up into a position that was more conducive to sleep. Her body was pressed into a much smaller space than Ben would’ve imagined, but it was evident from her bare feet and light snoring that she was comfortable enough to get some sleep.

      He shook his head and changed the radio dial to country music, turning it up enough to hear an old George Strait song pipe through the speakers.

      Apparently it was too much. Julie stirred, then wiped her mouth. She opened her eyes and blinked, then seemed to suffer a moment of surprise. “Oh, my God. I, uh, I guess I fell asleep.” She sat up straight, moving her leg back down and straightening her blouse, then reached up to her hair. “Oh, man, what a mess. I guess I was more tired than I thought. Sorry.”

      Ben smiled. “Don’t worry about it. You can probably use the rest. And besides,” he started, then stopped himself.

      “What?”

      “Huh? Oh, nothing. Just, uh, don’t worry about it. Get some sleep.”

      “No, I think I’m good.” She noticed the music. “Country? Good choice for this road.”

      Ben thought for a moment. “Hey, back at the staff building. That guy they brought in? What do you think it was?”

      Julie didn’t answer at first, collecting her thoughts. “I’ve been thinking about it too. I didn’t see it, obviously, but the way they described it — at least what I could hear — it sounded like a rash. Maybe viral.”

      “Viral? You don’t think it was just poison ivy or something?”

      “Are you kidding? The way they were talking about it? Those guys were mostly all park rangers, right? They would know what a simple poison ivy rash looked like. It was spreading, too. They said it was on his hands and arms, but then a few seconds later said they thought they saw it on his neck, too.”

      “Have you heard of anything like that?” Ben asked.

      “Well I guess — if it’s just a rash, it could be anything. Candidiasis, rheumatic fever, mononucleosis, even chickenpox.”

      “Chickenpox? Really?” Ben looked skeptical.

      “Sure — the varicella-roster virus. When you don’t get it as a child, it can be dangerous as an adult, especially if you’re immune-deficient. But without getting a look at it, it’s impossible to say. I’m sure there’s a medical team there now, taking a look. Or he’s been moved, depending on how critical it is.”

      Ben waited a moment before asking his next question. “But you don’t think it’s just anything, do you? You don’t think this is just some run-of-the-mill rash, right?”

      Julie looked over at him and paused for a long moment. “No, I don’t. This is something else — something bigger. First the explosion, then this? And with how quickly it’s spreading?”

      They drove on in silence for another fifteen minutes, both thinking about the day’s events. Close to one hundred people had died from the explosion, and countless others were now being evacuated from the park grounds. Ben thought of the morning he spent in the campsite, peering down the sights of his rifle. He thought of Mo the grizzly bear and of Carlos Rivera. Finally, he thought through everything that had happened at the staff facility, culminating in his leaving with Julie on a wild goose chase across the country.

      Then he thought of something else.

      “You think we can get a sample of it?” Ben asked.

      Julie frowned. “Of the rash, or whatever it is? Why?”

      “I might know someone who can help. I mean, I know you’ve probably got a whole lab up there and everything, but if this boss of yours gets involved…”

      “No, you’re right. Livingston’s only going to slow things down. I’ll need to send him something anyway, so I’ll see if I can get a sample from the park sent over, and I’ll send part of it to the lab and the rest to your contact, if you trust him.”

      “Her. And I do,” Ben said. “She’s not working under any sort of traditional structure, so it should be pretty quick. Maybe it’ll give you a head start.”

      “Of course. Who is this person?” she asked.

      “Like I said,” Ben responded, “just someone who might be able to help.”
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      The computer in front of her chirped, signaling a new email. Amid stacks of books, unfiled papers, and other detritus from weeks of research, the desktop computer was almost hidden from view. Dr. Diana Torres shuffled some of the papers around and found the computer mouse, shaking the screen awake from its screensaver, the never-ending flowing ribbons of color that had come preinstalled on the computer when she first started working here.

      Dr. Torres’ job had only recently become official after months of contracting for the research firm. She enjoyed the work, mainly because she didn’t have to put up with any bureaucracy or any of the usual corporate nonsense that had driven her from her previous jobs. The research firm had been established over forty years ago and had constantly been in a stage of growth. Still, Dr. Torres had been a “key hire,” and was expected to take the firm to new levels in biological molecular research.

      She navigated across the desktop and clicked on her email program — the only application that was constantly running on the machine. Never much of a computer person, Dr. Torres often called in her research assistant to finalize and prepare her reports electronically. He chided her for the irony of it — a woman whose career was spent creating computer models of molecules and microscopic organisms was afraid of computers. She never let it bother her; it was all in good fun. And regardless of her methods, unorthodox or not, the research firm knew she was one of the best in the business at what she did.

      Dr. Torres double-clicked the email — no subject line —  and began reading the body of the text. The email was short and to the point; just a request for help on a particular project. She brushed aside an old Wendy’s burger wrapper and a half-empty Diet Coke that was lying in front of her keyboard. She rolled her chair closer to the desk and clicked on the “reply” button. As her fingers hit the keys to type a standardized answer to the request, she caught a glimpse of the sender’s email address.

      She blinked, doing a double-take, and read the email address again. She lifted her hands from the keyboard to think through her response. Dr. Torres reached over to the Diet Coke and brought it to her lips. She took a long, slow sip of the completely flat soda and read the email one more time.

      > I need your help on this one. Sending sample soon. Came from Yellowstone explosion. Please rush, will call soon.

      > Ben

      Ben? she thought. She hadn’t heard from him in over ten years, but she knew he’d become a park ranger and had little to no access to the outside world most of the time. Still, she was stunned.

      She removed her cell phone — a flip phone relic that she had used for years — from her pocket and began browsing through the contacts. Coming to his name, she hesitated over the dial button. She’d never actually used this number. She stared down at the phone for another few seconds and then slammed it shut.

      Not now, she thought. Not yet.

      Thoughts raced through her mind. Where was he? What was he doing? Why did he need her help, of all people?

      She sat in the chair for another few minutes, silent and thinking. She didn’t move until her assistant came in.

      “Dr. Torres?” The young man’s voice snapped her back to attention. She turned, trying to wipe the surprised expression from her eyes. She failed.

      “Dr. Torres — are you okay?”

      “I — I’m all right,” she said in return. “Just got another request. Something… I didn’t expect, but we’ll get going on it pretty soon.”

      “Sounds good. I can prepare equipment and send word down to Vanessa that some samples will be arriving. Do you have a date?”

      At first, Dr. Torres didn’t know how to respond. She stood up from her chair and walked toward the young man at the doorway. “Not sure, Charlie. Let’s get everything set up now just to be ready. It’s just going to be me and you on this one, understand?”

      Charlie Furmann nodded without hesitation. The bulk of the company’s projects were government funded, but the employed scientists were free — encouraged, even — to pursue personal interests and research projects when time permitted. Some of these projects, Charlie knew, weren’t exactly public knowledge.

      “I’ll get everything set up this afternoon. I’ll have Vanessa bring the package up personally when it arrives and leave it outside my office. The lab is open tomorrow night from about 8:30 until the next morning — shall I get it booked?”

      “Yes, please. Thank you. I’m going to finish up in here and head home. Don’t worry about cleaning anything up; I’ll be back in bright and early.”

      Charlie didn’t say anything else. He left the room, closing the door behind him. Dr. Torres turned back to her computer and sat down in the chair. The screensaver had already resumed, and she wiggled the mouse to wake it up.

      She stared at the screen for another minute, reading the email over and over again.
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      Northwest Territory, Canada, One Year Ago

      It’ll be any minute now, Gareth Winslow thought. He’d called in, just the way he’d been instructed, over three hours ago, just after he’d finished reading out loud the small journal they’d found. Dr. Fischer was ecstatic, mostly because their findings would verify and support his tenure.

      He couldn’t believe it himself, really. Some weird powdery substance that killed people? It was pretty exciting. But what was it? Gareth knew that was the ultimate question, but there was no way Dr. Fischer was letting any of them near the cave and the rest of the unopened baskets. It was way too risky, and besides, they didn’t have the equipment to start a field analysis of whatever might be inside.

      Still, Gareth knew everyone was curious. Beyond curious, actually. Dinner was campfire-cooked foil packets filled with vegetables, and the conversation surrounding the bonfire in the middle of camp related to two topics: What was the powdery substance made out of and who put it there?

      Theories were that it was the dried remains of some mysterious plant that the native tribes in the area held as sacred, or at least viewed as medicinal. Either that or it was some extravagant conspiracy against the Russians from a Romanov-era traitor or enemy. Even Dr. Fischer, clearly playing along, threw in a far-fetched story of alien invaders using a cosmic element to start their takeover of the human race.

      Gareth listened intently, as curious as everyone else, but he didn’t contribute to the building exuberance of the conspiracy theorists. He wasn’t sure what was in the baskets, but he knew it didn’t matter.

      Only a matter of time, he told himself again. They should be here by now.

      As if on cue, his ears picked up the faint beating of helicopter rotors. It was low pitched and vibrated gently, seeming to emanate from within his body rather than from a machine flying in from miles away. As it grew in volume, a few other students picked up on it.

      “Hey, shut up for a sec — you guys hear that?” one of the students asked. Everyone went silent, and only the crackling of the fire in front of them could be heard.

      Another few seconds passed, and another student heard the noise. “Is that a helicopter? Out here?”

      Dr. Fischer was frowning — he probably couldn’t hear it yet, Gareth thought — but he was focusing intensely on the surrounding forest.

      Suddenly, Dr. Fischer’s eyes opened wider and Gareth stood, acting out his role. “It definitely is. Weird; I wonder where they’re headed?”

      Gareth stood up from the rock he was using as a makeshift seat and excused himself from the group. He walked to one of the trucks in their three car caravan and opened the passenger-side door. He reached below the seat, squeezing his arm into the gap between the truck’s floor and the bottom of the chair, and felt around.

      He found his prize and slowly withdrew his hand. The dome lights in the truck illuminated the small device, and Gareth took a look at it.

      It was black and silver, plastic with some metal components. A small rubber antenna extended from one side of the rectangular box, directly above a tiny button. He pushed the button, held it, and waited for a faint LED light to flash red once.

      Done. It was amazing what technology could do. The tiny GPS tracking device was now activated, and the inbound helicopter would stop tracking the archeology team’s expected location within a grid of longitudinal coordinates and begin tracking their actual location. Their general coordinates had been posted on the university’s internal boards months ago, but even Dr. Fischer was unsure where exactly their hunt for the Russian team would take them.

      For that reason, the Company needed someone on the ground.

      Gareth Winslow was brought on the team to provide IT and administrative support — a part of archeology that hadn’t existed a few years prior, when much of the data collected was shipped off and documented elsewhere. Using his interest in archeology and his undergraduate degrees in Computer Science and Technology Systems, he had assisted in building a suite of software tools that were helpful to archeologists, geologists, and geographers.

      And since he was the one who had written the program, he was the perfect grad student to operate it. The recruitment interview with Dr. Fischer was short and sweet — they shook hands, Dr. Fischer asked if he was interested in helping out, and Gareth was in.

      It was only after they’d started planning the trip that Gareth was approached by the Company. A shady guy in a black suit showed up at his apartment one day, knocked on his door, and gave him a check.

      It was a larger paycheck than any Gareth had seen his name on before, and he hadn’t done anything to earn it.

      “There’s another one just like it after your trip,” the man said.

      “For what?” He knew that everyone had their price, but he wasn’t about to kill someone.

      “Don’t worry, it’s nothing illegal. The Company deals in information, and we’ve set up similar deals with plenty of other digs and research projects around the world.”

      “And what company is that?” Gareth asked.

      “I told you — the Company.” Gareth nodded once, still consumed by the amount of money on the check. He interpreted the answer to mean he wasn’t supposed to ask about it again.

      “Okay, that’s fine. I can live with a mysterious benefactor. But why not just go to the university? Or the expedition lead, Dr. Fischer?”

      “We can’t have a legal battle if there’s anything of value found. You understand that. Plus, we need the expedition to run as smoothly as possible, without any hiccups along the way. Follow?”

      “I do. You don’t want anyone jealous that I’m making this kind of money on some low-profile dig.”

      The man nodded. “Good. You understand. As I said, the Company is prepared to write another check in this amount if you successfully report any findings during your excursion.” He made sure Gareth was looking at him as he finished. “You have a few days before you depart. I would suggest cashing the check so you know we’re not messing around, and then you’ll be given instructions.”

      Gareth’s hand had been shaking the entire conversation, but as the man finished speaking, he suddenly found a boost of confidence. “You got it. I’m in.”

      That was over a week ago, and Gareth was still riding the high of knowing what would be in his bank account one week from now. He thought through the list of instructions he’d been given after he cashed the check, to make sure he wouldn’t mess anything up.

      It was a short list:

      1. Participate in the expedition and do nothing to raise suspicion.

      2. If any profitable or seemingly conspicuous items are found, email details to the address below.

      The rest of the letter was a simple liability waiver, “that by accepting and depositing the check the Company was hereby removed from any liability yada yada…”

      He’d sent the email after reading the journal for Dr. Fischer, using his laptop and satellite connection. Gareth mentioned briefly that they’d found “some sort of powdery substance that supposedly led to the demise of the entire Russian expedition…” and “we believe there to be more of the substance available in a nearby cave…” He sent it, and almost immediately there was a response. It was simple:

      “We are converging on your general location. As the included battery will not hold much power, use the device only when you believe we are close to help us find your exact position.”

      Wow, Gareth thought. These guys are on the ball.

      Now, as the helicopter’s rotor wash grew, he knew they’d be on them in minutes. Do I need to do anything to prepare?

      He placed the tracking device back under the seat of the truck and slammed the door. As he turned back to the campfire, he noticed the students and Dr. Fischer standing and looking around the sky, trying to figure out where the helicopter was coming from.

      “There it is!” the Korean guy yelled out. Gareth hadn’t bothered to learn any of their names — he knew they’d go home empty-handed, so there was no reason to become part of the team.

      They all looked to where he was pointing. Southwest, hanging low over the tree line. If it weren’t for the slowly receding hill they were on, they wouldn’t have been able to see the bird at all.

      Gareth examined the growing shape in the dusky sky. It looked dark, almost black, but that could be due to the lack of light at this time of day. It seemed to be sleek, too, not like the commercial helicopters he’d seen flying around cities. It was flatter, more military-looking.

      Stealthier.

      The copter finally drew near. It slid gently over the trees, slowing to their location, and began to descend. Where the hell is it going to land? Gareth thought. He looked around at their small clearing. The trucks, tents, and campfire were spread out almost evenly over the area, and he couldn’t see where a helicopter that size would fit.

      But the pilot had a different impression of the clearing. Gareth watched as the pilot masterfully guided the machine to a spot less than twenty yards from the campfire and then straight down to the grassy platform. He watched the skids land gracefully on the blades of grass, finally coming to a rest without the slightest bump or hop.

      Before the copter had even hit the ground, though, three men jumped from its interior. Dressed in black and silver body armor and flight gear, they immediately began walking toward the group of students as the pilot finalized his landing.

      It was hard to hear over the rotor noise, but the first man yelled over it anyway. “Gareth Winslow!” he paused and looked at each student and the professor, waiting for a response.

      “R— right here,” Gareth yelled.

      The three men turned to him and met him halfway between the trucks and the campfire.

      “Gareth Winslow?” the man said again. Gareth nodded. “Good. Take me to the location of the discovery.”

      “What is this?” Dr. Fischer yelled. “What’s going on here?”

      “It does not concern you,” one of the men said. “Gareth, take us to the location.”

      Gareth snapped to attention, remembering his duty. “Right. Okay, come on. We’re about a quarter mile away, through these trees.”

      He led the way, the three men and the rest of the group following behind. As they neared the cave, one of the men held up a hand and grabbed Gareth’s shoulder. “Wait,” he said.

      Gareth watched him enter the small cave and return a minute later. He nodded to the two other men from the helicopter and began walking back toward them. He addressed the entire group of confused students and professor. “Who is leading this expedition?”

      Dr. Fischer raised a hand. “I am. And do you mind telling me what’s going on?”

      The man eyed Dr. Fischer. “I see. And you have an idea of what might be inside that cave?”

      “I — I guess. We found it earlier today, on accident. I believe whatever was in there killed the Russian expedition we came here to find.”

      “I understand that much, Dr. Fischer. But I’m asking if you have any idea what, exactly, killed them?”

      Dr. Fischer though a moment, then replied. “I have some ideas, but none that I’m entirely confident about just yet.”

      “I see.” The man marched back through the group, the two other men following behind. He delivered orders without turning back. “Mark the location. Get me the coordinates saved and ready to go.” The two men nodded and peeled off from the group, heading back toward the cave.

      Gareth was now at the back of the line, watching as the lead man entered the helicopter once again. He heard him address the professor from the inside of the vehicle. “Dr. Fischer, would you care to join us? I would like to discuss your knowledge and experience with the items found within the cave.”

      “I’m not sure I feel comfortable —”

      The man cut him off as he drew a pistol from a hip holster and pointed it directly into Dr. Fischer’s face. “Let me rephrase the question, professor, so that it doesn’t seem so… optional.”

      Dr. Fischer swallowed, then starting climbing into the helicopter. “What about the others? The students?” he asked.

      The two men reappeared, apparently having finished marking the coordinates, and jumped onto the helicopter. Gareth looked around at the frightened students, and a growing wave of nausea filled him.

      What have I done? he thought. The helicopter, filled with the pilot, the three men, and their professor, lifted a few feet off the ground. The students, wide-eyed and confused, began yelling.

      “You can’t do this!”

      One of the men appeared in the open door of the helicopter and made eye contact with Gareth, just as he lifted something off the floor. It swiveled, held by some support mechanism, and swung out and stopped just outside the helicopter.

      Gareth felt his blood run cold.

      It was a gun. A huge gun. Gareth recognized the gigantic bullets, strapped together in a shiny gold chain of death. He took a staggering step back, trying to form words. We need to leave, he tried to say.

      The words didn’t escape his mouth. Instead, he felt himself being lifted off the ground and thrown backwards, hard, just as he heard a new noise. It was a chug, chug, chug sort of sound, but fast. He saw the gun’s fiery tip burning as each round left the barrel and flew into one of the students. He wanted to close his eyes, but he didn’t need to.

      Everything went black.
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      As he walked past the newsstand just inside the door of the gas station, Ben noticed the tiny black and white television sitting on the shelf above it. It was programmed to a news channel, most likely only syndicated throughout the small region of southern Montana they were in.

      They’d stopped just past Red Lodge, on a stretch of highway that looked like it had been abandoned for a century. When they came to the service station, Julie had opted to stay in the truck while Ben ran in for some snacks and to go to the restroom.

      He turned up the television’s volume knob and watched the station’s reporter on location outside the Yellowstone gates. The information wasn’t anything new; Julie’s second-in-command and assistant had been keeping her in the loop, and she passed on relevant information to Ben as he drove.

      The explosion was, in fact, a bomb, based on air sample analysis done on site and in a radius around the park. It was a type of thermobaric bomb, combining heat and pressure into a 5-kiloton explosion. Initial estimates postulated that the Yellowstone detonation was contained mostly underground, due to the vast amount of crust that had turned up around the site, as well as the relatively mild explosion. But it wasn’t just the immediate effects of the bomb’s blast that had the CDC and this news station worried: the thin layer of crust beneath Yellowstone had been rattled, causing the cracks and earthquake-like effects Ben had experienced.

      Ben turned away from the television and placed a candy bar and a bag of chips on the counter. Julie had told him she didn’t want anything, but he’d grabbed the chips just in case. He paid and headed back to the truck.

      “Got you some chips,” he said through Julie’s open window. “Want to drive?”

      “No,” she said. “I’m actually enjoying being a passenger.” She smiled.

      “You should be,” Ben said. “Getting all that work done, catching up on your reading…”

      “Just get in. We need to get to my office before tonight. Did you hear anything from your boss, Randolph, yet?” she asked.

      “I got a text from him before I walked in the store. I’ll call him back now.” Ben swung into the lifted truck and started the engine. He slid his phone out of the cup holder in the center console and dialed the number for his headquarters at Yellowstone.

      The phone rang three times before Randolph picked up. The man sounded exhausted; breathing heavily, his voice raspy. “Ben — that you?”

      Ben acknowledged and asked if everything was okay.

      “No. No, it’s not, Ben. There’s — well, there’s been…”

      “Slow down, George, just tell me what happened.”

      “The disease. The thing that got Fuller. He’s — he’s dead.”

      Ben frowned, then whispered the news to Julie. Her eyes widened.

      “I’m sorry to hear that, boss,” Ben said. “He was a good man.”

      “That’s not it, Ben. Whatever got to him, it’s spreading.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean it’s spreading. Jumping, almost. We can’t figure it out. It’s fast. Much faster that we would have thought. Those of us who helped Fuller are covered in the rash, and our skin is starting to burn.”

      “Wait a minute, Randolph,” Ben said. “You mean you’re infected?”

      “Me, Matheson, Frank, Clemens, everyone who was in that room. We’ve got it, and we’re quarantined inside the main building. Matheson passed out not too long ago, but I don’t know if it was related to the rash at all.”

      Ben thought for a moment, then spoke. “Listen, Randolph, you’re going to be fine. You just —”

      “Ben, listen. I didn’t call just to keep you in the loop. We’re in over our heads here. Two of my guys are already starting to hyperventilate, and there’s a doctor in here that’s checking everyone out. He pulled me aside an hour ago and told me it’s pretty grave. It’s some sort of viral infection, he thinks, and there’s nothing he can do for us without quarantine facilities and better supplies.

      “I wanted to see how you were doing. I don’t know where you were when we brought Fuller in, but you might be safe from it. Did you get out of the park?”

      “We did.”

      “We?”

      “I’m with Julie. Juliette Richardson, from the CDC.”

      “Oh.” Randolph paused, taking a deep, raspy breath. “Okay, good. Well, stay away from the park, Ben. I’m not sure what’s going to come of this, but if we can keep the contagion isolated long enough, we might be able to get a jump on it and figure out what it is before anyone else…”

      “Right. I’m headed to her office now. We’re outside of Red Lodge, Montana.” Ben stopped for a second, catching himself. “Randolph — George. I — I’m sorry…”

      “Stop. Don’t worry about it. Stay with that CDC gal and help her do what she can to stop it. Oh, and there’s one more thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Fuller — Burt was his name. Fuller was at the lake when that bomb went off. He said he was close enough to feel the heat, and the pressure blast knocked him on his ass. But he wasn’t hurt badly, and started walking back to his cabin when he felt the itching start.

      “All I’m saying is, I don’t know about that bomb, but I think it might have, uh, dispersed something into the air.”

      “You mean the bomb released the virus?”

      “He was the closest person to the explosion that we’ve talked to, and he’s the first person who’s died from that virus thing that we know about. It could be coincidence, but it still doesn’t explain where the virus came from.”

      “Thanks, George,” Ben said. He considered apologizing again, but hesitated. What’s the point? he thought. They were already dead. He hoped they’d taken the time to call their families, wherever they may be.

      He hung up the phone and turned to Julie.

      “You might be out here to study that explosion, but I think this case of yours just got a lot more relevant to your line of work.”

      He hammered on the gas pedal and aimed the truck down the long highway.
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      Francis Valère poked at the food in front him. One of Quebec’s finest restaurants, and he couldn’t get himself to eat.

      Did killing Josh really have that much of an effect on him?

      Of course. It needed to be done.

      He wondered — again — if he needed to vomit. The nervousness had come immediately after his encounter on the golf course with his former employee. He forced his mind to push the thought away and looked down at the plate in front of him.

      Lobster, filet mignon, and the most decadent-looking chocolate mousse he’d ever seen stared back up at him. Not a bite had been taken from the dishes. He used his fork to poke around the plate, pushing the meat to one side. He used another utensil to pile the lobster on the steak, forming a wall. It was a castle; a sanctuary now. If only he was small enough to fit inside…

      “Are you alright, Valère?”

      The voice snapped Valère back to the real world.

      “Valère? Are you okay?” A second voice asked.

      He was fine, but he needed them to assume he was struggling with his earlier decision. He had to hide the… nervousness. The nervousness that had plagued him since he was young.

      Yes, I am okay, but I will play the role for as long as it is needed.

      He looked up at his dinner guests sitting across from him. Roland and Emilio. He’d called the meeting on his drive back from the private golf course, suggesting this location for its world-renowned American cuisine, and for its semi-private rooms. One of his partners, Emilio Vasquez, the man now sitting across the table from him on his right, had called ahead and reserved the banquet room.

      Even so, they’d chosen the table in the far back corner of the room. The waitress, a young blond woman in her thirties, had been instructed to enter the room only once every fifteen minutes. So far she’d performed well, never interrupting the men as they discussed the day’s events.

      The man to Valère’s left didn’t wait for him to respond. “Everything is taken care of?”

      Valère nodded and finally spoke. “Oui, everything was accomplished. I do apologize, gentlemen, I seem to have lost my appetite.”

      Emilio smiled. “It is nothing, Francis. I remember the first time I, well, had to remove a component from a plan. It is never an easy task.”

      Valère nodded once, accepting his friend’s gesture. “Nevertheless, it is time to move to the next phase of our plan. We need to inform the media channels of our intention, and what is at stake.”

      The first man, Roland, swallowed loudly, trying to vie for their attention. While Valère hadn’t touched his meal, Roland was on his second plate of dessert. Rotund, with rosy-red cheeks and jowls that hung nearly to his chest, the man was loud, invasive, rude, and liked by his peers for one thing, and one thing alone: his money.

      They looked toward him. “We will wait.”

      Valère waited for him to explain. Never one to deny himself an opportunity to heighten the drama, Roland instead took a bite of a roll of bread that had somehow escaped earlier destruction. He chewed it no fewer than five times before speaking again. “We will wait to tell the media. We need to let the Yellowstone incident take center stage for a little longer. The news down there — hell, even here — is eating it up, and they’re not letting go of it soon.” His southern accent grew in strength, no doubt egged on by the three glasses of wine he’d already consumed, and he continued. “The more pressure that builds around this story in the States, the better off we’ll be.”

      “We’ll lose our opportunity,” Emilio said. Valère nodded.

      “No,” Roland continued, crumbs falling from the corners of his mouth. “We’ll benefit from this timeline. They have no idea what’s gone on there, and they won’t be able to get anything from the site without losing anyone they send in. We have the advantage of time, and we need to keep it.”

      Valère frowned. “That wasn’t the plan. Why are we waiting? And what are we to do in the meantime?”

      The fat man answered immediately, his mouth now full of vanilla pudding. “There are still loose ends to tie up. Something our contact at the CDC has informed me about. There’s a woman there, digging around. It’s nothing major, but she’s clever. More importantly, she’s persistent. We need to get a jump on it, and make sure she doesn’t talk.”

      The man to Valère’s right looked upset. “No, we can’t. It’s too risky. Besides, the body count is rising, and for what? And what about the coins? I have heard that the students and that professor uncovered some of them.”

      Valère pitched in. “The coins are beside the point, and there is nothing left of the group that found them. There is no way to tie them back to us. As for the body count, I understand your concern. Believe me, I do. But think of the end result: it is the same.”

      “Then why the needless deaths? Won’t there be enough of that?”

      “Yes, my friend,” Valère said. “But consider the alternative: we cannot let something leak before we’re ready. Remember the rules: we control the means, we control the end. Nothing less, nothing more.”

      Valère and Roland nodded in unison. Emilio shook his head. “I am with you, but I do not agree. We risk more by trying to ‘tie up’ these loose ends than we do in just letting them run their course. Can we not let this particular one go?”

      “No. It’s not a matter of ‘risk,’ it’s a matter of principle,” Roland said. “I won’t let anything like this slip. It’s not in my nature to let things get out of my control.”

      They all knew that to be true, but the other man was still persistent. “If something happens, and this leaks before we’re ready…”

      “Let’s vote on it.” Roland spoke louder, obviously trying to control the conversation. “That was the agreement, was it not?”

      “What is the proposition?” Valère asked.

      “We take necessary action to prevent any of these ‘externalities’ from becoming too knowledgeable. We postpone the media’s involvement for another day, and use that time to talk through our strategy once again. The extra time will help settle us, and it will help our contingency do what it can to snuff out these little discrepancies.”

      “So,” Valère said, “you suggest we use part of the allotment we’ve been given for containment and eradication?”

      Roland smiled. “I do. What good is a dragon, then, without its fire?”

      The two other men considered this. It would only take one more of them to agree with the man’s decision before this plan would be enacted. Valère looked at the two men, measuring the addendum to their plan against the alternatives.

      He pushed his steak around on the plate once more, toppling the castle and destroying his sanctuary.

      “I agree. This is the best option for us at this moment.” He looked up at Roland. “Alert your chosen men and deliver their objective.”

      It had been exactly fifteen minutes, and the waitress entered. All three men put on their most unassuming smiles as she hovered over them, refilling their water glasses.
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      The truck pulled up to the opening of an alley, and Julie told Ben to take a left down the narrow road. Run-down apartments and worn out buildings towered over them on each side as the truck bumped over potholes and through puddles of brown liquid.

      “Seems like a pretty fancy place you’ve got here,” Ben said.

      The truck lurched over a deep pothole and bounced wildly as the suspension tried to compensate. Ben knew that any other vehicle would have suffered damage, but the massive lifted truck handled each bump and dip in stride. The alley curved to the left, and the truck and its two passengers found themselves facing a wide, squat warehouse. Made of metal siding and covered with a shallow steel roof, the warehouse fit in well with its dim surroundings. Ben slowed the vehicle and glided it toward the building, aiming for the small parking lot in front.

      “No,” Julie said. “Go around back. Park on the street.” Ben didn’t argue as he pressed the gas pedal and the truck lurched forward. “Most people assume this place is abandoned,” Julie said. “We’re okay with that, so we like to park on the street across from the health center.”

      They found a parallel parking spot on the street at the back of the warehouse, and Ben pulled the truck into the space smoothly.

      “Wow,” Julie said. “It took me about three weeks to be able to do that.” Ben gave her an obnoxious smirk, opened the door, and stepped to the curb. He waited for Julie and followed her around the side of the warehouse and up a short flight of stairs. Her hand rose to find a keypad lock on the door, and Ben watched as she typed in four numbers.

      1234. A small LED on the door blinked green, and the locking mechanism clicked.

      “1234. Really?” Ben asked.

      “Well, we’re not the CIA,” Julie said.

      “Let’s hope not.”

      “Security let us create our own pass codes, and I can’t remember anything to save my life. I thought that would save time rather than calling in every morning for assisted entry.” She pushed the handle down, and the door slid open. Ben felt a wash of heat from the building’s interior fall over them as they stepped in.

      “Let me check in with Livingston first,” she said. “If you don’t mind waiting by the front door…”

      “Not at all. Take your time,” Ben said. He waited for thirty seconds as Julie walked down a short hallway and to the left. When she reappeared and motioned him forward, he joined her at the end of the hallway.

      “He must be out golfing,” Julie said. “Let’s see if Stephens is in. He’s my assistant, but we’ve got him working on another case right now. He’ll at least appreciate that I’m checking in.”

      This time she headed to the right, and as Ben followed, he realized how small the office complex really was. The hallway intersected with another that ran perpendicular, but then opened into one large workspace. Half a dozen cubicles were sprawled in the middle, with two closed-door offices around the exterior. The florescent lighting was either on a dim setting or someone had forgotten to replace many of the bulbs.

      Julie led him to one of the cubicles and stopped in front of a thin man with his back to them.

      “Hey, stranger,” she said. The man turned in his chair and stood. “Hey, boss. Good to see you. How was the trip? Fishing traps and insects, if I recall correctly?”

      “Something else came up, as I’m sure you’ve heard. This is Ben,” she said. “Ben, meet Benjamin Stephens.”

      Stephens extended his hand. “Nice name. Good to meet you.”

      “It’s actually Harvey Bennett, but I go by Ben.” Ben looked Stephens up and down. Tall, wiry, with black horn-rimmed glasses to match his disheveled hair, the kid looked as if he were only sixteen years old and on his way to a comic book convention. Reacting to Ben’s stare, Stephens brushed his hair with a hand, trying to get it to lay flat.

      “Ah, well. My mistake. And what do you do, Mr. Bennett?”

      Julie interjected. “He works at Yellowstone. That’s why we’re here — any news?”

      “Not much,” Stephens said. “It’s all over the web now, though.” He stepped to the side, revealing a triple wide monitor setup full of open tabs and browser windows. Just about every one that Ben could see was filled with reports of the Yellowstone incident and explosion.

      CNN, Fox news, Yahoo!, and the Wall Street Journal.

      “I’ve been following it since it broke about four hours ago,” he said. “You guys okay?”

      “We’re fine,” Julie said. “I — we could use some coffee. Where’s Livingston?”

      Stephens walked over to the wall where an antique coffee pot sat empty. He placed a filter in it and added water as he spoke. “It’s Thursday,” he said, as if that explained everything. “He’s golfing. Listen, there’s more to it than just the Yellowstone incident.”

      Julie frowned. “What you mean?”

      “About an hour ago, a local news station way up in the northern part of Minnesota released a statement regarding some sort of debilitating virus that’s killed two people. Husband and wife, up near the border. He was out hunting apparently, according to some neighbors, and she was waiting for him at home. Next thing they know, when the neighbors went to check on them, they were both dead.”

      Ben just stood silently by as Julie and Stephens spoke. “Why do you think it’s related?” she asked. “Could’ve just been some sort of seasonal fever, or even a cold.”

      “The bodies were found with a deep red rash covering their skin, and boils and welts over most of their body as well. The man was out in the snow, facedown. His wife was on the bathroom floor.”

      “That’s terrible,” Julie said. “It sounds like he was trying to combat the heat of the fever with snow.” She looked toward Ben.

      “Sounds an awful lot like how they found one of my coworkers at the park,” Ben said. “Rashes, boils, and a heat fever.”

      “He the one that died?”

      Ben nodded. “He made his way back to a staff building all the way from near the explosion, probably about an hour walk. But he didn’t make it longer than two hours after direct exposure.”

      Stephens nodded slowly, then met Ben’s eyes. “Sorry to hear that.”

      “Nothing we can do about it now except figure out what the hell this thing is.” Ben said.

      “Let’s do it,” Julie said. “Stephens, you know the drill. Anything you find goes through Randy’s system, even though he’s on vacation. Send me what you have curated and ready so far. Skip the duplicate content.”

      News agencies and websites these days often “borrowed” content from one another and regurgitated it verbatim on their own platforms. The Associated Press had rules about not changing the nature of the content, but it was one thing to use a story and refer back to the original source and another thing entirely to rip it off completely and pass it as their own. As the world of online marketing changed and the amount of people browsing the web on computers and devices increased, so did advertising dollars. Almost all of these news websites participated in advertising in one way or another, competing for eyeballs and clicks instead of chasing leads and performing due diligence as journalists.

      Among other things, Stephens’ job was to collect, collate, and curate these reports and blog posts into a streamlined, easy to read report. What used to be a standard research-based task of any job was now a full-time position in most organizations.

      “Right,” he said. “I’ve already started compiling it, and I’ll send it through SecuNet later this afternoon. Listen — I’m new to this whole thing, Julie. Do you think this is going to get big?”

      “Who can say?” Julie said. “I’m an optimist, but this one seems a little fishy to me. An explosion that was obviously man-made, followed by two instances of whatever this virus thing is at the same time? Seems like something is going on, and I’m going to figure out what is. Even if it’s not an outbreak, it very well could lead to one.”

      Stephens’ young face looked down at the two of them, his eyes scrunched up almost as if he were in pain. For as tall as he was, Ben found it difficult to believe this man could ever seem condescending or intimidating.

      “I’ve read about stuff like this, Julie. It could get pretty bad.”

      “It’s going to be fine. We just need to find out the source and then stabilize the potent properties, then get it to the higher-ups for processing and propagation. Standard stuff, really. You know that.”

      Ben got the impression, listening to the conversation, that Stephens was the type of person who was constantly paranoid. Julie seemed to be playing the role of concerned parent, trying to console the hyperactive imagination of her child.

      “You’re right. Sorry. Figure out what this thing is, okay? I’ve always worried about something like this getting out of hand, especially today. This country isn’t united enough to save itself.”  He paused a moment.

      “Where are you two headed now?” The coffee machine behind him woke up and began gurgling hot water down through the filter. Almost immediately, the smell of coffee filled the office air. Ben suddenly felt more awake — he knew that even the smell of coffee was enough to cause alertness. He licked his lips, just now realizing that he had driven the bulk of the journey from Yellowstone.

      “Back to my place first,” Julie said, “then we’ll find him a hotel,” gesturing toward Ben. “Livingston won’t cut his golf game short for anything short of a nuclear attack, but he’ll be expecting all of us to work an all-nighter tonight if this thing blows up.” She winced at her poor choice of words but continued. “Like I said, give me what you have whenever you can and keep it coming. As long as he’s got information coming in, he’ll stay quiet.”

      Stephens nodded in approval and walked back to his desk. He sank down into his chair, slouching. “Sure would be easier around here if you ran this place,” he said almost under his breath.

      “I would keep it down if I were you,” Julie said. “Knowing Livingston, I wouldn’t be surprised if he has this place bugged, as well as each of our houses.”

      “Right. I’ve seen the budget for this operation —  I think we’ll be okay.”

      Julie turned and raised her eyebrows, silently asking Ben if there was more to cover. He shrugged. She walked toward the hallway again, and Ben followed closely behind.
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      The evening had turned into a bluish haze, thanks to a gentle showering of rain a few hours before and a near-full moon. Livingston clicked the key fob of his car and waited for the telltale beeping sound.

      The 2012 Mercedes-Benz SL65 AMG was his pride and joy. He’d taken out a second mortgage on his condominium to ride in this kind of style, and he hadn’t regretted a moment of it. As a government employee, he understood the irony and the juxtaposition of seeing a man of his status rolling around in a vehicle like this, but that was all the more reason to love it.

      He’d always been fond of money. His first word, in fact, was “money,” a story he loved sharing at parties and around the office.

      Livingston walked toward the squat warehouse building that served as his temporary office. He liked to think of it that way: temporary. Everything in this life was temporary, he knew, but especially dead-end jobs like this one. He’d get to ten years, cash in his tenure play, and move on to a middle management job in a huge corporate bank or investment firm. Companies like that were always looking for management who weren’t pushing for more and driving everyone around them to insanity. He’d fit in well at a company that needed an axe-man or a standard-issue pencil-pusher.

      He’d also fit in well at a place that enjoyed the same type of indulgences.

      Julie, Benjamin, Charles, his executive assistant Laura — these people didn’t understand him. He couldn’t care less if they did or not, but he at least expected more respect than he got.

      Wasn’t a $400,000 luxury car enough to make an impression?

      He entered his four-digit entry code into the keypad and opened the door. He sniffed — God, he hated this place. Walking toward the T-intersection in the hallway, he stopped to check his appearance in the long window of the lab room.

      Tall, dark, and slightly heavyset, he wasn’t a bad-looking man. Years of sedentary work had taken his college swagger and turned it into a waddling gait, but he still had a full head of brownish-blond hair and a proud jaw. He had been a hockey player in college, but he’d lost his youthful spryness long ago, as well as a few of his front teeth.

      He nodded to his reflection and continued down the hall, taking a left at the intersection and a right into his office.

      He dropped his briefcase on the chair next to the door and hung up his overcoat. After business hours or not, he hated being caught underdressed, so he usually wore his work suit around town and sometimes at home. Livingston poured himself a double shot of scotch and opened the miniature freezer to find a cube of ice.

      Perfect. Laura couldn’t even remember to do that.

      He slammed the door shut and sat down at his desk. Like his car, the desk was an indulgence even the United States government wouldn’t waste money on. He’d spent all $2,000 of his office decoration budget line item as well as another $1,500 to get this antique mahogany desk, complete with a hidden door beneath the top drawer.

      He opened the laptop in front of him and clicked around, finally finding the folder he was searching for. A password entry prompt opened, and he entered a string of characters. The folder opened, and Livingston browsed through the list of pictures, sipping on the warm scotch.

      Double-clicking on one particular image, Livingston sat up straight in his chair. It was a picture of Julie Richardson, smiling in a two-piece bathing suit at the local branch’s company picnic. She was holding a volleyball under one arm and talking to someone off-camera.

      He clicked on another. This time Julie was mid-serve, the volleyball inches above her right hand, and her body stretched out to its maximum length.

      Livingston didn’t know who had taken the pictures, but when Laura had given everyone in the office Dropbox access to them, he’d made sure to save them locally to his hard drive.

      Another picture opened — Julie and Benjamin Stephens sitting at a picnic table across from one another. Julie’s back was to the camera, and Livingston clicked the magnifying glass to zoom in slightly…

      The phone rang.

      He blinked and sat back in the leather office chair. His daughter. It rang a second and third time, and finally waited for it to go to voicemail. He hadn’t talked to Rebecca in almost a year, and he knew he’d regret not answering it later.

      The answering machine picked up. He groaned as the sound of his own voice interrupted his thoughts. “This is the voicemail box of David Livingston, Director…”

      At the beep, his daughter’s voice punched through the low-quality phone speaker and into his office. “Daddy? Hey, it’s me… Just wanted to say hi. I figured you’d be working late again, but I wasn’t sure.” The voice paused for a moment. “Listen, call me back sometime. It’s been awhile.”

      Another pause, then the sound of a phone hanging up. Livingston swirled a sip of scotch in his mouth and stared at the conference phone on his desk. He swirled again, swallowed, then took another deep sip.

      He pressed his eyes together tightly, holding them for a moment as the burn of the low-quality scotch ran down his esophagus. “I miss you too, honey,” he said to no one. “I do miss you. It’s been nine years since we were all together, and I miss you both.”

      “But she left us, remember?” He took another drink. “She walked out. After she slept with that rat-bastard from the softball team…”

      He looked around, suddenly aware that he was the only one around.

      He sniffed, trying to shake off the feeling of delirium caused by the whiskey. Get it together, Livingston. You’re better than this. Livingston slammed the rest of the whiskey and set the glass on the far corner of his desk.

      He needed a way to keep tabs on Julie without raising a flag in the data center. He thought for a moment, then sat back up and clicked away from the picture.

      The image of Julie at the park bench disappeared, replaced by a browser window. It displayed the SecuNet homepage, an intranet server with a user interface for the company’s secure communications and file storage.

      He almost laughed out loud. Though SecuNet was secure enough for the CDC’s standards, he knew all too well how unsecure Internet Explorer was. It had been thoroughly proven unsafe by just about every web development and tech blog on the net, but it was the mandatory browser installed on any government computer.

      The page had a few options available, and he clicked on one toward the bottom in the first column. The site redirected him to a secure page, and he typed his username and password in the respective boxes and was soon faced with a new dialog box:

      “Email Redirect: Choose Orginator”

      Being considered “executive” at a government organization did have its perks, even if it didn’t pay well enough. Livingston entered Julie’s email address, then added a second Originator email address entry for Benjamin Stephens. In the “Enter Forwarding Address” box, he entered his own email account and pressed “submit.”

      The dialog box disappeared, and Livingston closed the browser window. The redirect would be “silent,” meaning it would run invisibly in the background — neither of his employees would know they were being tracked via email — and it would be relatively untraceable. Only a seasoned IT veteran specifically looking for the redirect would be able to find it.

      He stood, refilled his scotch, and sat back down at the computer. He smiled at the computer screen and once again opened the folder containing the pictures from the company picnic.
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      Dr. Diana Torres looked through the compound microscope once more. Whatever it was, she hadn’t seen it before. The structure was different than a normal virus. First, the integumentary system that protected the rest of the microscopic body from external elements and diseases was studded with odd bumps and scrapes, as if the virus itself was infected with something. Secondly, while she recognized the lipid and protein structures that made up the bulk of the body, she couldn’t quite place their configuration.

      Finally, the entire inner cavity of each individual viral body was made up of the traditional nucleocapsid and capsomeres, but also other bodies she didn’t recognize that seemed to be crammed in as well. While the overall structure was standard for a type of herpesvirus, it didn’t fit any of the eight strains modern science was aware of.

      She took another measurement and checked her notes.

      “Varicella Zoster strain; assumption smaller form. Standard nucleocapsid and lipid envelopes; odd protein buildup differs from traditional strains.”

      “Most spherical virions 80 to 90 nm in diameter; largest observed 93 nm, smallest observed 73 nm.”

      The results were accurate; her measurements weren’t off. Her assistant, Charlie Furmann, had reserved the lab space at 8:30 that evening and she’d been inside until now. She checked her watch.

      7:30 PM.

      The act of checking her watch suddenly triggered her body to announce it was exhausted, and she yawned and stretched her arms. Standing, she shut the light from the microscope on the long lab table in order to prevent any unwanted reactions in the sample. She slipped on her lab coat — essentially her entry key to the myriad of rooms, labs, and closets spread around the building.

      It would also get her into the cafeteria on the main level; her current destination. The nature of the work done at the research facility, as well as the personality types of those doing it, meant that the facility had 24/7 cafeteria access. The scientists and research assistants that populated these offices weren’t governed by traditional nine-to-five jobs, nor did they care for culturally accepted norms about when to sleep and when to work.

      At any given point during the day, not just during posted breakfast, lunch, and dinner times, the cafeteria could be either completely empty or filled with talkative scientists discussing their latest research.

      Dr. Torres stepped off the elevator on the main level. The halls were dimly lit with security lights, but the open doors of the cafeteria were filled with light that spilled into the corridor, beckoning. Another involuntary response in her brain was triggered by the light and the smell of food, and suddenly she felt pangs of hunger run up and down her insides.

      Surprised to see that there was no one inside the cafeteria, she walked to an open-faced refrigerator unit and pulled out a small plastic bin of hummus and crackers and a 20-ounce bottle of Pepsi. She carried the Pepsi and hummus to a small point-of-sale system and cash register near the door and tapped her identification card on the credit card terminal. After the terminal beeped, she clipped the badge back to her lab coat pocket and walked back into the hallway. Just then, she felt her cell phone buzz in the pocket of her jeans. She shuffled the Pepsi around and reached in for her phone. It was a text from Charlie.

      “Where are you? Wanted to check in with this model.”

      She frowned, wondering why he had taken the time to send her a text message when he could have just waited for her to return. Stopping in the hallway, she sent a quick reply.

      “Went to cafeteria. On my way back. What’s up?”

      She didn’t wait for a response; instead, she stepped into the elevator and pressed the number for her floor. The elevator deposited her onto her floor, and she walked into the lab. She found Charlie, his back to her, hunched over the microscope.

      “Hey, Charlie. What’s going on?”

      Charlie jumped, then turned. “What is this, Dr. Torres? Is this the same sample that was sent over from earlier?”

      “Yes…” Dr. Torres replied.

      “Did they say what it was?”

      “What do you mean? They sent over a standard laboratory-required specimen size for examination and classification. If they knew what it was already, they wouldn’t have sent it.”

      Charlie frowned, then nodded. “I know, I guess I’m just confused…”

      “What? What is it?”

      “Well, I don’t understand why you would have mounted both samples at once.”

      Now it was Dr. Torres’ turn to be confused. “Both? What do you mean?”

      Charlie plugged in the external monitor display to the microscope’s output line, projecting the image seen by the microscope onto a 40-inch HDTV hanging on the wall behind them. “Look,” he said, as he used a wireless computer mouse to draw a circle around one of the spherical objects on the screen. “This is your virus, right? The ‘Varicella Zoster’ strain, or whatever?”

      She nodded.

      “Well, when you continue to zoom in, you’ll see the standard components — nucleocapsid, lipids, different protein amalgamations, etcetera.”

      Dr. Torres nodded again, trying to hurry him along.

      “But then if you keep increasing the magnification…” he paused to reset the microscope’s magnification wheels, “you’ll notice that the interior structure of the virion is completely crammed with foreign bodies.”

      “Foreign? How can they be? They’re part of the virus.”

      “Right — but that doesn’t mean they always were. The virus certainly doesn’t look like it wants them in there, does it? They’re all bulging at the seams, thanks to these spirillum pushing everything around.”

      Dr. Torres looked up sharply. “Spirillum? What are you talking about?”

      He zoomed in even more. As the microscopic components of the viral organism came into focus, she saw the unmistakable spiraling of one of the common bacterial shapes. The twisted object grew as Charlie pushed the microscope to its limits; the screen suddenly appearing grainy and slightly out of focus.

      “Oh, my God,” she whispered.

      “You didn’t see this before?” Charlie asked.

      She shook her head.

      “So, then, I’m guessing there weren’t two different samples?”

      Both scientists were speechless as they stared at the TV monitor. The fuzzy black and white image was unmistakable.

      “No. No, Charlie. There weren’t,” she said. “We’re looking at some sort of herpesvirus that contains a living, breathing, bacterial infection.”

      “That’s impossible,” Charlie said. “There’s no way for the virions to provide livable conditions for the bacteria.”

      “I know,” Dr. Torres said. “But we’re dealing with something completely different here; something outside the realm of what either of us has studied before.” As she spoke and stared at the screen in front of her, Dr. Torres grew more and more confident that what she was looking at was, in fact, what she said it was.

      Impossible or not, what they were looking at was a living bacteria fully functioning inside a virus.
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      Six Months Ago

      Dr. Malcolm Fischer gasped. Sucking in a huge breath of air, he tried to swallow. It was painful; somehow, something wasn’t right. He tried to look down, but had a hard time moving his head.

      Weird.

      He tried moving his hands instead. Nothing.

      His fingers, maybe?

      Nope.

      Malcolm felt glued down, lying on his back. At least it was comfortable.

      What do I have control over, then? he wondered.

      He opened his eyes, blinking once, twice. He moved his eyeballs around; at least he could see.

      He tried to make sense of his surroundings. Bright lights, fluorescent. The kind used in offices and commercial buildings. Whitish walls, some sort of sterile color.

      That was it.

      Okay, what does that mean? Malcolm tried to move his body. Anything. Nothing would give. It was as if he was —

      Am I paralyzed?

      He considered it a moment. He didn’t remember taking a fall, or any type of accident. Actually, now that he thought harder, he couldn’t remember of anything. There was…

      A helicopter.

      Oh, God.

      The memory roared back into Malcolm’s mind in a flash. The students…

      He remembered being forced into the chopper at gunpoint, being pushed down into a seat and strapped in, then the gentle upward motion of the pilot’s expert takeoff. They ascended only a few feet off the ground.

      The gun.

      The horrid sound of hundreds of miniature explosions rocking the gunman back and forth on the side-mounted machine gun.

      The one he’d fired into the students. His students.

      A seizure of pain overtook him, but he couldn’t tell if it was merely psychological. He closed his eyes again, breathing. Still, his hands and legs and arms, everything, was frozen in place.

      Where am I?

      Just then, he heard a beeping sound. It had grown louder — or had he just now noticed it?

      He pushed his eyelids apart and tried to look for the source of the sound. As his eyes opened, the beeping grew more intense; quicker.

      He heard footsteps. Running.

      “…Patient experiencing some sort of shock. Possible reaction…”

      Voices drifted in and out. They were in the room.

      Who were ‘they?’

      Malcolm was growing agitated. He wanted answers, and he wanted to be able to move.

      “He’s awake!”

      More footsteps.

      Now he could hear multiple people — three? — moving around his bed.

      I’m in a hospital. It must be. I’m paralyzed.

      “He’s no longer comatose?” one voice asked.

      “No, he’s got his eyes open.”

      The voices were hurried; frantic.

      “Okay, let’s get some acetaminophen into him; he’s probably going to be a little rough around the edges.”

      “Got it. We’re keeping him up?”

      “No, no. That’s just to hold him over until he goes under again. It shouldn’t be long.”

      Malcolm heard a popping sound, followed by the smell of something bitter. Some sort of chemical. A bag of liquid was suddenly passed directly over his face. He saw a strange assortment of letters and numbers, then a few letters that his brain computed as words.

      Global. D-something Global.

      “Ok, right. DG headquarters is going to be here tomorrow morning, and we need to get him back down.” Another pop, followed by a sloshing sound, reached Malcolm’s ears.

      He tried to speak, but he wasn’t sure he had control of his vocal cords. It didn’t matter, anyway, as he realized he couldn’t even open his mouth.

      A small hand pulled his chin down, forcing his mouth open, and he felt — sort of — a pill being inserted into it.

      “It won’t matter — I’ve already reported that we’ve achieved success.”

      “Yes, I know, I read the report,” the first voice — a man’s — said. “Still, they won’t want to see him awake. They’ll need him under for the final round of testing, so there’s no reason to let him become too aware.”

      Malcolm tried to piece things together. He was paralyzed. Waking from a coma, anyway.

      “How’d he wake up?” the second voice asked. It was a woman, probably the one who’d forced his mouth open.

      “It’s a standard reaction to the chemical; almost like developing an immunity. Most subjects awaken after four to six months. He made it to five and a half.”

      “Can we up the dosage?”

      “No, a higher dosage will likely kill him. Keep the mg count steady; just track it closer. Any increase in heart rate or changes in sleep cycles, have someone come in and check it out.”

      “Got it.”

      Malcolm heard them finish up, then leave the room. He was left to his own thoughts and the slow, methodical beeping noise.

      He suddenly felt the pricking of thousands of nerve endings flaring up in his neck and head, as if needles just below the surface of his skin were trying to poke their way out. It was painful, but it meant something else.

      He could move his head.

      It was the same feeling he’d had when a body part fell asleep. He could feel the line of nerves crawling up and around his face. Slowly, painfully, he tried to move the outer muscles in his face — cheeks, lips, ears. He thought he could feel the slightest of motions.

      His face continued to “wake up.” He’d have preferred the traditional feeling of being awake, rather than the feeling of millions of ants crawling over his head, but he didn’t argue. He moved his mouth.

      Using an unbelievable amount of energy, he tried lifting his head. Yes! It was moving. His head was lifting up from the bed, slowly, surely…

      It fell. He could hold it no longer. His head fell backwards onto the pillow that had been placed below him.

      With a deep, exhaling breath, he recovered and tried again. A little farther this time.

      He could now see his body. It was covered in a sheet, and his feet poked out from the bottom of it. Behind that was the door to the room he was in. It too was white, the off-white color no doubt picked for its price and not is appeal.

      Again, his head fell back to the pillow.

      This is good, he told himself. I’m getting stronger each time.

      As Malcolm tried for the third time, however, he realized something. They’d injected him with something. Possibly multiple things.

      He was probably only minutes away from passing out into a coma once again.

      I need to get out of here.

      He lay back for a few extra seconds, summoning energy, then he tried once more to lift his head.

      He wanted to scream. Pain shot through his head, worse than any migraine he’d ever experienced. Don’t. Stop. He chanted to himself over and over again. Don’t. Stop.

      His head was now fully upright, perpendicular to his body and the flat bed on which he rested. Now what? He forced his neck to each side, glancing down at the maze of tubes that were inserted into different parts of his body. He had no idea what they did or what human bodily function they were intended to perform. Some seemed empty — maybe those were waste tubes?

      Others had clear liquids running through them, and a few had deep crimson liquid coursing through them.

      He didn’t have much choice. He could still only move his head, and he didn’t have the luxury to wait around for more of his body to wake up. He looked down and to his right, noticing a small clear tube that had been inserted into the soft skin underneath his upper arm, just below his shoulder.

      If I can reach that…

      He struggled again, forcing his head forward and down. A little more…

      His lips were on the tube now, but there was no way his teeth were going to reach that far. He needed a little more. Millimeters more.

      Come on, Malcolm. He willed himself to push forward again. The pain was unbearable, his face no doubt bright red.

      Just a few millimeters more. It had to be.

      Don’t. Stop.

      He exhaled the last of the air that was in his lungs, and his face shot forward just enough. He could feel the cold steel of the IV line’s end hit his mouth, and he clamped down. He didn’t care what he yanked out, as long as he disconnected something.

      Yes!

      He bit down as hard as he could with his teeth as his head forced itself back down and onto the pillow. He felt a dull throb in his shoulder, but he didn’t move. He waited a moment, letting his body regroup. Finally, he lifted his tongue up and felt for his prize.

      It was there, cold steel and clear plastic tubing. It bumped up against his mouth as it fell, and he was ecstatic.

      He’d done it.

      He could see the plastic tube out of the corner of his eye, disappearing off the side of the bed and around the room somewhere, its contents no longer able to enter Malcolm’s body.

      He smiled — or what he thought was a smile — and closed his eyes again.

      Only a matter of time…

      He waited for the drug’s effects to wear off; waited for the prickling line of needles to expand their reach, overtaking his body with the beautiful gift of motion. Any moment now, and he’d be able to move again.

      What was that?

      He felt something, or rather, understood something. It wasn’t a feeling as much as a sort of knowing. His body was crashing, falling again. He felt the line of needles receding, going back down into the surface of his body.

      No!

      Just a little more time.

      But it was not to be. Malcolm’s body was going to sleep again. He could do nothing but watch, helpless, as his eyes closed out the world around him. He could hear his breathing, feel the rising and falling of his chest, but it was odd, as if it were not his own body that was controlling it.

      To be sure, he tried lifting his head again. Nothing.

      He couldn’t cry out, couldn’t make a sound. His mind was shutting down, sending him to sleep once again, and he couldn’t think…
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      “Any results yet?” Dr. Torres was beginning to get frustrated as she waited for her assistant, Charlie, to return to her table with the results of the latest tests they’d been putting the sample through.

      “Not yet,” Charlie muttered under his breath. They’d put the sample through a battering ram of tests — the standard lab-required composition, attributes, and plausible generation tests, as well as a few others Dr. Torres ordered hours ago. Charlie was currently finishing with the last of these, a test to determine any possible effects external forces might have on the sample.

      Charlie returned to the table carrying a petri dish with a swab of the sample inside. Moving the sample from an observation plate to the dish made prescribing tests much easier.

      “I don’t understand why you won’t just send an email to Levels 4 through 8,” Charlie said as he set the dish down on the table in front of Dr. Torres. “What can possibly go wrong by getting more people involved?”

      Dr. Torres almost didn’t respond, but as she grabbed the dish, she turned to face her assistant. “Come on, Charlie, you know the rules. This one isn’t company sanctioned, so there’s no way we’re doing that.”

      “Yeah, but don’t they encourage us to take on private jobs?”

      “They do, but only if they can maintain the standpoint of plausible deniability for any of their scientists’ clients’ work,” Dr. Torres answered.

      Charlie frowned. “Seems like a backwards way of doing business, in my opinion.”

      Dr. Torres sighed. “Well, in my opinion, it seems like a good way for them to stay out of trouble. You and I both know that there’s enough non-sanctioned work going on here that’s ended in all but disaster. One of those leaks, and we’ve got incriminating evidence on our hands. For all of us.” Dr. Torres gave Charlie a look that was supposed to mean the conversation was over, but Charlie continued.

      “I get it. The company won’t take credit for anything unless it ends in dollar signs for them.”

      “Welcome to America, Charlie.”

      Charlie let the insult slide. He had been raised in Idaho, and had lived in just about every small town anyone from Idaho had ever heard of. Hope, Irwin, Twin Falls, and his parents now lived in Mud Lake. Now that he worked in Twin Falls, it seemed like Charlie was going to spend the rest of his life inside the borders of his home state.

      He’d grown up like most normal American boys. Street hockey in the summer, pond hockey in the winter, with other random sports thrown in during the off-season. He was of average build, not tall but not short either, making him an ideal candidate to fill out a team roster for just about any sport he tried out for.

      Much to his father’s dismay, however, sports were not Charlie’s strong suit. Before football practice and after school during the fall semesters, Charlie spent his time in the science club at his local high school. What his parents thought — and hoped — would be a temporary, fleeting interest, turned out to be a career choice for the young man. He enrolled in night classes at the local university while only a junior in high school, convincing his parents that it would be good for his future. While it was certainly useful later in life, the truth of the matter was that Charlie was actually just interested in studying robotics, something his local high school did not have a program for.

      He ditched the robotics studies after his first semester in college, opting instead to study microbiology. After graduating summa cum laude, he was quickly tapped for an internship at a local clinical research firm, then a pharmaceutical company, and finally as an assistant to Dr. Torres.

      Charlie enjoyed the job; Dr. Torres was a good boss, and she treated him appropriately — hard enough that he was challenged to continue learning, but friendly enough that he knew she still cared about his education. It was because of this relationship, and Dr. Torres’ leadership, that he was able to succeed in the role while gaining worldly experience at the firm. As even-keeled and mild-tempered as he was, however, it was on nights like these that Charlie wished he were working somewhere else.

      Dr. Torres just wouldn’t stop. They’d been at it for over three hours straight now, with no end in sight. He enjoyed discovering and learning just like any other scientist, but he also enjoyed sleep. Furthermore, he could already feel himself growing hungry again.

      “Hey, boss, it’s getting late,” Charlie said. He hated to play that card, but he was long past his ability to be effective.

      “Huh?” Dr. Torres said softly as she stared down at the sample and the associated report. “Oh, right, I guess it is getting a little late.”

      She looked at her watch.

      10:57 PM.

      She pushed her glasses back onto her nose and straightened the pile of papers in front of her as she stood up from the table. “Are you heading out?”

      Charlie had worked with Dr. Torres long enough to know what the question really meant. Had enough? Can’t handle the grind of real science?

      He had also worked with her long enough to know how to handle the situation. “Yeah, exactly.” He laughed. “We’ve done every test in the book and all the reports are there in front of you. I’m happy to stay and read them to you, but I’m pretty sure you’ve got it covered on your own.” He grinned, a half-smile from the left side of his mouth. It was enough to tell Dr. Torres that he was seriously tired, but not serious enough to tell her that he didn’t care. “Plus, you know that I’m only an email away.”

      “You’re right. I guess I should be getting some sleep sometime tonight as well. Let me finish up here, and I’ll be on my way out, too.”

      Charlie left, and Dr. Torres found herself alone in the sprawling laboratory. It was a state-of-the-art facility, one that she was constantly amazed with. It had everything she could possibly conceive of that she might need for her research, as well as gadgets, tools, and instruments that she could only guess were used by others in the building.

      The company they worked for had been around for over forty years, and from stories she’d heard, it had been successful from day one. Operating in the black each and every fiscal year since, she was not surprised that the company spared no expense for its top-notch scientists.

      Dr. Torres herself was a fantastic scientist, and she knew it. But working here, during the few times she was able to work side-by-side with other employees, she felt as though she were somewhere in the middle of the pack as far as qualifications went. There were scientists working here she had never met, who had been published in every month of every trade journal she subscribed to. There were also scientists who had spoken at every conference she had ever heard of.

      Most of all, however, Dr. Torres enjoyed her position in the company. While she was certainly not the most tenured, nor the most esteemed scientist in the building, she knew that the only way she could improve was by challenging herself. World renowned or not, working somewhere where you were only a number among many other numbers caused you to strive for more than you thought you were capable of. Most days, Dr. Torres felt this way. It was the reason she had come so far in her career, and it was the reason she was not slowing down yet.

      She grabbed a stack of papers and the small petri dish from the table and carried them down the hall to her office. Charlie had affixed a lid on the Petri dish and taped it shut, complete with a label signifying what the sample contained.

      Unknown s.248 — sample 248.

      The viral/bacterial infection that she’d been sent to study.

      When she arrived back at her office, she placed the sample on the far wall next to her personal microscope kit and took the report to her desk. She placed it on the stack of papers that were spread over her desk, careful not to cause any to fall to the floor. She moved a few styrofoam cups and plastic takeout trays to the trash next to her chair and sat down in front of her computer.

      Her email application was still front and center on the screen. She clicked on the last email she’d received and replied.

      >To: Harvey ‘Ben’ Bennett <hbennett1419@yahoo.com>

      >From: Diana Torres <diana.torres@focalresearch.org>

      >Subject: Re:

      >Body: I think we’ve figured part of this out. report attached; p-protected. use my bdate with his first name.

      miss you. are you ok?

      She read through the email to make sure it included the attachment and the information he would need. She was still surprised by the recipient, though not as overwhelmed as she had been when she’d first heard from him.

      It must be more than ten years, she thought. She couldn’t actually remember the last time they’d spoken on the phone. Still, it was amazing to hear from him. These weren’t exactly the best of circumstances, but she knew that if he was contacting her, it must be something important.

      Just then, she heard footsteps coming down the hallway. Was Charlie coming back?

      No, she thought, Charlie was wearing sneakers all day. These footsteps were clearly made by either a heeled woman’s shoe or a man’s dress shoe. Her ears perked up as she listened to the sound, now growing louder.

      It lacked the purposeful quickness of a woman in high heels, and it seemed heavier. Who was visiting her?

      She knew for a fact that no one else on her floor was currently in. After three or four trips to and from the lab on the fourth level, she could tell in a quick glance up and down the hallway that there were no other lights on besides her own.

      The footsteps continued toward her open door. She stood up from the computer, forgetting about the email for a moment and turning toward the door.

      Just as she turned, a man entered the space inside the door frame.

      “Dr. Torres?” The man asked. His voice was raspy; not quite that of a lifelong smoker, but one that seemed tired or weary with age.

      She nodded.

      The man stepped in and took a long, slow glance around.

      “Can I help you?” Dr. Torres asked.

      The man’s eyebrows abruptly lifted, as if he had forgotten that he shared the room with another occupant. “Ah, yes. Dr. Torres, it’s great to meet you.” He extended his right hand forward. She reluctantly reached for it and allowed him to grasp it. His hand completely consumed hers, though he did not squeeze tightly. “I’m here from the CDC, which, as you know, is currently operating in a crisis mode.”

      “Well, I — I didn’t exactly know that,” Dr. Torres said, still caught off guard. “Do you mean the explosion at Yellowstone?” Charlie had filled her in about the day’s events when he’d arrived hours ago, but she still hadn’t checked for an update.

      The man smiled. He retracted his hand and placed it in his pants pocket.

      “Yes, in fact, that is exactly why I’m here.”
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      The man continued to explain, both hands now in his pockets. “We’re following this thing as well; trying to stay ahead of it.”

      “Well, do you know what it is?” Dr. Torres asked. She sat back down in her desk chair and swiveled to face him.

      “We’re guessing it’s some sort of bacteriophage; T4, Coliphage, something like that.” He motioned to a chair. She nodded once, and the man pulled it out and sat. “But the lab results haven’t come in yet. That’s why I’m here. I wanted to know if you’d figured anything out yet.”

      Dr. Torres frowned. “How did you know I was working on it?”

      The man smiled. “The package that was delivered. A colleague of yours received it and sent it to you, but was prudent enough to document your research and testing phases as well.”

      Charlie, she thought. She frowned in anger, then remembered that her assistant had only been doing his job. All of the lab techs and assistants at the company had been instructed to keep a record of any and all testing done on-site on any materials that could be considered “potential threats.” While she’d wanted to keep their work quiet until she could prepare a final report, she hadn’t considered asking Charlie to bypass this security step.

      “It’s okay, Dr. Torres. This type of thing happens all the time. You don’t want to make any mistakes in the research phases and potentially damage your career. Even if you had kept this one hidden from us, I’m not here to reprimand you.”

      “Okay,” Dr. Torres said. “May I ask why you are here?”

      “Information,” the man said without hesitation. “Like I said, we need to keep ahead of this one, especially it’s some sort of bacter—”

      “It’s not.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “It’s not a bacteriophage,” Dr. Torres said. “Actually, it’s exactly the opposite.”

      “What do you mean? The symptoms we’re seeing in patients suggests that it is some sort of bacterial-viral combination.”

      “Well, you’re right about that,” Dr. Torres said, turning around in her chair and opening a file on her computer. “It’s bacterial and viral, but not in the sense of a bacteriophage. Rather than a virus attacking and piercing a bacteria, we’ve recognized the exact opposite. A bacterial infection within a larger virus.”

      The man stood up and began pacing the office. Dr. Torres chose to continue.

      “It’s a standard form of a spirillum bacteria, only crammed inside the shell of another body. I’ve never seen anything like it before, really. It’s quite ama—”

      The man spun on his heel. “And who else has been working on this project with you?” he asked.

      “J — just my assistant, Charlie Furmann.”

      “I see. And do you have the sample here with you?”

      Dr. Torres fidgeted in her chair, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. Her eyes flicked to the test tube on the table, then quickly back to the man. “I’m sorry — can I ask again why you’re here?”

      The man had already begun moving to the table. He reached down and grabbed the small glass vial just as Dr. Torres stood up from the chair.

      “Hey! Excus—” The man held the tube away from Dr. Torres with his right hand and lifted his left arm. He swatted the back of his hand at Dr. Torres’ face, catching her just below her left eye.

      Dr. Torres stumbled backwards, stunned. Tears began forming in her eyes as she gasped. The man continued moving, now reaching into his pants pockets and removing a pair of latex gloves. In one fluid motion, the man inserted his hands into the gloves and walked to the small lab sink.

      “What are you doing?” Dr. Torres asked as she regained her balance. “Wait!”

      The man threw the vial containing the sample down into the sink. It shattered with a loud crash, launching glass into the air. The man was already moving toward the open door. He reached for the handle and stepped out into the hallway.

      Dr. Torres saw the man’s hand reach into his coat pocket and remove another vial, this one containing a clear liquid. He held the tube up in front of her.

      “Dr. Torres. I am sorry it came to this. However, rest assured your research and time will not go to waste.” He threw the sample down. The hard floor obliterated the glass vial, and the clear liquid bounced upward and onto Dr. Torres’ feet. Before she could react, the man slammed the door, and Dr. Torres heard the clicking sound of his shoes retreating down the empty hall.

      She ran to the door and tried to open it, fumbling and slipping over the now-wet floor. Finally the handle gave, and she nearly fell into the hallway. She was breathing heavily, but continued down the hallway, following the sound of the man’s shoes. Just as she reached the elevator, it dinged.

      The doors slid open, and a shocked Charlie Furmann stared at his disheveled boss. “Dr. Torres — are you okay?”

      Her eyes were wide and wild, and she knew she must have looked insane, but she held herself together. She backed away from the elevator, putting space between herself and Charlie.

      “I — I…” she stammered. “Yes, I’m… I’m fine. Go home, and I’ll call you tomorrow,” she said. She turned away from Charlie and the open doors of the elevator and jogged to the stairs at the end of the hallway.
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      After leaving the warehouse that housed Julie’s office, the pair drove to the other side of town. Just as they passed the city limits and left the metropolitan area, the high-rise apartments and multi-floor office buildings slowly changed into larger, flatter buildings and individual houses on suburban streets.

      “I moved out here after living in the big city for ten years,” Julie said.

      “Big city?”

      “San Francisco. I was right in the middle of everything,” Julie answered. “It was great at first, but it wears on you after awhile.”

      “Yeah, I bet,” Ben said.

      Julie laughed. “Well, sure, I guess any city’s big to someone like you.”

      Ben thought about the statement — really a question — for a moment before responding. “I didn’t always live out in the middle of nowhere,” he said. Before Julie could interject, he added, “but I guess I always wanted to.”

      The truck drove on, passing yet another neighborhood filled with one- and two-story houses painted either brown, tan, or beige. White picket fences separated them from one another, and perfectly manicured lawns signaled a strict HOA governed the neighborhood.

      “So the park is a great job for you,” Julie said.

      Ben nodded, looking out the window. For the first time during their trip, he was only a passenger in the vehicle. Julie had offered to drive from the office to her apartment.

      “It is,” Ben said. “I guess, I mean it was.”

      “It’s going to be fine,” Julie said, trying to convince herself more than anyone else. “We’ll figure this out.”

      After passing the neighborhood stretching over the road on their right and left, Julie turned onto a smaller country road, and Ben saw the houses and white fences recede in the distance. Fields and farms now replaced the neighborhoods on each side of the road.

      “I thought you lived in an apartment,” Ben said as he watched a group of cows.

      “I do,” she answered, “but it’s just the upstairs room of a converted barn. I rent from the family that owns it.”

      As she spoke the words, she turned and began driving down a gravel road. Up ahead, a crop of tall pines surrounded a house and a few buildings, among them a large barn. It was worn, as if the barn hadn’t been kept up for many years.

      “It looks worse on the outside,” Julie explained. “They stopped using it as a barn in the ‘70s, but converted it back in 2003. It’s completely renovated inside, and has everything I need.” She pulled into the long driveway that led to the farmhouse and barn, and the truck lurched over potholes and rocks strewn over the single lane. “It’s quiet and helps me relax.”

      The phone in Ben’s pocket buzzed. He reached for it and stared down at the number. Recognizing it, he answered. “Hey — how’s it going?”

      A few moments later, “What? Are you okay — how long ago?” He paused again. “Where are you now?”

      Julie looked over at her passenger as the truck slid onto a gravel driveway in front of the barn. She shut off the engine, but waited inside for Ben to finish his conversation.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m coming — I’ll leave now.” He hung up the phone and put it back in his pocket.

      “Where are we going now?” Julie asked.

      “You’re not. You’ve got work to do here. I need to get to Twin Falls though.”

      “Like hell I’m not. We’re in this together, remember?”

      He didn’t actually remember when they’d decided they were in this together, but he let it go. “Listen, that was Diana Torres, the person I sent that sample to. Something must have gone wrong.”

      Julie remained quiet. “She’s infected, and I need to get to her…” his voice trailed off.

      To her credit, Julie didn’t intrude by asking more questions. “Ben, I’m sorry. I’m going with you. Let me get some stuff from the house, and then we’ll get to the airport.”

      “No, I don’t fly. It’s less than a day’s drive from here anyway. Besides, it doesn’t sound like there’s much I can do about it.”

      Julie wanted to ask, in that case, why it mattered that they go visit her. Again, she was quiet.

      “That’s fine, you can come. Hurry up in there — we need to get on the road.”
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      Six Months Ago

      Dr. Malcolm Fischer gasped again.

      I’m alive.

      His eyes were open, blinking, as if trying to clear a veil from in front of them. The room was the same, but it was dark now. Darker, anyway. The lights were off, but there must have been some light trickling in through the door’s rectangular window that was getting into the room.

      He lifted his head to check. Yes, that’s where it’s coming from.

      And then: I just lifted my head.

      Malcolm wondered if he was dreaming. How do we check that? Then he remembered. He lifted his right hand and pinched his left.

      He could feel it.

      There were no pins and needles this time, no probing behind his skin. He was awake, and fully. He blinked a few more times and tried to sit up.

      He let out a groan as his right arm pushed off the bed. He looked down at the location of the pain — his shoulder. There was a large purplish welt where he’d ripped out the needle with his teeth, and he could see that he hadn’t done a great job: the small metal needle was still resting on his skin, the end slightly poking into his arm.

      He reached with his left hand and gently slid it back. It came out easily, and a little spot of blood followed close behind.

      He swung his legs off the table, waiting for the slightest noise.

      No beeping. No instruments in the hospital room seemed to be trying to alert their masters that their subject had awakened.

      He put his feet on the ground and tried to stand up. Malcolm’s body immediately collapsed, and he lay for a moment on the floor before trying to stand up again.

      How long have I been here? He tried to remember. The last time he’d woken up, he had been asleep for six months. Not enough time to have completely atrophied.

      He forced himself to stand again. Shaky, but he was balanced. He then focused on the tubes that were in his body. He noticed a reader on his finger — wasn’t this the one that tracked his heart rate?

      If he removed everything, he knew the machine would start beeping again, sending the alarm that his heart had stopped.

      What to do?

      He couldn’t start switching off the machines, either. They were obviously going to be tracking the data from the machines, and if the machines suddenly went offline one after another, they’d be in here in seconds.

      He looked around. Nothing to use as a weapon, really, unless he was James Bond.

      And he wasn’t James Bond.

      Besides, what could he do? There were at least three doctors around, and possibly the beasts who’d brought him in. Three- or more-on-one didn’t sound like good odds.

      He did have the element of surprise, though. Unless there was a silent alarm emanating from one of the machines, they — whoever they were — had no idea he was awake.

      What had they said? “The chemical usually renders the patient comatose for around four to six months” or something like that?

      He thought about it for a moment. They had also said headquarters was coming tomorrow morning. If they had come, they surely would have noticed the giant welt on his arm, and the misplaced needle that should have been sticking properly out of it.

      That meant he had only been asleep for a few hours.

      He’d done it.

      Malcolm did a small fist pump, more to test the motion of his right arm than anything. He was awake, but he still needed to get out of there, and fast.

      At least before tomorrow morning. Hopefully long gone by tomorrow morning.

      Again, though: what could he do?

      He took another look around the room. The many computers and instruments hooked up to him wouldn’t all alert anyone if he started fiddling with them. The ones that would, he could only guess. Then he saw one of the computers connected to one of his fingers. It was on a rolling cart, and he couldn’t see it plugged into anything.

      He hobbled over to it, using the bedrail as a support. Sure enough, it was a standalone machine. Battery powered.

      He looked at the screen. It looked like a heart rate monitor, from what he could tell. There were numbers flashing on every inch of the screen, but the majority of it was a continuous graph, with peak appearing every second on the right side.

      Well, what do I have to lose?

      He started taking the rest of the trackers and monitor tubes off his body. Disgusting.

      Next were the needles poking through his chest, arms, and legs. Finally, the clip-like things that were connected to his fingers.

      All except the heart-rate monitor.

      He hoped that was the only one that would alert his captors. Why wouldn’t it be? They expected him to be completely comatose, after all, not an alert, mobile prisoner.

      He checked the wheels on the cart and began pushing it toward the door. Malcolm checked the handle, found it unlocked, and pushed the door open. He hobbled behind the cart, careful to not let the tube fall to the floor for him to trip on.

      It looked like a hospital wing, except one with no one else in it. It was a little creepy, actually, he realized. Not a soul was anywhere to be seen, and the only lights that were on were the emergency lights that ran up and down the hall between the brighter fluorescents.

      He wheeled the cart to the end of the hallway. Unlike what he’d expected of a “real” hospital, there was no T-intersection here. The hallway ended in what seemed like a janitor’s closet in front of him. He checked the door. Locked.

      He needed a plan, and fast. He couldn’t exactly wheel the heart monitor computer out and down the front steps, but he had no idea how to disable it without sounding an alarm somewhere. If he shut it off, he was almost positive an alarm somewhere in the building — no doubt where the nightshift was still working — would sound, and his gig would be up.

      Unless…

      He thought for a moment. It might work…

      But where?

      He hobbled along, faster now, turning the cart around and pointing it back the way he came. He pushed past his old room, noticed the door open, and pulled it closed. Can’t be too careful.

      He continued to the center of the hallway and found his T-intersection. He was in the top of the “T,” and this stretch of hallway in front of him was short — likely just a bridge or covered walkway to another section of the hospital. He entered it, noticing the floor curve up in a gentle arc.

      He walked slightly uphill until he reached the center of the bridge, then stopped in front of a door. Electrical 2-A.

      He was on the second floor, and this was the electrical closet for building A, which was either the one he’d just come from or the one he was about to enter. He hoped he’d chosen correctly as he tried the door. This one was unlocked, and he pushed the cart inside.

      A light switch on the wall next to the door flicked on a single overhead bulb, enough to light the space in a dim yellow bath of light. He looked around, finding nothing at first besides a few mop buckets, some brooms and dust pans, and a shelf of cleaning supplies.

      It appears that their janitors have commandeered this closet as well.

      On the right-hand wall, however, he found what he was looking for. An electrical panel, the kind that housed the fuses and breakers, stared back at him. It was easily as tall as he was.

      Okay, he thought. Let’s get to work. Whatever he tried, he couldn’t disable the monitor from signaling that he’d been tampering with it. But he could, however, try to disable the system on the other end, so that it wouldn’t receive the signal.

      He opened the panel and looked inside. Standard stuff — each of the breakers was labeled with cryptic text that would only make sense to the electrician who’d installed them.

      67A.

      46-49B + J34.

      It was a good thing he didn’t need to understand any of it. Was there a master anywhere?

      There. At the very top of the panel, right at eye level, was a large breaker that reached almost across the entire width of the panel. He reached for it and pulled it as hard as he could. He felt the pop as the breaker handle hit the other side of the panel, and he thought he could hear a deeper pop from somewhere outside the room.

      The light in the closet stayed on.

      He looked around nervously. What if it didn’t work?

      He made up his mind. He reached up and started flipping off each of the individual breakers, one at a time, as fast as he could. If the master hadn’t actually turned anything off, this certainly would.

      He reached the bottom of the left side and started in on the right, this time working bottom to top. He got faster as he went, now using the palm of his right hand to flick sections off all at once. Somewhere in the middle, he hit the power breaker for the closet he was in, and darkness fell around him. He waited for his eyes to adjust, but they didn’t. It was dark. Even the greenish glow of the heart rate monitor was useless.

      Malcolm reached out again and felt for the rest of the breakers, using his left hand as a guide until he’d turned off the remainder of the switches. Satisfied, he looked down at the monitor waiting patiently next to him, like a pet. He ripped the clip from his finger, and a beeping sound immediately echoed from the machine. He spun the cart around, looking for a power switch.

      There, on the top of the back panel, he found it. A standard I/O computer button. He pressed it, letting out a deep breath as the machine died. For good measure, he tried to hide it behind the mops and buckets that stood in a corner. It wasn’t spy-worthy, but it at least wouldn’t be immediately noticeable.

      Now, he had to get out of the building. He assumed some doctors and other night staff would be around soon, checking in on him until the backup generators turned on. He guessed he had less than a minute to get out.

      Voices called out in the hallway.

      “Yeah, I’ll check it out. Probably a brownout or something.”

      “Okay, holler if you need anything.”

      Malcolm waited until footsteps raced past the closed closet door. Just as they receded up and over the bridge-like walkway, he opened the door and looked out. A balding man was jogging down the other side, into the hallway he had been sleeping in for the past six months. The man was only seconds away from realizing that his patient was no longer there.

      Malcolm stepped out into the hallway and started to run, then stopped and stepped back into the closet to grab a mob. He again ran out the door, trying to disconnect the mop head from its handle. As he reached the entrance to the other building, the mop head fell off.

      He ran through the open doors, only pausing to get his bearings. The electricity was out here, too — a good sign, at least until the generators kicked on.

      “Anything?” he heard another man ask. The sound came from just ahead, around the corner.

      Malcolm heard the clicking sound of a walkie-talkie, then the notoriously poor sound quality of another voice from the other end.

      “Nothing. Lights off down here, too.” A pause, then heavy breathing. “Checking in on 0-10-7… what the…” The voice continued breathing, then it shouted. “He’s not here! 0-10-7-5-4 is gone! I repeat —”

      Malcolm had heard enough. He had no idea if there was one man around the corner or twenty, but he took his chances. He flung himself around the end of the hallway, relieved to not have the burden of the heart rate monitor cart.

      A lone young man in his thirties had his back to Malcolm behind a circular desk situated in the middle of an open atrium. This man was not a doctor, Malcolm realized. He was wearing a navy blue suit and black belt.

      Rent-a-cop.

      Malcolm kept running. The atrium around him was beautiful, even without much light. A hundred feet above him, moonlight drifted down through skylights in the building’s ceiling, illuminating large plants, marble-covered floors, and desks in sharp light. It was like a modernist’s interpretation of film noir — shadows cutting through everything as they descended onto the otherwise pristine lobby.

      Malcolm ran past a glass elevator and caught a glimpse of a sign glued to the side of the elevator shaft.

      Floor 2.

      And below it: Drache Global.

      Drache Global — something clicked in Malcolm’s mind. That had been the label on the bag.

      By now, Malcolm was sure the man could hear him coming, but he didn’t turn around. Instead, the rent-a-cop flicked the button on the walkie-talkie and asked again, “Hey, you hear me? What’s up?”

      The doctor tried to respond, but the connection either cut in and out or the doctor was inept at the use of walkie-talkies. The voice flickered. “—Patient… need assistance…” The cop tried to respond again, finally realizing that there were loud footsteps behind him.

      It didn’t matter. Malcolm was now within range of the cop, and he brought the mop handle up and over his head. He felt the burn in his right shoulder as his muscles voiced their discomfort, but he ignored it.

      Malcolm felt a rage building inside him. Six months. My team; my students. Their faces flashed through his mind as the mop handle crashed down on the cop’s head just as he spun around.

      The handle connected with the man’s temple, and a look of shock appeared on both the men’s faces. The act of violence was unlike Malcolm, but he followed through. The mop handle broke in half, but the damage had been done.

      The cop’s head crunched sideways, and he fell from the stool he was on. He managed a quick gurgle of pain, but was silent as he fell to the marble floor. Malcolm dropped his half of the mop handle.

      Without checking to see if the man was alive, Malcolm turned to the elevator. There has to be…

      There. Stairs. Off to the left of the elevator shaft, he saw a small open entrance.

      He went down the stairs two at a time, his body at once excited for the movement it was now allowed as well as struggling to provide it. He reached the bottom and found himself in a similar lobby.

      Floor 1.

      Drache Global.

      No one was at the desk, but he didn’t take any chances. He found a door to the left of the stairs that was labeled L1 - Garage, and pushed it open.

      A sharp snap of air hit him in the face. Six months since I’ve felt fresh air, he realized. He’d been asleep for just about all of that time, but his body knew. He drew in a deep breath and ran outside.

      The parking garage sloped upward, and he now felt the strain on his muscles as he reached freedom. Ahead, he saw cars zipping by. The building must be on a busy road.

      He ran, daring not look back. Closer.

      The edge of the street was tantalizingly close.

      Closer.

      “Hey!”

      He heard the doctor’s voice yelling from behind. “Stop!”

      Closer.

      He reached the exit of the parking garage, thankful that the gate was an unmanned, automated machine. He dodged around it and continued running, forcing his legs to move faster.

      Closer.

      He’d made it. He reached the street, not pausing for traffic. Cars honked and swerved as they sizzled by, but Malcolm didn’t notice.

      He reached the other side, then kept running. Up another busy street.

      On his left, cars raced past him. He held up a hand, waving — pleading.

      Finally a car stopped. Malcolm slowed to a walk as the car’s window rolled down.

      “Need a lift?”

      The voice from inside was that of a middle-aged woman, raspy from a lifetime of smoking. Her hair was tousled, but she wore a huge grin and unlocked the passenger door.

      “P — please.” He didn’t know what else to say. “I… I don’t know where to go.”

      The woman smiled larger. “I’d guess that. I’d say we get you some clothes, first.”

      Humiliation surged through Malcolm as he looked down at his body.

      He was completely, utterly naked.
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      For what seemed like the hundredth time in two days, Ben drove the truck while Julie snoozed in the passenger seat. As he pulled onto the driveway that he’d known so well for so many years, he was overcome by a wave of emotion. He parked the truck just in front of the closed garage door and stepped out.

      Julie rose, yawning, as she opened the passenger door and stretched on the front lawn, she and the truck casting long late-afternoon shadows on the house.

      “Is this her house?” she asked.

      Ben was already moving toward the front door.

      “So how do you know her, anyway?”

      It was the second time she’d asked the question during their time together, and the second time he’d dodged it. “She’s lived here for almost forty years. Moved here from St. Louis.”

      He knocked but didn’t wait for a response. The door was unlocked, so he stepped into the house. Julie followed behind. The house was dim, with low ceilings that sported 1970’s style texture.

      “Hello?” he called out.

      A woman’s muffled voice came from somewhere at the back of the house, so the pair walked down the narrow hallway until they came to a closed bedroom. Ben breathed deeply, pausing before he knocked again.

      When he did, they heard a hoarse voice invite them in. Ben opened the door.

      “But stay away from the bed,” the woman said. “The contagion is extremely potent. Some sort of viral-bacterial combination, not unlike a bacteriophage.”

      Ben rushed forward, coming to his knees at the edge of the bed. He reached for the woman’s hand and held it in his own.

      “You never were a good listener, Harvey.” She nodded her head but smiled at the same time. “How are you?”

      Ben swallowed, trying to find his voice. “I — I’m good. Mom, this is Julie. She works for the CDC.”

      Julie’s eyes widened as realization swept over her. She, too, approached the bed.

      “Stay close to the door,” Ben said. “We can’t have you getting infected with this stuff.”

      “Ms. Torres? Hi. Nice to meet you.” Julie waved awkwardly from the corner of the bedroom. She stared at the large man beside the bed, doing all he could to not burst into tears.

      “Mom, what happened? Was it the sample? Some accident?” And then, as if now realizing that he was in his childhood home, “Why aren’t you in a hospital?”

      “Slow down, Harvey. No, nothing like that. And you two both know a hospital can’t do anything about this. It wasn’t your sample.” She took two breaths, each sharp and staggered. “I mean, it was the same strain, I believe, though not the sample you sent.” Again, a breath. “There was a man. Said he was with the CDC.” She looked through pained eyes toward Julie. “Which, I now know, was a lie.”

      Ben stood and dropped his mother’s hand. “What do you mean? This wasn’t an accident.”

      Tears began to form around the woman’s eyes. She pressed her lips together and shook her head, slowly.

      Ben felt his cheeks flush. His eyes narrowed. “Mom. Who was it?” The words were clipped, on edge.

      She shook her head again. “I don’t know. I didn’t recognize him. He walked into my office and emptied your sample in the lab sink, then… then…” Her eyelids fluttered. She took another sharp breath and tried to continue. Ben suddenly noticed how red her face was. He examined her neck and arms and found that they were covered in the same shiny, bubbling rash he’d seen back at Yellowstone.

      “He threw something at my feet. Another test tube, full of some liquid. After what you’d told me about the sample you sent, I assumed this one was the same thing, but a much more lethal dose.” She took a breath again. “Listen, Harvey, I don’t have much time.”

      “Stop.”

      “No, listen. You know this by now, but listen anyway. There’s more to it than just a freak virus out there. The explosion, this man who says he’s from the CDC, and the strange properties that sample was exhibiting.”

      “Mom, we’re going to —”

      “Harvey, knock it off.” The words were more intense than they had been, and Ben fell silent again. “I don’t care about any of that. I can’t. I’ve got hours to live. You listen to me, okay?”

      He nodded.

      “Harvey, I love you. It’s been over ten years since I’ve even heard from you, and you need to know that I love you.”

      A single tear fell down his right cheek. He couldn’t bear to let Julie see him cry, so he kept his eyes glued to the bed and didn’t wipe the tear away.

      “I love you, and I never stopped loving you. After your — your father…”

      “Stop it, Mom.” He felt his voice shaking. Was it noticeable? He whispered. “I love you too, okay? I do. I’m sorry.”

      His mother’s eyes were closed now, and she was trying to breathe peacefully.

      “I’m sorry for everything.”

      He stood up from the bed and left the room.

      Julie caught up to him in the hallway and followed him into the dining room, where he collapsed on an old leather sofa.

      “Hey, are you okay?” she asked. “I — I’m so… I can’t believe…” she stammered, not finding the right words.

      “You don’t have to do that,” Ben said. “I’m fine.”

      He stared blankly toward the flat-screen television that sat on a stand in the corner of the room. “I’ll stay here today, and maybe —”

      “Ben,” Julie said. She waited for him to look at her. “Ben, I know how this feels, okay? But the longer we stay here —”

      “I’m staying here.”

      “Ben, if we stay here, we’re going to die.”

      “I’m staying here,” he said again.

      “Ben! Listen to me. You know what’s about to happen. If you’re not infected yet, you will be. And then I will be. It’s only a matter of hours, Ben. You don’t have hours to wait.”

      Ben knew she was right, but he didn’t move from the sofa.

      Julie finally came around the couch and sat next to him. “Do you need anything?” she asked.

      He shook his head.

      Julie sighed and retreated into the depths of the couch. “Ben, let’s at least get somewhere we can talk, okay? Somewhere we can figure this out together?”

      This time, he nodded. She reached over and placed her hand on his.
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      “Anything else?” The frazzled woman gazed down at the couple in the booth before her.

      Juliette Richardson shook her head. “We’re good, thanks.” The woman was gone before she could finish.

      “I thought diners were supposed to have great service,” Julie said to Ben over two plates of waffles and cups of coffee.

      He shrugged, taking a huge bite of syrup-covered waffle.

      The diner was just outside of town, on the state highway they’d taken into Twin Falls. It was called The Family Diner, and Ben and Julie — the only two guests — weren’t sure yet whether the play on words was meant to be taken seriously or not. So far they assumed it was meant as satire. There wasn’t a “family” — or even another person, besides their waitress — in sight.

      “At least the food’s good,” Julie said, cramming almost half a waffle into her mouth. She guzzled coffee to wash it down, and only then noticed Ben staring at her. “What?”

      He grinned. “As hard as this is…” he stopped.

      “Yeah?”

      “No, just… as hard as this is… I’m glad you’re here.”

      Julie swallowed. “Me too. I mean, I can’t imagine… I’m sorry, Ben.” She took another bite of waffle, and this time added a forkful of sausage to it. “By the way, what’s up with ‘Harvey?’”

      “That’s my name,” Ben said.

      “Well, yeah, I picked up on that,” she said. “But you don’t go by that anymore. Why?”

      He shrugged again. “I don’t know. Dropped it after high school. Seemed like sort of a nerdy name, I guess. Ben’s easier.”

      Julie considered this. “I like Harvey.”

      Ben stared blankly at her.

      “I like Ben too,” she added.

      He looked down again at his plate, comparing his plate to Julie’s. She can really put it away, he thought. He was almost embarrassed by how little he’d eaten.

      “Hey, I have another question. Did Diana — I mean, your mom — did she have any assistants or anything? Anyone we could contact?”

      “Always working, huh?” Ben’s response was blunt.

      “Oh my God, no, Ben… I’m sorry —”

      He shook his head. “It’s fine. Really. I’m shaken up, but this is good. Let’s keep moving; figure out what’s next.” He thought for a moment, using the lull in the conversation to take a deep sip of jet-black coffee. He winced.

      “Too hot?” she asked.

      “Too crappy.” He swallowed, feigning choking. “Where’d you find this place, anyway?”

      “Google Maps. Never steered me wrong so far.”

      “‘Bout time to start using something else. Anyway, uh, I have no idea about her work. I’ve been in the park for over a decade. Man, it’s been a long time.”

      A solemn look came over his eyes.

      “Ben, it’s okay. If you need —”

      “No, I’m fine. Yeah, I can’t think of anything. Hell, I don’t even really know what she does. I remember she worked for a chemical company when I was a kid, but she took this job not too long ago.”

      “You spoke with her?”

      “No, she’d email me quite a bit. I never responded more than once or twice, I think. I kept the email account open, though. Is there any way to figure out who she was working with?”

      “I tried looking it up in the company directory, but they’re pretty good about keeping their work and employees protected. I might be able to get some help from my tech guy, though.” She took a sip of coffee, this time not using it to wash down her meal. From the expression on her face, she could clearly taste it better this time around. “Wow, you weren’t kidding. This is rough.”

      Ben smiled, and he caught her gaze. He could almost feel her examining him, exploring the leathery-brown contours of a face that had rarely gone a day without being exposed to the sun and elements.

      “Hey,” she said quickly. “I have a question.”

      “Shoot.”

      “Why’d you leave?”

      She didn’t need to explain it; he knew what she meant. It was a fair question, but also the forbidden one, and she didn’t dance around it or build it up.

      He took a deep breath. No one asks me that, he thought. It had been years since he could even remember talking about it.

      A light flashed in front of the diner. Another visitor had parked and was getting out of their vehicle.

      Without realizing it, Ben was suddenly engrossed in the newcomer. He watched as the rectangular, boxy headlights flicked off — it was an older sedan — and the driver stepped out. Tall, thin, can’t see what they’re wearing. No passenger.

      The visitor walked quickly, heading directly to the entrance. The man — Ben could now see him clearly — pulled the door open and walked inside.

      “Good evening, go ahead and sit anywhere,” the monotone voice of their waitress called from somewhere in the back of the restaurant.

      Julie realized Ben wasn’t paying attention to their conversation and turned to see what he was looking at. The man continued walking toward them. Ben locked eyes with him and began to stand up.

      As he did, the man sped up. Ben’s heart raced. The man was now only fifteen feet from their table and closing the distance fast. Who is this guy?

      He watched the man reach into the pocket of his coat. Ben saw out of the corner of his eye another flash of lights, then another. Two more cars. He reached down and grabbed the closest thing he could find.

      A salt shaker.

      From the man’s pocket, a gun. Small, compact. .380. Enough to do some serious damage from this range.

      Ben didn’t wait. He jumped to the side, throwing the salt shaker. It struck the gunman in the forehead, knocking him backwards a few steps. He dropped the gun, instinctively raising his hands to protect his head from further attack.

      “Julie! Run!” Ben called out. He’d landed beneath some bar stools set alongside the counter of the diner. He struggled to his feet, feeling the painful throbbing in his hip.

      Julie was on her feet, running toward the door, but the man was chasing after her. He overtook her at the diner’s second exit, grabbing her waist with one arm. His other hand weaved up and around her left underarm. Julie was helpless, her arm completely pinned away from her body. She tried madly to swing it at him, but the man dodged the blows with ease.

      Ben rushed forward, aiming for the attacker’s lower back. Just before Ben collided with him, the man turned, exposing Julie’s belly to Ben’s tackle.

      Ben was moving too fast to stop, and the three of them fell backwards out the diner’s doors. They collapsed in a heap on the concrete sidewalk, but their attacker was on his feet almost immediately. He pulled Ben up and shoved him up against the tall glass window. Ben held onto the man’s wrist, trying to wiggle free, but the man landed a solid punch to his gut.

      He felt the wind get knocked out of him, and he caught a glimpse of Julie running toward the man before he was released and fell to the sidewalk. The man anticipated the attack, grabbing Julie’s hands just as they fell toward his head. He twisted them sharply, and Ben heard her abrupt cry of pain. The man twisted harder, hugging her body close to his and moving his hands to her neck.

      She was turned around, her back to his, so her punches had little effect. She danced around, trying to shove her heel onto the top of his foot, but the man was prepared for this line of defense as well.

      The man’s grip on Julie’s neck grew tighter.

      Ben blinked a few times, sitting up against the wall.

      Get up. Come on, move.

      He willed his body to work. His hip wasn’t broken, but it was obviously badly bruised.

      He heard Julie gasping for breath, her arms and legs flailing wildly.

      Get. Up.

      He forced his lungs to accept a deep breath of air. It was painful, as if someone was stabbing him in the chest.

      Not as painful as getting choked to death, he thought.

      He stood up. Julie’s raspy voice broke through the gasps. “H — Help,” she said.

      He ran forward. His footsteps were heavy.

      The man could tell he was coming. He was expecting it.

      As Ben got within a foot of the man’s back, an elbow caught him directly in the nose. Searing pain shot up his face, tears coming to his eyes. Ben stumbled backwards, nearly losing his balance again.

      Just then he heard a shout. The lights from the other two vehicles became clearer.

      Truckers.

      Two men ran toward the trio, one of them shouting. “Hey! What the hell’s going on over here?” One of the truckers saw the man choking Julie. He ran toward them, and the attacker released her neck. She sucked in cold air, falling to her knees on the rocky parking lot ground. Tears fell from her eyes.

      The attacker was too late to protect himself. The first trucker had reached him and landed a blow across his face. He followed the attacker backwards as he struggled to keep his balance, but before he righted himself the larger truck driver punched him in the side. He doubled over, and the man kneed him as hard as he could.

      The second truck driver had reached Julie, and he bent down to help her. Ben crawled forward, trying to regain his balance.

      He watched as their attacker jumped to his feet and began to run away. He ran toward a field, chased briefly by the larger truck driver. When it was clear to the trucker that he was being outrun, he turned back to the others.

      “You okay?” he asked Ben. Ben was on his feet now, swaying, still trying to catch his breath.

      “I’m good. I need to get back to my truck; see if I can find him.”

      “You won’t find him,” the second trucker said. “He’s fast, and he’s probably got a ride somewhere nearby. Best call the cops and let them handle it from here.”

      Ben was seething. He walked over to Julie, letting his arm fall to her side. He pulled her close to him, wanting to protect her. It’s too late for that.

      She was sobbing, but she looked at him. “Are you okay?”

      He realized what he must look like. He could feel blood draining from his nose, and he was having a hard time catching his breath. “I’m fine. What about you?”

      She swallowed hard. “It hurts, but I’m okay.” She turned to look at the two truck drivers. “I owe you my life. Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it. Isn’t my first bar fight, but…” he looked at the now-empty diner. “I guess it is the first one I’ve broken up in a place like this. Why don’t you two get inside, get something to eat?”

      She shook her head. “We’re fine, really. Thank you, both of you.”

      The first trucker spoke up. “You two need anything? A phone, a ride?” He paused. “A drink?”

      Ben nodded. It was time to ditch their truck. “We could use a ride.”

      He knew the attacker — or someone — would be back. Whoever it was, they were going to be looking for them. They had to get away from there, and fast.
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      “What do you mean, you failed?” Valère asked.

      He tried to steady his voice, to make it sound stronger than it was, for the other two men.

      Roland and Emilio. Both were standing behind him, their meeting with Valère interrupted by this fourth man.

      “I am deeply sorry, Mr. Valère,” the man said. “I encountered them in a small diner, and when I —”

      “Them?”

      “Yes. The target was with another man. Large, built, but not much of a fighter. I was able to —”

      “Then why is the target still alive?” Roland asked. His voice boomed out over Valère’s shoulder, causing Valère to shudder. If only I had his commanding tone, he thought.

      The man standing in front of him wasn’t sure what to say. “I — I think…”

      “And that is the problem,” Emilio said. “You think, when we have simply asked you to act.”

      Emilio placed a hand on Valère’s shoulder and leaned down, whispering.

      “Your contingency is failing us, Mr. Valère. I suggest a prompt resolution to this matter.”

      Valère shook again and clasped his hands. His nervousness had been with him his entire life. It began as a slight tick in his boyhood years, growing into a noticeable oddity by his teens. As a young adult, Valère had learned to control it, forcing it down to a subtle, hardly noticeable level that didn’t manifest itself physically.

      But it was still there.

      Valère was constantly reminded of his weakness. The sweating, the shuddering, the teeth-grinding. All of it was a form of nervousness, a simple reaction to excitement.

      Whether positive or not, any exciting stimuli in Valère’s life caused him to relive these moments, waiting until they passed. He dared not speak too loudly, or grow agitated, for fear that his weakness would once again wield its power over him.

      He nodded. “Yes,” he said, softly. “I do agree.”

      The man’s eyes widened. “Wh — what is… what can I do…”

      Valère held up a hand, and the man stopped.

      “Please do not talk. You have already upset my partners, and I fear you will only upset me if you continue.”

      “B — but I can make it up. I swear. You don’t need to kill me —”

      “Enough!” Valère yelled, slamming his fist on the table in front of him. He felt the nervousness growing within him, quickly superseded by the calming sensation of knowing he’d even startled his partners standing behind him.

      He saw in his periphery each man take a step back.

      The man — the failure — in front of him swallowed.

      “Now,” Valère continued. “What makes you think I am going to have you killed?”

      The man turned his head slightly.

      “No, my friend. I don’t reward complete and utter failure with a swift and merciful death. It really isn’t my style, anyway. The messiness of it all, it… well, it disturbs me.

      “I have a better idea. SARA?”

      “Yes, Monsieur Valère?”

      The man’s eyebrows arched when he heard the voice coming from the walls around him.

      “I would like you to transport Mr. Olsen here to our facility in Brazil.”

      “Of course, Monsieur Valère. Is there a certain destination you have in mind?”

      Valère nodded. “I do. Please alert NARATech of a possible test candidate currently preparing for stasis.”

      “Stasis?” Roland asked.

      The man in front of them closed his eyes. “Please, Mr. Val —”

      Valère shook his head, but SARA took over. “Mr. Olsen, please refrain from additional comment. Your scheduled stasis prep will begin in exactly fifteen minutes. I have alerted security, and they are en route for escort. Please follow the green arrows I will illuminate on the walls.”

      The man, resigned, left the room and slumped down the hall.

      “Valère, what is stasis?” Roland asked again. “Emilio — what are you not telling me?”

      Valère turned to his partners, scrutinizing the fat man that stood at his left. “Mr. Jefferson, I believe I have waited much too long to reassert my authority over this little project. Please —”

      “Reassert your authority?” Roland Jefferson yelled. “What are you talking about, Valère? This project was given to us by —”

      “No, Roland,” Emilio said. “That’s where you’re wrong. This project was given to Mr. Valère and myself, and we brought you along because of your… assets, which we found valuable.” Emilio turned to Valère to continue.

      “Yes, Roland,” Valère said. “We are excited to say that the Company no longer requires the use of these assets. Our investments elsewhere have performed admirably, and your lack of leadership so far on this project has informed our decision.”

      “Your… decision?” Roland Jefferson’s enormous frame had moved out from behind Valère’s desk, and he stood, looming, in front of him. “You can’t… you can’t do this!”

      “Your investments are in nothing but corporate bonds and shady real estate, Mr. Jefferson. Most of it is drying up as we speak, thanks to the work of our investments. Your companies are our companies, and your prized real estate holdings around the globe are now being scuttled or revamped, to make way for our next phase.”

      “This is an outrage!” he roared, fuming.

      “It is, Roland. It truly is. For you. For us — for the Company — it is a natural progression. We all eventually outlive our usefulness, and need to be redirected.”

      “I will not be spoken to like a child! I have not outlived my usefulness!”

      “Correct,” Valère said. “SARA, are you still with us?”

      “Always, sir.”

      “Perfect. Please arrange for Mr. Jefferson to join our friend Mr. Olsen in stasis.”

      “Absolutely, Monsieur Valère. And shall I arrange for his delivery to Brazil as well?”

      “No, actually,” Valère said. He watched Jefferson’s eyes grow wide. “Please arrange for Roland’s delivery to our holdings in Antarctica. He will preempt our facilities there, but our stasis research has proven to be quite effective in long-term storage.”

      “Very well, Monsieur Valère. Mr. Jefferson, your scheduled stasis prep will begin in exactly fifteen minutes. I have alerted security and they are en route for escort. Please follow the green arrows…”
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      Crack! The sound of the rifle shot pierced the air and reverberated as it bounced over the calm, open water. Randall Brown sat up taller on the picnic table and offered advice.

      “Good shot. You hit it, but it wasn’t centered.”

      His wife grinned next to him, laughing at Randy’s instruction.

      His teenage son nodded, reloading the .22 caliber Remington rifle. “At least I hit it.”

      Randy smiled. “True. If it had been alive, it wouldn’t be anymore.” He took in the peaceful scene, watching the small pieces of clay disc disappear beneath the surface of the lake and the sunlight diffract over the gentle waves.

      Way better than being at the office. He checked his watch. Late afternoon. He would normally be checking the server temperatures and running any final diagnostic tests, then getting ready to head home. Randall Brown had worked for the CDC for four years, moving to the Montana offices only a year ago. He’d had a brief stint in tech startups before realizing that he was considered a “dinosaur” in that world — at a mere forty-six years old. His world of IBM, mainframes, networking, and accreditations had been replaced in the past decade or so by a new world, one of sleek laptops, blogging, cloud platforms, and agile development. It wasn’t that he wasn’t needed, or useful; it was just that he wasn’t appreciated.

      No one seemed to know, or care, what kind of experience and knowledge he could provide as an IT consultant, network administrator, or general “tech guy.” At the two startups he’d worked for, he was usually no more than an afterthought.

      At first he didn’t care. The jobs always paid well, thanks to a mix of youthful overconfidence and arrogant market predictions, but Randy knew better. He’d worked a year at a startup that was trying to bring simple image manipulation to tablets and mobile devices, only to see the writing on the wall a few months into it. The company had a long list of deep-pocketed investors who knew next to nothing about the computing world, and they had an equally impressive amount of VC funding. The trouble was, the product wasn’t profitable. Worse, the college-age owners of the company didn’t seem to care about the future of the company’s product line.

      Randy jumped ship to another company, finding many of the same problems and none of the solutions. After realizing his career would be all but over if he stayed on board, he decided to find a more stable position.

      That position was found in the CDC’s Threat Assessment division, as the Director of IT for a new department. It was a laid back job, never causing too much stress or overwhelming work duties. Keep email running, dust off the servers that provided intranet support through their SecuNet portal, and keep the coffee in the main office hot.

      But while the job itself was decent, it was the boss that he couldn’t stand. David Livingston. The man was more callous, abrasive, and downright rude than anyone he’d ever met.

      Crack! Another rifle shot snapped Randy back to the real world. Vacation, one week, a friend’s lake house. There was nothing in the past year Randy had looked forward to more than this moment.

      He saw his son smiling back at him, and only then noticed the crumbling bits of clay skeet falling into the lake. All equal sizes, all the same relative shape.

      “Wow — did you get it?” he asked.

      His son nodded. “Right in the center.”

      Randy stood from the picnic table and clapped his hands, rotating them around in a large circle. A “round of applause.” His wife groaned. A “dad joke,” but, well, he was a dad.

      “Seriously, dad?” his son asked. “You’re still using that joke?”

      “What? It’s still funny.”

      “It was never funny.”

      “Hey,” Randy said, walking toward the edge of the lake where his son stood holding the rifle. “You know what would be funny? If I took that thing from you and out-shot you with it.”

      The gun was a gift for Drew, something he’d wanted for quite some time. The three of them, Randy, his wife, Amanda, and Drew, had taken the trip to the lake house for a short vacation, and to celebrate Drew’s seventeenth birthday.

      “You’re welcome to try, old man,” Drew said. He handed the rifle to Randy. Randy eyed the weapon, admiring the craftsmanship and build quality. Before he could lift it to his shoulder, his cell phone rang.

      “Your phone works out here?” his wife asked. “Looks like it’s work.” She grabbed the phone from the table and walked it over to her husband.

      Randy saw the number and shrugged. “Government’s paying for it, so I guess they’re using the best network.” The number came up on the screen just below the name of the caller. Juliette Richardson. Well, at least it wasn’t Livingston.

      He poked at the phone to answer it. “Hello?” he handed the rifle back to Drew and walked back toward the table.

      “Randy — hey, it’s Julie. Sorry, I know you’re on vacation. You have a minute?”

      “Of course, what’s up?” Unlike David Livingston, everyone liked Julie. She was fun, pretty, and adventurous, never waiting around for the red tape.

      “Thanks. Listen, I don’t know if you’ve been keeping up with the news, but something’s going to break, and I’m trying to stay in front of it.”

      Randy hadn’t been keeping up with the news, which was part of the family covenant of their vacation. As he was constantly bombarded by technology, industry news, and media during his job, his wife had made him promise to give it up for the week they were out of town. No TV, no internet, no computer. Just them, the lake, and peace and quiet for a week.

      He glanced over at her now. She did not have a happy expression on her face, knowing that Randy’s cellphone breached their covenant. He shrugged apologetically.

      “Uh, yeah, okay. What’s the deal?” The CDC often had something they were “trying to stay in front of,” so it wasn’t out of the ordinary for Julie to be asking for a work-related favor. But the fact that she’d called his cell directly seemed odd to Randy.

      And her hurried tone of voice.

      “Sorry, I can’t explain it all right now. Can you get me access to a computer?”

      “Sure — is it connected?” Randy didn’t hesitate to answer. Even though it was an explicit part of his job description, he considered it to be “hacking” when he needed to gain access to another CDC machine. And he loved hacking.

      “Uh, yeah, it is, but it’s not onsite.”

      “What do you mean? It has SecuNet access, right?”

      “No, sorry, I mean, it’s connected, like to the internet, but…”

      “Aw, geez, Julie, you’re asking me to hack an outside machine?” Randy asked.

      “Not hack, just… gain access. I need to get some information on—”

      “That’s called hacking, Julie. That’s literally the definition of hacking.”

      Randy heard his wife let out an exasperated sigh from next to him on the picnic table bench. He looked at her, covering the phone’s microphone with his palm. “Sorry… I… it’s just something real quick.”

      “Hello? Randy? Hey, come on. This is a serious request. Can you help me out?”

      Randy didn’t know what to say. “Julie, this is… you can’t. It’s not legal, and I could get fired for even trying. Why can’t Livingston put in a formal seizure of data request?”

      “You know how long those take, Randy. And come on. Livingston? I haven’t even seen him for the better part of a week.”

      It was true. Their boss had been enjoying a series of “work related” excursions, including golf, four-hour lunches, and strip clubs. How he managed to expense everything to the company’s accounting division was beyond Randy’s comprehension.

      “Okay, fine. I assume you’re on to something big, but I still can’t—”

      “It’s a matter of national security, Randy.”

      “Seriously?” Randy almost laughed out loud. “You’re going to try to guilt me into this with that line?”

      “Randy, turn on the news. You can’t honestly be that out of touch. After the bomb at Yellowstone, there was—”

      “What? A bomb at Yellowstone?”

      “Yes, Randy, a bomb. And it released something into the air. Some sort of virus that’s killing everyone who came into the area close to the explosion. It’s contagious, highly deadly, and we need to find out if anyone has anything on it.”

      Randy stared out at the water in shock. Never, in his year of employment with the CDC, had Julie ever seemed so… frantic. She was always calm, pleasant, and laid back, albeit in a hard-driving, get-it-done sort of way.

      He wasn’t sure how to respond. “I… I guess…”

      “Okay, great. I need it quick, too. Can you get it, Randy?” She paused. “Randy? You there?”

      Crack! Drew fired the rifle again, missing the skeet shot. He immediately prepared a second shot and launched the disc from the skeet launcher next to him.

      “Sorry, yeah, I was thinking. I don’t know, I have my laptop but I’m—”

      “Randy, I’m sorry, but there’s no time. I can’t wait on this. Really. Please.”

      Crack!

      “Randy, what is that? God, it sounds like a gun.”

      “It is — sorry, it’s fine. My son’s skeet shooting—” he took the phone off his ear. “Drew! Knock it off for a second, alright? I’m on the phone!”

      “Randy, you know I wouldn’t ask you this unless it was serious. Trust me.” Julie paused on the other end of the line.

      Randy sighed. “I know. I do trust you. It’s a pretty big deal, that’s all. But I get it. Yeah, I think I can do it. Give me until tomorrow afternoon—”

      “I have less than a day, from what I can tell. I need to get going on this before it’s a media craze, and I’m waiting on more information from you now.”

      “Okay, okay. I can do it. I need to head into town, find a coffee shop.” He thought for a moment. “It’s not going to be secure, but what are you looking for? I’ll email it over.”

      “Randy, thank you. I owe you one. Her name is Diana Torres. We need to track down anyone this person was working for, or with. I’ll send you an email with her name, email address, and the company she was with. She’s the only person we know who was studying the virus, and she might know what it is. Anything she found out will be on her computer, at that company.”

      Randy thought about the next question he was about to ask. Did he really want to know the answer? “Why can’t you just ask her yourself?”

      Julie anticipated the question and responded immediately. “We tried. She died a few hours ago, and we think her company was behind it. They sent someone to find us, too. Randy — I need this information, and I need it now.”

      Randy confirmed, but Julie had hung up already. Seconds after he disconnected and left the call, the phone dinged with a new email from her.

      He turned off the phone’s screen and placed it in his pocket, standing up from the picnic table again. “Sorry, babe, I, uh…” she glared at him. “I think I’m going to need to break the rules for a few hours.”
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      The hotel was, thankfully, better appointed than The Family Diner. Situated in the suburbs of Twin Falls, Idaho, it had been purchased from an out-of-business chain and updated to reflect a lodge-like style. The street sign, front entrance, and two connected buildings that made up the hotel had a consistent wood paneled exterior.

      The eighteen-wheeler and its three passengers pulled into the parking lot half an hour after the incident at the diner.

      Ben shook the driver’s hand before he slid down the steps of the truck. He offered the man a tip, reaching for his wallet. Their driver refused, instead asking the pair if they needed money or any more help.

      “You’ve been more than kind,” Julie answered. The man was a career truck driver, working for two main shipping companies and picking up other driving jobs in between. He had a family in Rhode Island, two kids and a wife, and was working his last year before he retired early. Ben appreciated him for another reason: he talked a lot and got along with Julie well. Their conversation had so little empty space that Ben spent most of the ride staring out the passenger window.

      “Listen, here’s my card,” the trucker said, handing Julie a beat-up business card that he’d pulled from somewhere under the dashboard. “If there’s anything else you need, you let me know.”

      “We will, thanks, Joe,” Julie responded. She smiled and shook the man’s hand, thanking him again as she hopped out of the truck. She stood next to Ben as the truck pulled away.

      “Ready?”

      He nodded and stepped up to the grand entrance of the lodge hotel.

      “I still can’t believe what happened. You sure you’re okay?”

      Ben nodded again. “Just tired. You?”

      “Yeah, me too,” she replied.

      They reached the front atrium, where a young woman welcomed them from behind a chandelier-lit log desk. Everything looked warm and comforting, no doubt built and designed with those exact goals in mind.

      “Do you two have a reservation?” the woman asked.

      “We do,” Ben replied. “I called earlier today to set it up. Sorry, we’re a little late.”

      “No problem,” the woman smiled as she grabbed the ID from Ben’s outstretched hand. “Did you run into some weather? There were some thunderstorms in the area earlier.”

      Ben frowned, considering what to say. “No, uh, we just… got a little held up.”

      Julie smiled, trying to sell it as well. The woman looked them both over and grinned. “I understand. Not a problem.” She winked at Ben.

      Ben wasn’t sure what the woman thought she understood, but he didn’t press it. They hadn’t called the police, though when the lady from the diner had finally come out to the parking lot, she’d offered to call for them. She may have still called after they’d left, possibly to report the truck they’d left in the diner’s parking lot.

      The plan was to rent a vehicle the next day and have it delivered to the hotel. After they felt certain they were no longer being followed, they’d return to the diner and pick up Julie’s truck.

      The woman at the counter finished typing something into her booking system and looked up again, still smiling. “I actually have you down for two full-size beds in room 201. I apologize, I can—”

      “No,” Ben said, interrupting her. He didn’t mean to sound so forward, but it was too late. “Sorry. I know, I booked it that way on purpose. We’re…”

      He didn’t know how to explain their relationship. He most definitely wanted them in the same room, in case something happened. They were adults after all, but there was no reason to share a bed.

      “Oh.” The woman seemed disappointed. “That’s fine — we’re good to go, then. Do you have a credit card you’d like to leave on file? I’ll need one for a deposit.”

      “Would you take cash?” Julie asked. It was a long shot, but they weren’t about to use a credit card that was linked to either of their names.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Richardson,” the young woman said. “We need one in case of damages. We would accept a debit card, however.”

      Julie handed her a credit card. “This is my company one; it should be fine.” Ben saw that the name on the card was, in fact, the name of her office at the CDC. It wasn’t much, but it might provide a tiny layer of protection for them.

      “Very good.” The woman typed some more and handed the card back to Julie. “Thank you. Here are your keys, and will you need anything else this evening?”

      Ben shook his head and took the packet of room keys.

      “Do you have any wine? Red, maybe? Something, uh, sort of… romantic?” Julie asked.

      Ben felt his face immediately flush a bright red. His eyes widened as he saw Julie’s smile, quickly matched by the woman behind the desk. “Well, I guess we could bring something up. We actually don’t have room service, but as you probably know, we have a fantastic menu at our restaurant.”

      The woman pointed to a hallway just off the main atrium, beneath a sign that said Le Petit Paris — French-American Cuisine.

      “You two get situated, and I’ll bring you a bottle in a few minutes.” She turned back to the computer as the pair walked away, a smug look on her face.

      As they neared the elevator, out of earshot from the front desk, Ben pulled a still-grinning Julie to the side. “You want to tell me what the hell that was?”

      “You should have seen your face!” When she realized Ben wasn’t laughing, she put on a fake-pouty look. “What? It’s not like we’re ever going to see her again. Besides, she seemed so disappointed when she thought we weren’t together.”

      “We’re not together!” Ben stormed into the open doors of the elevator, Julie trotting behind.

      They rose in silence, then exited the elevator to find their room directly to the left. Ben inserted the key, then swung the door open. “I’m going to run down to the desk and pick up some toiletries. Do you need anything?”

      “I have everything I need,” Julie said, wheeling the suitcase she’d packed at her farmhouse into the room. “You can use my toothpaste and stuff, if you want.”

      He glared at her and let the door swing shut.

      When he returned to the room a few minutes later, he found Julie sprawled on one of the beds, gripping a glass of red wine and wearing a pair of pajama bottoms and a worn t-shirt. She looked up as he entered, still wearing the cheesy grin. “It’s good,” she said, swirling the glass a bit. “You should try some.”

      Ben shook his head, but found that he was smiling — just a little. He threw the small bag of toiletries he’d just purchased on the bathroom counter and sat down on the empty bed. Julie had apparently done some quick cleaning up. Her hair looked like it had been combed, falling gently around her shoulders and toppling over the pillow behind her. Ben watched her drink the wine for a few seconds until she turned to look at him.

      Again, he felt his face flush. Come on, Harvey, get it together.

      Julie laughed. “What? Been awhile since you’ve had a girl in your room?”

      It had been.

      “Shut up,” he said, reaching for a wine glass and the bottle of Merlot that rested on the nightstand between the beds. He poured himself a glass and took a sip. When was the last time I had a glass of wine? Most of his coworkers drank beer, if they drank at all. Ben preferred a glass of bourbon or whiskey, single malt on the rocks.

      They looked at each other for a moment, each trying to decide what to say next. Julie lost interest first, turning back to whatever was on the television.

      Ben wanted to ask her about her life. Who was she, really? Where was she from?

      Was there anyone else in her life?

      As someone not terribly interested in other peoples’ lives, he was surprised at his train of thought.

      But instead, he asked about their plans. “What’s next? After tonight, I mean?”

      Julie looked confused for a moment, then turned back to him. “Randy will probably get back to me soon, and he’ll tell us where to go next. Whoever was working with your mother probably lives in the area, and we can track them down pretty easily from there.”

      Ben nodded. “Makes sense. You think Randy will get anywhere?”

      “He always does. He’s a genius with computers. He’s pretty new at the CDC, but we get along well. He’s probably not stopped working on it since I called him earlier. The real question is if Diana shared any of her findings with anyone else or not.”

      “No idea. I hadn’t spoken to her in over a decade. She was never the secretive type, so I imagine she’d be open to working with someone else.”

      Julie took in the information, and both lay silent for a few minutes.

      “Okay, well, I need to get some sleep,” she said. “I’ve got my phone on, in case Randy calls. We can figure out anything we can from whoever might be around here, then I’ll get us some plane tickets back to Billings for tomorrow night.”

      Ben shook his head. “I’ll take the rental back. You go ahead.”

      “You won’t fly?”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “I just won’t. I don’t like it.”

      “Come on, it’s perfectly safe. It’ll be much quick—”

      “I’m not going to fly, Julie.”

      “Ben, what’s the big deal? You won’t —”

      “Knock it off, alright? I already told you, end of story. Drop it.” The words came out harsh, stressed. He regretted it, but the damage was done.

      “What the hell, Bennett? Why the attitude?”

      He didn’t respond.

      “Seriously, Ben, what’s up? Why are you like this?”

      “Julie…”

      “No, I’ve had it. You barely speak to anyone, you treated me like dirt, and you’ve been off the grid for ten years. What is it about you that makes you so cold?”

      Ben looked up sharply. He thought he could see Julie’s eyes welling up.

      He didn’t know what to say. Didn’t want to say anything. Hell, what am I doing here? he thought.

      He stood up from the bed and walked out of the room, slamming the door behind him. Julie remained, a shocked expression on her face.
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      They were the only patrons in the restaurant. Le Petit Paris was frequented only by guests of the lodge, and this particular week was a very slow one for the hotel.

      Ben and Julie sat at the corner booth, enjoying a platter of waffles, sausage, bacon, eggs, and toast. Apparently the restaurant leaned heavily on the American part of “French-American cuisine.”

      “Sorry about last night.” Ben said the words slowly, meticulously, speaking through a mouth full of breakfast food.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Julie said. “I went too far. I shouldn’t have —”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Ben said, stopping her. “I’m uncomfortable around people, if you haven’t already guessed. I don’t do well with confrontation and, well, feelings in general.”

      Julie laughed. “You wish you were a robot?”

      Ben thought for a moment and grinned. “Yeah, kinda. That would be okay.”

      “Really? No tasting food, no feeling joy, no, uh, more pleasurable emotions?”

      “No feeling pain, either.”

      “Pain’s not a bad thing, Ben. It makes the good stuff that much better.”

      He scoffed and grabbed another waffle. “Ever eat these with peanut butter?”

      “Gross. Are you serious?”

      “Oh yeah. You have no idea. It’s the only way to eat them. My dad —”

      He caught himself, choosing to take an extra-large bite instead.

      “Your dad what?” Julie pressed.

      “Nothing. He, just, liked it. I must have gotten it from him.”

      Julie swallowed. “Can I ask you something?”

      Ben looked at her. “Maybe.”

      “What would you be doing if this bomb hadn’t gone off? If there was no virus, and it was just you, at Yellowstone?”

      “You mean besides hauling nuisance bears around the park?”

      “Yeah, I mean after work. What does Harvey Bennett do in his spare time?”

      Ben considered the question. “Well, I’ve been working on buying a place of my own, actually.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. Some land way up in Alaska. I want to build a cabin on it someday. I’m in the last stages of the deal, but I’ve been waiting for the bank to finalize things.”

      “Wow — Alaska?”

      “I’ve actually never even been there.” He laughed. “I saw the land online, saw what they were asking for it, and called them that afternoon. It was dirt cheap because of its location. Used to be owned by a trapper who passed away a few years ago. The land went up for auction and a local bank bought it, hoping to turn a profit.”

      “You strike me as the kind of person who needs to be around a lot of people and live in a city, probably in a high-rise.”

      “Yeah?” Ben smiled. “Seems like me.”

      Julie paused to take a few bites, and Ben sipped his coffee. He knew what was coming next. Julie deserved the truth.

      “Your mom. Diana Torres. You didn’t tell me she was your mom, and you called her ‘Diana Torres.’ Why?”

      He shrugged. “We got in a fight a long time ago. She never really forgave me. I guess we both never forgave each other.”

      “What happened?”

      Julie wasn’t one to waste time. Ben liked that about her, but it terrified him all the same.

      “It was the same time I ran away from it all. Thirteen years ago, right before I started at the park. I was camping with my dad and my kid brother. He was nine at the time, and he wandered out of camp and got stuck between a bear and her cub. My dad went to get him, and the bear attacked him.”

      Julie covered her mouth with a hand.

      “He got hit, hard, and went unconscious. My brother was pretty scraped up, but okay. My dad was airlifted out and spent a few months in a coma, then died.”

      “God, Ben, I’m sorry.”

      He waved it off. “My mom — as tough as she was — she never really forgave me. It was really Dad, though, I think she was mad at, for letting it happen. But she couldn’t express that, you know? And she tried to forget about it, I think. She changed her name back to her maiden name, Torres. We sort of walked on eggshells for a while afterwards, until I gave up. I got some odd jobs, finished school, and just… left.”

      “I had no idea,” Julie said. She was tearing up again.

      “Why would you? I don’t talk about it for a reason, Julie. It ain’t something I’m proud of, and I don’t particularly like thinking about it.”

      “So why Yellowstone?”

      “Makes sense, for a guy like me. No education, loves being outside, and hates people. Seemed like the logical thing, really. It’s a great organization, too, so I actually enjoy the people there.”

      Enjoyed, he thought. He looked up and saw that Julie was shaking her head.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “It’s — it’s just that I still don’t get you. I am sorry, I truly am, but you don’t really hate people. You just said it, you know? You like those guys you work with, and you know it. You care for them, but you won’t let them in. Right?”

      Ben felt again, for the third time in many years, his face redden. “Yeah, I get it. Listen, Julie, here’s what people like you — people who have that weird hope in humanity — don’t get. You know what causes pain? True, real pain? People do. You get rid of people, you get rid of pain.”

      “That’s stupid.”

      “Stop thinking that the world works some other way, Julie. Stop trying to make it work the way you want it to.”

      The waitress came around and refilled their coffee, while Julie and Ben sat silently at the small table. Julie held back tears as she gazed out the window. Ben simply faced straight ahead, not making eye contact with the waitress.

      When he finally looked up, he found the woman staring down at him knowingly, eyeing him strangely. “Let me know if you two need anything,” she whispered. Ben nodded.

      “Come on, Julie, what’s wrong?”

      Julie turned her head. “You need to grow up, Ben.”

      He frowned.

      “People care about you. People love you, and you push them away because you got hurt once. I get it, but you’ve got to let it go.”

      He stood up to leave, but she reached out and grabbed his arm. “Stop. Don’t walk away again, Ben. You need to hear this, talk through it.”

      He wanted badly to continue, to walk out of the room. Then keep walking.

      But he didn’t. He wasn’t sure why, but he agreed with her. He needed her to call him out. Or was it more than that?

      Before he could consider an answer, Julie’s phone rang. She held it up and read off the name: Randall Brown.
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      “Dad! Breakfast is ready!”

      Randall Brown heard his son yell from the dining room. His wife had clearly told their son to get him for breakfast, and this was his interpretation. Seconds later he heard his wife, Amanda, yell back to Drew.

      “Come on, Drew, get him. I could have done that myself.”

      Randy smiled, knowing the exchange between his family members all too well. He knew what was next: “Then why didn’t you?” Drew asked.

      He shook his head, knowing that Amanda would now really be upset at the disrespectful comment. She would probably revoke his rifle-shooting privileges, or worse.

      When do they grow out of it? he wondered. Drew was a good kid, but Randy was regularly surprised by the fleeting attitudes and phases of teenage boys. Drew kept them on their toes, and Randy was positive that Drew was the cause of the majority of the gray hairs on his head.

      “I’ll be right there!” he called back. Surprisingly, he didn’t hear his wife reprimand their son. She must have decided it wasn’t worth the trouble. Still smiling, he turned back to his cellphone and dialed Julie’s number.

      It rang three times before she picked up. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Julie, it’s me — Randy.”

      “Hey, Randy, good to hear from you. We’re just finishing up breakfast. Anything good?”

      “Might be helpful, but I don’t know if it’s good.”

      “We’ll take anything you’ve got, Randy.”

      “By the way, who’s we? You working with Stephens on this one?”

      “Uh, no, a guy I met at Yellowstone actually. Stephens is back home. What did you find?”

      Randy considered this for a moment. Some guy? Julie wasn’t careless, and she certainly wasn’t promiscuous, but he didn’t question her. “Oh, uh, I found her — Diana’s — assistant. Charlie Furmann, lives in Mud Lake, Idaho with his parents and has an apartment in Twin Falls.”

      Julie paused a moment, and he assumed she was taking notes. “Mud Lake? Is that a real place?”

      “It is. Town of about four hundred people from what I gather. Shouldn’t have much trouble finding him there.”

      “Ok, great. Anything else on him?”

      “Not much. He was a PhD candidate in something called ‘molecular modeling’ and worked with Diana as a sort of work-study.”

      Again, a pause.

      “Listen, Julie. I really need to go.” He thought about his son in the dining room, waiting with Amanda to start breakfast. Amanda. She was already upset that he was gone for a few hours yesterday, and she wouldn’t be happy with him for this, either. At the very least he could tell her what had happened at Yellowstone and hope that it explained why he had been absent.

      “Right, yeah, sorry. Randy, thanks for this. Seriously.”

      “No problem.” He began to hang up, but heard Julie’s voice again from the small speaker.

      “Oh, hey. Have you heard anything from Stephens?”

      Randy frowned, but placed the phone back up to his ear. “Stephens? No, why?”

      It wasn’t abnormal for Randy to not be in contact with Benjamin Stephens. Randy was the office IT specialist, not a regular team member. Most of the time he was in charge of setting up and maintaining the company’s intranet server, SecuNet, and setting up email addresses and providing other IT support. In some cases, he had played a more active role by providing on-the-fly information updates and logistics, but his was mainly a hands-off job.

      “I just haven’t heard anything from him either, and he’s usually inundating me with emails and keeping me in the loop with things. I figured that with a case like this, my inbox would have four hundred emails in it from him.”

      “Weird. No, I haven’t heard anything.”

      “Okay. Is the server up? Any major downtime?”

      Randy was almost insulted. “Of course not. Why would there be? You know I’ve got 24/7 alerts that would get to me even if I was in an Afghani cave.”

      “Woah, chill. I figured, just couldn’t hurt to ask,” Julie said. “Sorry — I know you’re on top of it. It’s just weird that Stephens hasn’t tried to email me.”

      “Yeah, it is. Give me a minute. I’ll remote in and see if there’s anything wonky going on. I’ll text you in five.”

      “Thanks, Randy. I owe you one.”

      “Buy me a beer sometime, and we’re even.” He clicked off the phone and walked out to the dining room. “Amanda, Drew. Yesterday a bomb went off at Yellowstone. Something was released into the air there at the same time, and no one knows what it is, but it’s killing people.”

      His wife’s eyes grew wide, and Drew’s mouth hung open.

      “We’re fine here, but that’s what I’ve been working on. The CDC’s got people in the field, but I need to keep checking in every now and then. That okay with you?”

      His wife nodded, still taking in the horrible news.

      “Okay. Give me five minutes to check something, then I’ll be back out.”

      He left the room and used the remote desktop application on his phone to access his terminal at the office.

      Everything checked out — servers were up and running, intranet cabling didn’t appear to have any glitches, and the inbound internet connection was functioning properly. He scanned through the list of configuration files, finding no problems.

      Lastly, he clicked on the email server link and browsed the inbound and outbound connections. Through this portal, he could see every email sent and received by every member of his access group — twenty-five people in total. It was a security protocol, one that had required him to maintain a level of security clearance to remain employed. He browsed the list, reading the names of the senders and receivers of each email.

      He saw names of other employees sending and receiving emails from other members of the staff regarding the current state of affairs at Yellowstone. He saw emails from Stephens sent to Julie’s email address, and he saw emails to David Livingston.

      Nothing out of the ordinary.

      Except…

      He didn’t see any received emails with Julie’s name or email address. Though Stephens had sent them, they seemingly had never reached her inbox.

      Randy was immediately concerned. This was his area, his responsibility. If there was something wrong with the mail server…

      Then he saw something even more puzzling.

      For every sent email from Stephens to Julie, there was a duplicate received email with Livingston’s address on it.

      Definitely puzzling.

      He opened the configuration file for the mail server, just to see if there was anything strange going on with the routing. Everything checked out. He found nothing wrong in the name server settings, either.

      There was one more place to check. Randy opened the forwarding section of the SecuNet admin portal and read down the list. Most entries were auto-responders set up for staff who were on vacation, working remotely, or otherwise wanting to receive their email through another provider’s account. But one was a specific forwarding address that he recognized.

      Benjamin Stephens.

      Randy saw the man’s name as an address that was being forwarded, and he clicked through to see exactly to whom his emails were being forwarded.

      He was shocked when he found the answer. David Livingston.

      The forward was also set up by Livingston. For whatever reason, Livingston had set up an email forwarder on the SecuNet server for all of Stephens’ mail. Anything the man sent out was received by his boss.

      It was done poorly, as well. Randy couldn’t find any sort of encryption on the forwarding record, nor was the address masked in any way to a vanity email address. It was as if the man didn’t care who was watching, or more likely, didn’t care why anyone was watching.

      It was certainly like Livingston to be so distrustful of his staff that he’d set up an email forward on an account, but why Stephens? And why not just ask Randy to monitor it for him?

      Randy knew why: because Livingston wanted the power trip. He wanted to feel in charge, and letting Randy into his little game was like letting someone else drive the train. Randy was immediately disgusted, but he was now faced with a bigger dilemma: should he remove the forward?

      If he did, Livingston would know soon enough that the forward was no longer working. But if he didn’t, Livingston could just log in to SecuNet and see that ‘rbrown’ had recently logged in and seen the forwarding page.

      It was a tough decision, but he had a little time to think through his options. There was, however, one decision he’d already made.

      He closed the remote desktop application on his phone and dialed Julie’s number.
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      “Seems like all we’re doing is driving,” Julie said from the passenger seat of her truck. The road they were on had narrowed to a two-lane highway surrounded by farmland.

      “You mean all I’m doing is driving,” Ben answered. They’d left the hotel that morning, heading toward Mud Lake, Idaho, after Julie received the tip from her computer guy, Randy Brown.

      “I told you earlier I don’t mind — just let me know when you want to switch.”

      Ben laughed. “It’s fine, really. I like driving, and I like the scenery.”

      “You mean cornfields as far as the eye can see?” Julie snickered. “I could go for anything else.”

      “They’re soy beans, first of all, but yeah. I like it. It’s open, and there aren’t buildings everywhere. And I told you earlier you can fly wherever you need to go. I just prefer driving.”

      They came to a cross street and turned right onto a farm-to-market road that apparently led farther into the great expanse of fields and farms. According to Ben’s map, they were about ten minutes from Mud Lake. Julie had chided him for almost an hour about the map — a Rand McNalley road atlas he’d purchased at the hotel’s gift shop — but he was the one laughing now.

      Never one to trust technology, Ben bought the map “just in case,” having a hunch that neither of their cellphones would pull a decent enough data connection to get them to Mud Lake, and then to Charlie Furmann’s parents’ place outside of town. As of about thirty minutes ago, he was proven correct.

      “I don’t mind driving, especially when I’m not, uh, actually driving.” She turned and grinned at him, then continued. “The CDC isn’t huge on flying, since it happens to be one of the best ways to spread airborne diseases, but they’ll opt for that when we need to set something up in a hurry. By the way, what’s up with your fear of flying?”

      “It’s not a fear of flying,” Ben shot back. “I just don’t… like it.”

      “Oh, right, and people who ‘just don’t like’ heights say they’re not ‘afraid’ either.”

      “It’s different. I swear. I just don’t like feeling so… helpless.”

      Julie thought a moment, looking out the window. “I get that. Makes sense — all those tons of metal, breaking the laws of physics —”

      “Hey, I don’t need to be reminded of it.”

      “So you are afraid of flying! I can’t even mention flying without you getting all bent out of shape.”

      “You’re relentless, you know that?” Ben said.

      “I do. How much longer?”

      “About ten minutes, I think. Check the map.” Julie grabbed the open atlas spread out on the center console and frowned at it for a few seconds.

      “What? Haven’t had to go tech-free in a while?”

      “Shut up. I can use it. I just need to get my bearings.”

      “I literally outlined the route we’re on. Just look at the red line — we’re toward the end of it.”

      Julie contemplated the map for a few more seconds, then threw it back down and looked back out the window.

      “Well?” Ben asked.

      “Yeah, about ten minutes.”

      Ben laughed.

      Ten minutes later, they saw a lone silo stretching out over a field of deep green, leafy plants. As the silo grew larger, they could see a few smaller buildings spread out over the expanse of soy fields, including a yellow farmhouse. But it was the vehicles in front of the farmhouse that made Ben’s skin crawl.

      “Are those police cars?” Julie asked.

      “Yeah. Four of them.”

      “Oh, man, this just keeps getting better.”

      Ben navigated down the road a little farther until he saw a dirt road leading to the farmstead. He started to slow the vehicle, preparing to turn, but Julie stopped him.

      “Don’t. They’re not going to let us just walk around there, and if something did happen, we’re not helping ourselves by showing up on the doorstep.”

      Ben knew she was right.

      “Besides, the police aren’t going to give us anything until they’ve figured it out. Especially if there was a crime. Let’s head back into town and see if anyone knows what’s going on.”

      Ben sped up again and grabbed the atlas. “This road intersects with another farm road that runs parallel to the main highway. Should take us back toward Mud Lake.”

      They found their road in another minute, and ten minutes after that, they were on the outskirts of town.

      Town, however, was too strong a word.

      “Good night! This place barely counts as a city,” Julie said. “What’s the population here? Four?”

      Mud Lake, Idaho, seemed like not much more than a rest stop on the way to something bigger. A few stoplights, a general store with a few gas pumps, and a large industrial facility of some sort was all the small town’s main street offered.

      Ben pulled the F450 into the small lot in front of the general store and parked.

      “Is it open?” Julie asked.

      “No idea. Let’s see.” They got out and walked to the front door. Ben grabbed the handle and was surprised to see it give easily, letting out a series of dings from a group of bells that hung on a string attached to the door.

      “One minute!” a voice called out from somewhere in the back of the store. They waited at the counter for a few more seconds until a short, rotund man with reddened cheeks and wispy white hair appeared from around a corner. He shuffled along, appearing almost weightless as his upper body hardly moved. He wore an impressive smile, aided by his large, jolly eyes, and his overall impression told the couple they’d found the right place to ask for help.

      “How may I help you?” the man asked. His voice matched his appearance in every way. Crisp, light, and nuanced in a way that only an older man with years of communication experience could portray.

      Julie smiled back, and Ben also immediately felt at ease. “We’re looking for some information. About someone that lives here.”

      The man nodded slowly, eyeing each of them for a brief moment. “It’s a small town, as you’ve no doubt gathered,” he said. “We do tend to know one another quite well.”

      Ben sensed a bit of hesitation in the man. Maybe this was a bad idea…

      “His name’s Charlie Furmann,” Julie said. “I think he lives here with his parents, just outside of town—”

      The man held up a hand, halting Julie. Ben watched as the man’s expression and stature changed almost instantaneously, going from a peaceful, inviting shop owner to a ruffled, bothered old man. “Get out. Now.” He pointed to the door. “Please leave.”

      “Sir — we’re just—”

      “No. Out.”

      Ben clenched his teeth and tried to interpret what had just happened. The man clearly knew Charlie, or knew of him. Maybe he knows his parents?

      “Sir, we’re sorry to intrude. Really. But we’re with the CDC… the Centers for Disease Control.” The man’s face softened slightly, but he still looked about three seconds away from grabbing a broom handle and shooing them out of the store. Ben continued. “There’s been an outbreak of something, and we’re trying to figure out what it is. We think Charlie might know something about it—”

      “It doesn’t matter what he knew,” the shopkeeper said.

      “Wait,” Julie said. “What do you mean? Is Charlie…”

      The man nodded.

      “My God,” she said. “We’re so sorry. We drove by his parents’ farm and saw the police cars… where… how?”

      The man sighed, realizing that he wasn’t going to get rid of these patrons as easily as he once thought. “He was found in his apartment, in Twin Falls. Had that rash on him — the one that’s been going around east of here.”

      Julie nodded, taking it all in.

      “His parents are devastated, obviously. Terrible thing. And that bomb… You guys know anything about that rash?”

      Ben shook his head. “Not yet. Killed a lot of people already who were around the blast, so we think it’s related.”

      “I sure hope not, son. Seems like this country’s already gone to hell in a handbasket. Kid hadn’t been home in something like five years, too. All focused on his work in the city. Mr. and Mrs. Furmann are beside themselves.”

      Ben thanked the man and turned to leave, Julie following behind. They walked in silence to the parking lot and the truck, and Ben slid into the driver’s seat.

      Julie waited until the truck was on the main road through town before she spoke. “Twin Falls is outside the blast radius by hundreds of miles, Ben. And the virus is not technically an outbreak yet — it’s not contained, but it hasn’t been spreading outside of Wyoming.”

      “I know,” Ben said. “My mom wasn’t anywhere near it either. Whoever got to her also must have paid Charlie a visit…”

      They both let that information sink in. What it meant, what it might mean, was even more terrifying.
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      After their encounter with the shopkeeper in Mud Lake, Julie decided it would be best to check in with her office and see if they had anything new. As they drove in silence, she checked her phone again to see if she had service.

      “Anything?” Ben asked.

      “Not yet,” she answered, “but I remember there being a few bars outside of Twin Falls. Once we get back to the major highway, I’m sure it’ll work.”

      “We’re only a few miles out. Keep checking.”

      In a few minutes Julie saw her cellphone light up with a single bar of service, and a minute later, a quick vibration told her she had a waiting voicemail from Randall Brown. She played it over the phone’s speaker so Ben could listen in.

      “Hey Julie, it’s Randy again. I checked SecuNet for anything strange. Everything’s working properly, but I did find something odd. Livingston put a mail forward on Stephens’ email account — anything he’s sent in the past forty-eight hours went straight to him. That’s probably why you haven’t heard anything.”

      Julie looked up at Ben, shocked.

      “Anyway, I didn’t delete the forward. Livingston would know that I was in there right away if he stopped getting Stephens’ updates. Still, if he decides to log in to SecuNet again, he’ll see my timestamp there. I’m kinda between a rock and a hard place on this one, Julie, so let me know what you want me to do.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Julie said.

      “Do you think Livingston’s paranoid about something?” Ben asked.

      “Think? I know he is. Livingston is the epitome of paranoia, but still — interfering with a government investigation like this? This is crossing the line.”

      “He is your boss, though, right?”

      “Yeah, he obviously has the power and oversight to be able to ‘listen in’ on field communication, but he can’t totally prevent the flow of information like this.” Julie shook her head, staring down at the phone.

      “Well, what do you think he’s up to?” Ben asked.

      “Nothing. I mean, I don’t think it’s like that,” Julie answered. “I think he’s just trying to reign me in. Seems like he’s always had a problem with me. I’m, uh, not really one to check in every ten minutes, you know?”

      Ben smiled. “Yeah, I picked up on that. So, you think he’s just playing it safe? Trying to make sure he’s got all the cards?”

      “I guess, but it still makes it a little pointless to be driving around out here, trying to figure stuff out, if he’s just going to block us at every step of the way.”

      “No doubt, but it sounds like he’s not thinking in terms of what’s best for the investigation,” Ben said.

      Julie nodded, looking out the window. A sign for Twin Falls alerted her to their distance from the metropolitan city. 135 miles.

      “How far are we from Idaho Falls?”

      “I’d guess about an hour, maybe less. We’re coming up to Highway 26, which goes back that direction. Why?”

      “There’s a regional airport there. I can hitch a ride on one of the smaller jets if there are any going out today.” Julie started. She caught Ben’s eyes. “Don’t worry. I’ll fly back to Billings and get things straightened out at the office, and you can drive the truck back.”

      Ben kept one eye on her as he continued driving down the highway.

      “What?” she said, smiling. “You like driving, right?”

      “Only if you ask me nicely.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Would you please drive the truck back for me?”

      He sighed. “Sure. What’s another five hours of driving, anyway?”

      “Actually, six. You’ll want to go around Yellowstone.”

      Just then, her phone rang. Stephens. She answered it, again placing the phone on speaker.

      “Stephens?”

      “Yeah, hey Julie, how is everything going?” The muffled voice asked.

      “Good, I guess. Have you been getting my emails?”

      “I have. Are you getting mine?” he asked.

      She hesitated. “Uh, no, I actually haven’t had time to check.” It was a poor lie, but it would buy her time. Stephens paused on the other end.

      “Okay, right. Hey, how did that last contact work out? Any information?”

      Julie had emailed her itinerary to Stephens before they visited Mud Lake, and in it she’d included the information Randy Brown sent along.

      “It was… not fruitful.” She changed the subject. “We’re still working on where to go next, but I think I’m heading back to the office later today.”

      He paused. “Okay, sounds good. Uh, listen, we’ve got some news. I wanted to call about it, just to be sure you got the information. Livingston and some higher-ups at the CDC and the Department of Homeland Security called in a team of excavators to check out the area beneath Yellowstone Lake and the West Thumb areas, at the park.”

      “Where the bomb went off?”

      “Right. They know there are a few caves that run around that area, though none of them are very long or deep. But they checked them all out just in case.”

      Ben listened to the conversation as he drove, scratching at an itch on his arm.

      “What did they find?”

      “They found a tunnel cut into a wall of one of the caves.”

      “A tunnel?”

      Ben scratched his arm again.

      “Yeah, manmade. Cut recently, too,” Stephens said.

      “Wow. Are they thinking that’s how the bomb got there? Where it was planted?” Julie asked.

      “No, it would have destroyed the tunnel, or at least collapsed most of it. They haven’t followed it all the way down, yet, but it seems to be perfectly intact.”

      Ben was beginning to get annoyed at the itch in his arm. What is that? He finally looked down at his forearm. A red rash was beginning to spread up and over his hands. His eyes widened. “Julie,” he whispered.

      Julie didn’t hear him.

      “What do they think is going on, then? Do they know?”

      “They don’t,” Stephens answered. “But they have an idea. They’re thinking the first bomb was a warning, to get our attention.”

      Julie shook her head quickly. “Wait, what? What do you mean by first bomb?”

      “Julie.” Ben said her name louder, hoping she’d look over at him. Instead, she held up her pointer finger. Wait.

      “They think there’s a second bomb, Julie. A bigger one. It may or may not have a viral payload like the first one, but regardless, if it detonates…”

      “Julie!” Finally Ben yelled. His voice easily filled the truck’s cab, and she jumped. She looked over at him as Stephens continued.

      “…Wait — Julie, was that Ben? That guy from Yellowstone?”

      Her eyes widened as she saw what Ben had grown so frantic about. The rash covered his hands and forearms, but he wasn’t looking at his own arms. Instead, he was pointing at hers.

      She dropped the phone on her lap and stuck her arms out in front of her.

      A blossoming rash was slowly making its way up her own forearms, already covering her hands.
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      The F450 was performing admirably. Ben gunned it, pointing the large gray truck down the small highway that twisted through Billings, Montana. He was certainly pushing it to the limit, but it was handling well. He passed yet another car full of gawkers, amazed at both his speed and seeming carelessness for other travelers on the road.

      But he didn’t care what they thought of him. The rash had spread to just below his shoulders, though it was still only on his hands and arms. It was moving much more slowly than he’d seen back at Yellowstone, but it was definitely moving. He could only hope that Julie’s own rash was moving even slower.

      He sped ahead of another eighteen-wheeler, this one carrying a load of brand new vehicles to some dealership. The driver flipped him off, but Ben didn’t care. He had to get to the hospital. To Julie.

      They’d reached the regional airport in Idaho Falls, but by that time she’d nearly convinced Ben to continue driving, to deliver them to Billings together. She was terrified of flying with the rash, convinced that it would spread and only worsen the viral outbreak. Ben knew she was right — it had so far proven to be an extremely contagious disease, but he’d argued that there was simply no other way to get her to Montana as quickly. She fought back, reminding him that this was still a commercial airport — even if there was a flight out to Billings today, it may not even leave in the next few hours. What was the point of flying if she couldn’t beat him back to the office?

      Thankfully the argument was settled when her phone rang. It was her boss, David Livingston, and he was surprised to hear their news. “I’ll have a plane waiting for you,” he’d said. It turned out to be a private jet, owned by a business tycoon who golfed with Livingston often. It was ready to leave whenever they arrived — they could even drive directly onto the tarmac to save time. Julie was overjoyed, thanking Livingston profusely and promising she’d pay him back someday. Ben still refused to fly, even considering the luxurious comfort of a private plane with full amenities, so he dropped her off at the airport, filled up the truck’s gas tank, and got on the highway toward Montana.

      His phone had buzzed an hour ago with an unknown caller. When he’d answered it and heard Benjamin Stephens’ voice on the other end, he knew it could only mean bad news.

      “Julie’s here,” Stephens reported.

      “Good to hear,” Ben said. “Is she at the office now?”

      “Well, that’s what I’m calling about, actually. She’s not at the office. We’ve got her quarantined at a local hospital that’s converted a wing for the virus outbreak. She’s sedated now, and being fully monitored.”

      “What?” Ben couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Is she okay?”

      “She is, for now,” Stephens said. “The rash spread up to her neck and is beginning to cover her torso. It’s still in its early stages, from what the doctors can tell, but it’s not stopping.”

      Ben swallowed hard. Shit.

      “Okay, I’m coming there. Where is the —”

      “You can’t, Ben. The hospital wing is completely off-limits, and—”

      “Where is the hospital?” he yelled into the phone.

      Stephens paused, and Ben could hear him sigh on the other end. “Listen, I’m only doing this because she told me to call you.” He gave Ben the address of the hospital, then added one more thought. “If the staff catches you in there, Ben, hell’s going to break loose. This is a completely unknown force we’re dealing with, and you’d better believe there are going to be suits from every branch there, trying to figure out what the deal is. It isn’t just the CDC anymore.”

      Ben understood his meaning. If you aren’t careful, you might get thrown in jail. Or worse.

      “I hear you. Stephens — thanks.”

      “No problem. Good luck, Ben. Keep me posted.”

      Ben hung up the phone and focused on gaining more speed.

      An hour later, he pulled up to the parking lot in front of the hospital. It was small, and obviously old. The building was beautiful, no doubt built sometime in the early 1900’s, and it matched the stereotype of an old hospital. Green manicured lawns stretched for an acre in front of the building, surrounded by a tall iron fence with brick towers at the corners. Picnic tables were sprinkled here and there, each shaded by massive, centuries-old oak trees. The hospital itself featured a grand entrance and lobby, adjoined on each side by two five-story hospital wings.

      He parked in a visitor parking spot and looked at the clock. It was getting late, but he knew there would still be a night staff. The problem was, he didn’t know what time the switch would happen; when most of the day staff would go home for the night. He took a few deep breaths to relax himself and surveyed the surrounding area.

      He saw a few unmarked vehicles parked together in a clump behind his truck. Each had deeply tinted windows and seemed to be brand new. He assumed they were government, but he had no idea what department. He couldn’t tell if they were unoccupied.

      He watched the pedestrian traffic in front of the old hospital. An elderly couple walked through the grounds, the woman holding onto and supporting her husband as he shakily moved down the sidewalk. Another couple, younger, sat beneath one of the oak trees, laughing.

      A few people wearing scrubs walked into the building using a side entrance. He watched them swipe a card and enter, the door slamming shut behind them. That’s it. If he could gain access to one of their cards, he could get in without drawing too much attention to himself.

      It would never work. What was he supposed to do, beat up some poor old doctor and steal their ID card? He almost laughed out loud. This is ridiculous. I’m trying to break in to a hospital.

      He knew he couldn’t pull that off — he was a park ranger.

      Instead, he opened the car door and walked purposefully toward the entrance. If the government suits were, in fact, watching him from their recon vehicles, he needed to look like a visitor. He walked up to the front entrance and opened one of the doors.

      “Good evening, sir,” a young man at the front desk called out. “How may I help you?”

      He panicked. What do I do? His thoughts became mush. “Uh, hi, yes. I’m here to see someone I, uh, know.”

      The man’s smile faded a little. “Okay, sure. Visiting hours are actually over, but —”

      “That’s okay, thanks anyway.” Ben was starting to sweat. He turned quickly and walked back toward the front door. You fool.

      As he neared the exit, he stole a quick glance over his shoulder. The receptionist was on the phone, hunched over his workstation. A few other nurses and doctors walked across the expansive lobby, but none seemed to notice him. He saw a skinny door against the wall, wallpapered to look like the lobby’s striped two-tone wall, and he reached for the knob.

      It twisted fully, and he pushed it open. He closed the door behind him and looked around. A small orange bulb hanging from the ceiling illuminated the room enough to give him what he needed: it was a small janitorial closet, filled with mop buckets, brooms, and cleaning chemicals. He found an upside down five-gallon bucket against the wall. Sitting down on it, he recapped his plan.

      There wasn’t much to recap: enter lobby, find a place to hide.

      Wait.

      Wait for what?

      He had no idea. He knew he needed to see Julie, to make sure she was okay, but he was in over his head. He was a large, lumbering park ranger, not a spry little covert operative.

      He waited for a few minutes, trying to gauge the activity outside his little closet. He couldn’t hear much. Footsteps here and there, telling him nothing other than the general location of the person on the other side of the door.

      Another five minutes passed, and he heard footsteps again making their way past his closet.

      No, they’re not moving past.

      They were moving toward him.

      Ben waited, praying the footsteps would recede into the distance.

      The footsteps stopped. Someone was directly outside the door now.

      Please go away.

      The handle turned, and he reached for something — anything — to use as a weapon. There was nothing but a bucket of mops sitting within arm’s reach. He grabbed one and untwisted the handle from its base.

      A second later, the door slid open. Light pierced the dim room.

      Ben raised the mop handle, wincing.

      A man’s frame was silhouetted in the doorway, but he didn’t step into the room.

      “You must be Harvey Bennett. Ben, I believe?”
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      “Who are you?” Ben asked. “How do you know my name?”

      The man took a step forward, and Ben raised the mop handle higher.

      The man raised a hand. “Woah, there, son. I’m not going to hurt you.” He paused, taking another step into the closet. He looked at the mop handle. “Works better than you might think, too.”

      Ben frowned but didn’t release his grip on the weapon.

      The man was now fully in the room, and the light from the lobby was enough to give Ben some idea of who had entered.

      A janitor.

      Dressed in crisp blue overalls and a matching blue cap, the man was older than Ben, but about as tall and built similarly. Wisps of whitish hair fell from around the cap, and Ben could see he was smiling.

      An ironed-on name badge stared back at Ben from the man’s chest pocket.

      Roger.

      “You— you’re a janitor?” Ben asked.

      The man nodded. “We prefer ‘sanitation engineer,’ but yeah, janitor works too.”

      “How do you know who I am?” he asked again.

      “I saw you run in here after your harrowing encounter with Junior.”

      Junior must be the kid from the front desk.

      “That still doesn’t explain how you know who I am.”

      “Right, sorry. There’s more to it than this, but Julie told me.”

      The mention of Julie’s name sent a chill down Ben’s spine. “Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine. In the quarantined ward, but they’ve got her on some sort of sedative that dulls pain and slows her blood flow. It’s not enough to, uh, stop the virus, but it’ll help.”

      Ben was growing more and more confused by the second. Standing in front of him was a man — a janitor — who knew who he was, who Julie was, and apparently what sort of outbreak was going on in the hospital’s quarantine.

      “She told me you’d be coming here and tried to explain a little bit about what you looked like. I was in there about an hour ago, when they brought her in. There’s a hazmat chamber set up just outside the entrance, but only staff and facilities, like me, can go in.”

      Ben shook his head. “Listen, that’s great. I need to get to her. Can you help me?”

      “Slow down, slow down,” the man said. “We’ll get in there. Mind dropping that mop handle, though?”

      Ben didn’t realize he was still poised for an attack. He relaxed a bit and dropped the wooden stick.

      “So you were just cleaning in there, and happened to start talking to her?”

      The man’s smile disappeared, and Ben could see him grow serious. “Oh, no. You don’t understand. I’ve been working on this for quite some time. It is certainly a coincidence that fate brought her here, but it’s not fate at all that did the same for me.”

      Ben had no idea what he was talking about. “Working on what?”

      “The virus. Trying to figure out what it is. I’ve been studying it — as much as I can, anyway, for months. This hospital has to be involved, somehow, but I’m not sure exactly how. I was starting to lose hope, but then a few days ago they transformed the first floor of the east wing into the quarantine, and I heard whispers that they were helping with the Yellowstone Virus.”

      Ben thought about that for a moment. The Yellowstone Virus. He hadn’t tuned in to what the media was touting, but he was sure the moniker could be attributed to some marketing-minded news agent.

      “Okay, so you guessed correctly. But there are other hospitals in the area that have similar quarantines set up, too, right? As the virus is spreading, there are only going to be more…”

      The man shook a finger at him. “No, that’s just it. It had to be this one. This hospital is part-owned by a company called Rainbaucher’s, which itself is mostly owned by another company, Dragonstone Corp. There are also two pharmaceutical companies, one in Norway, called Drage Medisinsk, and one here in Canada called Drache Global.” He watched Ben’s reaction, waiting. Not getting anything, he continued.

      “Dragonstone is the organization behind these attacks.”

      “Wait, are you serious? There’s a company behind this?”

      The man nodded. “Remember, a company is made up of people, maybe one person. Someone — whoever is pulling the strings up there — is behind it. I am just following the breadcrumbs.”

      Ben thought for a moment. “How’d you know where to start? How did you even find out this information?”

      “The smaller companies, like this hospital, have to file public financial statements. They’re obviously convoluted and circuitous enough to be nothing short of useless, but it at least gave me a glimpse into what other companies were behind them. I had enough prior knowledge about all of this to know where to start looking.”

      “What do you mean?” Ben asked. “Wait, before you answer that, help me get to Julie. She’ll need to hear this.”

      The man nodded, then held out his hand. “I’m glad I found you, son. You two can help stop this thing.”

      Ben reached out to shake the man’s hand, then pulled it back. The rash.

      The janitor, Roger, laughed and grabbed Ben’s hand anyway. “Don’t worry about that. Doesn’t matter anymore. Nice to meet you.”

      Ben frowned, but shook his hand. “Good to meet you as well, uh… Roger.”

      The man laughed. “Ha! I forgot I had this on.” He released Ben’s hand and flicked at the small patch on his overalls. “I had to sort of go ‘undercover’ a bit when I started here. You can call me Malcolm.”

      “Malcolm?”

      “Dr. Malcolm Fischer.”
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      Malcolm proved to be an important asset. There was a crawlspace-like attic above the corridor Julie was being kept, supported by a metal catwalk. Used for electrical conduit, plumbing for the upper floors, and the modernized HVAC system, it was primarily intended to house cables and pipes, not people. When Malcolm showed Ben the small space he wanted them to squeeze into, Ben thought he was joking.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “If I can do it, you can,” was Malcolm’s reply.

      Ben wasn’t claustrophobic, but this was cutting it close. The space measured about a foot tall by three feet wide. Enough for a dog or small animal to pass through easily, but a large male human? It would be tight.

      “I’ll go first, you follow behind. There will be an air vent directly above her room, but we’ll need to reopen it. The CDC crew that was in here sealed up all the airflow points and redirected them so they could keep everything contained.”

      “Right.” Ben was still eyeing the small crawlspace. “Lead the way.”

      Malcolm squeezed himself up and into the space, surprising Ben with the older man’s strength and speed. He followed behind, catching a face full of shoe rubber when he entered the shaft.

      “Might want to wait until I get a little bit ahead.”

      “Yeah, I got that,” Ben said.

      They slid slowly through the shaft, crawling over lines of electrical and networking cables, PVC pipes, and other forgotten infrastructure. It was hot inside the tunnel, and they quickly worked up a sweat. “How much longer?” Ben asked.

      “About ten minutes. It’s slow going, but we can pop in and out of her room without anyone knowing. Worth it.”

      Ben agreed, but he still wished it was a little more comfortable in the shaft.

      Finally Malcolm stopped. “I’m over the grate. I’m going to start unscrewing the paneling, but I need you to hold it up. We can’t let it fall on her.”

      Ben followed his instruction and slid up next to Malcolm’s legs. The man’s upper body was contorted and twisted back around, allowing him the freedom to work a small screwdriver while giving Ben room to squeeze up next to him.

      “One more minute,” he said.

      Ben felt the grate pop with the last screw and held it in place. It was heavier than he’d realized, but it didn’t fall. Together, the two men turned the grate on its side and pulled it up through the ceiling. When it had cleared the hole, Malcolm pushed it up above his prone body, farther into the shaft.

      A cool wash of air hit Ben, and he breathed it in. It made his skin itch, especially the area around his neckline, chest, and arms, where the rash covered his skin. The feeling caused a sense of urgency in him as he once again remembered the gravity of their situation. He popped his head through the open hole in the ceiling and looked into the room.

      Julie.

      She was there, eyes closed, on a bed in the center of the room. A few IV lines ran into her arms, and Ben could see the purplish rash on her skin, but she seemed otherwise unharmed. No one else was in the room.

      He sighed in relief and looked back up at Malcolm. “You go first, since you can get down on your feet. Give me a hand when you’re down there.”

      Malcolm nodded and swung his feet down and through the hole. He dropped gracefully from the ceiling catwalk and into the room. “Ready,” he called up.

      Ben dropped through the hole until he felt pressure on his feet. He lowered himself slowly, letting Malcolm help him down. When his feet hit the hospital room floor, Julie’s eyes fluttered open.

      “Ben?”

      “Julie! Hey, how are you feeling?” He rushed to her side.

      “I — I’m good, I think,” she said. “A little groggy, but I’m okay. It’s mostly the drugs. The rash — is it gone?”

      Ben looked at her. She had been changed into a light blue hospital gown and placed under a bed sheet, but her neck and arms were outside the blanket. The rash was now purple, deepening into the start of boils and blisters just under the surface of her skin.

      “Uh, yeah. You look great,” he said, smiling.

      “Shut up. You’re a jerk,” she said. Her voice was shaky, but she seemed to be more alert. “Get me out of here.”

      “Julie, we can’t. I’m sorry — you’re not strong enough…”

      “Knock it off. Look at you. If you can get in here, I can get back out.” She sat up a little and started pulling at the IV lines in her arms. “What are these, anyway?”

      Malcolm stepped forward. “Most likely they’re delivering the drugs that are keeping you mildly sedated,” he said. “They probably aren’t doing much to you right now, other than keeping the pain at bay and slowing your blood a little.”

      She frowned, trying to remember where she’d seen him.

      “Dear me, they’ve definitely been keeping you quite sedated.” He reached out a hand and placed it on her shoulder. “My name is Dr. Malcolm Fischer, remember? We met when you were brought here.”

      She nodded, slowly.

      “I met your friend here a few moments ago in a janitor’s closet.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Finally came out of the closet, eh, Ben?”

      “Really? Right now?”

      She laughed, turning again to the IV lines. “Well I appreciate your grand plan to come see me, but you honestly thought you’d just waltz in here, say ‘hi,’ then leave?”

      He was stumped. What was his plan?

      “I’ve got a better idea,” she continued. “You two get me out of this hospital, take me somewhere we can talk, and you,” she pointed at Malcolm, “tell me what you know.”

      Malcolm smiled. “I like a girl with spunk.” He nudged Ben and winked. “Sounds like a plan.”

      Julie pulled out the two needles from her arm and sat up higher in the bed. Ben hoisted Malcolm up and into the ceiling vent hole, and turned to help Julie. She was standing now, gaining her balance. Her hair was a tangled mess, and her eyes looked like she hadn’t slept in ages. She ran a hand through her hair in vain, then gave up and turned back to Ben.

      She stepped in front of him, her bare feet lining up directly in front of his shoes. Standing there with no shoes on, a head shorter than Ben, wearing only a hospital gown, he noticed just how small she seemed. She looked up at him with her big brown eyes.

      “What are you waiting for, ranger?” she asked. “Let’s do this.”

      She grabbed his hands and placed them on her sides. He felt his face flush, and he swallowed.

      “What? Stop freaking out. It’s just like your middle school dance, except now you’ve got to lift me up in the air.” She paused, cocking her head to the side. “You have been to a dance before, right?”

      He swallowed again.

      “What is your deal?”

      “Yeah, what’s the hold up down there?” Malcolm called from the ceiling.

      “You — you’re just, uh, kinda…”

      She grinned. “Kinda what, Ben?”

      “Kinda naked, I guess…”

      She blinked, bit her lower lip and stared at him, letting him stew in his own embarrassment for a few seconds.

      He tightened his grip on her sides, preparing to launch her upwards, and…

      She leaned forward and kissed him. Long and slow, the type of kiss he’d never experienced.

      His ears suddenly felt hot. She pulled her head back slightly but slid her body closer to his. Then she leaned in, close to his hot ears, and whispered.

      “Does that help a little?”

      He swallowed for a third time, unable to make words. He nodded once.

      “Good. Thanks for coming to get me.”
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      As Ben slid his right foot through the hole in the ceiling and reached to replace the air vent panel, he heard someone open the door to Julie’s room.

      “Uh oh, guys,” he said to Malcolm and Julie in front of him in the small shaft, “we’ve got trouble.”

      Suddenly, a shout rang from the room below them. “Code zero! We’ve got a breach in the quarantined sector!”

      Ben didn’t speak paramedic, but it didn’t take much to crack that code. He started to call ahead to the other two to hurry, but a new problem faced him when he looked up.

      There’s no way we’ll make it.

      Even if they could somehow shimmy quickly through the tight space, the hospital staff and whatever other government officials were here would only have to wait for them at the other end.

      They needed another plan.

      “Malcolm, can we get out of this shaft any other way?”

      “Sure, but we’ll have to unscrew the grate again, like we did for Julie’s room.”

      Ben considered it.

      “Do it at the next one you find. They’ll figure out pretty quickly what we did to get in and out of that room, and we need to get out of here some other way.”

      Malcolm didn’t stop moving forward until he’d reached a ceiling grate over another hospital room. Julie slid up next to him to help, but when Malcolm had unscrewed two of the four screws holding the grate in place, he changed his mind.

      “Slide back a little. I’m going to do this the fast way.” He slid forward, over the grate, letting his shoes come to rest directly over it. He lifted his foot as high as it would go in the small space and slammed it down.

      Ben could see the grate twist and fall through the hole, one of the remaining screws having popped under the force. The fourth and final screw was all that was holding the grate in place, but Malcolm bent it out of the way and hopped down into the room.

      Julie and Ben followed.

      “They’re going to search each room, but they’ll probably be slow since they need to put on the suits and keep things contained,” Julie said. “They won’t take that chance.”

      The two men nodded and looked around. They were in another hospital room, as small as Julie’s, but this one had two beds — both empty. Apparently ‘quarantine containment’ didn’t mean the same thing as ‘luxury quarters’ to the hospital staff.

      Ben rushed to the door and opened it a crack. “There’s no one in the hall yet. That doctor who ratted us out must be back in the main lobby already.”

      “They’ll be coming in, though,” Malcolm said. “Let’s at least get out of this room.”

      They followed Malcolm out into the hall. As Ben stepped out of the room, he saw the double doors at the end of the long hallway spring open, followed by three men in containment suits and two others behind them, wearing tighter, clear protective suits over their normal clothes.

      But it wasn’t the suits that Ben noticed first.

      It was the guns the three men were holding.

      “Stop, or we’ll shoot!” one of the men yelled. Julie immediately turned and ran the other direction. Malcolm and Ben had no choice but to follow. Ben waited for bullets to slam into their backs, but they didn’t come. Instead, he heard their footsteps as they started to run, and their conversation.

      “Sir, should we engage?” one of the men asked.

      “Negative. Only if there’s danger of a breach,” another answered.

      They ran toward the single door at the opposite end of the hallway, and Malcolm pressed the horizontal bar to open it. It pushed in, but the door wouldn’t budge.

      “Of course it’s locked,” he said, cursing.

      “In here!” Julie shouted from the right. Ben turned to see where she was and found her inside a large office room, full of cubicles and computer stations. The men followed her in, and she closed the door behind them. “It’s an office, but it was cleared out when they quarantined the hallway. There’s another entrance a little ways back, so we’ll need to block that door, too.”

      She ran to the other end of the room and looked at the door. Ben came over to help, and together they slid some of the tall filing cabinets against the door. Malcolm did the same at the door through which they’d entered, and then converged again at the middle of the room.

      “And what’s on the other side of this door?” Malcolm asked, motioning toward a third door that looked like it led outside.

      “No idea,” Julie said, “but it’s not good news. If it leads outside…”

      “Can’t we just open it and see?” Ben asked. He walked to the door, pushed the horizontal bar on the front of it, and found it to be locked. “Well, there goes that option.”

      “It doesn’t matter, now,” Julie said. “That door, and the one at the end of the hallway, leads outside.” She pointed at the lit exit sign hanging above the door. “That means we’ve defaulted to another protocol.” She slumped down into an office chair that had rolled into the gap between two cubicles.

      “‘Another protocol?’” Ben said. “What does that mean?”

      “It means those guys are going to start shooting as soon as they get these doors open.”

      As if on cue, a pounding bounced through the small office.

      “They’re here,” Malcolm said.

      “Why will they start shooting, Julie?” Ben tried to get her to explain what she was talking about. “You heard it, right? He asked if they should engage, and the other guy said ‘no.’”

      “Because, they’re operating under distress protocol for containment breach situations in the event of a possible outbreak.”

      Both men stared blankly back at her.

      “That means they’re operating according to CDC Threat Assessment standards. If there’s a possible breach in a contained facility — like this one — they move to contain the threat. If they can’t, or they believe the threat to be ‘imminently plausible,’ as it’s written, they move to eliminate the threat. Since these doors lead outside, they’ll move to close down our escape routes.”

      Ben still didn’t understand.

      Malcolm picked up the thread. “It’s a utilitarian decision.”

      “Exactly,” Julie said. She was no longer paying much attention to the conversation, instead focusing on the barriers between them and the men with guns.

      “A what?” Ben asked.

      Malcolm answered. “It means we’re now the threat, Ben. They’re going to try to prevent as many long-term casualties as possible…”

      “…By eliminating the threat,” Ben finished.

      “Yep,” Julie said. “It’s in the playbook. We’ve got the virus running through us. Keep the total death count to a minimum, you know?”

      It was a tough reality, but it made sense. Ben nodded, suddenly taking a serious interest in their defensible position. “Do we have anything in here we can use as a weapon?” He looked around, but couldn’t find anything worth trying. Computer mice, keyboards, monitors…

      “Okay,” Ben said to the others. “They’ll probably split up — five in all, three armed. So expect one, maybe two guys with guns to come through each door.”

      The pounding continued, now coming from behind each of the two hallway doors. Ben stationed himself against one door, with Malcolm and Julie behind the other. Julie reached up and flicked a light switch on the wall next to her, plunging the room into near darkness. He watched as his door pushed in a little more each time the man pounded into it.

      With a final crash, the man fell forward into the office room, his body almost completely covered by the hazmat suit.

      That’s my edge, he thought. The man’s suit covered his head as well as his body, blocking most of his peripheral vision.

      Ben maneuvered around the filing cabinets, stopping when he was almost behind the opening door. The man entered the room and brought his gun up, searching for a target…

      …Just as Ben smashed the door forward as hard as he could with a solid kick. The door rocketed toward the man and caught him in the back and head. The man yelped and flew forward, dropping his gun and falling to the floor.

      A second armed man entered the room behind his comrade, but Ben had already moved around him. The man stood up just as Ben pointed his gun at him.

      “Stay there, sir. I will shoot you.”

      The man’s eyes were visible through the suit, and Ben focused on them. He steeled himself, not daring to flinch. The man finally relented, dropping his gun on the floor and raising his hands above his head. Ben heard another crash behind him — the third gunman had broken into the room.

      The man in front of Ben flicked his eyes up and away from Ben, then back.

      Shit.

      Ben anticipated the shots, not a moment too soon. He dove toward the unarmed man in front of him and fell to the side, just as two shots rang out behind him.

      “Ben!” he heard Julie yell from the other side of the room.

      He was on the ground, groping around in the dark, looking for the gun he’d felt slip out of his hands. The second man to enter the room was on him in a heartbeat, wrestling Ben to the ground.

      Ben was helpless. The man on top of him was larger, heavier. He wrestled Ben’s hands behind his back and grabbed a fistful of Ben’s hair.

      Another gunshot.

      Ben flinched, but the man’s hand released his head, and he felt the weight lifted off his back.

      He rolled over, raising his arms to defend a blow he knew would come, but instead he heard another gunshot.

      This time, a cry rang out from the third gunman who’d entered, and he watched as the man fell to the ground. A third and fourth gunshot sent Ben’s wrestling partner into the filing cabinets against the wall.

      Ben looked up to see Julie standing over the third gunman’s body, her jaw clenched in rage, holding a gun.

      “You okay, ranger?” she asked.

      He did a mental check of his muscles and bones. Finding everything to be in working order, he sat up and nodded. “Yeah, I’m good. Thanks.”

      “No, thank you,” she said. “Thanks for throwing the gun my way. Good thinking.”

      He stood. “Uh, yeah. No problem. Where’s Malcolm?”

      “The door hit him when that guy busted it open. I think he just got knocked out.”

      “Same thing happened to this guy. He’s probably going to wake up soon, though. We’d better get out of here before he does, and get you back to your office.”

      She frowned at him as he walked over to check on Malcolm. “Ben, we’re not going to the office. Didn’t you see those other two guys?”

      Ben suddenly remembered that there were five men in the hallway pursuing them. Three were sprawled out on the floor in front of them, but the other two…

      “Who were they?”

      “It was Livingston. And Stephens.”
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      “What’s next?” Julie had assumed her usual air of confidence as she looked up at the two men.

      Malcolm and Ben stared across the table at Julie. They had just stopped at a hotel near the hospital and were sitting in a room Malcolm had booked under his assumed pseudonym, ‘Roger Ebert.’ The fact that Roger Ebert was the name of a famous movie critic who’d died only a few years before elicited only a shrug from Malcolm. “I’d always thought his reviews were terrible anyway,” was his response.

      The plan was to stay there until they’d formulated a better plan.

      “We need to get a bomb crew out to Yellowstone,” Malcolm said.

      “Whatever other departments are on this have most likely already done it, so it would be a waste of time to try to call it in and set one up ourselves. Julie can call and make sure on the way.”

      “On the way where?” she asked.

      “We need to get you help. Obviously we can’t go back to that hospital, but there has to be somewhere else that’s set up a quarantine.”

      Julie looked down at her arms, then over at Ben’s. “You’re in the same boat, Ben. And besides, it doesn’t look like it’s gotten worse.”

      Ben frowned. “You’re right,” he said as he scratched at his forearms. “This is about what it looked like before I got to the hospital.”

      “Mine got a little worse while I was there,” Julie said, “but it hasn’t spread since then. Hey, what about you?” Julie looked at Malcolm.

      “What about me?”

      “You’re fine. No virus, no rash.”

      Ben also turned to scrutinize the older man. “You have some explaining to do, Dr. Fischer. Showing up out of nowhere and telling me about that Dragonstone company. How’d you figure all this out?”

      Malcolm sighed. “Yes, you are correct, Ms. Richardson. I have no rash, and I won’t get it. I believe the virus, while highly contagious, is non-recurring.”

      “Non-recurring?”

      “It means it won’t come back,” Julie said. “Like chickenpox.”

      “But that means…”

      “Right. It means I’ve already had the virus. I believe I was subjected to the virus six months ago, while I was comatose. I believe I contracted it then, as they were testing treatments for it. I’m not sure they succeeded, but I did overhear them say the virus had ‘run its course through my system,’ and that I was immune.”

      Julie was bewildered. “What are you talking about?”

      “Well,” Malcolm began, “about a year ago I was on a research trip with some students from my university, up in the Northwest Territory —”

      “You’re that professor!” Julie said. “Those students…”

      “I am. The team disappeared, and news agencies rode the media wave for months after we disappeared, but no one from the expedition was ever found, as you remember.”

      Julie’s eyes were wide as Malcolm continued. “But it wasn’t an innocent accident, like many thought. We didn’t fall through a frozen lake or get eaten by bears. My students were murdered.”

      This revelation took Ben by surprise as well. “Murdered? What do you mean?”

      Malcolm swallowed, trying to summon the words. “I… I haven’t spoken of it since then, but… there was a helicopter. We’d made a discovery, and I assume one of the students was working against me. They must have alerted the murderers to our location, and what we found.

      “It was a powdery substance, some sort of whitish powder that had the consistency of sand. And coins. Strange coins we’d never seen before. My guess is that they were tokens of some sort used by the indigenous tribe from that area, likely the same people who created the powder.”

      “Created?” Julie asked.

      “Yes, now that I’ve had time to think about it, I believe the powder was the remnants of a native plant, the decayed remains of the dried leaves. They may have used it during its original life, but after decaying and drying, and lying undisturbed for so many years…”

      “You think it’s somehow related to the virus?”

      “I believe it is the virus, at least in part,” Malcolm said. “Anyway, I’ll get there. So we found these things in a cave, but we did not get to excavate. When we got back to camp…”

      “The helicopter,” Ben said.

      Malcolm nodded, swallowing again. “Yes. The helicopter came, and took me with it. The rest of the students…”

      He didn’t need to finish the sentence.

      “Whatever company massacred my team must have cleaned up well. The search parties that went out found our tents and equipment all set up and staged miles away from our actual location. They left nothing that would have pointed to any suspicious activity.”

      “But the whole thing was suspicious,” Julie said. “It was a big deal. Every news outlet in the country was reporting on it, and there were conspiracy theories about it too.”

      “I know, I know. But like I said, the company did their job well.”

      “You keep mentioning a company,” Ben said. “How do you know?”

      Malcolm nodded. “They took me somewhere that had state-of-the-art medical facilities and questioned me. They didn’t torture me, as I doubt they thought I would ever leave the facility, but they weren’t satisfied that I knew next to nothing about this powder. They put me in a medically-induced coma, only bringing me out of it after months of being under.”

      “My God,” Julie whispered.

      “I did have plenty of time to think — it was odd, being in that state. I could sort of form thoughts and run through the things that I could remember, though it was a slower process than if I had been lucid. But it was when I was awake, or at least mostly awake, that I tried to piece together the information. The doctors working in my room each wore the same logo on their coats, and they worked in regular shifts — a large operation. Eventually, I caught a glimpse of the company’s name. ‘Drache Global.’”

      “Drache?”

      “Yes,” Malcolm said. “Drache Global. A pharmaceutical company, based in Canada. I’d never heard of them, but I promised myself that I would get out of there and figure out who they were. I had plenty of time, remember, as I was basically lying on a hospital bed for months. I formulated a plan, and I got out one night.” Malcolm looked at the wall, examining the lattice-shaped wallpaper.

      Ben could tell there was more to the story behind the man’s escape, but he didn’t press him about it.

      “I got out, and I ran. I ran for my life. I wanted to hide, but I wanted more than anything to right the wrongs done to my students and their families. I had to figure out what Drache Global was.”

      “And did you?” Julie asked. Ben noticed she had placed a hand on Malcolm’s forearm on the table.

      “Sort of. That’s what led me to the hospital you were brought to, Julie. Drache Global, like the hospital, is owned by a group of shareholders. It’s a corporate conglomerate. Publicly listed, but not easy to piece together who the real owners are. I researched and cross-referenced as many of their board members as I could manage, but found very few promising leads.

      “I spent many hours in the depths of libraries and scouring the web, and all I was able to figure out was that they’re semi-legitimate, at least on the surface. They’ve worked on countless grant proposals, major nonprofit medical research projects, and more public goodwill campaigns than a politician. But I think there’s a simple thread connecting them to some other organizations with bipolar personalities.”

      “What thread is that?” Julie asked.

      “They have the same names,” Ben said.

      “Yes,” Malcolm said, smiling. “Very good. Dragonstone, Drache Global, Drage Medisinsk. They are all very similar, using different languages that all mean ‘dragon.’”

      “Why would they broadcast that? If they were trying to operate under the radar, why share a common name?” Julie asked.

      “Plenty of companies borrow that name. It’s not particularly unique, even within the medical and pharmaceutical research industries. And I believe it’s more like a calling card. A brand, if you will.”

      “So you think this ‘dragon’ company is working across its sister organizations to create a worldwide virus?” Ben asked. He scratched his forearms. While still itchy, it did in fact seem like the virus had slowed to a halt.

      “No,” Malcolm answered. “I believe it’s the work of a handful of people, not a worldwide corporate effort. Secretive or not, I cannot believe something that large-scale could go unnoticed by world governments. I also believe they aren’t targeting the entire world, but the United States. Through the spreading virus, the bomb at Yellowstone…”

      “Okay, but what’s the big deal about the bomb? Shouldn’t we focus first on the virus?” Julie asked, impatient. She dialed Randall Brown’s number again, but it was still off.

      “We can’t focus on the virus now,” Ben said. “The bomb is a larger threat. Much larger.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of where it’s located. If it is, in fact, where they said it is, it’s sitting on top of the largest active volcano in the entire world.”

      She looked at him incredulously.

      “I’m serious,” he continued. “The Yellowstone caldera is an active volcano, lying directly underneath the park. Scientists have argued about it for decades.”

      “What about it? That it’s an actual volcano?”

      Malcolm answered. “No, that’s a scientific fact. It’s actually considered a ‘supervolcano.’ What they’ve been arguing about is exactly when it’s scheduled to erupt again.”

      “Right,” Ben said. “Some say it’s ‘due,’ while others just say that it’s a complete mystery. What I don’t think they’d argue about, though, is that if there were a bomb underground, anywhere in that area, and it went off…”

      “It would cause a chain reaction?” she asked.

      “To say the least. The crust there is thinner than most other places on Earth, and it wouldn’t take much to upset the enormous mass of molten rock below it.”

      Julie thought about this for a moment. “What would the blast radius be?”

      Ben and Malcolm looked at each other, but Ben answered. “I’m not exactly sure, but the last time it blew, it apparently shot ash about twenty miles into the air, and was somewhere around 1,000 times more powerful than Mt. St. Helens.”

      “So, total destruction.”

      “Total destruction, at least for the western United States. But that doesn’t even account for the fallout afterwards, with the ash settling.”

      Julie whistled. “So we’ve got a mystery organization trying to blow up Yellowstone and half the United States, while also working on spreading a virus to the rest of the United States.”

      She had summed it up pretty well. Malcolm nodded. “It’s the destruction of an entire nation, within the span of mere days.”

      “And you think Stephens and Livingston are somehow involved?” Ben asked.

      “No, I don’t. They were just following protocol back there. Trying to keep it contained. But Livingston’s actions from earlier — blocking Stephens’ emails from getting through, preventing me from getting them altogether — that doesn’t sit well with me.”

      “But I thought you said it sounded like him to do something like that. That he’s a paranoid freak?” Ben asked.

      “He is,” Julie answered, “but he’s not that bad. I would have expected him to log in once a week and read the emails that have been sent back and forth, but not actually re-route them.”

      Ben and Malcolm listened as she explained the situation and personality of her boss.

      “Do you think he suspects you’re involved?” Malcolm asked.

      Ben and Julie looked up sharply.

      “Hey, no harm in asking,” Malcolm added. “I’m just wondering if he’s got it out for you. Thinks you might be involved, or at least know something he doesn’t. If your description is accurate, he sounds like the kind of person who needs to be in the know.”

      “Yes, he definitely is. And now that I’m thinking about it, I was already near Yellowstone when the bomb went off. I was supposed to be working on a surveying project in the area, but for all he knows, I could have been here for… other reasons.”

      She paused. “But still, he’s not stupid. He has no reason to think that I’m involved other than my proximity to the blast. Why would he jump to that conclusion so quickly?”

      The two men shared a glance. “Julie, how well do you know your boss?” Malcolm asked.

      Again, she paused before speaking. When she did, her jaw was set and her eyes steady. “Not well enough, I guess.”

      As she finished, her phone vibrated on the table in front of her. Unknown. She frowned, but answered it anyway.

      “Hello?”

      She waited.

      “Randy! My God, are you okay? I’ve been trying —”

      She turned on the phone’s speaker function so Malcolm and Ben could hear.

      “—Fine. I didn’t want to call on my phone in case it’s being tracked. Anyway, I saw an email thread between Livingston and Stephens. They said you were in a hospital? Are you okay?”

      “I’m okay. It’s the virus, but it seems to have slowed down for the moment. I’m with Ben…” she wasn’t sure how to explain Malcolm’s presence, so she moved on. “Listen, Randy, I — I don’t know for sure, but I think Livingston might be involved in all of this somehow.”

      No response.

      “I know you’re already under fire for this, but I really need eyes on him. And keep sending me anything you find on Diana Torres and what she was working on.”

      “Yeah, I got it.”

      “I owe you one.”

      “You owe me a lot of ones.”

      She hung up.
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      David Livingston flicked off the 75-inch curved television in his living room. Brand new and still priced like the novelty it was, the Samsung was his pride and joy, at least for this month.

      He had satellite and cable television, Netflix, and an action movie collection of over one thousand titles, and he still couldn’t find something to watch. He tossed the remote control to the other side of the couch. Unsure of how to satiate his desire for entertainment, Livingston sat in silence for a minute.

      Juliette’s involved in this, he thought. He knew it. It was stronger than the standard pang of paranoia that constantly plagued him about each of his employees; this was real. He had proof.

      Stephens believed him. Both men had been at the hospital, planning to interrogate her after she’d failed to turn over the information she’d acquired during her “stint” in the field. And after Livingston had discovered that Randall Brown, his own IT technician, had helped Julie, it was enough for Livingston to convict her.

      He didn’t know exactly how, or why, but he knew Juliette Richardson was involved in this mess. He’d spent enough time in government to know that careers were made or broken by the men who went the extra mile to prevent mutiny within their ranks.

      And his career would be made. He just needed a little more proof, and a motive wouldn’t hurt, either. He had ordered Randall Brown to record and send over to him any conversations Julie had with him, but he’d also placed a few IT bugs of his own on Brown’s network. Any calls the IT tech made or received would be immediately recorded and emailed to Livingston.

      It was these types of plays that Livingston knew would eventually get him noticed in Washington. He wasn’t naive enough to think that those in power got there by cashing in on their good deeds.

      He rose from the couch, pacing once before moving toward the office. The foyer of his house was immaculate, smaller than he would have liked, but impressive nonetheless. He paid a few hundred dollars a month to a maid service to keep the place clean enough to meet his standards, and another couple hundred on the side to the maid herself for “on the side”-type activities. It had taken a few months to find a woman agreeable to his terms, but as he’d discovered in his own career, a bit of cash went a long way. The companionship did little to satiate his loneliness, but it helped make his large house feel lived in a little.

      He entered the great office at the front of his house, admiring his decorating job. A huge bust of an elk or moose — he wasn’t sure which, and he hadn’t shot it anyway — smiled down at him from the far wall, hanging directly above a large fireplace with an ancient-looking mantle. He’d placed a few picture frames, the stock photos still inside, on the mantle and around the room on floating shelves.

      But his prize possession, the pièce de résistance, was the huge Scottish coat of arms hanging above his desk. The placard was enormous, stretching almost four feet across and six feet tall. It was red, yellow, and green, and didn’t match anything else in his house. But it was him. His history, his name, his origins.

      It represented him, and all that he stood for, and he stood a moment in front of it, admiring the wooden shield.

      He walked behind his desk, grabbing the decanter of whiskey and pouring himself a glass. He stood face-to-face with the coat of arms for another moment, enjoying the warm liquid. Finally he turned to sit down.

      And saw a man standing in the center of the room, staring at him. Recognition washed quickly over Livingston, but he was angered that the man had caught him by surprise.

      “Oh — my God,” Livingston said, nearly dropping his glass of liquor. “You scared the shit out of me. What are you doing here?”

      He made a mental note to call his security company to set up perimeter alarms. The HD motion cameras were enough to turn over footage to the police after a break-in, but they obviously weren’t meant as an early-warning system. He grunted and sipped on his whiskey.

      The man continued staring.

      “Well, what do you need? You seemed to enjoy sneaking up on me. What is it?”

      The man finally looked Livingston up and down and shook his head. Livingston sat down behind the desk, acting preoccupied with a stack of papers. As he picked up the stack and began to rummage through them, he heard a clunk on the desk.

      At the edge of the desk, Livingston saw a small, compact 9mm pistol. His visitor had placed the gun there, and now stepped back from the desk to the middle of the room once again.

      Livingston felt his blood run cold. His nostrils flared, and anger flashed through his body. Still, he was calm. He took another sip of whiskey, this time deeper, letting the heat sting the back of his throat.

      “Trying to intimidate me?” he asked.

      “Is it working?”

      Livingston snorted through a mouthful of liquor. He swallowed and blew out a breath of alcohol-laced air.

      “This is a waste of time,” Livingston said. “I don’t know anything, or anyone.”

      “I didn’t say you did,” the man replied immediately.

      “You want answers, talk to Julie, or that thug she’s running around with.”

      “I don’t need to.”

      Livingston’s anger grew. “What the hell are you here for, then?”

      The man blinked.

      Livingston looked down at the pistol, then up at the man, catching his eye. He looked to the large bust of the moose-elk, across the mantel at the pictures of someone else’s family, and then back down at the gun again. He picked it up slowly, delicately.

      He’d actually never held a gun before.

      It was heavier than he’d imagined, surprising for its compact size. He examined it. The barrel, trigger, and hammer — is that what the back thing is called?

      He felt its weight beneath his fingers. The man didn’t say a word as Livingston pressed the safety release back and forth, locking and unlocking the gun’s firing pin.

      Livingston wasn’t going to let himself be intimidated. He wouldn’t be humiliated, especially not in his own home. He felt his lip turn upward into a slight sneer. This asshole.

      He stood up, gaining confidence. “Get out.” The words were cold.

      The man didn’t move.

      “Get out,” he said again. He lifted the gun quickly and pointed it at the man’s chest. “Don’t make me repeat it.”

      Still, the man didn’t speak. His expression was stoic, but Livingston could see a glint of something — amusement? — in the man’s eyes.

      He felt his right arm shaking, and he tried to force it to stop. He aimed the gun and closed his eyes just as he pulled the trigger.

      He heard a tiny click.

      That wasn’t right.

      He tried again.

      Click.

      Shit.

      He looked down at the gun, as if silently arguing with the metal contraption, but nothing happened. When he looked up, the man standing in front of him was shaking his head.

      “You’re too predictable, Livingston. Always have been. All of you.”

      Livingston frowned, but the man was already moving. He closed the distance between them in less than a second, and Livingston saw him pull his arm back.

      He smashed his fist into Livingston’s face. Livingston felt his hands open, dropping the empty gun and the glass of whiskey. They both tumbled and fell to the top of the desk. The glass shattered, whiskey and shards of crystal exploding around him. He was immediately in a daze, his mouth opening and closing as his brain tried to offer some sort of help.

      The man, however, didn’t stop to wait for Livingston to recover. He grabbed a wad of Livingston’s thick, dyed hair and pulled up on it. He met Livingston’s eyes for a brief moment, then slammed Livingston’s head down on the top of the desk. Hard.

      Livingston’s face and ears exploded in pain, only to be followed by a much more penetrating ringing pain that lanced through the inside of his mind. He felt as if his entire head had been lit on fire from the inside out.

      He flailed his arms wildly, but the man was still in control. Once again, he brought Livingston’s head up, held tightly by the tufts of hair, then smashed it back down on the desk.

      Livingston groaned, and his body went slack. His eyes were blurry, but he was still conscious. He felt a trickle of drool escape the corner of his mouth, but he made no motion to wipe it away.

      He collapsed downward, his rear end somehow finding the chair as his torso and upper body sprawled forward onto the desk. He lay still, wondering why he hadn’t already blacked out.

      “You’ve been a cancer to this organization for years, Livingston,” the man said. Livingston heard a scrape and felt the desk vibrate slightly. He turned his face to the side, trying to will his eyes to focus.

      The man had picked up the gun and was now reaching into his jacket pocket. He withdrew something — something small, shiny.

      It was a bullet.

      Livingston was unable to panic, or perform any other voluntary function, but alarm sirens erupted in his brain. Or was it still the pain? He was unsure — everything was blurred together, one giant smear of pain and confusion.

      “You’re predictable, useless, and spineless. I can’t think of a greater waste of air than the breath you breathe.”

      Livingston was surprised to discover he was still capable of feeling anger. He relished the anger, though he was unable to act on it. He grunted again.

      The man loaded the bullet into the chamber of the gun, and Livingston heard a succession of clicks.

      “This has been a long time coming, Livingston. Sorry it had to be this way, but like I said — you’re predictable.”

      Livingston didn’t hear the explosion of the bullet as it raced out of the barrel and found its target.
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      Julie was adamant. “Go! Stop being ridiculous — I’ll be fine!”

      Ben shook his head, planning to stage a resistance. Malcolm grabbed his arm and pulled him out of the hotel room. “It’s fine, Ben. We’ll only be gone for a few minutes.”

      She had insisted that the two men head to the nearest supermarket to get some supplies and pick up food for the three of them. Takeout Chinese had been her request. After a few minutes of arguing back and forth, Julie had prevailed, and the two men left for the F450 parked outside.

      Julie shut the door to the hotel room and opened her laptop. She initiated a few searches, first inside the SecuNet database and the rest of the private CDC intranet, then through Google. She tried numerous combinations. Livingston CDC, David Livingston, David Livingston CDC, and more, but each result was merely a bare-bones biographical entry that was obviously written by Livingston himself.

      David Foster Livingston is a successful leader and proven manager in many corporate settings. He is currently head of the Biological Threat Research division of the Centers for Disease Control. A growing list of Livingston’s accomplishments include successfully restructuring the BTR division for efficiency and efficacy, increasing employee retention, and streamlining data systems for cost effectiveness at BetaMark, Inc., where he was previously employed. He has one daughter and resides in Minnesota.

      Julie saw the same paragraph pasted onto every page that referenced Livingston. Each of the surrounding articles only mentioned the man, too. A project he co-sponsored, a few articles written by a team Livingston had served on, and a few shots of the man on a company softball team years ago. Livingston was certainly paranoid, as the verbatim biography on each site suggested that he’d been successful in forcing each of the article’s writers to update his information with the same paragraph.

      She shook her head and reached for her phone.

      “Hey Randy, it’s me again. Anything yet?”

      “Julie, it’s been ten minutes. Are you serious?”

      “Sorry, I know. I’m getting a little antsy, though.”

      “I get it. We all are. Don’t worry about it. Why did you call?”

      “I’m trying to find something on Livingston — just in case.”

      “Don’t bother,” Randy said. “I already tried. It’s pointless. The man’s either got the PR team of a celebrity or he’s the most paranoid person I’ve ever met.”

      Julie laughed as she read the first line of the Livingston biography. “David Foster Livingston is a successful leader and proven…”

      “…Manager in many corporate settings,” Randy finished. “Ugh. You’ve got to be kidding me. What a joke.”

      “Okay, well, thanks for trying. Let me know if you come up with anything else.”

      “Will do — take care.”

      “Hey, one more thing,” Julie said into the phone.

      “What’s that?”

      Julie paused. “Uh, don’t worry about it, actually. Let me see if I can dig something up first.”

      She hung up the phone and woke up her computer’s screen. She started a new search, and began browsing through the results.

      Finally, one result jumped out at her.

      Teenaged Hero Rescues Father and Brother was the headline.

      She clicked the listing and waited for the slow hotel WIFI connection to load the advertisement-riddled page. It was a newspaper article that had been scanned and transcribed for the news site’s archives, dated thirteen years ago.

      “…The Bennett men were camping in a southern region of Glacier National Park when the youngest Bennett, nine-year-old Zachary, wandered to a clearing where he accidentally stumbled between a mother grizzly bear and her cub…”

      “Johnson Bennett ran to his son’s aid, but the mother grizzly struck Johnson, knocking the man unconscious…”

      “…Shooting the larger bear first with two rounds from the father’s rifle, and scaring away the cub. Harvey pursued the smaller animal and eventually shot it, bringing it down with one round…”

      Julie covered her mouth as she read the account.

      “…Zachary and Johnson Bennett were rushed to St. Andrews Memorial Hospital, where they were both treated for severe trauma, and the elder Bennett for a concussion. Zachary Bennett is expected to make a full recovery. Johnson Bennett is currently comatose in a stable condition, however, doctors are unsure of the possibility of recovery…”

      The door to the hotel room opened, and Julie quickly slammed the laptop shut.

      “Julie!”

      It was Ben.

      Startled, Julie nearly tripped over the chair as she stood and turned toward the door. Malcolm Fischer entered the room just behind Ben, breathing heavily.

      “Julie, I got an email from Randy. Just now.”

      Julie looked at him. “Randall Brown? My IT guy?”

      “Yeah, he wanted to send it over directly, since he thought there might be an issue with your emails or something. But you should have gotten it too.”

      She started to check her email, but stopped herself. “Okay, well what did he say?”

      “It was a forward of my mother’s email draft. She must have tried to send it, but it never went out.”

      Julie’s eyes widened.

      “It has information in it, Julie, about the virus. The night… the night she died, she must have been writing it. It’s got everything she was working on, and everything she and her assistant discovered.”

      “Go on.”

      “For one, it’s not a virus.”

      She turned her head slightly, her eyes narrowing.

      Malcolm continued the explanation for Ben. “Ben’s mother’s research seems to prove that the virus is actually a mutated bacteria —”

      “No, that’s not possible. The contagious spread, the outbreak pattern, the —”

      “It’s a mutated bacterial infection inside of a virus.”

      Julie’s head snapped up. “Come again?”

      “That’s right, Julie,” Malcolm explained. “While I still believe the virus is made up of some synthetic alteration of the powder substance my students and I found in Canada, Dr. Torres is postulating that the reason this strain has been so difficult to model is due to its uncharacteristic qualities. Map it as a virion, and it fails many of the chemical application tests. Map it as a bacteria, and it doesn’t appear to be living — immediately disqualifying it from the ranks of bacteriophages.”

      “Okay,” Julie said. “So she was able to determine that we’re dealing with a highly infectious viral-bacterial disease. I’ll admit that’s unbelievably fascinating, but did she find a cure?”

      Malcolm and Ben shared a knowing glance.

      “No,” Ben said.

      “But she found that the infection would naturally die out, after running its course. It reaches a certain point, she said, and just vanishes. But not until after it kills its host.”

      “We’re not dead yet,” Julie said. “And you’re not dead, either, Dr. Fischer.”

      Malcolm stepped forward and nodded. “Julie,” he said, his voice calm and steady, “We need to get to a research lab. If there’s any way you can find out exactly why none of us in this room are dead, you must.”

      She started pacing. “Okay, right. Yes, you’re right. Let’s, uh, let’s go back to —”

      “Julie, we’re not going back to the CDC. Livingston and Stephens might be there, and besides, we can’t forget about the bomb back at the park.”

      “But can’t you call someone there? Someone who might —”

      “Julie.” Ben’s voice was firm, but he looked her right in the eyes until she understood. “There’s no one else.”

      She hesitated, thinking through it. “You’re right. There’s no one there who can help anymore. The government agencies involved are going to wait until they know it’s not dangerous to their staff. It’s what I’m supposed to do — wait until someone presents some compelling research as to why it’s safe for us to go in, then send a bomb squad in hazmat suits to find anything unusual.”

      “But that will take much too long,” Malcolm said.

      “It will,” Ben answered. “But there’s a lab at the park — it’s not much, but it’ll have to do. I’m going back there, to figure this out.”

      As if remembering the dire situation they were all in, Ben looked down at his hands and arms.

      “Does it hurt?” Julie asked.

      “No. It hasn’t really done much at all, and it’s not itching at the moment.”

      “Neither is mine,” Julie said, examining her own arms.

      “So,” Malcolm said, calling them to attention. “I guess it’s just us, then?”

      “Dr. Fischer, you don’t need to come along,” Julie said. “If what we’re saying is true, we’re going into an infected quarantine, looking for a massive bomb hidden below the surface somewhere. It’s not exactly a risk-free mission.”

      Malcolm lifted his chin slightly. “Julie, I understand that you are concerned. And you are right to assume that this is an extremely dangerous mission. But I will not sit idly by and do nothing to right the wrongs done to me, or my students.”

      His monologue over, he tensed his jaw and waited for the others’ response.

      Ben looked over and shrugged. “I feel you, Doc. I wouldn’t make you sit on the sidelines.”

      Julie smiled.

      “Let’s get to Yellowstone.”

      They sat down at the table in the small hotel room, ready to plan their trip back to Yellowstone, when Julie’s phone rang again. She grabbed it before it rang a second time.

      “Hold on a sec,” she said, holding up a finger. “It’s Randy again.” She held the phone up to her ear. “Randy — what’s up?”

      As she listened, the muscles in her face tightened and her back became rigid. She swallowed a few times, her mouth suddenly feeling dry. She nodded, unaware that Randy couldn’t see her, and she hung up the phone.

      Ben and Malcolm were perched in their chairs, watching the one-way conversation.

      “Julie, what was that about?” Ben asked.

      She blinked a few times, suddenly embarrassed that she might cry.

      “Liv — Livingston,” she choked out. “He’s dead.”
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      “Monsieur Valère, the conference is now available,” the voice said. It sounded metallic, hollow, and distant, and yet it was the most lifelike computerized voice system Francis Valère had ever heard.

      “Merci beaucoup,” Valère responded. He waited for the computer system to check the ethernet connection, test internet speed, and finally ping the waiting room of the online web conferencing service. Within seconds, the voice emanated from the walls of Valère’s office again.

      “Connection speeds are exceptional, Monsieur.” The voice had an eerily attractive component to it, Valère realized, as he waited for the two other participants’ faces to appear in front of him. She had also been upgraded to a human-like level of what they were calling “AI hyperbole,” which was, as far as Valère could tell, just a library of phrases that replaced the usual metric and clinically precise statements that plagued most artificial voice systems.

      SARA — Simulated Artificial Response Array — was the Company’s latest alpha release they were testing in their offices. At this point, it was nothing more than a computerized artificial intelligence, more advanced than anything on the market, but far from deployment-ready.

      The plan was, Valère had been told, to get SARA to beta and then release the code and sound sample library, alone more than ten terabytes of information, to a few universities for further development and testing. Eventually, they would either use the application for internal purposes or sell the final design schematics to the highest black market bidder. As SARA’s development was about as removed from Valère’s professional expertise as possible, he wasn’t entirely sure what she would finally become. But if the previous applications their affiliates had released were any measure, SARA would be nothing short of miraculous.

      Valère was involved in a number of startup tech and pharmaceutical businesses. He was independently wealthy, thanks to the benefit of a long line of rich relatives who’d left a startlingly large inheritance, as well as his own knack for choosing investment opportunities. A few had bombed, but he had invested far and wide, amassing a fortune of interests in just about every sector related to computer intelligence and medical advancement.

      “Francis, are you with us?” a man’s voice spoke from inside his computer screen.

      Valère cleared his throat. “Yes, oui, I am here. I apologize for my tardiness — I have been following the latest developments in the United States.”

      “As have I,” the second voice answered. The man’s face in front of Valère was enlarged on the gigantic screen. The sound emanated from the walls themselves. Audio-Enhanced Surfacing, if Valère remembered correctly. The walls of his Quebec office space were essentially made of thousands of speakers, each implanted with a computer chip that made them “intelligent” — allowing them to emulate a natural sound environment. He could play music that followed him throughout the room, providing a sonically perfect artificial surround-sound in an acoustically exceptional environment.

      For now, the man’s voice, in crisp and clear stereo, was all Valère cared about. The man inside the window continued. “It appears as though our initial plan has been delayed. After your dismissal of Mr. Jefferson —”

      “Nonsense,” Valère said. “Our placements were sound. Each of the departments is operating smoothly, according to their protocols, and taking no unnecessary risks or making any rash decisions.”

      “Francis,” the first man, Emilio Vasquez, said, “while I admit our infiltrated agencies are doing exactly as we’ve hoped, you cannot deny the existence of a few rogue operatives. The CDC’s department head has been removed, but it still seems as though a few members of its lower ranks are curious.”

      Valère thought about this a moment. “Do you honestly believe they have become a threat?”

      “Hardly,” Emilio responded. “It is merely in our best interests to ensure these possible threats stay just that.”

      “And how exactly do we ensure that?” Valère asked.

      The other man paused for a moment. “Well, I believe it’s time for the contingency plan.”

      “I — we — don’t need a contingency plan,” Valère responded. “This plan is sound — it always has been.”

      “I’m not saying it hasn’t been, Valère. But there’s always room for improvement.”

      “But these rogue operatives have been working outside of our target organizations. They are no more a threat to us than the local police.”

      “But you’re wrong, Valère. They are far more of a threat to us, especially now. They are mobile, and we are still unsure of their capabilities. Borders mean nothing to them, nor do their organization’s standards. We’ve worked far too long on this project to lose the investment entirely.”

      Emilio’s face was growing slightly red, though his voice betrayed no raise of emotions. Valère knew the man was moments away from growing indignant, but the man stopped himself just short.

      Valère sighed. “These deaths are unnecessary,” he said. “They are inevitable, but must they come from our hands?”

      “Valère,” Emilio said. “As you know, these deaths are nothing when measured against what we will accomplish.”

      “I agree, but—”

      “And their deaths will not be ‘by our hand,’ as you say. Far from it.”

      Valère nodded.

      “Let us see this through to the end, Valère. Let us complete our mission.”

      He nodded again.

      No one spoke at first. Finally, SARA’s voice boomed through the walls. “We will need your verbal commitment, Monsieur Valère. Please provide verbal confirmation of your agreement to the chosen contingency.”

      Good Lord, she was remarkable. SARA had parsed, compiled, and transcribed the conversation, as she had been instructed, but she had also extrapolated from the silence that the other man was waiting for Valère’s confirmation, as per the contract, as well as the fact that he didn’t want to specifically ask for it.

      Technology. Incroyable.

      “Yes,” he stammered. “Yes, I confirm. We shall commence with a contingency that merely supports our overall direction, as discussed in previous communications. SARA, please transcribe, encrypt, and archive this discussion into your database, and remove all references therein.”

      “Oui, Monsieur Valère,” SARA said. As Valère stood from his computer desk, the woman’s computerized voice followed the location of his head with pinpoint accuracy, causing Valère to feel as though she were inside his head, not just talking to it. “I will alert you of any updates.”

      He nodded, knowing SARA could see that, too.
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      “How far are we from the lab?” Julie asked. She had her feet up on the dashboard. One of Ben’s pet peeves, but he didn’t say anything. He was driving, again, but rather than responding with one of the myriad of retorts he’d been constructing, he found himself grinning instead.

      “We’re almost at the park border, and then there’s another half hour or so to the lab.”

      She nodded once, then focused again on her laptop. Malcolm sat in the back seat, reading through a stack of papers Julie had printed at the hotel’s business center, all on infectious diseases, viral outbreaks, and bacterial infections. It was internal CDC documentation, mixed with reference material and some medical applications, but most of it was the type of information that existed publicly online, through sites like WebMD and Wikipedia.

      Malcolm was specifically looking for research into anthrax-type infections, where the originating material was powdery, dry, or airborne. A fast reader, he had almost made it through the entire stack when they finally reached the gates of Yellowstone’s northeast entrance, with nothing intriguing to show for his efforts.

      Julie looked out the window to see a welcome sign with the “Yellowstone National Park” title and the National Parks Service arrowhead logo. The wooden sign had been placed atop a log display, surrounded by a freshly manicured garden of flowers, shrubs, and small trees. Behind it, the sprawling landscape lay in invitation, beckoning the three-million-plus visitors each year into miles of protected forests and open terrain.

      The road narrowed slightly and pointed them toward an entrance area with a service building standing sentry nearby. In front of the building, Julie saw two police officers and a few rangers and park personnel milling about. Two police cruisers were parked facing each other on the road, blocking the entrance. Outside the service building, a white tent had been constructed, and Julie could see that it was meant for hazmat teams from her own organization for the mobile treatment of any infected individuals found inside the park.

      “Are they going to let us in?” Julie asked.

      “The north and northeast entrances are open year-round, so we should be able to get in. I’ve got my access badge, but I’m not sure about you.”

      One of the police officers had seen their truck coming toward them and walked into the road, standing in front of the police vehicle. He held up his arms and began waving them down.

      “Well, maybe I was wrong,” Ben muttered under his breath as he slowed the truck to a stop and rolled down the window.

      The police officer almost had to stand on his toes to see into the truck’s high window, but he removed his sunglasses and spoke loudly over the rumble of the engine. “Park’s closed,” he said. “No access in or out.”

      “I understand,” Ben answered, removing the ID badge from his wallet. “I work here though, and she’s —”

      “Doesn’t matter.” The police officer cut him off, curtly. “No one in or out. You can turn around right here, then head back on this road…” His voice trailed off as he pointed in the direction from which they’d come.

      “Officer, I’m going to need to get into the park. We’ve got information on this virus, and —”

      “Son, I’m not going to ask you again. Park access is prohibited. Get home, stay inside, and keep watching the news.”

      Ben gritted his teeth and revved the engine. As the officer stepped backward, Ben spun the truck around him and accelerated onto the north-bound side of the road.

      “That was helpful,” Julie said.

      Malcolm called up from the back of the truck. “Now what?”

      Ben didn’t answer. He drove another mile and turned left onto a dirt road leading back to the southwest, and sped up again. They bounced over the uneven, rocky road and swerved between trees that jutted out over their heads. “This is a private access road. There are four other public entrances to the park, just like the one back there. But there are a thousand little roads like this one that crisscross the entire area. I doubt they’ll be monitoring these smaller ones, at least not at the park borders.”

      “Won’t they still find us? There are probably hazmat and outbreak teams from every branch of government and local police forces inside the park.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Malcolm answered. “They’ll know soon enough that we’re here, but if we don’t get to that lab and figure out what makes this thing stop, it will be too late anyway.”

      As a confirmation, Ben poked at the radio until he found a news station. It didn’t take long — one station was playing a prerecorded commercial, but the second he tried was broadcasting a nationwide message. He turned the volume up as an anchor’s voice solemnly dictated the latest update.

      “…Reports are in that the viral outbreak has extended as far south as Albuquerque, New Mexico, and as far east as Wichita, Kansas. Experts from the CDC and other sources suggest that if the outbreak can be contained, the death toll will rise to around 10,000 people, but if not, that number could skyrocket to more than a million. Estimates predict that number to be far too conservative, especially if the trajectory of the disease places it anywhere near the western seaboard.

      “As a reminder, please stay inside, try not to interact with anyone outside of your immediate family, and stay tuned to news and radio updates.”

      The anchor signed off, promising another update in an hour, and went to a commercial break. Ben punched the power button.

      “Well that’s dire,” Julie said. Her voice was hoarse, weak.

      “It is, but we can change it. They don’t know how large-scale this could be, and they don’t understand the virus like we do. They’re doing what they’ve been trained to do — throw resources at this problem until it goes away, trying to limit the fatalities as much as possible. We don’t need more people studying it, just the right ones, with the right information.”

      “That’s why we need to get to the lab,” Ben said. He smashed the gas pedal, sending the already fast-moving truck hurtling over potholes and bumps as if they were no more than pebbles on the road.

      Minutes later, they reached the lab facility. It was a brownish-tinged building, painted to blend into the surrounding forest and not stick out to any vacationers camped nearby. Ben pulled the truck onto the long driveway, relieved to find that it was paved, flat, and straight. He parked outside the main entrance. The building was dark and appeared unoccupied — not a surprise, considering the park’s staff had been released shortly after the explosion.

      Julie opened her door and prepared to step out of the truck when her phone rang. She answered it.

      “Stephens? You want to explain to me what the hell happened back —”

      “Julie, listen. I’m sorry about that. That was Livingston’s decision, not mine. I’m back at the office, and I just found out that he put a redirect on my outgoing emails…”

      The mention of David Livingston’s name caused Julie to choke up. She remembered Randy’s words as he delivered the news. A suicide, the gun lying next to his head on his desk at home. She still couldn’t believe it.

      “Where are you?”

      “We — I’m at Yellowstone. We’re trying to —” She felt a hand on her arm and looked up. Ben was staring at her, shaking his head.

      “What?” she mouthed the words.

      “Trying to what, Julie? What are you up to? You need to get away from there, before this gets out of hand.”

      She looked back at Ben, meeting his eyes. Again, slowly, he shook his head.

      “Sorry — Benjamin, I can’t. We’re close. I can’t give you an update right now, but I —”

      “Julie! You can’t afford to keep gallivanting around. If Livingston finds out…”

      The words tumbled from her mouth before she could control them. “Stephens, where have you been? What are you doing?”

      There was a pause.

      “I’m — I’m… working on this, too, Julie. What do you mean?”

      She waited a moment, then continued. “Okay, I know. I’m sorry. Just… don’t worry about Livingston. Listen, we need to go. Okay? I’ll check in tonight, after we leave.”

      “Okay…” the voice was shaky, uncertain. “Okay, you’re right. Keep at it, Julie. Let me know what you need.”

      She thanked him and hung up, then looked at the other two passengers in the truck.

      “He doesn’t know already?” Malcolm asked.

      “I… I guess not.”

      Ben frowned. He thought for a few seconds, then put the truck in park and opened his door, still shaking his head. He looked up sharply and caught Julie’s attention.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Look,” Ben said. He held out his left arm and pulled his sleeve up. The rash had disappeared from his exposed hand, and his arm looked almost completely normal, replaced by his natural skin tone. His right arm looked similar. Julie checked out her own rash and found the same to be true.

      “It’s gone,” she said.

      “Almost. Come on, we need to get in there. Whatever’s left of the virus in our systems is the only hope we have left to figure out what this is.”

      “But why’s it going away? I feel fine, too.”

      Malcolm had exited the truck and was helping Ben examine the open skin on his hands and arms. “It appears as though it’s naturally run its course and is now dying on its own.”

      “Is that what happened to you?” Julie asked.

      “No,” he replied. “I never had an actual rash outbreak, at least not as I remember. I could have been sedated, or comatose. But most likely I was injected with a small amount of the stuff to test its effects and find a cure. That was enough to inoculate me.”

      They nodded, then slammed the doors to the truck and turned to enter the laboratory building.
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      “The lab was built in the ‘80s for onsite research,” Ben explained. “It’s not actually used much, since it’s not really a specific type of lab.”

      “What do you mean?” Malcolm asked.

      “It’s got tools that would be useful for a high school science classroom, but it’s not specific enough to be considered a chemistry lab or a biology one. It’s also not quite big enough to be helpful for our geologists, geographers, or animal scientists.”

      Malcolm muttered something under his breath and continued exploring the small room.

      “Why build it, then?” Julie asked. She’d already found a collection of microscopes and was preparing one, searching the drawers for glass slides.

      “They thought it would be nice to have a sort of ‘front line’ lab, so they don’t have to wait around for outside help to come, or travel hundreds of miles to a university.”

      Julie had finished setting up the standard issue compound light microscope on a table in the corner of the room.

      “Everything okay?” Ben asked.

      “No,” she answered. “This is a compound scope, and there’s no way there’s enough power to magnify anything smaller than a bug. I wish there was a transmission-electron in here. Even an LVEM or something would be fine.”

      Ben simply stared back at her.

      “Sorry — this will have to work. It’s not going to get us all the way there, but it might be enough to measure chemical reactions and test for an antidote. Come here.”

      Ben stepped forward, and she reached for his arm. He pulled back, reacting involuntarily.

      “Chill. I’m not going to bite.” She reached again, and this time Ben let her lift his right arm and roll up his sleeve. “Dr. Fischer, would you mind helping me?”

      Malcolm jogged over to the corner of the room as Julie whipped out a strand of latex she’d found amongst the assortment of scientific equipment. She handed Ben’s arm to Malcolm, who held it precariously in front of him. As he held it, she tied the latex band around Ben’s upper arm, causing the veins to bulge as the blood became restricted.

      She then picked up a small syringe and poked it into one of the veins. The chamber began to fill with a deep crimson color.

      “Geez,” Ben said. “You didn’t test it for rabies or anything.”

      “Rabies is the least of your worries,” Julie answered, focusing on holding the syringe straight. “Besides, I doubt that would be the problem with these needles. God knows how long they’ve been here.” As a sort of flourish, she blew on the latex band and the syringe that was plunged into the vein. A thin veil of dust sprung from their surfaces, causing all three to blink and look away.

      “Ah, right. Seems perfectly safe.”

      She shushed him, then withdrew the syringe slowly from his arm.

      “How much do you need? Seems like overkill,” Malcolm said.

      “I don’t know how many units are left inside the bloodstream or if we’ll be able to see it at all. Plus, the virus is wearing off, as we saw earlier. I may not have time to extract more later, since the units might be working their way out.”

      She placed the cap on the syringe chamber and loaded another. This one, she stuck into her own arm, not bothering to check for a vein or tie off her upper arm.

      “Units?” Ben asked.

      “Like chickenpox,” she answered.

      Malcolm and Ben still didn’t understand.

      “I’m developing a hypothesis about it, but it’s pretty simple. Imagine a kid has chickenpox — the varicella zoster virus — and has a birthday party. Some kid comes to the birthday party and gives the birthday boy one unit of the virus. That unit multiplies — as viruses do — to a certain point, until the virus has physically manifested itself in the host’s body.”

      “Little red bumps all over his skin.”

      “Yes, exactly. But that’s it. It doesn’t ever really get worse than the bumps, though as you might remember, those bumps are bad enough. The virus has reached its ‘critical mass’ in the kid’s system. The units have reached their maximum exposure ratio, and they won’t — can’t — proliferate any more. But he’s still very contagious, too. Since the virus is at critical mass, every kid who comes over will probably get it, right?”

      “Unless they’ve already had it,” Malcolm said.

      “And then they’ll do the oatmeal baths and stuff and eventually the virus goes away,” Ben added.

      Julie nodded, removed the full syringe from her arm, and continued. “Well, this virus-bacteria is a bit different. Let’s say the kid was infected with a unit of this… stuff. Whatever it is. That one unit would reproduce and multiply into ten units, become contagious, and spread to other people, just like the chickenpox. They’d all get infected, it would grow to ten units in each of them, and they’d all be contagious — but still alive.”

      “So far, so good,” Ben said. “Except for the life-threatening rash.”

      “But, if the kid is infected with more than ten units initially, it’s over. He’s quarantined, but the effect is devastating — the virus is too much for the body to handle and will begin to shut down."

      “The body can’t handle more than ten units?” Malcolmasked.

      “Well, ten is an arbitrary number, but in this scenario, yes. Whatever number of units our virus needs to reach critical mass is the amount of virus that can ‘safely’ infect a person. Anything over that, and the host dies. Below that —”

      “And it reproduces itself up to that number but doesn’t go over,” Ben finished.

      Julie nodded. “That’s my hypothesis. After that, the virus naturally works its way out of the host’s system, rendering them immune to further attack.”

      Ben and Malcolm thought about this a moment. It made sense — hypothetical or not — and both men nodded their approval.

      “I’m guessing that whenever we were exposed to the disease, it was only a small amount,” Ben said. “Less than critical mass. It’s run its course and is now working its way out.”

      They heard the laboratory door slam shut, and all three turned to look. A tall, thin man stepped into view, smiling. “That’s exactly right, Mr. Bennett. What a precise deduction.”

      “Benjamin?” Julie asked, jumping up from her perch near the table and microscope. “What — how are you here?”

      “I was already on the way,” he responded, coming closer to them. “When I called, I was already in the area. I thought I’d check in with you in person, since our tech communication seems to be consistently ineffective.”

      Julie didn’t respond.

      “Don’t worry, Julie. Ben —” he turned to look at the third man in the room, hesitated for a split second, and frowned. “Mr. — I’m sorry, I don’t believe we’ve met.” Benjamin Stephens walked over to Malcolm and stretched out his hand.

      “Dr., actually. Dr. Malcolm Fischer.”

      “Right. Dr. Fischer. My apologies.” Stephens had the room completely focused on him, and he savored the moment. “Sorry for my intrusion. As I mentioned, I merely came to help. Julie, what can I do?”

      Julie thought about it for a few seconds. “You agreed with Ben when you walked in. Why? What do you know about the virus?”

      “Well, for starters, as I’m sure you’ve already discovered, it’s not actually a virus. Or, to be specific, it’s not only a virus.”

      “We’re past that already, Stephens,” Julie said. “How do you know that?”

      “Julie, my job is to collate and organize information. Every disease prevention authority in the country is working on the same thing you are. I saw a report yesterday that confirmed your theory of a viral-bacterial strain.”

      Stephens had stopped in front of a square table in the center of the room. He pulled out a folding chair from beneath it and sat down. He placed his arms on top of the table as he spoke. Trying to appear submissive, Ben noticed.

      “I also found out where the strain originated.”

      At these words, Malcolm stepped toward him, then halted.

      “The virus is the byproduct of an ancient extinct plant that was found inside Native American baskets in a Canadian cave. An unlucky Russian expedition found it and thus became the virus’s first modern casualties.”

      “Who told you that?” Malcolm asked, his voice low, almost a whisper. Ben reached out and held the man’s shoulder.

      “Again, it’s just some of the information that’s come across my desk.” Stephens turned and looked directly at Julie. “Julie, that’s why I’m here. I’ve been sending this stuff to you for days, but I know you haven’t been getting it.”

      She shook her head.

      “I sent it up to a lab, and they’ve been processing it with the CDC as well. From what we can tell, someone found that original strain, put some sort of protective ‘shell’ around it, and created the ‘super virus’ we’re now dealing with.”

      Stephens stood up, and Julie saw Ben cross his arms.

      “But like I said, I couldn’t get through to you. It seems like Brown found some sort of redirect on my account, but he didn’t set it up. Maybe Livingston —”

      “Livingston’s dead,” Julie said.

      Stephens was about to continue, but Julie’s words stopped him in his tracks. “Excuse me?”

      “Livingston,” Julie repeated. “He’s dead.”

      “But…”

      “They found him at his home, in his office. Suicide.”

      Stephens’ face seemed to scrunch a bit around the eyes, for the briefest amount of time. But as soon as Julie noticed it, it disappeared. She must have taken him by surprise.

      “You — you can’t be serious,” he said.

      “Stephens, I wouldn’t joke about this. You know that.” She turned to watch Ben’s and Malcolm’s reactions. Both men stood still, stoically gazing toward Stephens. They were watching his reaction, she realized.

      Stephens seemed to falter a bit, taking a step back. He grabbed the corner of a table and steadied himself. “But… but that…” his voice trailed off.

      “Stephens.” Julie’s voice was strained, but she tried to pull him back in. “Benjamin. I know it’s insane, but we have to keep moving forward.”

      He nodded.

      “Can you tell us the rest? What else do you know about the virus?”

      He swallowed, but began to speak. “Well, as you already know, our organization isn’t exactly swift when it comes to handling crises, but there have been a few departments that have had a little success modeling the strain and calculating its progression.” He walked back to the chair and sat back down at the table. Julie found a bottle of water and brought it over to him.

      “They found out that the agent works by infecting the bloodstream, but also the air around its host. It sort of ‘festers’ inside the host, releasing particulates through the skin — likely the reason we see a physical manifestation in the outer epidermis.”

      “The rashes and boils,” Julie said.

      “Right. So it spreads to a human host through the air — it doesn’t need direct contact with blood or fluids, just time and close proximity. Once it’s in the bloodstream, it moves to the internal organs, where it proliferates and reaches viral titre for contagion.”

      “What’s viral titre?” Malcolm asked.

      “Viral load. It’s like a concentration of the actual virus. The point at which the virus will infect enough cells to become contagious.”

      “The critical mass,” Julie added, explaining it to the two men standing next to her.

      “Exactly. The lab reported that anything below around 8,000 copies per milliliter of the virus is considered below the danger line. Above it, the host can’t contain the virus in its own body, and the strain tries to jump to another host within range. If it doesn’t jump and proliferate there, the initial host’s systems will shut down. If it can jump, it will, causing the titre to drop by half in both hosts.”

      “Does proliferation continue from there?” Julie asked.

      “It does, but only to that magic line of viral load — somewhere around 8,000 copies. If the load is higher than 16,000 when it jumps, though, both hosts have a concentration of higher than 8,000 cpm. The virus will continue to spread inside their systems, consuming cells and antibodies mainly, but also overloading vital organs.”

      “So the answer is to find a third host?” Malcolm asked. Ben was nodding along, trying to piece it together as Stephens explained.

      “Right. And then a fourth, fifth, and on, until the virus has equally spread through these hosts and the titre count drops below 8,000 in each.”

      “What happens then?”

      “We don’t know,” Stephens said. “But it dies on its own, somehow. Initial tests have shown that it starts to clear up within a day or two, and works its way completely out an infected host within a week.”

      “Ok, so we don’t have an antidote for it, yet. But we know that it goes away on its own?”

      Stephens nodded. “It does, but like I said, only when the concentration in the host is low enough. Under load, it will increase to the point of becoming contagious to others, but then stop, immunizing the host.” His eyes flicked to Malcolm. “Over the viral load, however, and it will completely destroy the host’s internal system.”

      “That’s good news, Stephens,” Ben said. “But we’re running out of time. This thing’s spreading around the country, and it’s not slowing down. Plus —”

      “The bomb,” Julie finished.

      “Right,” Stephens said, nodding. “The bomb. Any ideas as to where it is?”

      “No, not yet.”

      “Okay, well I can help. Julie, why don’t you and I —”

      “You’re not going anywhere with her,” Ben said, stepping forward.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re not leaving.” Ben said again.

      “Ben,” Julie said, coming up alongside him. “What’s the deal?”

      Stephens stood up from the chair again, frowning. He looked at Ben, scrutinizing him.

      Before he could react, Ben took another step forward and punched Stephens in the gut, hard. Stephens doubled over, trying to catch his breath.

      “Ben!” Malcolm ran toward him, but Ben held up his arm to halt his approach.

      “Stop — let me deal with this.” He turned back to Stephens. “What else do you do, Stephens?”

      “Wh — what are you talking about?”

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Who are you working with?”

      Julie became panicked as she looked between the two men standing in front of her. “Ben, wait, just —”

      Ben grabbed Stephens under the chin and hoisted him up straight. He delivered another blow to the man’s side. “It’s not just that you were suspicious to me from the beginning,” he said. “You came in here, somehow finding the road without, apparently, outside help. These back roads aren’t on any map, and we’ve specifically removed them from GPS data feeds to make sure wandering tourists don’t end up finding a back entrance to the park.”

      Julie watched the exchange, mouth agape.

      “I — it was the IT… Randall. He got me here. He helped me find —”

      “That’s not true,” Julie said. Ben looked at her, surprised. “Randy didn’t even know we were coming here. I didn’t tell him where we were going, and even if he tried to track me through my phone somehow, he wouldn’t be able to do in time to send you our coordinates until we were here. You showed up minutes after we arrived, Stephens.”

      Stephens’ eyes grew wide. “Seriously? You don’t think —”

      “Explain how you know so much about this virus,” Ben said. “You’re a research assistant, right? You collect research and deliver it to Julie?”

      Stephens’ nostrils flared, and he gritted his teeth.

      “And I saw the way you looked at Dr. Fischer when you mentioned ‘immunization.’ How did you know that he was immune?”

      “I didn’t!”

      “You did. I saw it in your eyes. You knew exactly who he was the moment you walked in here, didn’t you? You’ve seen him before!”

      Stephens’ eyes darted back and forth from Julie to Ben to Malcolm. Ben grabbed him again and started to swing his arm back. A slight smile escaped the side of Stephens’ mouth, and just as quickly, it vanished.

      Ben stopped, shocked. “You do know something, don’t you?”

      A look of anger washed over Stephens’ face. He spat.

      Ben punched him in the jaw, sending the man’s head hurtling backward as it absorbed the blow. Ben winced in pain, opening and closing his fist.

      Stephens didn’t react. He stared coldly back at Ben.

      Ben hit him again. Julie ran forward and grabbed his arm, trying to stop the attack.

      When Stephens’ head came back up this time, Julie saw a trickle blood dripping just next to his mouth.

      His smiling mouth.

      Stephens spat out a mouthful of blood, then spoke. “You just couldn’t figure it out, could you?”

      Julie was stunned. “What are you talking about?”

      He laughed. A chuckle, slowly rolling out of his bleeding mouth. “It’s too late anyway. Too late.”

      Ben looked at Julie, silently asking her what to do. She shook her head, and Ben dropped his hand.

      “It’s too late. Too late —”

      “Too late for what?” she yelled at Stephens.

      “You can’t save them. Couldn’t save them. Diana Torres, Charlie Furmann, David Livingston. And the others. You can’t save them now.”

      Ben took a step back. Stephens. It was him — the man who’d killed them. And Diana.

      His mother.
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      Julie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. There was Stephens’ confession, but mainly the unbelievable scope of what Stephens claimed he’d done. Following Julie’s threads of evidence and research to Diana Torres’ door, then to Charlie Furmann and Livingston. Anyone who’d gotten in his way had paid the ultimate price.

      Not to mention however many others they didn’t know about.

      Julie was beside herself. She’d worked with Stephens long enough to trust him, to even grow fond of him. He was a smart kid, and he worked hard.

      But he’d betrayed her.

      He’d betrayed them all.

      She didn’t know how to respond. Malcolm was also shocked, still recovering from Ben’s attack on Stephens. He slumped in the corner, leaning on the table Julie had been using as a lab table.

      Ben, however, did know how to respond. Julie watched as Ben laid into Stephens, landing punches as fast as his arms would allow. They weren’t targeted well, and many brushed Stephens’ head and shoulders. Ben lacked control, and he wasn’t putting much force into the blows. It was an emotional reaction, one Julie and Malcolm were both astonished to see.

      But it made sense.

      The man in front of her had killed Ben’s mother. He had been the cause of her infection and eventual death, all while Stephens led them through a dead-end maze.

      But why?

      The question nagged at her. She hadn’t noticed it the first time, focused instead on overcoming the initial shock of Ben’s accusation, and the subsequent revelation that he’d been right.

      Still, the question was there, and she had to know the answer.

      “Why?” she asked, softly. Then again, louder. “Why, Stephens?”

      He looked up at her, and Ben stopped swinging.

      “Why?”

      Ben stepped back, his breathing labored from the exertion, and also looked at Julie.

      Waiting for the answer.

      But Stephens only laughed, gurgling blood that had filled his mouth. He spat, a wry smile on his face. “It’s too late,” he said.

      “You mentioned that already. But I’ll make that decision for myself,” Ben said. “Where’s the bomb, Stephens? I know it’s in the park somewhere. In the caves, like you said on the phone?”

      “You’ll never find it,” he replied.

      “Stephens, please,” Julie said. Stephens just shook his head.

      “Like I said,” Stephens said, looking at each of them in turn. “It’s too late. America isn’t united enough to save itself.”

      Julie cocked her head. Where had she heard that before?

      “This country values freedom, but you and I both know that ‘freedom’ is a joke. We’re somewhere between a third-world country with a corrupt government and an overbearing corporation on the scale of how free we really are. Americans now hold on to every scrap of ‘freedom’ they can find, including their own individuality —”

      Ben stepped forward and punched Stephens again. “Where is the bomb?” he yelled.

      Stephens staggered backward, nearly losing his balance. He seemed dizzy, but remained standing. Then he looked up sharply. He started to laugh as he withdrew something from his coat pocket.

      The small glass cylinder was filled with a liquid of some sort, and a large hypodermic needle glinted in the fluorescent light of the lab room.

      Without warning, Stephens shoved the syringe into his arm.

      His eyes fell backwards into his head, but rolled forward again a few seconds later. He sniffed, then spoke. “As I said, Harvey, it’s too late. America is not united enough to save itself. It doesn’t matter now, whether you find your bomb or not.” Suddenly his mouth began to leak saliva, foaming around the edges. “I would leave, if I were you,” he continued. “This is a highly concentrated specimen of the strain, and I estimate there is less than a minute before I become contagious.”

      Julie winced as the virus visibly tore through the man’s body, ripping it apart from the inside out. She also winced at the meaning behind the man’s words.

      Highly concentrated specimen.

      Ben lunged forward, throwing Stephens’ body back against the far wall. Even with the virus destroying the man’s body, he still didn’t fall.

      “We’re immune, Stephens,” Ben said. “Remember?” He pulled the sleeve of his left arm up and held it up to Stephens’ face. “You took too long. The virus has already died out of our systems, and we’re now immunized to it. And Dr. Fischer —” Ben nodded toward the professor. “He’s been immune, but you already knew that, didn’t you?”

      Julie watched the exchange, piecing everything together. She thought through Stephens’ explanations; she considered the specific words he’d used.

      “Ben…” she tried to coax him backward, but Ben wasn’t listening.

      “You led us here, to our deaths, for what? For your amusement?”

      Stephens was smiling again, and he reached back into his pocket. “No,” he whispered.

      Ben frowned.

      “It was an experiment. My experiment. I told them no one would be able to figure it out, and that it was an embarrassment on our part to accomplish something so miraculous and not have the satisfaction of watching it unfold. Up close.”

      “So you let us figure it out?” Ben asked.

      “There will be nothing left,” he said. “America will be a barren wasteland, Harvey. The end is justified, but what about the means? What about my reward, knowing that my role has been fulfilled?” The man’s voice began rising, his face showing more and more emotion. “I was groomed — born — for this role,” he continued. “And I must get the satisfaction of knowing it was foolproof. I had to finish it here, to watch you die, just like the rest will.”

      Julie’s eyes widened as Stephens’ hand came out of his coat.

      “And no one is immune from death,” Stephens said, holding a gun up to Ben’s chest. He flicked off the safety, staring into Ben’s eyes the entire time. “You’ve performed your role admirably, Mr. Bennett. Now let me perform mine.”

      He pulled the trigger.

      Julie felt her body being pushed aside as a dark form rushed past her. She stared, helpless, as Ben’s body flew sideways toward the tables in the center of the room. She screamed, sprinting at Stephens as he aimed the second shot directly at her.

      She collided with Stephens headfirst, sending her forehead into the man’s sternum. She felt his lungs expand rapidly, involuntarily gasping for air. She kept moving forward, now back on her feet. She ran full-speed through the man’s slender body, lifting it off the floor and smashing it into the wall. Glass vials and beakers, along with a stack of neatly filed papers, exploded from their location along the back table and down onto the hard floor. The sound of breaking glass and chaos almost blocked out the sound of her own screaming.

      Almost.

      She reared back with her fists and pummeled Stephens, who was lying haphazardly across the table. She aimed for the same spot Ben had hit him earlier — just below his eye where a gaping wound was forming. She punched, again and again, and he eventually stopped moving.

      She took a step back, breathing heavily. Julie noticed that her coworker’s skin had begun to rise, as if he’d been filled with water like a balloon. She knew that the virus had moved completely through his body, but she was astonished at how quickly he’d reacted to it.

      There must have been a very heavy concentration of the virus inside that vial. The realization terrified her.

      Purplish welts had formed on his exposed skin, both from the virus and the bruising he’d received from Julie and Ben. She watched as his skin changed hue from a purplish tint to a lighter red, and finally noticed that his breathing had stopped. She waited another few moments and then checked his vitals.

      Dead.
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      Ben heard Julie say his name from somewhere behind him.

      “Ben…” it was forceful, yet hesitant. A warning.

      Still, he moved forward. He hadn’t felt emotions like these for over a decade, ever since his dad had been taken.

      “You led us here, to our deaths, for what? For your amusement?” he asked the questions pointedly, as if he already knew the answer. Did he?

      Stephens smiled. “No. It was an experiment. My experiment. I told them no one would be able to figure it out, and that it was an embarrassment on our part to accomplish something so miraculous and not have the satisfaction of watching it unfold. Up close.”

      Ben asked the next question carefully. He wanted to get closer, to try to subdue Stephens. “So you let us figure it out?” He took a step forward. Careful. He treated the situation like his many encounters with wild animals. Don’t approach directly when possible, but don’t move too quickly.

      Another step.

      Stephens kept talking, but Ben had already tuned him out. He was focusing on the hunt, trying to sneak his way into Stephens’ personal space. He knew Stephens wasn’t an animal, but that was to Ben’s benefit. Stephens was acting emotionally, based not on animal instinct but human perception. Ben could rely on a slower reaction time from him because of that.

      But as he planned his move, he caught sight of Stephens’ arm. It swung upward, cradling a weapon.

      “You’ve performed your role admirably, Mr. Bennett,” he heard Stephens say. “Now let me perform mine.”

      Ben tried to lunge forward, but he couldn’t get his mind to form the directions to send out to his body. It was happening slowly, as if he were watching a movie in slow motion. He felt his feet move, slowly at first, then more quickly.

      But not quickly enough.

      He’d never make it to Stephens in time. The gun rose a little more, now pointing at Ben’s chest.

      He thought he saw the muzzle of the pistol flash, a small bristle of fire lancing from its barrel, but his vision suddenly went white. He felt something, too, a crashing pain that hit him from his side, knocking him off of his feet.

      He was flying. Blinded and in pain, but he knew the sensation of vertigo. He tried to reach his arms out to stop the fall, but he had no idea if his arms had registered the order or not.

      Then he heard the explosion from the gun. It was louder than he thought it would be — he’d always been on the sending end of a gun barrel. It deafened him.

      Blind, in pain, and now deaf.

      And still falling.

      When he hit the ground, he felt another pain similar to the first. It started on his arm and shoulder, then his hip and leg.

      This can’t be right.

      It was a point-blank shot — how could Stephens have missed? He should have felt something in his chest.

      Right?

      He tried to blink, trying to convince his senses to return.

      Nothing but pain.

      Still, it was a dull pain — throbbing, but manageable. What happened?

      He breathed, now realizing he’d been holding his breath. His lungs struggled with the weight, trying to push it off of him.

      Why was there a weight on top of him?

      He began to see. First the lights of the lab creeped into his vision, then a darker shadow.

      A man’s face.

      Malcolm Fischer’s face.

      He gasped, pushing upward with his throbbing hands. The weight was the man’s body, and Ben used all his might to heave it up and off of him. He struggled for a few seconds until Malcolm fell to the side, freeing Ben.

      Ben sat up, blinking.

      When his vision fully returned, he saw Malcolm’s body lying next to his, upside down, in a crimson pool of blood.

      No…

      He reached out and felt behind the professor’s neck.

      Come on, he willed. Wake up.

      But then he saw the professor’s brown coat, wrapped around the older man. A small hole was leaking blood, almost dead-center in the man’s back.

      The exit wound.

      He heard sobbing and looked up. Julie was standing over him, tears falling from her face.

      “B — Ben,” she muttered. “I thought you…”

      Her voice trailed off as she finally saw Malcolm lying next to him.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered. “He — he saved you.”

      Ben just nodded. “Where’s Stephens?” Anger flashed behind his eyes, and he stood. He saw the man immediately, lying across a table against the wall, unmoving.

      She pointed to her coworker’s body. “I — I attacked him, but I think the virus had already done its job.”

      Again, Ben nodded. He gently stepped over Malcolm’s body and reached Julie, pulling her close. She began to sob, trying to talk. He wrapped a hand around the back of her head and slowly pushed her face forward, onto his shoulder. He stroked her hair, letting her cry.
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      The truck bounced over another pothole in the dirt road. Julie was again in the passenger seat, staring out the window. Every few seconds, she sniffed, holding back tears that she knew would eventually come.

      They’d left the lab a mess — two dead bodies, one extremely contagious, and both bleeding onto the white tiled floor. Ben had held her for a minute, slowly rocking her as they both waited in silence.

      Waited for nothing.

      No help would come, and she now felt the true realization of Stephens’ double-crossing.

      It had hit her hard, that first moment she understood.

      They were alone.

      As they stood there, she thought about the mess of it all. But as chaotic as it was, it was flawless. The execution of it, from the initial blast to the spreading virus, down to Stephens’ own arrogant desire to watch it unfold from a front-row seat.

      He’d told them everything. It was cryptic and difficult to understand, at best, but it was complete.

      He’d wanted it that way — to watch them suffer through the pain of searching, only to see their helpless eyes as he unleashed his weapon.

      His final move.

      Checkmate.

      She looked at Ben as he drove. “I can’t believe he knew, Ben. The whole time.”

      Ben nodded slowly. She saw his knuckles turn white as he gripped the wheel. “I know,” he said softly. “But there’s still something I don’t understand. The syringe — why’d he do it? I mean, inject himself with the stuff? He could have just shot us.”

      “No, that’s just it.” She frowned. “I figured it out right before he tried to shoot you.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. Ben — he’s the endgame. He’s the final piece.”

      “I know. He orchestrated the whole thing, and —”

      “No, Ben — he is part of the bomb.”

      Ben frowned, but quickly his eyes grew wide. “He’s…”

      “Stephens had to make sure he was in the park because he is supposed to be the final piece of the puzzle. Remember what happened when the first bomb went off? It sent a payload of the virus into the air, which contaminated a lot of the area. But this second bomb can’t carry that payload — it’ll be too big. And if it’s going to go off anywhere around that caldera —”

      “Then the eruption from the volcano beneath us will more than eradicate the strain.”

      “Right,” she said. “A bomb too small won’t destroy the underground structure enough to cause an eruption, but a bomb too big will just incinerate the payload.”

      “So,” Ben said, thinking aloud. “To make sure you get both the volcanic eruption and the virus to be spread, you have to place the viral payload far enough away from the initial blast that it’s safe from that explosion, but close enough to the caldera that the resulting eruption will send the payload into the atmosphere.

      “And Stephens is the viral payload.”

      Julie sighed. “Like I said, he’s part of the bomb.”

      “Then I need to find that bomb,” Ben said, “and you need to get out of the park.” He pushed the accelerator to the floor, and the truck swerved, barely missing a deep hole in the road.

      She looked over at him. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. I’m not letting you get anywhere near that eruption.”

      Julie stiffened her jaw, annoyed.

      “Ben, listen to yourself,” she said. “You’re not making any sense. You explained it to me, remember? If that bomb goes off, it starts a chain reaction. There’s no place in two hundred miles that’s safe.”

      Ben shrugged. “Still —”

      “No, Ben. Stop. Forget it. Where are you going to drop me off? Ten miles from here? Twenty? How much time are you going to waste trying to get me away from the blast zone? And how long do you think you have before the bomb actually goes off?”

      Ben started to answer, but instead turned the radio on. The news report was already in progress, and he turned up the volume. It was a computerized message, reading a pre-written response.

      “…Local police and SWAT teams on high-alert for riot activity, including looting. Please stay indoors, and remain out of contact with anyone outside of immediate family. Contaminated areas include as a southern border Las Cruces, New Mexico. Western border, Kansas City. Eastern border Reno, Nevada. CDC and FEMA have prepared quarantine stations at many metropolitan areas. Please visit www…”

      He turned the volume down again as Julie spoke.

      “It’s not true,” she said.

      “What?”

      “The report. The CDC can’t mobilize that many quarantines that fast. They’re just not set up for it. And FEMA… There’s just no way.”

      “At least they’re doing something,” Ben said.

      “What? What could they possibly be doing?” Julie asked, her voice growing emotional. “Stephens kept me in the dark the entire time, and he murdered the man who’s supposed to be at the front of this thing, keeping the investigation moving forward.”

      “Okay, well what do you want to do, then?” Ben asked. He slowed the truck.

      Julie thought for a moment. “We’re it, Ben. We’re the only people close enough to do anything about it. We’ve got to find that bomb, and fast. And don’t get any ideas about ditching me on the side of the road somewhere.”

      Ben looked at her for a minute, considering the offer. He nodded, then sped up again.
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      “How many potholes are on these roads?” Julie asked. “I’m seriously thinking about getting out and walking.”

      Ben smiled, for a moment forgetting the massive predicament they were in. “You know, you’ve got a fantastic ability to ignore the present circumstances and joke around.”

      She shot him a look. “You think I’m joking?” She made a show of readjusting herself on her seat, wincing in mock pain.

      “Sorry,” he said, shrugging. “I’m trying to stay off the larger park roads — it should be abandoned, but we can’t be too careful. Just hang on;, the lake’s coming up in a few minutes.”

      She groaned, but didn’t argue. Instead, she opened her laptop and connected to the wireless internet tethered from her cellphone. For a few minutes, she checked for new emails, updates on the spreading virus, and sent a few emails up the chain of command at the CDC. They both knew it was a long shot, as the CDC was already doing everything they could to stop the spread of the virus, and their ability to provide research support had been extremely stifled by Stephens’ work before. After a few minutes of clicking around, she closed the computer.

      “Try calling again?” Ben asked.

      “There’s no point,” she replied. “Anyone there is already deployed at a waypoint or helping with disaster relief. We need to get to an actual location, then —”

      “Julie, we’ve talked about this,” Ben said. “We can’t risk it. Like you just said, most of your teams are going to have already been deployed, or will be. And we don’t have the time to drive all the way there.”

      “I know, I know,” Julie said, exasperated. “It’s just… frustrating. I feel so helpless. I’ve always been the person to rush in, take charge, you know?”

      Ben smiled from the side of his mouth. “I do know. And what we’re trying to do out here is much more helpful than just driving to a CDC branch and talking to the office staff. There’s nothing that needs to happen back there yet. Let’s get this bomb taken care of, and we can go from there.”

      “But how do we even know where the bomb is?”

      “It’s under the lake,” Ben answered, his voice confident. As he said the words, a sign flew past on the right side of the road with the words “Yellowstone Lake - 1 Mile” printed on it.

      “Ben, Livingston’s already checked there. Remember? He sent a team of geologists and excavators through most of the caves in the region, and found that tunnel. If there was something there, he would have —”

      “Julie, Livingston didn’t tell you that.”

      “He did! He called, and —” she suddenly remembered what Ben was hinting at.

      Livingston hadn’t called — Stephens had.

      She bolted upright in the seat. “Stephens called, not Livingston. He only said Livingston had sent the team in, and he didn’t have any reason to be communicating with Livingston, which means…” She thought for a moment. “Which means he was lying. Ben, if he was lying, we could be heading in the wrong direction.”

      “But we’re not. We’re going exactly where Stephens told us to go. So far he’s double-crossed us at every step, but it’s been his information that’s gotten us this far. He even told us why — he wanted to watch us try to figure it out.” Ben looked at Julie. “If that bomb is actually somewhere in Yellowstone, we’re going to find it exactly where Stephens told us to look.”

      Julie knew he was right — it had to be right. “Yeah, why wouldn’t he just tell us exactly where it is? As insane as he was, he believed it was too late to do anything anyway.”

      She hoped Stephens wasn’t right about that.

      “So where is this cave, anyway?” she asked.

      Ben shook his head. “I don’t know. But there’s only one cave I can think of that’s long and deep enough to be a good spot. It has to be close enough to the surface that an explosion would penetrate, but deep enough to affect the magma area below the caldera. It’s a few miles around the lake, once we get there, but the cave isn’t terribly long.”

      “But he cut a tunnel into the side of it, right?”

      “Right, and we have no way of knowing how deep that is. But it’s wide enough that we can crouch or slide most of the way through, and there aren’t any major forks. We’ll know right away if we see a manmade tunnel.”

      Ben pulled the truck to the left as the road took a dogleg turn, then he sped up again. This section of the road was considerably better than the one they’d been on, with a gravel base and fewer potholes and bumps. As he aimed the vehicle down the center of the one-lane drive, he couldn’t help but notice the immense beauty of the surrounding country.

      This land had been his only home for over a decade. Diana — his mother — had tried for years to bring him and his brother together again under one roof, but she’d failed.

      Or, rather, he’d failed her.

      After his father died, Ben did the only thing that felt right. He ran away. At the time it hadn’t felt like running away, though, as much as it felt like running toward something. This something was staring down at him as he drove through it.

      The trees, pine and spruce, scraping at the ceiling of the sky, their tops ripping into the vast blue and white. The forest floor, which had acted as his bed for so many nights he couldn’t count them, and the soft prickle of the needles that littered the ground and crunched when he walked.

      And the smell.

      That forest, deep-green, fresh, alive smell.

      The smell was the biggest reason he’d settled here, and he swore he’d never live another day without it. Whether it was a mountaintop in Colorado, the sweeping forests of Yellowstone, or his secluded cabin in Alaska, as long as that smell was there when he arrived, he could live anywhere.

      But it saddened him that he wasn’t there now — home — wherever it was. Even though he was in his own backyard, driving like a madman over roads he was intimately familiar with, he wasn’t truly home.

      He wasn’t sure what was missing, what had changed.

      He looked again at Julie and saw her gazing back at him.

      What’ was missing?

      The question rose again.

      What’ was missing?

      He silently tried to answer it, to make it go away. But it didn’t — it wouldn’t. He tried again, and failed.

      Ben suddenly realized it wasn’t a question he as asking about his own life — that question had already been answered. Instead, this question was about their mission, about the task at hand.

      What’ was missing?

      As he posed the question again, emphasizing different beats, different syllables of each word, the answer struck him at once.

      The reason.

      He turned his head sideways, chewing on that answer. The reason was missing.

      The reason Stephens had done it. He wasn’t being paid — he’d given his life for the cause. It couldn’t have been about money, at least not for him. And he wasn’t just a murderer, a basket case with a chip on his shoulder.

      There was something more.

      Something, Ben realized, they should have already figured out.

      A chill came down the back of Ben’s neck as he gripped the steering wheel tightly, all of the possible solutions to the problem suddenly pouring through his mind.

      The plan was, Ben had to admit, all but perfect. If Stephens hadn’t fed them every scrap of information they currently knew, they’d be no better off than the CDC and the rest of the population. They’d be lost, looking for a needle in a haystack.

      No, they wouldn’t even know to look — Stephens was the one who’d told them there was a second bomb. Why had he gone through all the trouble to stage a massive terrorist plot against an entire nation, to then simply die alone?

      Even if he was working with a larger organization, as Malcolm had suggested, why make it a point to have witnesses for his suicidal last stand?

      To simply die alone?

      “Shit,” he whispered. He whipped the truck around, barely coming to a stop. Gravel flew out from the truck’s tires, spraying the trees and bushes growing next to the road and sending birds clamoring out of the way.

      The computer on Julie’s lap slammed against the car door as she shrieked and grasped at the ceiling-mounted handle.

      “What the hell?” she shouted, trying to fight the centrifugal force of the truck’s rotation. “Ben, what’s going on?”

      To die alone.

      That was the reason. That had always been the reason.

      No, the answer.

      That had always been the answer.

      Stephens was talking to him, communicating to them still, from beyond the grave.

      “Ben?”

      He wanted them to feel his pain — the very real, human, pain. Isolated, gripping, terrifying pain.

      Alone.
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      “The lithosphere of the Earth, consisting of the Earth’s crust and upper mantle, is normally just under one hundred miles thick. The outer shell of crust makes up what our entire planet lives on, either on land, in the air, or beneath the sea.”

      The Indian man’s voice crackled through the station’s tube TV, the color long since faded. Officer Darryl Wardley wondered why no one had bothered to change it out, or at least have it fixed.

      Could you even fix tube TVs?

      He thought about the question, finding it genuinely more interesting than this dark-skinned man with glasses on TV talking about stuff he’d long since forgotten. He’d pulled the desk shift this evening, but with the mass hysteria keeping everyone insanely busy lately, it was a welcome rest. He blinked, once again concentrating on the TV.

      “This shell is typically between three and five miles thick beneath the Earth’s surface, and closer to thirty-five miles thick on land.

      “The crust section of the lithosphere below the Yellowstone Caldera in Yellowstone National Park is less than two miles thick, meaning that the upper mantle, full of molten rock and magma, is extremely close to the surface. This ‘hotspot’ is one of only a dozen on Earth, and means that the extreme temperatures found within the Earth are much closer to the surface.”

      Again, boring. He wondered if there was a game on — maybe baseball, since they always played. If not, there might be a decent hockey game rerun on ESPN, but he’d have to get up to change the channel. Why can’t we afford a Universal Remote Control? He’d been around long enough to know that it wasn’t anyone’s job, so it had probably just never gotten done. He made a mental note to pick one up at Walmart the next time he was there.

      “The last time this caldera erupted was over 640,000 years ago, and the blast was large enough to send ash as far away as the Pacific coast, some of the plains states, and even the Gulf of Mexico.” As the man spoke, the station had superimposed a slide showing a map of the western United States, covered by a red oblong shape — the volcano — and a lighter shaded section labeled “Ash Zone.”

      “Yellowstone has experienced a massive volcanic eruption just about every 600,000 years, and the prior eruptions — 1.3 million and 2.1 million years ago, respectively — were even larger. Actually, because of this fantastically large land area, the Yellowstone Supervolcano is considered to be the largest active volcano in the world.”

      Officer Wardley frowned. Volcanoes were huge smoking mountains, he thought. But as he considered the park’s many geologic features, including geysers, hot springs, and smoking fissures in the ground, he changed his mind. Maybe there was a volcano under there after all. His family — wife and three kids — and he had spent many summer vacations there, since it was so close. Only a few hours away, and they’d had numerous friends over the years to travel with.

      The Indian man, Dr. Ramachutran, continued explaining the seismic activity that could be found at the park. “It was extremely lucky that this bomb went off where it did, and not closer to the caldera’s center, and that it was not larger. The right explosion could do more damage than a simple blast — it could potentially fracture the already delicate infrastructure of the plates holding the magma below at bay. In fact, since many scientists believe that Yellowstone is due for an eruption, a blast of a certain size could jumpstart this timeline.”

      Wardley sat up in his chair, no longer daydreaming. He saw for the first time another person on the television, this time a woman in a red dress, obviously the interviewer. She asked a few questions, which the man answered one at a time.

      “To put in perspective how large this volcanic eruption will be, consider the Mt. St. Helens eruption in 1980, which we no doubt all remember. Yellowstone’s volcano would be on a force magnitude of 2,500 times that size. It would send ash more than thirty miles straight up into the atmosphere, blocking out the sun and most likely causing the planet’s global temperature to plummet.

      “But this ash would be a long-term problem. For the people within five to six hundred miles of the actual eruption, all life will be either incinerated instantaneously or consumed by pyroclastic lava flows that move at high speeds. The western half of the United States might simply cease to exist, but the effects to the global economy and that of humanity in general will be devastating.”

      The woman made a remark about the man’s dire explanation, calling into question the confidence he had in his prediction.

      “This is not speculation, mind you. It is scientific fact. Volcanologists and geologists have long been hard at work predicting not if this eruption will take place, but when. There is a strong possibility that we will be without an eruption for the next 1,000 years, and even 10,000 years, but there is no definitive way to understand the dynamics at play beneath the surface of the Earth.”

      The woman turned away from the man and spoke to the camera.

      “You heard it yourself. Dr. Ramachutran is an esteemed volcanologist and the author of numerous books on the subject. With the increased interest surrounding the explosion at Yellowstone National Park only days ago, and of course the terrible virus that is spreading throughout the United States that is believed to have been initiated by that same explosion, we wanted to bring you a special edition feature for tonight’s newscast that examined the Yellowstone Caldera.

      “In a moment, we will return to your regularly scheduled programming after a brief update from our disaster relief team regarding the enigma strain virus.”

      The woman’s face was replaced by a handsome man in his mid-fifties, with perfectly combed salt-and-pepper hair. He was smiling, but Officer Wardley had worked with people long enough to know the man on the television was holding in a certain amount of fear. Possibly panic.

      “The enigma strain virus is still eluding the nation’s best researchers, though we are told that a breakthrough is imminent. As you have no doubt already heard, please stay indoors, lock your house, and do not venture out for any reason. Stay isolated, and do not physically interact with anyone other than your immediate family…”

      Wardley scoffed at the man on TV. The anchor was stuck at work, just like him. How many others were out there, stuck at their jobs, explaining their own demise to the rest of their species? Wardley had already fielded calls from three of his fellow officers — two accounts of looting and one small riot gang making its way up and down the main street of town. Even for a small city, the crazies somehow seemed to be the majority.

      He got up to refill his coffee — he’d need another pot of it before the night was over — when the phone rang.

      He growled, then sat back down. “Officer Wardley, Sheridon County Police, how may I assist you?”

      He frowned as he heard the explanation on the other end of the line. “Excuse me, you’re going to need to slow down. You said you’re in Yellowstone right now?”

      The voice yammered on. “Son,” Wardley said. “You need to get out of the park. There’s a virus —”

      But the voice continued. Wardley’s heartbeat rose slightly. He was not fond of being yelled at, especially by a civilian. “Listen, Bennett, I don’t care if you’re a park ranger or not — you need to get out of that area.”

      He started to explain their protocol regarding a refugee from a disease-infected area as he pulled out a regional map that had the quarantine checkpoints and stations marked in highlighter, but the man on the phone interrupted him again.

      He was starting to get really angry.

      “Bennett, I’m not going to ask you —”

      He paused.

      “Sorry, what?”

      Bennett spoke again.

      “There’s another bomb? And you’re sure of it?” He listened to Bennett explain, for the third time, what he wanted Wardley to do, and then he slammed the phone down onto the receiver.
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      Officer Darryl Wardley’s police cruiser, a 2006 Dodge Charger, raced down the highway at ninety miles an hour. He would have gone faster if it wasn’t for the handful of stray vehicles disobeying the now government-mandated house arrest for every citizen spread out on the open road.

      Wardley’s comm had squawked out just about every excuse in the book as he’d listened in on his fellow officers’ 11-95s. Most of the civilians were heading to and from the supermarkets for last-minute supplies, or checking in on family and friends who hadn’t responded to their phone calls. One deranged man had even admitted he was on a joyride; he’d never seen so little traffic on the highway, and he wanted to take advantage of it.

      Most of the civilians, with the exception of the wannabe race car driver, were let off with nothing but a warning and a stern reminder that they were supposed to be inside. The federal government, after all, hadn’t issued a formalized process notice explaining what the local officers were supposed to do with 11-95s out and about against mandate. Wardley’s comrades were driving blind, simply pulling people over, asking them for their license and registration — nothing but a formality these days, anyway — and then letting them go after they heard the driver’s excuse.

      Wardley was glad he wasn’t on patrol duty tonight. Nothing but a bunch of crazies and nut jobs taking advantage of the fact that most of the United States government was busy trying to figure out this virus.

      Still, driving ninety miles an hour down an almost-abandoned highway felt an awful lot like being on duty, and he sighed as he checked his reflection in the rearview mirror.

      Disheveled salt-and-pepper hair, deep-set brown eyes, and eyebrows that could use a trim were part of the face staring back at him. Wardley tried to understand why he looked so exhausted. Maybe it was age. He’d slept just before his shift, no more than five hours ago. But he felt physically, emotionally, and mentally drained.

      After the call from Bennett at Yellowstone, he’d called a few of his superiors at the station, including two that were out on patrol already. He told them what he’d learned from Bennett, explaining that he had no proof that any of it was true, then waited for the inevitable tongue-lashing as his commanding officers showed him all of the reasons why the madman in the park was just looking to start a fight, and there was no bomb.

      Surprisingly, however, Wardley met little resistance. It seemed as though the officers wanted to do something other than drive around the area, looking for idiot grocery shoppers and insane joyriders. They all agreed to meet him at the park, and one told him to place a general wide-band call to ask for even more backup.

      It must be the solitude, Wardley thought. The virus was all anyone was talking about lately, and they all knew that driving around the area just outside the infection zone was the equivalent to suicide, whether it was part of their job description or not. Maybe playing a more active role in figuring out what all of this mess was helped assuage their fears.

      Or maybe it was just their ego, their testosterone-laden desire to do something, even if that something was guided by a guy they never met, begging for help at a park they had no jurisdiction entering.

      Five miles later, Wardley was entering that exact park. He slowed the cruiser a bit and caught up to another officer in his department, rolling down his window as he pulled up.

      “Think we’ll get sick going in here?” Hector Garcia asked, before Wardley even stopped.

      “If we were, we’d have gotten it thirty miles ago. The radius is growing, even this far north.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been listening. Crazy stuff, man. I guess we’d better hope this Bennett guy wasn’t messing around.”

      Wardley nodded, then looked down the road at the park. He wondered if Bennett was right. It could be that easy. Wardley realized that an easy answer was probably the real reason his fellow policemen had jumped at the opportunity to get their hands dirty. They’d all signed on for different reasons, but one they all had in common was the simple desire to right wrongs.

      And finding the viral payload delivered by a second bomb was certainly in the category of “righting wrongs.”

      “I don’t think he is,” Wardley said. “I had Jones pull a background check on anyone matching the ID he gave, along with his job title at the park. It’s a long shot, but if the match he found is, in fact, our guy, he’s clean as a whistle. Pretty much off the grid as long as he’s been alive.”

      “Yeah, I don’t see what could be in it for him, if there’s something else going on. This late in the game, with the virus pretty much unstoppable, it’s not like a few cops are going to further his cause. I’d bet he’s telling the truth.”

      “Let’s get inside, then. I told you everything he gave me, and crazy as it sounds, if it’s true, we’ve got to get moving.”

      “Roger that. I’ll keep the radio open in case we get some more volunteers.” Officer Garcia paused, then met Wardley’s gaze. “If I don’t see you on the other side, man, take care.”

      Wardley knew what he meant, but he corrected him anyway. “If we go anywhere, we’ll be on the same side, Garcia.”

      Garcia chuckled. “Hopefully it’s the good side, then.”

      Wardley rolled his window back up and accelerated. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Garcia do a quick cross sign with his fingertips, then accelerate his own vehicle to follow behind him.

      He hoped Bennett was right.

      They needed him to be right.
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      “Ben, what are we looking for?” Julie asked. They’d now been in the truck for almost two hours, first heading toward the massive lake that made up the central area of Yellowstone National Park, then back toward the edge of the park where a string of campsites sat.

      Julie’s back hurt, and she shifted in the seat and tried, in vain, to get comfortable again. She felt like she’d never spent so many hours in one place, much less in a vehicle. Never a fan of driving, she was growing more and more annoyed with every passing minute.

      But every time she opened her mouth to complain about a speed bump, pothole, or razor sharp turn that Ben forced them over much too fast, she remembered why they were here. What they were trying to accomplish.

      A little discomfort in exchange for fixing this terrible massacre.

      It was a fair trade, she decided.

      Ben hadn’t answered, and she repeated the question. What was he thinking about? They’d left the lake shore fifteen minutes ago, and she saw the signs for the campground announcing their impending arrival. Why was he so driven now and acting so strange?

      “Ben,” she said again. “What’s up?”

      He finally glanced over, but only for a brief instant before he realized he’d need to focus on the road if was going to maintain their current pace.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I — It’s just…” he frowned.

      “What?”

      “Nothing… I mean, I don’t know yet. I have a theory, but I need to check some of these campsites first.”

      He said the words flatly, almost commanding, as if he felt the conversation was over.

      Julie felt the opposite. Why did they need to find a campsite? What was the theory? And why was it important enough to abandon their plan to find the bomb?

      She didn’t ask any more questions. She’d never seen Ben focus so intently on his goal, and she didn’t want to distract him. She examined the man sitting next to her. His forehead glistened with sweat, even though the cab was icy from the blasting air conditioning. As they drove, Ben pulled up an internal list of registered campers who’d booked a campsite for that week, using his phone. He scrolled through a few pages, then clicked off the screen, satisfied.

      They reached the first of the line of campsites spread around both sides of the road, each marked with a short driveway and a wooden sign with a number painted on it. These sites, Julie realized, were meant for what Ben had called “luxury camping.” People who thought roughing it meant sleeping in a pop-up trailer or RV, spending the evenings by a controlled fire inside a ring of rocks, with running water piped in through the park’s small but reliable water supply. Many of these sites even had electricity, meant to plug the RVs into a power source that didn’t need to run on batteries.

      Julie wasn’t much of a camper, and it looked like it would have been rough enough for her, even with the RVs and pop-ups. Ben wasn’t like most people. He would have been happy sleeping on a bed of pine needles.

      Ben slammed on the brakes in front of the first site, then hopped out of the truck. The tree cover cast shadows over the road and campsites, making it nearly impossible to see far into the sites. He ran to the fire ring, spinning in a circle as he searched for whatever he was looking for.

      Julie opened the door to help, but Ben was already running across the street to check the second site.

      “Ben, what are you looking for?” Julie asked. She knew better than to expect an answer, but was surprised when he yelled back to her.

      “Anything. I’m looking for anything that doesn’t belong. In these first three sites.”

      She shrugged and ran to the third site. I can find that.

      The third site was different than the first two, and she noticed it right away. Here, the driveway had tire tracks in it from a large vehicle. She wasn’t nearly good enough to tell what kind of vehicle, but she could easily see that the car or truck had exited the driveway quickly. The tracks widened as they hit the street, a sign that the vehicle had slid on the loose gravel and dirt as it sped up and turned. She investigated the tracks for a few more seconds, then looked up at the rest of the site.

      The ring of rocks at the center of the site was a deep black, as if smoke had blackened them as a fire inside died out. There were no coals or bits of wood, but she thought she could smell the faint scent of charred ash from a recent fire. She walked over to it, examining everything in sight.

      There.

      “Ben,” she called out. She stepped around the ring and walked toward a picnic table that sat at the far side of the campsite, right where the site ended and the line of thick pines began again.

      She heard footsteps behind her and turned to see Ben running toward her. She pointed at the picnic table.

      He nodded, continuing past her, and stopped at the bench of the table. Sitting atop the two planks of wood was a small picnic cooler.

      “Were you able to talk to Randy?” he asked.

      She was surprised by the question — they were searching for something in the campsites, and he wanted to know about Randall Brown? She’d called just after they left the lake and left a message.

      “Yes, he sent me a text a few minutes ago. He said he’s fifteen minutes from here, and he’s got the maps.”

      Ben whipped around to look at her. “What? He’s here?”

      She nodded. “I guess he wanted to help…”

      He stiffened a bit but didn’t say anything. Julie guessed the thoughts that were going through his mind — they were the same ones that she had been struggling with when she got the text. Why are you coming to a highly contagious outbreak area, risking your life to find something we don’t even understand? Not to mention the bomb…

      But she knew Randy well enough to know that he couldn’t sit back and watch as the world came down around him. He’d stepped up before for far less important cases. Julie knew his wife would be beyond upset with his rash actions, but she also knew Randy wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      If he said he was coming to help, they’d better be ready for him to help.

      Ben focused again on the cooler. He slowly stepped toward it. She saw his chest rise and fall, breathing heavily. Julie wondered if it was due to the exertion of running around the campsites or from something else.

      From something inside the cooler.

      “Ben,” she said, then stopped. What was she going to say? “Be careful?” What did she expect to find in the cooler? A bomb?

      He ignored her and slowly unzipped the lid. The cooler was like one of the small six-pack coolers that Julie owned, with a zippered lid and a few pockets around the sides.

      “It’s placed right where it needs to be,” Ben whispered.

      Julie stared at him.

      “Far enough away from the blast, but still close enough to be affected by the eruption.”

      Julie looked down at the top of the cooler as Ben pulled it open.

      He stepped back as a cloud of white powder rushed out of the vessel, filling the airspace in front of their heads.

      “Shit,” she said. The powder — no doubt the contagion mechanism itself — was piled inside the cooler, filling it halfway to the top. The dusty substance crept out of the container slowly, like smoke from yesterday’s fire.

      “Yeah,” Ben said, closing the lid again. He stepped back another step and turned to Julie. “That’s what I thought. I’d bet there are more — a lot more.”

      “You mean at other campsites?” she asked.

      He nodded. “There are campsites all around the lake, not to mention miles of open land for backpackers and survivalists to set up camp. I don’t know how much of this stuff they planned to release into the air, but I’d guess you’d want more than a half-cooler full to get the job done right.”

      “And it’s far enough away from the bomb’s blast out here?”

      “That’s my guess — leave the cooler here when you leave the campsite for the evacuation and…” He stopped to look back toward the road. “You can’t see it from the road, meaning my crew would have just driven past, not looking for anything but people and vehicles that stayed behind.”

      “Right,” Julie said. She saw what Ben was talking about. The picnic table would be all but invisible from the camp road, and even if you were looking for manmade objects like the cooler, it would be sheer luck to see it perched on the bench from the inside of a moving vehicle. “And I’m guessing that the bomb will blow out the bottom of the lake, as well as the top of the caldera, meaning that the eruption will pick up the cooler and spread the virus that way.”

      “Maybe. A large eruption would incinerate anything within miles, almost immediately. But I’d bet they’ve thought of that already, and the cooler’s insulation, combined with the virus/bacteria shell, would be enough to keep most of the cells safe through the blast.” He picked up the cooler and zipped the lid shut.

      Ben had started walking back toward the truck, and Julie followed beside him. “What now?”

      “Well, now that we know what we’re looking for, it should be easier. Those cops should be here any minute now, and they’ll call when they’re close. I’ll let them know what to check for at the main sites around Yellowstone, and to make sure they don’t open the containers.”

      Julie thought about their own situation. The virus had fully run its course through their bodies, rendering them both immune to its effects. But the police officers weren’t as lucky. They knew what they were getting into, and that it was likely a one-way trip for them.
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      They all met at the road that stretched between the lake and the campsites where Ben and Julie had found the first cooler. Five officers, Ben, Julie, and Randy. As they gathered, Ben stepped forward and introduced himself, Julie, and Randy, then delivered his remarks.

      “First, thank you all for being here. I won’t take any time to explain the dire situation, as I know you all are fully aware.” Nods all around. “Second, this is likely the end of the road for us. I’m not much of a speech guy, so I’ll just leave it at that. Feel free to turn around and head back the way you came.”

      No one moved.

      “Okay, then, here’s the deal,” Ben continued. “We found a cooler containing what can only be a powder form of the viral agent. It was on a picnic table at a campsite not far from here.”

      Some of the officers displayed an air of confusion, but Ben explained why they believed it was placed where it was, as well as why he thought there would be more around the park. “That’s why you’re here. We’re dealing with a ticking time bomb, literally, and the largest outbreak of a deadly disease since the Spanish Flu. If you have anyone you can call for support, get them here. We need bodies, and we need them fast.”

      Some of the officers were nodding in approval, and others were already taking their phones out of their pockets and preparing a string of text messages to their groups.

      “Start with the list I emailed to Officer Wardley. It’s a list of the registered single campers and their designated sites. Julie and Randy will split up with two of you,” Ben said, ignoring Julie’s surprised and upset expression. “I’m going to find that bomb.”

      Two officers spoke at once. “You know where it is?”

      “I don’t, but I have an idea,” Ben answered. “Randy brought me some maps he pulled from our staff web access point of the underground cave systems below Yellowstone Lake and the surrounding area. Most aren’t very big, if I remember correctly, but a few could be deep enough and long enough to be a good spot to set up a bomb.”

      “Why don’t we go with you? At least a couple of us,” one of the officers asked.

      “Because we need all hands on deck identifying these caches around the park. It’s a lot of land to cover — over one hundred individual sites, and I have no idea how much time we have left. If I can’t get to the bomb in time, this place turns into a lava field within seconds. We have to make sure that that’s all it is — not a contagious spawn point for a massive disease as well.”

      Again, some of the officers nodded. “What do we do with the caches?”

      Ben shrugged. “I don’t know if it will be enough, but if we can get them to the lake, around ground zero for any type of explosion or eruption, we should be able to keep the disease from spreading when it happens.”

      Julie, still reeling from Ben’s abandonment, turned to face him. “Ben, you’re saying that we need the eruption to take place?”

      “No, but we do need the bomb to go off. I can’t diffuse it, and there’s definitely not enough time to get a bomb squad out here. If I can get it up to ground level, though, the explosion will detonate at the surface of the lake and into the atmosphere, rather than force the caldera open.”

      Julie stepped back, shocked. She suddenly realized the full extent of Ben’s plan. He was sending her away as a last-ditch effort to keep her alive.

      “Okay, that’s it. Keep your radios on and check in when you can.” Someone threw Ben a walkie-talkie, and he set it to their designated channel. “Let’s go!”

      Immediately, the small crowd dispersed, each heading back to their vehicles. Randy tagged along with a short, portly officer and stepped into the man’s passenger seat.

      “Ben, I’m going with you,” Julie said.

      Ben was already walking the other direction, trying to ignore her. Her stubborn nature immediately sprang into life.

      “Ben! I’m going with you,” she said again.

      “You’re not.”

      “I am. And if you try to stop me, I’ll —”

      “What?” Ben yelled, whirling around to face her. His face was red, his eyes bloodshot. He looked a mess, and it stopped Julie in her tracks.

      “I…” she started again.

      Ben’s nostrils flared as he tried to control his emotions. He looked at Julie, a few inches shorter, standing in front of him. “What?” he said. His voice wavered slightly.

      She didn’t speak.

      Ben grabbed her by the arms and pulled her toward him. He leaned down and kissed her, not letting go. She stood dead still for a few seconds, taken by surprise, then gently fell into him.

      She tried to say something, but he pressed his lips harder to hers. She felt warmth crawling up her spine, taking over the steel resolve she’d felt moments ago. He released her arms, and she quickly entangled them around his waist, hugging him tightly.

      Finally, he pulled back and looked into her eyes. She saw tears forming in his, and he blinked them back.

      “You’re not going with me,” he said softly.

      She nodded, biting her lip. “I know. But you’re coming back, Ben. Understand? You’re coming back.”

      He swallowed, taking one last look at Julie, then turned to the truck and got inside. He revved the engine and drove away, leaving Julie standing in the road.

      In the rearview mirror, he saw a police cruiser pull up beside her and wait for her to open the passenger door. As she got into the vehicle, she looked once more at the trail of dust behind her truck as it disappeared over the small hill.
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      Ben reached the first cave on his list in record time. He wasn’t sure anyone had ever driven that fast over the weathered roads crisscrossing the park. He sure hadn’t. It was all he could do to keep the truck on the center of the road, hoping that no wildlife jumped in front of the moving battering ram.

      The cave was off to his left, and he could easily see the markers from the road. A few stakes in the ground with brightly colored plastic strands marked the location as one of the park’s future tourist attractions. It hadn’t been fully excavated yet, nor had it been assessed by the park’s surveying crews.

      But Ben didn’t care about any of that. He needed to find the actual cave, get inside, and find that bomb.

      What would it even look like? He wasn’t sure he’d ever even seen a bomb in real life. And it certainly wouldn’t look anything like they did in the movies. Would it? As he exited the vehicle, he grabbed a heavy flashlight he’d borrowed from one of the cops and tested it.

      He found the entrance behind a large bush, and he pushed the prickly strands away from his face as he crouched to the low hole below the rocks. It was a tight fit. His large frame was going to have a difficult time navigating the cramped space, not to mention the sharp protrusions of rock he could see breaking out of the otherwise smooth walls.

      He sighed. Julie would fit.

      He forced the thought out of his mind and slid through the entrance.

      It was much tighter than he’d initially thought. His shoulders scraped against the rocks as he sucked in his gut and slid farther. He breathed in slowly, noticing the space grow even smaller, then exhaled. As he did, he slid once more, gaining another six inches.

      This could take a while.

      He repeated the inhale-exhale-slide process another twenty times and suddenly found himself in a larger hole. Still small, but he now had room to maneuver through the cavern. Still, he found it hard to believe someone could cram a body and a bomb through this tunnel, but it didn’t matter. He had to find it. If it could even possibly be in this cave, he would search the entire thing.

      A few more feet and the space opened up again, this time large enough for him to crouch. He crawled forward on his hands and knees, careful to dodge the small rocks and sticks that had collected on the cave floor, ready to stab his knees as he slid past.

      For twenty solid minutes, he slid, crawled, and hunched his way through the tunnel, and for twenty solid minutes his only concern was finding that bomb and hoping there were more than twenty minutes on its countdown clock.

      “Har— nett.” The radio he’d clipped to the back of his belt crackled to life. “—Ennett. Do — read, over.”

      He stopped, grabbed the radio and tried to send a response. “This is Bennett. Harvey Bennett. You’re breaking up, but I read you, over.”

      He waited for a response, but none came. Ben checked the radio for battery — less than a quarter remaining, but enough to receive and send a signal — and the antenna. Everything seemed to be in working order, so he clipped it back onto his belt and continued on down the gently sloping decline of the cave.

      If it’s important enough, I’ll hear it when I get back to the surface. We have to find this bomb.

      But another ten minutes of slowly moving downward proved to be useless. Eventually, the cave narrowed down to a funnel shape, and he found forward motion growing more and more impossible.

      Shit, he thought. This can’t be it.

      He’d wasted thirty minutes, at least, searching for this cave and diving down it head-first. There was nothing in front of him suggesting that the roof had fallen in, nor was there any sign of prior human contact with the rocks and walls of the cavern. For all he knew, he was the first person to ever set foot in the place.

      He shimmied backward, painstakingly moving uphill feet-first, waiting until the cave widened enough for him to turn around and exit.

      It had been a massive waste of time, but Ben realized there was something more devastating about it.

      There would not be enough time to spend thirty minutes in each of the caves.

      He couldn’t hail the rest of the team and pull any of them off their search, either. If the bomb detonated, he had to hope the contagion would be close enough to the lake to be incinerated by one of the blasts.
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      It took him longer to go back up the tunnel, even after he’d turned around, than it did for him to descend. He was tired, frustrated, and — a new feeling that had just recently begun to wash over him — afraid.

      Afraid of not getting to the bomb in time.

      Afraid for the officers and volunteers racing throughout the park to find the virus caches.

      And most of all, afraid for Julie.

      He felt responsible, at least in part, for her involvement. Sure, she’d been near Yellowstone anyway, working on a CDC-sanctioned project, but she might have been called off it if it hadn’t been for his bright idea to get his mother involved.

      Now she was every bit in danger as he was, and it was worse that they weren’t together.

      The thought struck him as it rattled through his mind.

      There was something between them, but he wasn’t quite sure what to call it.

      And did she feel the same way? How could he ask her if he ever got the chance?

      He crawled along, the ridiculous thoughts spinning through his head. He was a mess. Ben had had a few flings here and there, mostly with other park staff, many of whom were seasonal and changed every summer. None were serious, and none made him feel the same way Julie did.

      And what way is that? he asked himself.

      He could see the opening of the cave now, just barely. It was every bit as covered by brush and trees as when he’d entered, but thanks to a sliver of light shining through, he knew he was close. He pushed off the rock floor and crouched, trying to move faster.

      “—Bennett, report. — Hear me?”

      The words were stuttered, but he figured out what they’d asked. He pulled the radio from its clip and answered. “Hey, I’m here — just finished exploring the first cave, and nothing.” He waited, then added, “Over.”

      “You’re cut— out…” then, “We’ve — three caches in about — sites.” Ben listened, interpreting the broken chatter. Three virus caches in some number of sites they’ve searched, he thought. It wasn’t great, but it was a start. More importantly, he was right about there being more of them in single-camper sites. No one was on a wild goose chase — they were on track.

      Now, to find that bomb and clean up this mess.

      He slowly rocked himself forward on his shaky feet and looked up at the hole. Just a few more yards.

      “Ben, do you copy?” It was Julie’s voice.

      He immediately brought the walkie-talkie back up to his mouth. “Julie — that you?”

      “Yeah. Hey, I have an idea.”

      “I’m all ears,” he replied. They’d quickly abandoned the radio protocol of saying ‘over’ every time, and Ben didn’t miss it.

      “Listen — I need to get with Randy to figure it out. Randy, if you’re on this frequency, let me know…”

      “Right here, Julie. What’s up?” Randy’s voice sounded hollow on the police radio, and Ben wasn’t sure if he was farther away from them or if the police officer was holding it up to him in the car.

      “Guys, I need to get out of this hole. My battery’s going down on this radio, too.” To be sure, he checked it. There was a light next to the battery charge symbol, and it was now flashing. That can’t be good, he thought. “I’m going offline for a few, but I’ll jump back on when I’m out. Try calling me on my cell if you can’t reach me.”

      “Roger that, Ben. Stand by.”

      Ben spent the last few yards painstakingly scraping his head and back against the ceiling of the low roof inside the cave. He didn’t want to slow down, but the cramped space had been taking its toll on his body, and he was forced to tread carefully. A few of the same jutting rocks he’d tried to dodge on the way into the cave seemed determined to not let him escape.

      A few minutes later, however, and he’d navigated around or beneath the rocks, and his head soon popped back out of the hole he’d entered long before. Too long.

      He looked down at the radio, only to find the battery low indicator light still blinking at him. No telling how long he had left. He should have checked it before he left. He clicked it on, just in time to hear a broadcast from Julie.

      “—Back on? Ben, can you hear me?”

      “I’m here,” he said. He stood, stretching to his full height for the first time in over an hour. He could feel the deep muscle pain in his lower back already beginning to creep over the area, and he made a mental note to himself to work out more often.

      “Okay, great. I’ve got something for you. Check out the cave on the northeastern side of the lake. There are a few, but the one farthest north should be right.”

      Ben had reached the truck and was simultaneously fumbling with the ignition as he grabbed the maps spread on the passenger seat. He took the first one, which was a close up of the western side of the lake, with a few caves — including the one he’d just emerged from — labeled and highlighted. He threw it back and grabbed the second map.

      This was the correct one, showing a detailed blown-up view of the northern and northeastern sides of the lake, a dozen or so winding caves traced over. One of the larger lines was drawn on top of the body of water itself, signifying that at least a portion of the cave traveled below the lake.

      “Got it,” he said as he put the truck into gear and sped up onto the road. He could already see the lake glistening back at him, catching light and bouncing it back into his eyes. He took a quick look back down at the map to confirm. “I’m looking at it. Seems to be one of the only ones that goes under the actual lake, and not just stop before it gets there.” He waited for a response, but none came. “How’d you find this one?” he asked.

      Still nothing.

      He held up the radio to examine it and found that it was completely dead. No lights blinked.

      Crap.

      He hoped Julie was right.
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      This cave was significantly larger than the first, a fact he was more than a little excited about. Hopefully he wouldn’t need to crawl or slide down the cave shaft like before, and he could no doubt move much more quickly through it.

      He parked the truck again, left the keys on the seat, and jumped down. He’d unclipped the radio as well and left it on the stack of maps on the passenger seat — no use letting it weigh him down.

      The ceiling of the cave was high enough that he had multiple inches above his head as he followed its twisting curves. It descended much slower than the first, but he was able to almost jog through it, making up for lost time.

      He kept the beam of the flashlight in front of him, finding few obstacles such as rocks or sticks to watch out for.

      This could almost not be easier.

      As soon as the thought ran through his mind, he almost tripped over a deep step-like formation. He caught himself on the wall and immediately slowed to a walk. He saw that this step was only the beginning — while the cave’s main artery remained large enough to run through side-by-side with another person and tall enough to stand inside, it now took a steep drop and began the real descent.

      He calculated that this shelf must be the point where the cave twisted beneath the lake’s bottom, a cavity carved from millions of years of water dripping through cracks and fissures in the ground.

      The precarious drop shallowed a bit as he descended, and he was able to pick up the pace once again. After a minute he came to a fork, but barely slowed as he chose the left passage.

      The right side was larger and seemed to continue beneath the surface of the lake, while the left was a bit smaller and had a shallower decline. But it was the way the tunnel had been cut that made it the obvious choice.

      Instead of being smooth from years of water and weather, the left tunnel had an unnatural sheen to it, along with a rugged, scratchy look.

      As if it had been created by a series of explosions.

      Ben slowed to a walk as he examined the walls more closely. He could now see the slightest hint of depressions in the rock, small half-cylinder horizontal pathways, dead-straight and spaced out about two feet from each other up the wall and over his head.

      Dynamite.

      It would have been a low-grade explosive, with enough in each channel to blow the rock to bits and allow it to be cleared, but weak enough that it wouldn’t cave in on itself.

      Still, it was a massive amount of work, and Ben grew livid as he walked. They did this right under our noses.

      Whoever “they” were, they had done a fantastic job, too. The lines were straight, and the tunnel was well-defined and seemed extremely stable. No support beams framed the arced cave, either.

      They brought in their tools, dug this place out, cleared the mess, and no one knew about it.

      He couldn’t remember the specifics of the numerous park restoration and construction contracts he’d heard about over the years, but this one had to have been one of them. Most likely this one had been part of a larger one, masked as a standard safety excavation and then piled with paperwork to become lost in a bureaucratic mess.

      Still, it had been done, and it had taken a long time — perhaps started before Ben was even hired on.

      He stifled his anger, focusing instead on reaching the end of this manmade tunnel and finding whatever it was they’d hidden down here.

      The tunnel bent to the right and down, and suddenly came to a stop. There, in the dim light of the flashlight’s glow, Ben saw it.

      The bomb.

      It was… different than he’d expected, but then again, he had no idea what it would look like. He remembered the newscasters explaining that the first bomb had been a… hyperbaric bomb? Something like that. Is this the same kind?

      The bomb looked strangely like a beer keg, the kind he’d seen at a few of the park’s staff parties at the end of their summer seasons. It was silver, and stood in the middle of the room. The sides bulged out, rounded, but the top and bottom were flat, perfect circles. It wasn’t huge, maybe rising to his waist.

      On top of it was a tablet computer, like an iPad, but slightly smaller. This was somehow hardwired onto the top of the barrel, a mess of cabling that Ben wasn’t about to try and fiddle with.

      He stared at the cold metal object, wondering what to do next.

      I don’t really have a plan for this part, he realized. He’d just assumed he’d find the bomb, take it back up with him, and throw it in the lake.

      Or, he had secretly hoped it would be like an old western — a single fuse, lit and burning its way down the cable until it reached the payload. A simple snip with a knife or a deadeye shot with a six-shooter would have taken care of that.

      But it wasn’t the wild west, and Ben stood motionless for another few seconds. What now, genius?

      He stepped closer to examine the cables. All of them were black — no guessing “blue” or “red” and pulling one of them out. They were wrapped in a thick bundle with electrical tape after protruding from two sides of the tablet, and spread out again at the other end, before heading into the large metal canister.

      As he examined the device, a plan began to form. It was primitive, but it was something.

      The bomb is cylindrical. Which means it can be rolled.

      He had no idea how heavy it was, or how delicate. But he was beyond waiting around for something else to happen — it was just him, a bomb, and not much time left.

      He gently grasped the top lip of the barrel-like container and rocked it back and forth. It seemed heavy, which made sense, but not completely stationary. This might work.

      He rocked a little harder, testing both for weight and, as he suddenly realized, to simply see if it would explode.

      If I get out of this, there’s no way anyone’s ever hiring me to be part of a bomb squad.

      Trial and error didn’t seem to be a factor in examining an explosive device, but then again, there was nothing else he could do.

      Thankfully, he didn’t explode. No fiery balls of fire ripped him to shreds as he played with the bomb-keg, so he continued with the plan.

      Rock gently. Rock a little harder. A little harder… harder —

      He lost his grip on the barrel, and the whole mess crashed to the floor. It clanged as it bumped on the hard rock and began to roll down the slightly sloping cavern until it smashed into the wall at the bottom of the chamber.

      Ben was irritated that he’d cowered away from it when it fell, as if hiding a few inches back would have saved him from a deadly explosion.

      But it hadn’t exploded, and though he wouldn’t purposefully repeat the experiment, he now knew that a little tumbling around wouldn’t be enough to detonate it.

      He breathed in and out a few times and stepped up to the bomb, noticing a dim bluish light emanating from the barrel’s top. He pointed the flashlight away and saw that the dim light remained.

      What the —

      The top of the barrel, now on its side, faced away from him. The light was casting shadows in the room, fighting with the beam of his flashlight. He walked around the device and saw the cause of the blue glow.

      The screen.

      The tablet computer was on, with nothing but a blue screen and white text scrolling around. It was code, no doubt some sort of computer program that the creators of this device had installed on it.

      But at the top right of the little screen appeared a few strings of numbers as well, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out what they represented.

      A countdown.

      Ben read the numbers, almost scared to finally learn the truth. There were four two-digit spaces, and he assumed what each meant. Days, hours, minutes, seconds.

      He felt a chill run down his spine as he saw that the first two places held only zeroes.

      00:00:52:37.

      52 minutes, 37 seconds.
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      If he was tired crawling out of the first cave he’d traveled down that day, he was now utterly exhausted.

      Rolling the device up the shallow parts of the cave floor had been hard enough, but the steep sections were nearly impossible. Ben was sweating, the slipperiness of his hands only adding to the challenge.

      He’d made it up and out of the manmade portion of the tunnel and back into the natural cave section. Each slight bend or change in grade was exacerbated by his companion, the hundred-plus-pound explosive device. Ben couldn’t help but wish that he’d taken someone — anyone — with him.

      Why was I trying to be such a hero?

      He knew it had been the smart thing to do at the time. Mitigate risk, spread out, stretch their resources to their capacity, and get as many people away from ground zero as possible.

      But now, struggling to roll a metal can up a cave floor with wet hands, all while running out of energy and time, he was having second thoughts.

      Maybe I can leave it here, call for help, and then wait for someone to come by.

      He shook his head, reminding himself of his dead radio. Even his cellphone was worthless. He’d never had great service in the park, and certainly not in this area. The closest tower was near the ranger station and base areas, a small pocket of civilization in an otherwise vast — and remote — wilderness.

      So he kept pushing, rolling the device up and over sticks and rocks. Many of them were small enough that he could push the object over them without hesitating. Larger rocks forced him to hold the bomb still with a knee while he grabbed the obstacle and threw it to the side.

      In this way, he’d covered most of the ascent. It was slow going, but he was making decent time.

      Until he reached the step.

      He’d forgotten about the step — the rock stair that jutted out from the cave floor that he’d almost tripped over when he first entered the cave.

      The first thought he had was that he was close to the exit. But that wasn’t what mattered to him right now.

      The cylinder bumped into the rock, and Ben crouched behind it, stuck, both supporting himself and trying to hold the weight of the rolling explosive device from plummeting back down the cavern.

      So far he’d been able to work in the dark, keeping the flashlight in his back pocket. But now he needed a better plan. He reached around and grabbed the light, flicking it on and examining his predicament.

      The ledge wasn’t large, just as he remembered it, but it presented an extremely frustrating problem — the bomb would need to be lifted completely up and over the ledge, then set back down on the cave floor above it, all without losing control of it.

      There was no way around it, literally or figuratively.

      Ben stuck his knee behind the bomb and flashed the light in a full circle around him just in case he’d missed something, his heavy breathing calming slightly as his body took advantage of the short break.

      As he brought the flashlight back to his right hand and prepared to put it away, he felt his knee sliding sideways.

      “Nononono—”

      He began yelling at the metal cylinder, but it was still coming backwards. He fell on his rear, then on his side, panic suddenly setting in. His hands were no use, covered in sweat and sliding as easily on the smooth cave floor as they did on the metal surface of the bomb’s casing.

      This is not good.

      The bomb began to roll faster, and Ben knew it was going to roll right past him.

      It gained speed, and he did the only thing he could think of.

      He stuck his left leg out and shoved it in front of the runaway cylinder. As it approached, Ben slid his upper body around quickly so that it was downhill, right in the path of the bomb’s getaway.

      The heavy object rolled over his foot, and he felt its weight slam down on his shin. He roared in pain and instinctively tried to pull his foot back, but the bomb was already up to his knee. He could feel the pressure exerted by the weight, crushing as it sailed over him.

      It slowed, the angle of Ben’s leg stalling it, and it rolled backwards. It bounced a little and then came to rest on his left foot, a crunching sound in his ankle causing Ben to gasp and almost pass out.

      The initial impact of the device and the final crushing blow as it bounced and stopped on his foot rendered Ben completely immobile. He was laying upside down, his head farther down the path and lower than his feet, one of which was pinned beneath the metal cylinder.

      He groaned, pain lancing up his leg, as he tried to wriggle his foot free. He sat forward, resting on his elbows, so he could examine the situation. Every time he even thought about moving his foot, his brain seemed determined to disobey the order. Still, he struggled against it and tried to force the foot free.

      It was no use. The pain was too much to bear, and the device wouldn’t budge. He sighed, falling back.
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      This is it. It’s over. I’m going to die in a hole in the ground, waiting to blow up.

      Ben’s foot was on fire. The pain had grown worse, surprisingly, and he was now nearly hyperventilating as he tried to breathe in and out, focusing his mind on other thoughts.

      But the thoughts that came weren’t helpful.

      I failed. I let everyone down, and I let Julie down.

      I lost her.

      He tried again to force his mind to other thoughts, but the only other thing that came to mind was to check the time on the bomb. The screen hadn’t turned off again, and he slid sideways a bit to catch a glimpse of the countdown clock.

      36 minutes…

      He watched every second tick down, the display mesmerizing him, calming him.

      35 minutes…

      This really is it, he thought. The seconds ticked by, and all he could think about was the bomb, the countdown timer, and Julie.

      Julie, I’m sorry.

      He wished he had the radio and that it had a little battery left. Not to call for help, but to hear her voice again.

      Just one more time.

      “Ben!”

      He sprang up, momentarily forgetting his helplessness, and almost screamed as his leg reminded him. He fell back to the floor, but managed a weak response. “Hello? Julie, is that you?”

      It had definitely been her voice, but she wasn’t in the cave yet — it sounded quieter than it should have been, as if she were standing at the mouth of the cave.

      “Oh my God, Ben, are you really in there?” she called again.

      “Y — yeah, I’m here,” he said. “Might be here for a while, though.”

      He could now see a flickering light dancing above him, casting slight shadows on the walls around him.

      “I’m coming down — are you hurt?”

      He didn’t answer, instead waiting for her face to appear. How do you explain an idiot move like this?

      “Ben! What happened?”

      He frowned, wanting to yell at her to shut up and help, but stopped himself. “I got attacked by this barrel. Came out of nowhere. Like an ambush.”

      Julie did not look amused. “You think you’re funny?”

      “Funnier than you,” he replied, the sarcastic twinge of his voice downplayed by the obvious pain he was feeling.

      “Let’s get this thing off of you. That sound good?” She examined the bomb, noticing the countdown timer, but not saying anything about it. “Hang on a minute.”

      Ben’s eyes grew wide as Julie turned and ran back up the cave, leaving him and the bomb in complete darkness. “Hey!”

      No response. Ben waited impatiently. A minute ticked by, then another. He wished he didn’t have a way to tell exactly how much time had passed, but he did.

      Three minutes, on the dot.

      “I’m here,” he heard her say. He saw the light again, and she raced around the corner and over the step, this time holding a large stick.

      “It’s not going to be strong enough to lift it all the way over —”

      “It doesn’t need to be,” she responded, cutting him off. “Shut up and hold that thing steady.”

      He did as he was told, and Julie propped the end of the stick underneath its bulk, careful to keep it away from Ben’s foot. She wiggled it deeper, pushing it around until it cracked a little. She met Ben’s eyes. “Let’s hope that was just the very end of it,” she said. “Ready?” She reached behind her and grabbed a round stone lying next to the cave wall. She stuck the stone beneath the stick, right in front of the bomb, forming a lever.

      Ben nodded, and Julie heaved downwards with all of her bodyweight. A strained noise escaped her mouth, and Ben couldn’t help but notice how cute it sounded. He quickly returned to the situation at hand and placed his hands on the bomb’s exterior. He held it steady as Julie pushed again. The metal canister moved slightly forward, and Ben felt the immediate sensation of freedom. He ripped his leg back, the terror of having his foot crushed greater than the pain of moving it that quickly.

      He put more weight on the bomb, then nodded. Julie let out the air she’d been holding and released the lever. The bomb slid back a little but stopped as it hit the rock and the force from Ben’s hands.

      “Okay, now what?” she asked.

      Ben looked up at her. “You didn’t think to bring any of those cops down with you?”

      She shook her head unapologetically. “I didn’t tell them I was leaving. A few of us met up, and I, uh, sort of borrowed one of the cars.”

      “You stole a police car?” Ben asked incredulously.

      “You stole mine,” she responded.

      He almost smiled. “Whatever. I guess you get to help me with this. Here —” He moved his hands over to the side of the bomb, and she crouched down to help him, placing her hands on the right side. “My bum leg is going force me to move a little slower, since I’ll pretty much have to balance on the other one, but I think both of us can —”

      Before he could finish, Julie had started lifting. Ben felt the bomb move a few inches up toward the shelf, and he struggled to keep up. He added his strength, and together the pair lifted the metal tube up the side of the short rock step, using the vertical section of rock as support.

      With a final push, they lifted the bomb over the edge and onto the flat, gently sloping section of cave above.

      “Whew, that’s not the lightest thing I’ve ever lifted,” Julie said.

      “Yeah, try getting it all the way up here,” Ben said. He realized they hadn’t stopped yet — they were moving it along, hand over hand, inch by inch, working together.

      “Oh, right, macho man. You’re quite the stud. Maybe next time don’t drop it on your foot?”

      “Maybe next time don’t start without me?” Ben shot back.

      “I know why you don’t talk much,” she said, a smirk forming at the side of her mouth.

      “Why’s that, genius?”

      “Because all you do is whine,” she said.

      Ben laughed, glad that the ordeal was over, but also glad Julie had joined him. The pain in his foot was still significant, but he thought it might be a hairline fracture rather than a full broken ankle. It was difficult to walk, but he knew he’d be fine.

      They reached the end of the cave and rolled the device over the grassy land between the cave and the truck. They stopped when they reached the road, letting the bomb come to a rest in front of the truck’s high tailgate. Ben sat down on the grass, letting his leg relax.

      “Hey,” he said. He wasn’t looking at Julie, but instead up at the  sky, which was growing darker as the sun prepared to set.

      “What’s up?”

      “Thanks for coming back for me.” He finally looked back down, turning his head to catch Julie’s eye.

      “You knew I would,” she said, smiling, as she stood up. “Now let’s get this thing out to the lake.”
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      Ben was shocked that Julie was actually driving. Unfortunately, she’d volunteered to drive the Dodge Charger police cruiser that she’d “borrowed” from the officer earlier, leaving Ben to drive her own truck. He tested his leg, finding it in pain but not broken, and he walked in a few circles outside of the cave before continuing.

      They’d lifted the bomb up and over the tailgate of the truck and slid it against the cab, opting to stand it up on its base rather than leave it to roll around. Julie didn’t have any tie-downs or rope in the truck, so Ben asked her to follow behind and make sure the bomb didn’t fall over. If it did, and Ben couldn’t hear or feel it himself, she’d agreed to flash her headlights a few times to let him know.

      But it was overkill. The road they’d turned onto curved around the lake, for the most part following the shoreline. Ben knew the road was paved almost entirely and was free of potholes, bumps, and irregular surfaces like the dirt back roads they’d been on.

      The plan was to find a spot to dump the bomb into the lake, trying to get it as far out onto the water as possible, and that meant they’d get to higher ground and find a hill or raised location from which they’d roll the bomb down and out over the lake.

      It was a pretty meager plan, Ben admitted to himself, but it was still a plan. He’d been at a loss for what to do after he found the explosive device, and only after they’d secured the bomb in the back of the truck had he realized why.

      He hadn’t expected to even find it in the first place.

      Ben thought it was a miracle they’d stumbled across the bomb’s resting place, and even more of a miracle that it hadn’t yet detonated, but he wasn’t holding out hope that this next phase of their hacked together plan was going to work.

      Still, he pressed on. What good is a plan if it isn’t tried? he thought to himself. He wasn’t sure if that was a real quote or just something that seemed to make sense, but he held on to it.

      He now knew what it felt like to truly hope. To long for something to happen; to wish with all he had to accomplish something.

      He’d felt pangs of it when his father had been in the ER, and then later as they stabilized him, but he’d forgotten the feelings of hope, longing, and even true despair.

      This, he knew, was desperate.

      They were racing at a breakneck pace, carrying a who-knew-how-massive explosive device that was guaranteed to blow in less than half an hour, trying to find a place to dump it in a lake.

      In a lake.

      The thought struck him as funny for some reason, and he couldn’t help but laugh out loud.

      We’re dumping a nuclear warhead into a lake.

      He didn’t know if the bomb was actually nuclear or if it was something else entirely, but semantics didn’t matter to him at this point.

      I’ve gone off the deep end, and I’ve taken Julie with me.

      But as soon as he thought of Julie, his mind seemed to relax just a bit. They were still on a mission that would change the course of their nation’s history, but knowing that she was with him — even in a separate car — made him feel better for some reason.

      He hoped they’d get through it.

      Flashing lights in the rearview mirror snapped Ben back to the real world.

      Shit.

      She flashed the lights again, and Ben stretched up a little to try and peer out the mirror and window into the truck bed.

      He slowed the truck slightly, trying to get the fallen bomb to roll around. He couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary, and he didn’t feel anything bump against the sides of the bed.

      What’s going on?

      He slowed, then stopped. Julie pulled the police car up beside him, and he pressed the button to roll the passenger window down. He began speaking before the window was fully open.

      “What’s wrong? You okay?”

      “Chill, Ben. Everything’s fine,” she responded.

      Ben let out a breath and relaxed. He was starting to freak himself out with the way he was acting around her. “Sorry. What’s up?”

      “I saw a boat down there.”

      The words struck him as odd at first, until he realized what she was implying. “Really? Where? Sorry, I wasn’t even looking at the lake.”

      “I know — you told me you’d be looking for high ground; a place to roll the canister off of. I thought it’d be helpful if I took to looking for any other options.”

      Ben was struck by the obviousness and the foresight she’d portrayed in making that decision, and once again chided himself for ever trying to rid himself of her.

      “Uh, yeah,” he said, “that seems like a better idea than what we thought of before.”

      “You mean what you thought of before,” she said, verbally nudging him a little.

      Man, this girl doesn’t let up, he thought.

      “Right. That. Well, anyway, let’s head down there and see if it’s worth the trouble.”

      She nodded, already trying to find a road that led down to the lake. “I’ll bet there’s a turnoff up ahead. Keep your eyes peeled.”

      Ben nodded and began to roll up the window.

      “Hey,” she said.

      He stopped and looked over at her.

      “What’s the time?”

      He’d almost forgotten he’d been tracking the bomb’s countdown timer with his watch’s built-in timer, and he suddenly felt a wave of anxiety wash over him.

      15 minutes.

      “15:14,” he called to the other vehicle. Saying it aloud made him even more nervous.

      They’d decided that they would try to allow for a five-minute window before the countdown timer reached zero, as a “safe zone.” It was an arbitrary number, but Ben didn’t want to take any chances that Stephens — or whoever else was behind this — hadn’t programmed the timer to detonate the bomb before it reached zero.

      That meant they had about ten minutes to get the bomb out onto the water.

      He pulled away from the police car, suddenly aware of the one-way trip they were both on.

      They didn’t have time to get to the boat and get to a hill or raised area over the lake.

      If they chose the boat option, it was their only option. Either the boat had fuel in it or it didn’t, and if it didn’t…

      He didn’t waste energy computing the outcomes of that scenario. Ben focused on the road in front of him, watching for a left turn that would lead them to the lake.

      Another variable I’ve got to get right.

      They didn’t have the time to search multiple roads.

      Luckily, the road they wanted was the first one that appeared in front of them. Ben wasted no time turning the truck and bouncing over the unkept mud and dirt, all the while accelerating as the truck sped up downhill. He barely even checked behind him for Julie’s car — it wouldn’t matter much now if she was there or not.

      The road ended at the water in a sort of boat ramp, the kind you might use in a worst-case scenario. Mud and rocks made up the bottom half of the ramp as the road disappeared into the gently lapping waves of the lake, and Ben made sure to stop the truck well enough in front of the ramp so as not to have any trouble leaving the location when they were finished. Time was working against them, more than he’d ever experienced.

      He got out of the truck and ran along the shore until he came to the small boat tied to a short dock that poked out from the shoreline. It was a green fishing boat with a small two-stroke engine and stick rudder attached at the rear.

      At least that was good news. Let’s hope there’s some gas in it.

      He reached the dock, untied the boat, and immediately began pulling the cord to start the engine. Julie had parked her police cruiser haphazardly in a patch of mud on a steep incline off to the side, and she ran up next to him.

      “Need help?”

      “The keys are still in the truck!” Ben yelled over the sound of the sputtering motor. “Back it up here as close as you can.”

      She ran to the truck, and almost instantaneously Ben saw the truck kick up gravel and mud as it backed up at an alarming rate. He looked down to focus on his work and pulled the cord once more, hearing the engine cough to life. He just about had a heart attack when he looked up again. The truck was mere feet away and still moving quickly.

      He jumped, ready to dodge the moving vehicle, when it stopped on a dime.

      Julie stepped out of the truck and ran up to the boat and its occupant.

      “Wow. You can drive that thing,” Ben said.

      “Who said I couldn’t?”

      “Here, help me get the bomb off the truck.” He released the latch of the tailgate and let it fall down, hopping onto it as soon as it lowered completely. He slid the heavy cylinder back to the gate and got back down.

      Together, he and Julie lifted the canister, each holding the bottom with one hand and placing their other hand along its side, and set it on the boat’s floor.

      “Is this thing going to be strong enough?” she asked.

      Ben knew she was talking about the boat’s rickety aluminum floor. “Should be. We don’t have any other options though, so let’s just pretend it’s a brand new cruise ship.”

      “How much time do we have?”

      Ben glanced at his watch, then at the bomb’s display screen. “I’ve got eight minutes, and that thing says thirteen.”

      She didn’t respond, and Ben understood what she was thinking. He was feeling the same way.

      Doesn’t seem like enough time.

      “Ben! Look!”

      Ben saw Julie pointing at a flashing set of police lights in the distance. The officer must have turned on the lights to ensure anyone around would see them coming.

      “Get back in the truck, and I’ll be there in a sec,” he said.

      She seemed puzzled for a moment, but ran toward the truck. Ben, meanwhile, turned the boat toward the center of the lake. He reconsidered, then slid the bomb to the back of the small vessel. It would help get the boat on plane when it reached the proper speed, but he was more interested in steadying the rudder.

      He made a snap decision and placed the cylindrical container on the left side of the rudder stick, preventing the boat from turning too far to the right. The way the lake was shaped, if he remembered correctly, was such that there was more open water to the left, where there was nothing but shoreline to the right.

      Satisfied with his work, he took a final glimpse at the countdown timer.

      Eleven minutes remaining.

      He really hoped Stephens wasn’t playing them for fools one last time.

      He’d forgotten something.

      The boat was, literally, dead in the water. He needed a way to hold the throttle down to get the motor to engage and push the fishing boat out onto the lake.

      “Ben! Come on!”

      Come on, Ben. Think.

      He pulled off his shirt and began spinning it into a long, spiraled rope. When he finished, he looped the shirt around the throttle section of the stick, careful to not cinch it tight just yet.

      Ten minutes.

      He ran one final check over their handiwork. The bomb was situated in the back-left side of the boat, standing on end and silently awaiting its detonation orders, and the engine was roaring, ready to engage. He had formed a loose granny knot with his shirt, now looped over the stick, and he abruptly pulled the knot tight. The tightening engaged the throttle, and Ben jumped backwards on the dock as the boat pulled away from its station. It accelerated, the small but powerful engine doing what it was made to do.

      Ben watched the boat for only a moment before he turned back to the truck and police Charger. Julie was already almost inside the cruiser, and he yelled over to her.

      “Get in the truck!”

      He hobbled quickly back to the driver’s seat of the truck and slammed the door after he climbed in. Julie joined him on the passenger side, and he pressed the accelerator to the floor, hitting the top of the small ridge of the adjoining road and turning onto it without slowing.

      The police cruiser’s lights were beginning to recede into the distance, but Julie wasn’t watching them anymore. Instead, she was staring directly at Ben.

      “I, uh, wanted to make sure we’d both be able to get out of here,” Ben said.

      Julie looked at him oddly.

      “You know — that police car… the way it was parked in the mud, and… I didn’t, uh, there’s a lot of mud, and stuff…” his voice trailed off as he realized how weak the excuse must have sounded.

      I wanted to be with you.

      “Whatever, Casanova,” Julie said, a hint of a smile forming on her lips.
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      Nine minutes.

      Ben was working the controls on his cellphone, trying in vain to get a signal. Julie’s phone was useless out here as well, so she started trying to reach the officers and volunteers they’d recruited using her radio.

      “This is Julie Richardson. Anyone copy?”

      She asked again.

      “Officer Wardley. I copy. We’ve still got quite a few out and about looking for these caches, but there have been at least ten we’ve dropped into the lake already. Where are you?”

      Ben grabbed the radio from Julie and gave him the update. “Wardley, we’re around the Butte Overlook, heading back northeast. We need to get everyone out of the park.”

      “Copy that, Ben. Any update on the bomb?”

      “No more than nine minutes. Wardley, start hailing the others and head to the borders.”

      “Nine? Are you sure?”

      Ben didn’t respond, instead switching the radio to another open-frequency channel he knew a few of the officers were on. He repeated the message, much to the same reaction. He handed the radio back to Julie, who immediately called for Randy.

      “Randy. Randall Brown, you out there?” Julie asked.

      “Copy, Julie, I’m here. We’re heading toward a rest stop a few miles from the lake. It’s got a nice brick shelter and all, for what that’s worth.”

      She looked over at Ben. He simply gave her a quick update. “I know where that is. Probably get there in six or seven minutes.”

      “We’ll be there in a few minutes,” she said through the walkie-talkie. Randy confirmed, and told her he’d continue to track down the others and corral them together at the rest stop. Julie thought about what he’d said. That brick structure will be useless against a volcanic eruption. She appreciated the man’s optimism, however.

      “If that bomb is still heading toward the center of the lake, we should be fine,” Ben said, somehow reading her thoughts. “It’ll detonate at the surface, which will obliterate the shoreline, but it should otherwise go straight up.” He stopped for a second before adding, “I hope.”

      Julie could see that Ben’s watch showed his altered countdown at less than three minutes, and she hoped it was an unnecessary precaution to have subtracted the five minutes from what was on the bomb’s display screen.

      She also hoped that this was all some sick dream; that she’d wake up in bed with a headache and only fading memories of the nightmare that had unfolded. But she knew that was probably an even longer shot than getting out of this alive.

      “How’d you know, anyway?” Ben asked from the driver’s seat of the truck.

      “Know what?”

      “Which cave it was in. How did you just guess the right one?”

      Julie paused a moment before answering. “That’s what I worked out with Randy, right after you left the first cave. He got me a map of the seismic activity below the lake, and how the hotspot’s moved every year.”

      “Moved?”

      “Well, like less than a centimeter, but yeah, over the course of millions of years, the hotspot has moved slightly northeast. Or to be more specific, the plate we’re on has slid southwest, while the hotspot’s remained stationary.”

      “And this hotspot,” Ben began, “is what’s caused all of the eruptions in the past, right?”

      “Right. But it’s also the reason there’s a Yellowstone park at all. It’s the source, generally, of all of the park’s geologic activity. The Earth’s crust is very shallow directly above it, and the lake is over a portion of that section. All I did was find where the crust was thinnest, where there was a known cave through that area, and then mapped those variables on top of the hotspot.”

      Ben was nodding along, trying to follow her logic.

      “I just figured that Stephens, or whoever he was working for, wanted to take the smallest risk of failure as possible, and that they’d want the location of their bomb to be directly above the most vulnerable section of crust.”

      “Preferably underground, so no one would see it,” Ben added.

      “Well, that, but also because the deeper it is, the more likely it’ll cause a fracturing quake that would rip up the crust and cause the volcano. It turned out to be the only reasonable option when I looked at all the data, so I sent you down there.”

      “That all sounds pretty nerdy,” Ben said. He shot a quick smile toward her.

      “Yeah, well, it saved your butt.”

      Ben turned the truck onto a larger camp road, probably a main road toward the gate, and Julie saw him check his watch.

      1:30.

      6:30, if the bomb’s countdown timer was accurate.

      She noticed the truck’s speed, how close they still must be to the lake, and wondered exactly how large this bomb blast would be.
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      “Everyone behind the wall!” Julie heard Officer Wardley shout.

      There were seven others at the rest stop when they pulled up, including Wardley, Randy, and the officer he’d ridden with.

      A few stragglers made their way over to the rest stop’s building, a simple men’s and women’s restroom with an outdoor water fountain, covered by a slanted roof. A brick wall stood at the other end, forming a short breezeway area that Wardley and a few other men and women were now huddling behind.

      Ben followed Julie as she stepped up onto the concrete floor of the pavilion and restroom.

      “Glad you made it, you two,” Wardley said as they approached.

      With two minutes left, Julie thought. Maybe less. She wondered if it would have been wiser to just continue driving, see how far away they could get. But she knew it was irrational. Nothing they did at this point was going to change the outcome — either the bomb detonated with or without causing a cataclysmic eruption as well.

      A few other officers were wide-eyed, as if they were staring at an apparition, and Julie knew they had questions — question about the bomb, where it was hidden, how Ben knew it would safely erupt over the water, and more. But Ben didn’t seem interested in entertaining questions. He waited for Julie to press in to the group and stood stoically right at the edge of the pavilion.

      She moved back a few steps to join him, and her hand found his. He turned to meet her gaze.

      “You think this will work?” he asked.

      “Stephens — they — seemed to have it all pretty well figured out,” Julie said. “But I can’t imagine the bomb’s blast being enough to open a major fissure in the Earth’s crust. This place has been here for 600,000 years without a major catastrophe like that, so I have to believe it’s stronger than that.”

      “Yeah,” was all Ben said.

      “I have a question for you, now,” Julie said. She noticed a few officers, as well as Randy, slowly making their way over to the pair at the edge of the concrete step.

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “How’d you know about the single occupant campsites? Why did it just suddenly hit you that Stephens or his cronies would be stashing the payloads at those sites?”

      Before Ben could answer, Wardley spoke up. “Yeah, and why not just dump the powder in the woods, where no one would ever find them?”

      Ben looked at each of the others in turn before he answered. “It was a guess, really. A hunch. But I was thinking about my — about Diana Torres — one of the people this Stephens guy murdered. She was alone, ever since my dad… left.” Julie understood how emotional this must have been for him, and how he was surely not ready to bare the truth in front of these other people.

      She also began to understand where he was going with it all. “And Livingston…”

      “Right,” he said. “Livingston was the epitome of ‘alone.’ Even surrounded by the people he worked with, he had an estranged family and nothing but fancy toys to keep him company. Charlie Furmann was alone, too. Worked with Diana, but otherwise lived by himself.”

      One of the officers stepped forward, looking confused. “That’s a pretty wild guess, Bennett. I don’t mean to sound accusatory, but I wouldn’t be able to stand trial with evidence like that.”

      He seemed to be waiting for a response, as did everyone else, and Julie was surprised when he gave them one. “I know. I thought about it long and hard, and the reason it was so compelling to me is that it lines up perfectly with my theory about this virus. About how to beat it.”

      Everyone’s eyes, if they weren’t already, were now riveted on Ben. Julie stared at him, too. They all waited for him to reveal his theory, but he wasn’t given the opportunity.

      A flash of light washed over Julie’s eyes, and she took a stumbling step backward. She tried to blink the light away, but it was almost immediately replaced by the loudest noise she’d ever heard.

      The cracking sound was like standing on a lightning bolt as it ripped open the earth, but it lasted longer. Her eyes must have been bleeding, and there was no way her eardrums could be intact after a sound like that. She tried to reach up and cover them as her vision returned.

      Through the white haze, she saw the treetops of the forest bending and crunching under some unseen force, followed closely by a massive shockwave of dust and debris. Her face was glued to the scene, unfolding front of her as if it were an action movie in slow motion.

      She felt something pulling at her, and her body was yanked backwards just as the force smashed against the brick wall. The roof above her was gone in an instant, and she saw the blue sky above her head. Dust filled every bit of the empty air in front of her face, and she felt it mingle with the saliva at the back of her throat, causing her to hack and cough.

      Still, the force beat down on them. The bricks at the very top of the wall were the first to go, then she watched in horror as a larger portion of them flew away, like birds fleeing from a predator.

      And just as quickly as it had started, it was over. She felt a heavy arm covering her, and it relaxed a little as the owner also realized the blast was finished.

      “You okay?” she heard Ben’s muffled voice whisper — or was he yelling? — into her ear. She nodded and stood up.

      The others recovered from the shock quickly, and soon each of them was examining the wreckage and destruction. Julie stepped off the concrete step and looked in the direction from which the blast had come.

      A large, blossoming, mushroom-shaped cloud, probably ten times the size of the one she’d seen only days earlier, had formed and was reaching up to the sky. It was a whitish-gray color, and she could see that toward the bottom of it, a layer seemed to be peeling off.

      “It’s the water,” Ben said. He still had his arm around her and was now holding her close. “It probably offset a million gallons of water, but it doesn’t seem like —”

      A massive tremble directly below their feet caused Ben’s words to be clipped short.

      Julie panicked, running back onto the concrete slab, unsure of what to do.

      “Julie — get away from the building!” she heard Ben yell. For some reason, she obeyed, though her mind felt like mush. She ran off the step just as the brick wall they’d been standing under collapsed.

      And still the ground shook. She saw jittery images of a policeman scream as the wall fell directly onto him, and another image of a stand of trees not a hundred feet from them simply disappear into the earth.

      The earthquake stretched on, growing more and more violent, but there was nowhere to go.

      Ben held her, and together they just waited.

      She thought every bone in her body was going to be shaken loose, and only then did she remember Ben’s leg injury. She glanced over to him and saw that he was clenching his jaw, trying to steady himself. He was leaning almost completely on his good foot, doing his best to ignore the pain.

      And then it stopped.

      Just like the bomb’s initial blast, the earthquake just stopped. It was as if the Earth was resetting itself, shaking itself off from a fight.

      She looked around. If it was bad before, this was a disaster. The entire brick structure was rubble, reduced to bits of brick and metal rebar. Trees were toppled, more on the ground than there were still standing, and a large crater had formed just on the other side of the road.

      “Is it over?” she heard someone ask.

      “No idea. I think if it was going to blow, it would have done so by now!” another voice yelled in response.

      They waited for almost an hour, milling about and checking their vehicles for damage. Except for a few small aftershocks, the ground seemed able to hold the supervolcano at bay. Julie was on edge the entire time, waiting for everything to be incinerated without warning, but when no fire came up out of the ground, she began to relax a little.

      She and Ben were standing by the truck, ready to head back to civilization, when a group of officers came over. One of them, the man who’d questioned Ben earlier, started up the same conversation thread from before. “Bennett, you mentioned something about figuring out the virus earlier. What was that? What did you figure out?”

      “Like I said, it’s still a theory, but I think it’s worth exploring. Once Julie’s emailed her headquarters at the CDC about it, we’ll be able to test it and get some hard data soon.”

      The man’s expression softened a bit. “Ben, you’ve gotten us through this far. You were right about the caches, and you were right about the bomb.”

      Another officer was standing nearby, smiling. “Yeah. You know, you’re either working for the bad guys or you’re just smarter than you look. Tell us what you’re thinking, man.”

      Julie saw Ben sigh. “Okay, maybe you can help me piece it together. Basically, Stephens — that guy we thought was on our side — has been leading us on the whole time. He wasn’t just doing his job, though. It was personal to him, for whatever reason. He had more investment in this thing than just trying to accomplish a goal. I think he was trying to make a point.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, back at the lab, I heard him say something like ‘America isn’t united enough…”

      “…To save itself,” Julie finished. “Yeah, I heard him say that too. Three times.”

      “Well,” Ben continued, “I think he was trying to tell us something. That, and he only murdered people who were single, alone, and clearly isolated in some way. He even tried to kill me, just before all of this.”

      Julie was quickly brought back to that fateful moment. Beating Stephens to a pulp after believing Ben was dead.

      “So I’ve been thinking about what it all meant. We already knew he wanted us to figure it out — he admitted that much himself. So I had to ask myself why he’d do it that way, when it would have been far easier to just blow the park and caldera silently, without taking us along for the ride.

      “And that led to thinking about the virus. Julie and I both had it — we were covered in the rash; they even took her in to quarantine.”

      “But it worked its way out of your system, right? After it killed itself off?” Officer Wardley asked.

      “It did, but when Julie and I were together, like physically close to one another, it didn’t get worse. Only when we were separated was when it grew in each of us.”

      Julie was now confused as well. “Are you saying this thing can be beaten just by getting people close together?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. But from what we learned in the lab, and from our own experience, I’d say it’s worth a shot.”

      The answer was too simplistic to be possible. She looked around at the others, and many were nodding. As she thought about it more and more, it did seem obvious to her as well.

      “So what do we do?” she asked. “Get everyone together in a room and hope that it spreads, like chickenpox?”

      “Maybe. I’ll leave that up to your people,” Ben said. “But I’d bet it’s a start.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            60

          

        

      

    

    
      Ben and Julie spent the remainder of the day quarantined inside a massive white CDC tent set up just outside Yellowstone National Park. Her email had reached the highest levels of government, and each of the departments involved with the investigation of the enigma strain virus weighed in, including the CDC.

      In the end, Ben’s ideas were deemed sound enough to be fully tested and researched, and new quarantine locations were launched and data was gathered. Across the United States, each zone was given an updated protocol that included instructions based upon Julie and Ben’s findings, with the expectation that each area would send their research back to corporate headquarters in Atlanta.

      The tent outside Yellowstone was no different, and Ben and Julie found themselves helping with anything and everything to get the station set up and prepared, only to become the first test subjects. They’d explained everything that had happened so far, including Stephens’ involvement, how Ben and Julie discovered where the caches and the bomb were hidden, and what they thought might be the way to defeat the virus.

      Each of them had been assigned a separate bed, but because of their discovery of the “close proximity” rule, each bed was arranged close to another bed, and all of the infected patients were placed into the same large room, allowing for the disease to proliferate and spread among them. Within a matter of hours, the CDC confirmed Ben’s prediction that the proximity effect had a massive impact on slowing the spread of the virus, and within another few hours, they’d all but confirmed the suspicion that extended exposure to the virus led to an eventual recovery and inoculation.

      They were released shortly after verifying that they were virus-free, and the research continued, using patients gathered from cities and towns in the surrounding two hundred mile radius around the camp.

      Within two days, news of the virus’s weakness was spread among major outlets over television, radio, and internet sources. The key was proximity, and “recovery stations” were set up inside or near every major metropolitan area, including parks, arenas, stadiums, and larger government buildings. Smaller, more rural areas had similar stations, utilizing VFW posts, public meeting houses, and judicial centers.

      Large or small, the goal was the same: get as many people under one roof as possible, each with enough supplies to last a week. FEMA, Red Cross, and a dozen other agencies and organizations were simultaneously instructed to provide infrastructure support and training for the massive relief effort. And thanks to the efforts of large telecommunications companies, many of the relief locations were provided WIFI access and secure data points, allowing work to continue without major conflicts.

      Wall Street found little interruption in their operations, using mobile and wireless access points to continue trading and prevent any slowdowns in the US economy, and was able to ensure that losses in the major indexes were kept to a minimum. The government itself, operating for so long on pre-internet technology, seemed to be completely capable of keeping itself afloat without outside help.

      Overall, the disaster relief efforts, while long and far-reaching, were successful. The nation watched as day after day, more public services were restarted, businesses were reopened, and municipal governments were resumed. Due to the staggering effect of healing the virus in phases throughout the population, as well as the increased desire to see America united again, many people were faced with nothing more than a week or two of unpaid vacation time while they were immunized against the disease.

      Within a month’s time, the enigma strain virus was deemed to be ‘a minor threat’ by the Centers for Disease Control, citing the work done by Ben and Julie as well as the data gathered by each of the quarantine stations. The virus/bacteria was expected to reveal itself in less than 5% of the population over the coming year, and while an actual antidote was still out of reach, plans had been made to control the infection by forced exposure and proximity, eventually leading to full immunization against the disease.
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      “Valère, what happened?” Emilio asked through the screen.

      Valère was pacing around the office, the speakers beaming the other man’s voice directly to his ears, as if Emilio was not behind a computer monitor but instead right there in the room with him.

      “I have sent over a detailed analysis of the events that transpired —”

      “Not now, SARA,” Emilio yelled. “I know you ‘sent over’ your little AI understanding of ‘these events,’ but I’m not asking that. Hell, it’s all over the news! I know exactly what happened. I’m asking Mr. Valère.”

      Valère looked up, his eyes narrowed as he focused on the monitor. “Mr. Vasquez, I apologize for causing you undue stress. I assure you, our investments remain sound, as does our plan.”

      “Our plan?” Emilio shouted. SARA automatically reduced the sound level before it was sent to Valère’s ears, so as not to cause any hearing pain. “Our plan has failed miserably. This was supposed to cripple the nation, not create a more patriotic and united one!”

      Valère let the man continue, uninterrupted.

      “Stephens failed, thanks to that escaped specimen Fischer, and those two CDC —”

      “One CDC agent, Mr. Vasquez. The other was merely a park ranger at —”

      “SARA, enough!” Emilio yelled.

      Valère turned to the screen, noticing the rage building in his partner’s face. He held up a hand just as Emilio was about to start again. “Please, my friend, give yourself room to understand the true depth of what we have accomplished here.”

      Emilio sneered but remained silent.

      “Our plans have failed, perhaps, when seen through the narrow lens of the project’s parameters. But the Company remains strong, stronger than ever, perhaps, and that is in no small part due to the events that have transpired in America.”

      Emilio nodded.

      “In addition, the Company has confirmed that research continues in Brazil, and preparations are underway in Antarctica. We remain beneath the radar and will continue operations while the governments involved clean up the mess.”

      “But at what cost, Valère? We failed. There is nothing we have accomplished by —”

      “By what?” Valère asked. He steeled himself, pushing down the nervousness that he could feel creeping upward through his body. “There is nothing we have accomplished by failing? That is true. But what, exactly, do you think we were supposed to accomplish?”

      Emilio frowned.

      “Your parameters and objectives were the same as mine, and according to them, we have failed. Stephens was a loose cannon, and we have shown a lack of control over many of our contingencies. But what do you think the purpose was?”

      “Of the failure?”

      “Of even the success, were we to achieve it?”

      “I — I don’t understand where you’re going with this, Francis.”

      Valère paused. “Of course you don’t, Emilio. You were tapped for this project, and this one alone. But the Company has other interests, as I’m sure you’re aware. So what could they possibly expect to gain from a project such as this?”

      Again, Emilio frowned.

      “Nothing, my friend. Nothing directly. This project is busy work. It was something that seemed large enough to matter, though not crucial enough to place the entire weight and infrastructure of the Company behind it.”

      “You mean…”

      “Yes, Emilio. The Company needed us to create a distraction. One that would raise few eyebrows, regardless of success or failure. One that required little in the way of resources and management, yet caused all eyes to focus inward.”

      “So the project —”

      “The project was just that, Emilio. A project. A test, really. And we failed, but only in the sense of the direct mission. In this overall game, I believe we have achieved success. Massive success.

      “Every eye in the developed world has been watching America, watching to see how they react. America is in fits, recovering, trying to stabilize itself. It will, in time. But it will be too late. The Company was working on a much larger project when they discovered the enigma strain. The virus was a side effect, a wonderful addendum to our research. I wrote the project’s overview and had it approved as a way to divert more attention away from their larger goal.

      “And may I ask what that goal is, Mr. Valère?” Emilio asked.

      Valère smiled, his eyes heavy, as he reached for the control to switch off the monitor.

      “I’m sorry, Emilio. You may not.”
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      The cold had been creeping in for the past few hours, and Ben’s jacket seemed to be doing no more good. He sighed, watching his breath hang in the air and crystallize, the tiny specks sparkling as they collected and fell to the snowy ground.

      He raised the long-handled axe and swung it once more. A satisfying crack reverberated around the tall pines, eventually getting lost in the white landscape. The block of wood split down the middle, sending the two halves in opposite directions, where two piles already lay. Ben paused, examining his work, then heaved the axe up onto his shoulder and began to walk toward one of the piles. He filled a wheelbarrow, then rolled the load back up a narrow dirt path.

      As he exited the thick stand of trees, the sight in front of him almost stopped him in his tracks. The deep mocha-colored wood of the cabin’s exterior stood out in stark contrast to the surrounding forest. A thin chimney piped out a few wisps of smoke from a fire he’d left unattended hours ago, but he could still smell the faint odor of burning logs.

      He started up the path again, stopping only when he reached the front door. He set the wheelbarrow down on its mounts and stacked the wood in careful lines on both sides of the door. As he worked, he tried to calculate the fruits of the day’s labor. Half a cord, maybe more.

      Not enough, but not bad either, considering how slow he’d been lately thanks to his healing foot.

      Finally finished with the wheelbarrow, he leaned it up against the wall of the cabin and reached for the door handle.

      It opened before he got a grip on it.

      “Took you long enough — it’s getting a little chilly in here.”

      He smiled as he tried to think of a witty response.

      “You know what? Think about it over dinner. You’ll freeze if you stand there and try to get that brain of yours working again.”

      He walked into the cabin, immediately struck by the warmth of the dry air, and shut the door behind him.

      Julie just watched. “Slowing down a little in your old age? Yesterday you got more than that, and you were done by four.”

      This time he wasn’t caught off guard. “At least I’m doing something useful. What was that slop you tried to feed me last night?”

      Julie’s eyes grew wide as she grinned back at him. “Oh, really? Good thing you’re cooking tonight, then. We’ll see how you do.”

      He had removed his gloves and scarf and was now working on his boots as Julie came over and sat down on the bench next to him. He’d removed one shoe when he felt her arm slide underneath his.

      She leaned her head on his shoulder, and he sat back against the wall. Ben felt her squeeze his hand, somehow causing the room to grow even warmer. He smiled and closed his eyes.
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      THE WORLD ISN’T READY FOR a breakthrough like this. I’m not ready for a breakthrough like this.

      Dr. Amanda Meron raced through the hallways of the small center, dodging metal carts full of trays of test equipment, computers and displays flashing and blinking. She lived for these moments, had dedicated her life to these moments, and she would not let them slip through her fingers.

      For Amanda, it wasn’t even about the research. Sure, she was fascinated by it, but it was the sense of living that accompanied the moments of pure scientific breakthrough.

      How they must have felt, she wondered, Einstein, Newton, Bohr. Her childhood heroes, whom she now considered her friendly competition.

      “Dr. Meron, in here. Just in time,” she heard a voice call out from a room she almost ran past.

      She knew this place better than anyone and yet her excitement caused her to momentarily lose her place. She slowed, turning into the glass-walled room, and took a look around. The faces of her peers, all smiling back at her, were assembled around the large computer monitor in the center of the room.

      “We’re ready when you are, Dr. Meron,” the voice said. Dr. Henry Wu, the transplant from Stanford, stepped lightly to the side to allow room for their boss.

      Amanda caught her breath and took her place next to Wu. She nodded. The screen flickered, and colors began to swirl around a central area of bursting light.

      “We’ve transcribed over 10,000 more locations since our last neural bridge,” Dr. Wu explained. “The map is now nearing 40% relational accuracy.”

      40%.

      She almost couldn’t believe it. Almost.

      For the last few years — not to mention the years of schooling before that — she had been working toward this moment. Many in her field thought it couldn’t be done, but the theoretical projections she’d used as a model in her doctoral thesis were more than just whims.

      She knew it could be done.

      She knew she could do it. If anyone could, she could.

      “Data is now being transferred.” All eyes remained on the screen. “Subject is nearing REMS, electrical impulses from the stem are now appearing in irregular rapid succession.”

      Amanda watched with confident delight. This is it. She reached out for something to hold on to, her hand finding the cold steel of a thick desk protruding out from beneath the computer monitor.

      The subject, a Mr. Ricardo Herrera, was asleep in the room next door. A 67-year-old man from the nearby village, he had volunteered for a week of testing in the state-of-the-art facility Amanda had built. He and his family would be paid handsomely for his time, and with no expected side effects besides feeling wonderfully refreshed and well-rested, it would likely be the easiest money he would ever make.

      “Are we recording?” she asked.

      A younger technician answered. “Yes, of course. Digital and analog.” He pointed to a rectangular box sitting to the side of the computer.

      A VCR.

      She smiled. Haven’t seen one of those in years.

      After a scare from a computer virus a few months ago, she’d decided to “go old school,” as the techs called it: use analog recording technology in addition to their digital setup. The analog devices were slower, a lot bulkier, and plenty annoying to use in everyday situations, but they were almost completely hacker-proof. Someone wanting to tamper with their data would need to be physically present to do so.

      “Subject is entering REM sleep.” A dialog box on a separate, smaller monitor flashed a small message: REM-S POSITIVE.

      The larger monitor flashed in the center of the screen again, and the colors began swirling the opposite direction. Tiny sparks of light, like miniature shooting stars, danced around the edges of the swirling vortex.

      “It looks like something from a science-fiction movie,” one of the techs whispered.

      “It is something from a sci-fi movie,” another responded.

      The stars began to grow, then shrink, then grow again, before they died out, replaced by blackness, then a burst of color.

      “Is this a dream?” someone asked.

      “No,” Dr. Wu replied, “our subject has only just entered REM sleep, but is currently dreamless. He is sleeping soundly, though, and we should see something soon enough.”

      “How will we know?”

      Dr. Wu just smiled.

      They all watched for another minute, then the swirling vortex of color shifted and faded. The blank screen stared back at them for a full thirty seconds. Amanda gripped the side of the desk until her knuckles were white, then released it.

      Did they lose the connection?

      She thought through the possibilities, trying to remember their hypothetical timeframes for these initial tests…

      And the screen exploded to life again.

      Blurry forms shifted around in front of her, some recognizable as people. They moved and interacted, melting into one another and changing shape.

      Oh my God.

      She swallowed, trying not to blink. Trying not to miss a moment.

      “We’ve entered a dreamstate. Subject appears to be relatively lucid, attempting to focus on one of the bodies.”

      Her excitement almost got the best of her. Amanda’s mind didn’t even need to flash back to her papers and research to know what that meant; the answer was already at the tip of her tongue. If every single person in the room around her hadn’t already been trained by her, she might have even begun a mini-lecture. Dreamstate was their term for mid-REM sleep during a subject’s dream, and bodies referred to any “physical” noun — a typical person, place, or thing — conjured up by the subject’s subconscious during a dreamstate.

      It had taken two years to get here from their first attempt at viewing a subject’s dream.

      And now it was working.

      The subject, Mr. Herrera, was trying to focus on one of the bodies in the dream. It was smaller than the rest, but more sharply silhouetted against the backdrop of swirling colors.

      A person.

      “Subject appears to be focusing on the memory of a child-body.”

      The narration confirmed what Amanda was watching onscreen. The image become a bit more focused still, and she could now see more of the “setting” body of this particular memory.

      Herrera was in a “room” body, or at least it appeared so, as streaming rays of light glanced down diagonally from the top-right of the video. He was also moving, working around objects that were too blurry to make out.

      Amanda forced her eyes out of focus, trying to break any of the involuntary paradigmatic functions they were attempting to use to make sense of the image. Forcing her eyes to make what she was seeing “blurry,” the image might make more sense.

      And it did.

      She could now better understand what it was Herrera was remembering. He was walking through a house; a living room, then a dining room, passed by. The colors and shadows on the walls in the background established where in the image they were, and she could tell Herrera was moving quickly.

      Chasing the small shadow.

      Herrera was chasing a laughing child through the house.

      The child stopped and turned to Herrera, and Amanda’s eyes focused again on the image. Having now established a visual “baseline,” she could now interpret the smears and blurry lines of the images, and in the picture recreated in her mind, she could almost see the child’s face.

      It was Herrera’s oldest son, now in his twenties, somewhere between the ages of three and eight in the video.

      She held a hand up to her mouth. It’s really happening.

      The blurriness could be fixed, as could the awkward lighting, through the use of more specific mapping techniques and — eventually — far more electrodes on the brain. After that, image manipulation and video effects rendering could sharpen it a bit more. She immediately considered the repercussions of this discovery, and tried to project how long her team might take to deliver a finished, test-worthy product.

      “I — I can’t believe this,” Dr. Wu said from beside her. “The image is so… vivid. I never thought…” His voice trailed off as the first-person point-of-view Herrera again began following the child into another room.

      “We’re… there. Inside his head,” one of the technicians said. “And we can improve the image quality by increasing the output of each of the electrodes, as well quadrupling the number of —“

      “Go back!”

      Amanda looked over to Dr. Wu, frowning.

      “Sir?”

      “Go back,” he repeated. “This is being recorded, yes?”

      “Y — yes, but —“

      “I don’t care about the current feed. Rewind the video back about three seconds.”

      “Dr. Wu,” Amanda said, “we don’t want to lose the —“

      “I understand, Amanda, but I saw something…”

      Amanda nodded, and the technician closest to the monitor reached out and fiddled with the controls on the computer below it. The screen changed to a computer desktop for a moment, then he double-clicked a folder and then a video file inside of it.

      “Just changing from the live feed to the recording…” he said as he worked.

      The video started over again, from the swirling vortex of colors to the blank screen. He dragged the cursor over the scrubbing track, “fast-forwarding” the file to a few seconds before the end.

      “What did you see, Henry?” Amanda’s voice was calm, but it hid concern. Dr. Wu was not the type of person to mess around or engage in hyperbole, especially not during a live testing period.

      “I — I don’t know. I’m not quite sure yet,” he stammered, his eyes transfixed on the monitor display. “There! Stop it there, and go back a few frames at a time.”

      The memory they were watching was the same one as before: Herrera chasing his oldest son through a house. But Wu seemed transfixed not on the object of Herrera’s active memory — his son — but on the background.

      The video’s point-of-view swiveled to the left, trying to keep up with the child, and it seemed as though Herrera was running past a window. They watched the screen until Wu spoke again.

      “Hold it. Right there, on the right, outside the window. That is a window, correct?”

      Heads nodded. Amanda couldn’t see what it was that had Wu’s attention.

      “Outside, just beyond the window.

      She blurred her vision again, then released it. The image came into focus more, and she felt her throat constrict.

      “What the…”

      “Is that a person?”

      It was indeed. Amanda was sure of it.

      The image was small — difficult to see even when she leaned in to the monitor — but it was sharply focused.

      Eerily focused.

      It was a man, covered in what looked like gold paint.

      “It looks like a statue to me.”

      “But the detail…”

      Amanda shook her head. “This is a joke, right, Dr. Wu?”

      Dr. Wu just frowned at the screen.

      “The man — or statue — is completely in focus.” The gold-covered man in the image, standing outside the fuzzy outline of the window, was defined perfectly in the frame. It was small, and therefore easy to miss, but Amanda knew without a doubt what she was staring at.

      A man, perfectly focused, stared back at them.

      “Dr. Wu,” she started again, “did you somehow layer this into the feed? Maybe there’s an artifact from a previous —“

      “No, Dr. Meron,” he responded, his voice soft. “I did not interfere with this recording. What we are seeing here is part of the dreamstate created by Mr. Herrera’s subconscious. The man we are seeing is, in fact, part of Herrera’s memory.”

      “But how can it be so clear? So perfectly in focus?”

      Wu shook his head. “I don’t know yet. But let’s see what happens if we jump a few frames at a time, forward and backward.”

      The technician nearest the monitor and computer assembly nodded and moved some controls. The frame jumped, skipping forward. Herrera’s memory moved to the left, turning away from the window as he searched for the child.

      All eyes were on the gold-covered man in the bottom-right corner of the screen.

      The technician pushed forward another frame, then another.

      “There!” someone shouted.

      Amanda jumped, startled by the sound of the person’s voice.

      Or startled by what she saw.

      The gold-covered man had moved. As Herrera’s memory of the scene changed and shifted, the man in the corner, standing outside the window in the distance, turned and followed Herrera.

      Amanda stared back at the man. She could see his eyes, deep black and sunken into his head, and his gold face, outlined by a shimmering light surrounding his body.

      The eyes were looking directly at her.
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      “BUT HOW CAN HE BE staring at me?”

      Dr. Amanda Meron was following her coworker, Dr. Henry Wu, through the halls of the facility to the staff conference room.

      “He wasn’t, Dr. Meron,” Wu answered. “He was staring at the camera.”

      “The camera?”

      “Well, you know what I mean. Our subject’s projected memory. In this case, the memory of chasing his young son through his house, is remembered in first person, just like any dream you or I have.”

      “So the man was looking at Herrera? Our subject?”

      “That’s what we’re going to find out,” Wu said. “But yes, I suppose that is the most logical conclusion — the memory of the gold man would likely not have appeared unless it was a significant, yet repressed, memory. We need to ask Mr. Herrera who the man is and why he was dreaming about him.”

      “But why was he in focus? Once you pointed him out, it was as clear as looking at a photograph. I thought —“

      “That the projections would all be distorted, blurry, out of focus? Yes, as did I. But for some reason, this memory of the man was so strong, so reinforced, that the electrodes were able to recreate it almost perfectly in the transmission.”

      “Almost perfectly?” another voice asked. Amanda noticed they had been joined by the same younger technician who had helped them navigate the computer’s controls a few minutes ago. “He seemed pretty perfectly composed to me.”

      “Right,” Dr. Wu said, not slowing his upbeat clip through the hallways. “But he was completely gold. The memory wasn’t firm enough in its recall to recreate the man’s proper attire, coloration, etcetera. Still, I do find it quite strange at the seeming insignificance of it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, why was that man, in particular, the only thing in focus during that memory? Sure, we do not have the capabilities as of yet to recreate perfect images, but we’ve hypothesized on this before. The strongest memories, or the strongest elements within those memories, will be the things that show up the clearest.”

      “So that man is the most important part of that memory?”

      “That’s what our research suggests, yes,” Dr. Wu said.

      Amanda knew that, but it was encouraging — comforting, even — to hear it from one of her closest friends, and most trusted coworker. I’m not crazy, then, she thought.

      “But why that man, and not Herrera’s son? Or his house?” she asked.

      “That is exactly the question we need to answer, Dr. Meron.”

      They turned and entered the conference room. Amanda had often thought the small room would be better served as a closet, but she held her tongue and pushed between the wall and the backs of chairs to get to a seat in the corner. This was her company, after all, and she was the last among them who would want to spend money on frivolous things like space and fancy conference rooms.

      One technician and two other research scientists — Johnson, Guavez, and Ortega — were already there, seated across the table from Amanda. Dr. Wu and Nichols, the last technician, sat next to her.

      She started immediately. “Team — as you know, our first neurological experiment using a fully-functioning, live human brain was a success. We will begin the project assessment and start assembling a response and hypothetical model as soon as this meeting is adjourned.”

      She continued through the required debriefing, not stopping to take questions until the end.

      Thankfully, that was only a few minutes later.

      “Okay,” she said, wrapping up the session. “Any questions?”

      Hands shot up around the room.

      She smiled. “Let me guess — ‘who do we think the gold-covered man is?’ ‘How was he so perfectly in focus?’”

      Heads nodded in unison.

      “I’m wondering those same things myself.” Just then, the door opened and a small, petite woman shuffled into the few square feet of remaining space.

      “Dr. Meron, the lab results,” the woman said. She slid a folder across the table toward Meron.

      “Thank you, Diane.” She turned to the techs and scientists that had joined her around the table. “As you all know, I want this to be a fully open, honest forum. We’re all part of this, so this is the first time any of us are seeing these results.” Amanda opened the folder and began reading aloud.

      “Upon waking the patient at 0900 hours, the following questions were asked. The transcript and responses to follow.”

      Amanda flipped a page. “1 — Were you able to engage in restful sleep? Response: ‘Yes.’ 2 — Do you remember dreaming during your most restful periods of sleep? Response: ‘Yes.’”

      She stopped for a moment and looked around the room. “I’m going to skip ahead a bit.”

      There were a few chuckles and nervous laughs, but she continued.

      “7 — There was an object — what appeared to be a human male — in the dream. This man seemed to be covered in a gold paint. Brief pause. Who is the man? Response: ‘I am sorry? I do not remember seeing a man.’ 8 — This man seemed to be situated outside a window in the house. Do you remember the window? Response: ‘I do. This was my house, my family’s house. The window, uh, must have been the front window, looking out onto the street.’ 9 — And yet you do not remember the man outside the window? Response: ‘There was no man outside the window. I am sure of it.’”

      Amanda swallowed, then closed the folder. Without speaking, she set the folder down on the table and placed her hands on it.

      What the hell is happening?

      Her first reaction was anger. My research — my entire company — all of it is being sabotaged.

      She kept that feeling to herself. Unfortunately, the second emotion she felt — that of complete shock, of wondering what was going on, was plastered all over her face.

      “Dr. Meron?” Dr. Wu’s voice. “Are you okay?”

      Amanda felt her head spin. Am I shaking? She tried to steady herself on the table. She looked over at Dr. Wu, nodding.

      “Dr. Meron, I am sure there is a logical explanation for this. Perhaps Mr. Herrera had temporarily forgotten —“

      “No,” Dr. Wu said. “We need to run another test. Please have Diane prepare the subject for another round of REMS. He will need to expedite his regular daily schedule so we can have a test prepared for this evening.”

      Around the table, heads nodded. Amanda could hear the voice of Dr. Wu, but his words weren’t registering. We’ve been sabotaged, she thought. It’s a joke. It’s all a joke.

      Dr. Wu continued. “In the meantime, is there another subject prepared for a REMS analysis?”

      Diane nodded. “Yes, Dr. Wu. Actually, we have a cousin of Mr. Herrera here as well. They signed up for the same examination week.”

      “That will be perfect.” He turned to the technicians seated around the table. “Prepare the computer and fMRI system once more.”
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      DR. WU DIDN’T BLAME AMANDA. For years she’d been building this project, working toward the ultimate goal and dream they both shared: recording human dreams.

      The fact that she was currently overwhelmed with the reality of the situation did not surprise him. He would take the lead until she was ready to return. Knowing her, she just needed some rest and time to clear her mind.

      He had been with her since the beginning of this final phase. Their careers were similar, though Amanda was certainly the savvy and creative mind that a research project of this caliber needed, while he was the lead scientist that provided the logical and analytical functions to keep it moving forward.

      They were a perfectly matched team, as well. From day one they’d hit it off, her wit and charm matched by his seriousness and love for science. In most of his professional career he’d witnessed only cutthroat types vying for publication credentials, university positions, and curriculum vitae-building projects that would only further their careers.

      But not here at NARATech. Neurological Advanced Research Applications was a firm like no other — focused solely on achieving the goals set by all of them, together, around the table inside that terribly cramped conference room. Political and bureaucratic considerations were, simply, not considered.

      For the first years they’d worked together, he’d assumed that she had personally bankrolled NARATech — he simply couldn’t fathom any other possibility for a company such as this. But after getting to know her, he overheard a few references to ‘investors’ and ‘capital’ and things of that nature, and he started wondering where Amanda had found the hands-off investors she’d collected to get this place off the ground. He couldn’t imagine anyone willing to invest such hefty sums in an unproven market, especially without the massive oversight and earmarking along the way that always came with the investment money.

      But NARATech seemed to be just such an organization. Headquartered in Maraba rather than Brasilia, the federal district of Brazil, NARATech was a billion-US-dollar research station with all the perks of a Silicon Valley startup, but tucked away from the bustle of city life. Dr. Amanda Meron ran the company, and Wu operated as the executive staff member.

      That was it. No more, no less. It was a simple and elegant setup that allowed them to move quickly into the research areas they needed.

      For Amanda’s sake, Dr. Wu hoped this next test would go more smoothly. Specifically, he hoped that whatever strange phenomenon they had experienced the first time around would not plague them this time.

      He motioned for the technician to begin. Again, they all stood around the computer and monitor, minus Amanda. The technician alerted Diane in the next room to switch on the fMRI scanner that would begin activating the electrodes arrayed inside the helmet their subject was wearing.

      Wu watched as again the swirling colors danced and played on the screen, followed by the starbursts and sprinkling of light. It took longer this time for their patient to enter into a dreamstate, but after about ten minutes of watching, the screen went blank.

      “Confirm recording,” he said.

      A technician confirmed just as the screen lit up in shining light. Wu was again stunned by the beauty of it. It was difficult to comprehend what he was seeing, but eventually things began to fall into place.

      This particular dreamstate had much less structure than Mr. Herrera’s. Abstract lines and shapes still danced in the background, fuzzy interpretations of something Mr. Herrera’s cousin remembered from long ago. In the foreground, or what Wu assumed was the foreground, larger shapes — unknown bodies — moved back and forth on the screen.

      The screen itself seemed to jump up and down as the shapes moved left and right.  It’s a good thing I’m not prone to seizures, he thought.

      “Where are we?” One of the technicians, Johnson, asked.

      Gauvez answered. “No idea, but it does look like a fun memory.”

      “Looks like a dance. Or a party.”

      There were a few chuckles, then silence.

      Wu suddenly understood the context and setting. It is a dance, he realized. Mr. Herrera’s cousin was also remembering a happy time, a moment of joy.

      People, or at least their fuzzy outlines, danced around the screen. Two of the shapes — people bodies, as they would be called — embraced one another and swirled into one blob. The blob moved, turning to the side of the screen. Their subject moved its head and followed as the blob continued to move to another location in the memory.

      They watched in silence for another two minutes until the two shapes reemerged from one and separated on screen.

      And there, in the center of the screen, right where the two shapes split, the gold-covered man stood.

      Watching.

      Waiting.

      Looking directly at Dr. Henry Wu.
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      February, 1791 - Just north of the Potomac River

      The bubble-shaped submarine came to a slow halt. Its pilot looked through the bent glass in the craft’s top section to get a visual of his target. This shallow section of the river was interrupted by a deeper divot in the river’s bottom; a small well-shaped valley that sunk into the riverbed about eight feet. 

      It was into this hole that David’s sights were set.

      He maneuvered the small submarine — an exact copy of one of his previous inventions, the Turtle — into position at the edge of the small well. The watercraft wasn’t exactly easy to control — a combination of foot pedals and hand cranks were required in perfect unison just to move the semi-buoyant craft forward, much less side-to-side. He needed to turn completely around, slowly moving Turtle II's stern toward the hole.

      His hands flew over the controls and cranks, ensuring there were no over-corrections or fast movements that might send the vessel spinning out of control. The Turtle II was groundbreaking in many ways. David Bushnell designed the first American submarine, and this second version, using a water-based ballast system for controlling depth. This newer version incorporated a screw-type propeller to push the craft forward through the depths. To the untrained eye, this newer copy was exactly the same as its first incarnation. 

      The major difference between the two versions, however, was that Turtle II was not fitted with the large detachable mine that the Turtle employed. The Turtle’s mine had been something David included as an afterthought — given the turmoil of the British occupation of Boston and the surrounding colonies, he'd had enough foresight to fit his underwater vehicle with a functional — though limited — weapons system. 

      Combining the detachable mine with the stealth of a vessel that could travel sight unseen below the water's surface, Bushnell had hoped to create a vessel that could one day be used in naval and military applications. If the Turtle succeeded in deploying its timed explosive onto the underbelly of a British battleship, the young nation might gain an advantage over its powerful British opponent. David hadn’t been able to get the mines to “stick” to the undersides of the ships, so while the intended effect — destroying British ships — hadn’t been achieved, the outcome was still the same: the timed mines erupted from the ocean’s floor, and the British pulled their fleet back out of the harbor, unsure of what had caused the explosions. Overall, Bushnell’s mission had been a success.

      Today, the Turtle II had a different mission. Rather than a detachable mine on the submarine’s backside, a 200-pound detachable box was added. Its contents were unknown to David — he was simply contracted to navigate to the proper location beneath the surface of the Potomac River and detach the box, placing it precisely where his employers designated — the well-shaped depression at the river’s bottom, the corners of it now marked with temporary wooden rods.

      With his turn finally complete, David was now directly above the drop zone. He unscrewed the large connecting rivet and pressed the clasp holding the detachable unit in place. He heard a soft pop as the box disconnected from the rear wall.

      After waiting thirty seconds to ensure that the box had reached the river bottom, he turned the submarine ninety degrees to his left — facing the craft almost due north. From this angle, he could see his handiwork through the submarine’s small, bubble-shaped viewing window. The large crate, bound with metal bands and locked in four places, sat nestled at the bottom of the shallow well, half submerged in silt and pebbles. Satisfied, David began spinning the propeller with his feet and guided the craft up to speed toward the shore. His work was done, and his payment could be collected.

      [image: ]
* * *

      From a rise above the northern edge of the river, three men watched silently — two on horseback, the third standing next to them. The Turtle II was submerged for an hour or so, yet the men looked on. They said nothing to each other until David’s ship resurfaced, proceeded by a growing circle of lapping water and bubbles from the emptying ballast.

      As the submarine slid toward them, the man seated in the middle spoke to the man standing next to him. “Benjamin, the mission has met with success. Finalize the plans for the layout at dawn, then return here and deliver the letter to our associate, Mr. L’Enfant.”

      “Yes, Mr. Washington,” Benjamin replied. He left on foot, heading west.

      Bushnell disembarked and returned from the river’s edge. He looked up the hill at the two remaining men and gave a slight nod. It was finished.

      Washington looked to his companion. “See that Mr. Bushnell is compensated for his fine work here today — the object should now be safe from prying eyes.” He let out a tired sigh. “I suggest that you forget it as well; all that is left in this matter is the drawing of the new city’s layout.”

      The man responded, “I am afraid that our dear Charles will not welcome the news. He has struggled for months to perfect the layout for our nation’s capital, and he does not always respond well to criticism.”

      Washington took a long moment to answer. “Mr. Jefferson, I have personally appointed Charles l’Enfant to oversee this project, but the situation has changed. Our enemy is close to discovering our secret; we cannot continue to burden our nation with its protection. We shall leave it for another generation.”

      “Please see to it that Mr. Ellicott takes over the surveying and layout of this area, and that Mr. Banneker remains behind as his personal scribe and assistant. I am confident they will give our capitol a foundation worthy of the secret it is built upon.”

      Washington knew the secret could tear apart the fledgling nation. He also knew from experience how the promise of wealth and prosperity could tempt even the best of men, and the contents of the now submerged box would prove a terrible temptation indeed.

      Washington and his colleagues had come so far in this new land, and had taken great pains to ensure that they would leave their families and friends with a solid foundation. If left unguarded, the whispers and rumors of this secret could eventually lead to an uprising — men would do anything to possess the knowledge it would provide. Washington knew the young government was not yet capable of dealing with this powerful object. It must be hidden away, until someone worthy of its power might find it.

      Jefferson and Washington continued watching the great river before them as the sun sank into the water’s far edge. The Potomac would make a wonderful backdrop to a marvelous city, one that would hopefully see many centuries of growth and prosperity, and serve as a beacon for the people of the great land.

      And one day far beyond the end of the two mens’ lives, someone would discover the secret the Founding Fathers had tried to conceal in the layout of their new capital city. Washington was sure of it, and he only prayed that it was someone worthy of the knowledge.
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      The air smelled like burning tar. Smoke, billowing from the mouths and openings of caves, blocked out the sun and caused a deep-gray shadow over the low, rolling dunes.

      Captain Bryce Reynolds had a hard time breathing, and crouched lower still, his face nearly touching the gritty sand. He winced, trying to see through the thick clouds of fire and smoke, and crawled forward slowly. The top edge of the dune he was on was merely feet in front of him, and would offer his team much better visibility of the area in front of them.

      A mortar shell blasted fifty yards from his location, opening yet another hole in a previously unknown cave system. A sergeant nearer to the explosion, Arturo Rodriguez, rolled back on his heels and fell backwards onto the sand. “Shit!” he yelled. “Forget these Republican Guard guys, the friendly fire’s gonna kill us first!”

      Bryce dismissed the man’s complaint and instead focused again down the sights of his M-16 assault rifle. The mortar blast had opened the roof of a large underground cavern, and Bryce could see numerous Iraqi Republican Guard units scurrying away from the collapsing rock formation. One of the men lifted a gun, aiming toward Bryce’s team on the hill. The man next to him, Joseph Strahan, fired two rounds down into the cave, dropping the Iraqi soldier before he could shoot.

      “Nice shot,” Bryce said. He and the other four U.S. Army Rangers next to him on the dune waited for a moment to see if any more Iraqi Guards would run out from the cavern, but none came.

      They inched forward, slowly reaching the top of the dune. More artillery shells smashed down onto the sandy field in front of them, and each explosion caused the team to retract a bit, tensing in anticipation of a sudden counterattack.

      A break in the dusty air came momentarily, and Bryce could see the city of Samarra, Iraq to the northwest; the Tigris to its left, winding through the sand and rock plains like a mirage. Immediately ahead, he saw the huts and tents of the Iraqi Republican Guard, and men running about in preparation. Mortar blasts continued to launch debris and rock upwards, causing even more commotion among the opposing forces.

      “There,” Bryce called out to the rest of his team. “That’s where we’re headed. We need to secure the perimeter first, and Strahan and I will grab the package. Eyes up; on me.” He didn’t wait for his teams’ response; they knew the mission objectives.

      He rose to his feet, the Ranger team following. Master Sergeant Andreeson and the kid, Private First Class Jason O’Neil, took the left flank. They ran a straight-line path down the front side of the dune, pacing their advance carefully toward the camp they had been ordered to infiltrate. The small command and weapons depot sat just outside the city of Samarra, and their mission was to locate and retrieve the “package” — a list of firing orders and coordinates. Their cover would be an ongoing onslaught of friendly artillery fire, raining down on the area from the north, hopefully causing the Iraqi soldiers to anticipate an attack from that direction. His team spread out over the wide expanse of sand dunes and rocky plains, and he heard his second-in-command recite the mission objectives to the rest of the men through the radio transmitter.

      At least they knew their mission objectives, he thought.

      Captain Reynolds, however, had one more objective that was not known to the other members of the small five-man Ranger team. Prior to their airdrop, Major Dwight Maynes had pulled Bryce aside near the cockpit of the cargo plane and away from the rest of his men. The noise in the fuselage was deafening, but thanks to the ear-mounted two-way radios they’d been equipped with, the noise-cancelling devices prevented them from needing to shout.

      “Reynolds — there’s one more thing.”

      “What’s that, sir?” Bryce asked.

      “In addition to your current objectives, I need you to locate another package.” Maynes answered.

      “Yes sir. What’s the item?”

      “It’s a book — a notebook, I guess. I have no idea what’s inside; just locate and retrieve it. I’ll take care of it from there.”

      “Affirmative. So, what exactly is this all for? I mean, a notebook? And you don’t even know what’s inside?” Bryce asked.

      “Look, Bryce. I don’t understand it all either. This is definitely a need-to-know mission, and — “ he looked to the men in the cargo plane’s interior preparing for their jump, “I expect that you’ll keep this under wraps as well.”

      “Of course. Say no more. See you on the other side, Major.” He turned and walked down the middle of the fuselage, the two facing rows of seated combat soldiers suited and ready for deployment. Bryce nodded at them and took his place at the front of the line, readying himself for the drop.

      Another mortar shell explosion brought him back to the present. So far, the attack had been executed flawlessly. The Iraqis didn’t seem to know there were enemy troops on the ground in their area, and the Ranger team was moving steadily and quickly toward the camp.

      O’Neil and Andreeson reached the clearing on the southwest side of the camp, and went prone behind a cluster of boulders. On the right flank, Sergeant Rodriguez moved into position and prepared to strafe the outside of the quartermaster’s tent. Bryce lifted a fist to his head, then counted to three on his fingers. At three, he lifted his gun and squinted down the scope of his assault rifle. Next to him, Corporal Joseph Strahan did the same.

      “Mortar team, open fire.” His own men also opened fire on the eight scattered tents and mobile buildings.

      Bryce’s order signaled the beginning of the attack. While the mortar unit had been laying covering and distracting fire from the north, the real fireworks were just beginning. Bryce had timed their attack with the mortar team, stationed less than a mile away, and now the infantry unit there was using all three of their mortars in tandem, launching explosive rounds on the camp once every other second.

      The effect was chaotic — the twenty or thirty Iraqi men hunkered down in the tents and buildings snapped into action. They ran in every direction, some chopped down immediately by Ranger fire, and others hit by falling mortar rounds. The few that weren’t hit ran for the tunnels and bunkers surrounding the base.

      Bryce shouted orders as the team closed in. “Strahan, with me! O’Neil, Andreeson, keep punching through that line! Don’t let them get to the 50-cal!”

      He popped two shots into the nearest Iraqi, a man running for his life toward Bryce. The next two Iraqis almost made it to the sandbagged outcropping just to the west of the base, where a 50-caliber machine gun turret had been set up. Bryce missed the first man, but Strahan clipped his leg just before he reached the half-circle of sandbags. The second man dove for cover behind his fallen comrade, just as a mortar round blasted into the ground and turned the whole area into a crater.

      Taking advantage of the moment, Bryce sprinted for the main circle of tents at the center of the camp. Strahan followed close behind, while the other three American soldiers continued their pummeling of the Iraqi camp. Bryce hoped to get in and out in less than two minutes — an eternity in the midst of battle.

      As he entered the nearest tent, his in-ear radio squawked to life. “Captain! O’Neil’s down!” The voice was Martin Andreeson’s, a man who’d been part of Bryce’s team for only a few months. “We’re under heavy fire from our six, sir! These bastards came out of nowhere!”

      From their six? Bryce’s mind went into overdrive. How was that possible? Thermal scans showed no movement outside the 500-yard perimeter surrounding the base. Further, ground-penetrating radar confirmed that the Iraqi troops were mostly above-ground, and not in the small tunnel system that ran throughout the area.

      But they were under fire from the west, behind O’Neil and Andreeson’s position. “I’m guessing about five, maybe six men, sir,” Andreeson continued, and Bryce could hear the sound of gunfire in between the soldier’s words. “Heavy firepower, and they seem to know our exact locations. I’m trying to hold them back, but it’s — “

      The voice in Byrce’s ear died, replaced by an eerie silence. Shit.

      Two of his men were down, and he still hadn’t located either objective. Thankfully, moments like this were Bryce’s forte, and the reason he was in charge of the small Ranger unit. His mind ran through the different scenarios while he continued searching the tents. Why hadn’t the scans picked up the enemy forces to the west? Even with the river, they’d have seen their advance, and would have warned me.

      Bryce came to a small tent, almost dead-center of the camp. Strahan picked off two straggling Republican Guardsmen who were fumbling with their weapons, and then entered the tent behind Captain Reynolds.

      “Bryce, what’s up?” Strahan asked. “We’ve got two guys down, and they were hit from behind. Who the hell was doing recon for us?”

      Before Bryce could respond, he noticed a satchel that seemed out of place on top of a filing cabinet in the corner.

      “Yeah, I know. Just help me find the package and we can get out of here.” He motioned to the other tent, and Strahan nodded and walked over. Bryce waited for Strahan to leave the tent, and he grabbed at the satchel. Rifling through the contents — nothing but paper and maps — he threw the bag aside.

      And then, on top of the cabinet, underneath where the bag had been placed, Bryce saw it. Unassuming, it was a simple brown envelope. It was too small to hold letter-sized paper, but its thickness implied that it was meant for weightier items. It was sealed and wrapped in packing tape for additional security, and fastened with a brad. Bryce snatched it and ripped open the top.

      From the adjacent tent, Strahan yelled out. His voice, echoed by the radio, startled Bryce. “Boss, I got it — two sheets, double-sided. This has to be it!” He opened the flap connecting their tents, and Bryce saw him waving the documents in the air. Coordinates ran down the left side of the page, itemized and ordered in some unknown way.

      “Great — let’s go.” Bryce had dropped the envelope onto the mess of papers and boxes strewn about, and he waited for Strahan to leave first. As the tall man stooped to exit the tent, he turned around and flashed a grin.

      “And you thought this shit was gonna take two minutes! Ha!” He chuckled a bit, and reached around his back for his rifle. Through the open tent flap, Bryce could see a shadowy figure approaching.

      “Corporal! Get down!” Bryce yelled. Joseph Strahan jerked away from the tent opening, but it was too late. An Iraqi soldier appeared in the doorway, and one hand reached out for Strahan’s head, while the other disappeared behind the American’s back. Strahan let out a pained whimper, and Bryce could see a flash of a knife’s blade and then a splatter of blood on the tent’s canvas wall. He pulled up his weapon and aimed toward the two men, hoping to find a shot.

      Finally, a break in the struggle allowed Bryce to fire a short burst from his assault rifle. The Iraqi man tumbled forward, pushing Strahan down with him. “Shit! Joseph, you all right?” he called out.

      But as soon as Bryce saw his partner’s open wound, he knew the man was doomed. The knife had cut deep, catching him just beneath the ribs and pushing upward, through his lung. He was bleeding out, and there was no way he was going to live. His eyes flicked to Bryce for a long second, then closed as he coughed a mix of blood and bile. He reached to his side, struggling with something at his belt. Bryce started to walk toward him to offer aid, but within seconds the man was dead.

      It was then that Bryce noticed two things: first, the group of three Iraqi soldiers running toward the tent, where they’d just seen their comrade fall. Second, he saw the metal object Strahan had wriggled free from his belt just before he’d died.

      The pin of a grenade.

      Bryce reacted instinctively. He jumped backwards, trying to put as much distance between himself and the downed soldier, and then covered his head. The grenade blew, just as the Iraqis had neared the tent. The blast tore into them, throwing their bodies back and out onto the open desert ground. Bryce felt the wind rushing overhead, pushing the shockwave and fiery air along with it. A few chunks of debris and smaller bits of rock rained down around him, but he was okay.

      Standing, he took in the ensuing scene. The mortars have stopped, he thought. Or had he been shellshocked? Maybe he was momentarily deafened by the explosion. Raising his hand to his ear, he strained to hear the update coming through his radio. “Bryce — you guys okay? I saw the explosion.” It was Sergeant Rodriguez, from the eastern front. “I think the mortar team bailed; we’re not getting any cover fire anymore, and I think I can see about ten guys moving in to your location.”

      Bryce listened to the message, and frowned. The mortar team bailed? And now there were ten men approaching? He looked off to the right, where Rodriguez would be stationed, and responded. “Yeah, I’m good. Strahan’s gone. We need to get the hell out of here, and quick.”

      He didn’t wait for a response. Bryce’s mind flared once again as the adrenaline coursed through him, igniting his capacity for reason and deduction. His world slowed as he thought through the protocols; the by-the-book training he and his men had gone through for these instances, and he calculated the risks and probabilities of each chosen strategy. His ability to think and process under pressure were unmatched in his field, and his superiors had taken notice. Bryce was the whiz-kid of the Rangers, and his analytical and data-driven mind had gotten him several quick promotions during his short career in the military.

      It was time to leave. Each option that Bryce ran through seemed to end in disaster, especially now that the mortar team had gone silent. The coordinates Strahan found were obliterated, as was most of his team. He called back in to Rodriguez to prepare for extraction, and then noticed again the small envelope on the sandy floor. Picking it up, he read the simple inscription on its front:

      M.J.

      He tore open the top of the envelope, and let its contents slide out onto his hand.

      A notebook.

      Perfect, he thought. This has to be it. Bryce was about to open the book and see for himself when the spattering of an AK-47 sounded behind him. He jumped forward, bounding through the three tents and out onto the dusty plain, heading east. Just over the rise, he could see Sergeant Art Rodriguez still firing intermittent bursts down onto the base camp. A scream wailed from behind Bryce as he was running, and he heard a curse in Arabic — or Kurdish, he wasn’t sure — as the man fell.

      Clearing the outer edge of the camp, Bryce calculated the distance between him and Sergeant Rodriguez to be less than 100 yards; easy enough to make in a full-on sprint. By now, Rodriguez had seen his commanding officer break through the perimeter and was busy covering Bryce’s retreat. In the distance, Bryce thought he could even hear their extraction unit — a helicopter’s rotor wash flying in from the south.

      As he closed the distance to Rodriguez, he heard a break in the soldier’s shooting and looked up. The younger man was busy reloading — and Bryce knew he was vulnerable. He hoped to reach the spot in a few more seconds, and together they might be able to hold off the Iraqis for the few minutes it would take for the chopper to reach them.

      But as Rodriguez finished reloading, another shot rang out, and Rodriguez’ head jerked forward. Bryce frowned, and his pulse quickened. That wasn’t AK-47 fire, he thought. Another shot rang out, and Bryce saw the telltale twitch in Rodriguez’ body, like a jolting electrical shot. He’d been hit.

      “No!” Bryce screamed out in vain as he climbed the last few steps of the shallow hill. He dove for Rodriguez’ gun, simultaneously checking the man’s vitals. Dead.

      “Dammit!” He cursed, swiveling around again to continue firing at the fast-approaching Iraqis. As he turned, however, he caught a glimpse of the other approaching Iraqis — the ones coming up the hill from the east, behind Rodriguez’ position.

      He was being crushed between two oncoming forces, and he was the only American soldier left. At least five men were coming up from the west, and now he saw the silhouettes of three more. One carried a sniper rifle and was no doubt the one who’d killed Rodriguez.

      Shit. This was going to end very painfully. Bryce readied himself, and lowered his torso to the ground. He fired three bursts at the men coming from the direction of the camp, and two of the men fell. Turning, he aimed for the three coming from the east.

      They were aiming back at him.

      A muzzle flash flared outward from the gun held by the man on the left. A split second passed, and Bryce felt the round pierce his shoulder. He screamed, and dropped completely to the ground. Blood trickled down his forearm, and he loosened the grip on his gun.

      A second flash twinkled in Bryce’s eyes, this time from the sniper. He heard the round whiz by, just over his head.

      I’m going to die here, he thought. He tried lifting his rifle to his eye, but the pain from his shoulder wound was too great. Then his knee lit up in a fiery wash of pain. Too weak to scream, he let out a low wail as he buried his face sideways into the sand, calmed by the gentle warmth of the Iraqi desert ground.

      His left hand reached up to his shirt pocket, and he shifted a little, slowly, trying to grab at the small notebook he’d stolen from the camp.

      If I’m going out like this, I’m going to at least figure out why, he thought.

      He brought the book up to his head. Straining to open his eyes, he let the cover fall open and glanced down at the first page.

      Nothing.

      It was completely blank.

      What? No! He flipped through another ten pages, each of them devoid of content.

      All blank.

      He wanted to scream. Had he been set up? Why would this notebook — this blank notebook — be the subject of so much scrutiny, so much bloodshed?

      And why was it addressed to someone who had the initials M.J.?

      He moved his hand down, closer to his chest, and pushed the book under his body. He’d wanted to throw it, but he didn’t have the strength. If it was an object that was never supposed to be in enemy hands, he intended to make it that much more difficult for them to find.

      One last shot rang out as the men started up the hill. One more time Bryce felt the piercing burn of metal, punching through flesh. This time, his left arm took the brunt of the shot, though the bullet had only strafed. He thought about home; about his mom.

      Mom. He wasn’t going to be able to get to her now.

      To save her.

      He squeezed his eyes shut and let the sand blow over him, willing the desert to swallow him.
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      9:13 am - White Rock, New Mexico, USA

      Cole's morning was shaping up to be one of the best he'd had in a while. The sweltering heat of summer had finally faded into a bearable warmth that made his early morning runs quite enjoyable. Throughout college, he'd slowly gained weight and gotten less fit, and as he continued to eat whatever — and whenever — he liked, he watched his high-school football player’s body morph into a middle-aged storehouse of excess flab. At 27, Cole finally decided this "extra baggage" was unacceptable.

      14 months and 67 pounds later, Cole was well on his way to being more healthy and fit than he'd ever been. His parents were proud of his weight loss and fitness accomplishments, but they feared that Cole was addicted to working out and that this new lifestyle was going to consume him. Already he'd gone through three girlfriends in three cities in just over five years, and each failed relationship had left him feeling emptier than the one before.

      But now, with just the open road to contend with, none of that mattered. He enjoyed this run — the 7.2 miles from his home outside of White Rock to the second switchback, where he'd turn and head home. New Mexico's mountainous landscape stretched for miles ahead and to his left, and a sheer cliff face flew upwards on his right. Running used to daunt him but in this setting it was different; more relaxing.

      As he approached the second switchback, his mind wandered, comparing his past failures and disappointments with his present health and potential. A year ago he couldn’t have walked this route without oxygen. Today, he'd finish the run, take an ice bath, and not even feel strained in the morning. Maybe he'd head into Santa Fe tonight and meet up with some new friends, or maybe he’d relax at home with a movie and a beer. Cole loved the freedom of living one day at a time, accountable only to himself.

      The switchback appeared ahead of him, and he slowed to a jog for the last hundred yards. Just as he started his turn, he caught a flash out of the corner of his eye. Three hundred yards away at the base of the cliff, he could barely make out a destroyed vehicle.

      Cole stopped and stared. That wasn’t there yesterday. Surely the police should know about it by now. He squinted, unable to make out any details. He started jogging toward the wreck — from here, he couldn’t see any signs of other cars or people. There were no sirens either.

      He got closer. The sedan was almost completely crushed — obliterated, really. He wouldn’t have been able to even recognize that the thing used to be a vehicle if not for the tires — one was smashed, but still connected to the axle, and he saw another one resting on its side about a hundred paces off. He looked up, knowing that the stretch of road he was on climbed up and around this mountain. These highways in and out of White Rock and the surrounding area often had switchbacks and tight turns, and someone must have driven their car off the road, landing on this lower section of road.

      There was a blackened wall of rock to the car’s left, and a small crater beneath it, spreading and cracking onto the two-lane highway. Bits and pieces of charred vehicle and metal components were strewn outward around the wreckage. The whole mess was steaming and smoking, and he could hear hisses and pops every few seconds.

      Cole kept his eyes forward as he neared the wreck. He slowed to a quick walk and eyed the car carefully, looking for survivors. The smoke stung his eyes, and the heat of the dying fire was still intense. The acrid smell assaulted his nose and mouth.

      “Hello?” he called out. There was no response — he knew no one could have survived such a crash — but still, something about the situation wasn’t right.

      He crouched down, trying to peer through the smoke and twisted metal into the car’s interior. Straining to see through the smoke and hot air, he tried to discern any signs of life from within the vehicle. Seeing none, he bent down closer to the ground.

      The crunching of heavy boots on gravel sounded behind him. The hairs on the back of Cole’s neck stood up, and he scrambled backwards, away from the wreckage.

      “Stand up. Place your hands on your head and step back away from the vehicle.” The voice was deep and menacing, with a gravelly strain that suggested its owner preferred not to speak unless absolutely necessary.

      Shit, Cole thought. The cops are here, and I’m the only one around. He placed his hands on his head, and turned slowly to his left —

      “Do not move! Do not turn around.” The bellowed command seemed very out of place for a police officer at a crash scene in the middle of the desert.

      Cole tensed, then continued to back up. After several paces he stopped and hesitated, awaiting further instructions. Who does this guy think he is?

      “Here.” There was a metallic clang and a thud. Cole looked at the ground to his right, seeing a crude set of shackles. “Put them on, then turn around.”

      Cole’s heart was pounding. He had no desire to put on handcuffs and place himself at the mercy of some stranger — who wasn’t acting much like a cop at all. What if this was just some wacko looking to rob him, armed with nothing but rusty shackles and a scary voice?

      Cole decided he’d take his chances. He spun around to his left.

      …Straight into a crushing blow, square on his cheekbone. Stars flashed inside his head. His eyes blurred, and he dropped to one knee. The pain was unbelievable — he had been hit before, in schoolyard fights mostly, but this was something else, like getting hit by a truck.

      Cole got up, wiping his eyes with his wrist. Struggling to clear his vision, he looked up into the face of a behemoth; a broad-shouldered man with a slightly hunched back, dressed in military fatigues and holding an assault rifle loosely in his massive hands.

      “Get up, boy, and hurry.” Cole realized the man spoke with an accent, but he couldn’t quite place it. Russia? Eastern European?

      Then, as his eyes finally re-focused, Cole saw the other three men.
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      9:20 am

      Vladimir Beka watched the young man standing next to the wreckage, his back to the soldiers, and he could almost hear him assessing the situation. He was nothing special — average build, neither fat nor skinny. Vladimir wondered if he was scared.

      They’d needed a body last night, so they had caused the car wreck. Beka himself had wired a simple explosive charge to the road, set to detonate on impact. The first vehicle that came down the winding road at the top of the cliff hit the strand of explosives and careened down here. The car was almost immediately engulfed in flames, but the driver — a man of about thirty years — was able to crawl out before the sedan caused him too much harm.

      It was amazing he’d lived, actually, but it made it easier for the Vilocorp team to pluck him off the side of the road, wounded and in a daze, and bring him into the lab.

      There, Beka knew, the man would die. Not right away, but eventually. He would be subjected to many tests — painful tests — and he would eventually succumb to his injuries. So far, none of their subjects had survived, and that man — and this kid in front of him now — would be no exception.

      Beka had been a part of his boss Tanning Vilocek’s guard unit for more than a year and had mostly enjoyed the work. His commander, Johannes Karn, was something of a slavedriver who expected more from his than most military combat units, but Karn did allow his men autonomy most of the time. Karn didn’t care what the men did off-duty, and on-duty he certainly didn’t care how the dirty work was done — as long as it was done quickly and completely.

      Beka had no doubt that this type of dirty work was his personal talent, a sadistic calling that made him perfect for Karn’s team and for Vilocorp. His childhood priest had often talked about the importance of “calling,” and Vladimir now understood that the priest had been right all along. Beka was a killer, and he was brutally good at it.

      He heard the whump of Karn’s rifle butt as it struck the young man’s face, and Beka came back to the present. He licked his lips in anticipation of a fight, though he knew it would take very little to beat the American into submission. He stepped up to receive his orders.

      “Cuff him and bring him back to the facility. Dr. Vilocek wants to run initial tests within the hour.”

      “Yes sir.” Beka responded without emotion. He reached for the shackles at the young man’s feet. As Beka squatted down, Cole suddenly lashed out and kicked some gravel into Beka’s face.

      Then he bolted, leaving Beka and the others momentarily frozen in place.

      The soldiers behind Karn lifted their rifles in turn, preparing to fire at the fleeing man.

      “Stand down,” Karn rasped. He swung his assault rifle up and aimed steadily down the sight. Beka stood obediently by, watching as Karn tensed his upper body and relaxed his core, preparing for the recoil.

      The rifle let out a thump, not unlike the sound of a cork popping from a wine bottle. Instead of the quick and deafening bang of a normal assault rifle, the thump hung in the air — a pulsating, rhythmic zzzzz. The sound resembled an electric discharge, but deeper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Cole couldn’t hear any footsteps, and he was just beginning to wonder what was going on behind him.

      Then the shockwave hit him.

      His body convulsed with tremors for a split second. He felt everything go weak. He tried to force his legs to keep moving, but a loud, pulsating hum overtook his thoughts and filled his brain. His entire body felt tingly, like a limb fallen asleep. He was completely paralyzed.

      Still conscious yet unable to look around or even blink, Cole had a sudden sense of vertigo — it seemed the road beneath his feet was slowly receding.
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      Forcing his eyes open, he tried to blink back the fuzziness in his vision and look around. Bryce couldn’t believe he was alive.

      He also couldn’t believe how much pain he was in. The bullet wounds felt tight, like someone was pushing down on them. A quick glance down revealed that they had been cleaned, wrapped, and bandaged, but he felt like other areas of his body had been under attack as well. His head felt swollen, like it was under pressure. His legs were weak; it was almost impossible to shift his body to the side to see his visitor.

      His visitor.

      Who is that? The fogginess in his eyes cleared, but his mind seemed reluctant to operate fully. He squinted, trying to see who was sitting next to his bed. A man, he could tell from the wide shoulders and lanky frame. He was older, maybe mid-fifties, and his thinning salt-and-pepper hair sat in a small swirly wisp on his head.

      “Ah, Captain, it’s good to see you awake,” the man said.

      “Who — who are you?” Bryce asked, still groggy.

      “My name is James Whittenfield, Jr. My company, Whittenfield Research, is one of the leading philanthropic environmental organizations in the world. I’d offer to shake your hand, but considering — “

      “It’s ok. What exactly can I do for you, Mr. Whittenfield?“ As he let the man continue his introduction, Bryce got a look around. He was in a hospital, and from its dingy appearance it seemed it was a small and all but forgotten one at that.

      “Call me James. Well Bryce, I’m interested in you. Your performance last week in Samarra was quite impressive. I heard about it from Major Dwight Maynes — “

      “Maynes? He wasn’t there,” Bryce said, confused.

      “Actually, he was there just in time to snatch you right out from under the grasp of the Iraqi Republican Guard. His chopper team gunned down five or six Iraqis just outside their camp, and saw you on the ground. Good thing, too — you weren’t in such great shape. A few more minutes down there and you’d have bled to death.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m starting to think maybe that would have been better,” Bryce said, trying to stretch out his tight muscles.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Whittenfield said, reaching for something in his coat pocket. As he did, Bryce noticed the man’s attire for the first time. A pressed suit, Brooks Brothers or another high-end tailored variety, with a fitted white Oxford shirt. Conservative, yet contemporary. His left hand was inside the coat, and the man’s wrist and watch was exposed. A Cartier Chronograph, 1953 edition. Bryce knew it was worth upwards of $20,000. So this guy really does have some money. He also didn’t fit at the hospital, either. The walls behind the man were dusty, and Bryce could smell the faint hint of the dry sandiness of the desert. They were still in Iraq, or at least somewhere in the Middle East. Maybe in a civilian hospital, though it was hard to tell.

      He looked back to the man at the side of his bed. This guy, James Whittenfield, was American, judging by his accent. Possibly from the northeast — Philadelphia, or Boston.

      Whittenfield retracted his hand from his coat pocket, holding the notebook.

      Bryce’s eyes narrowed; the events that day on the battlefield coming rushing back.

      “If you weren’t rescued, we might never have found this little gem.”

      “So what? There’s nothing in it — it’s blank,” Bryce responded.

      “I noticed. Lucky thing, too — the others aren’t.”

      “The others?”

      “Right. I’ve got plenty more of these little notebooks,” Whittenfield said, flipping through the blank pages. “They were my father’s — James Whittenfield, Sr., that is. He started Whittenfield Research, and these books, about thirty of them altogether, were his personal journals. Research, hypotheses, experimental results — it’s all in there. This one — the one that was stolen from my lab a few months ago — is the last notebook; one he hadn’t started writing in yet,” Whittenfield explained.

      “What kind of research? What does the company do?”

      “Captain — Bryce —“ using his first name as he continued, “my work has always been a roller coaster ride. There’s always someone you’re pissing off one day, and the entire scientific community’s in an uproar because of you the next. We are an environmental research firm, and most of our clients are multinational corporations. Pharmaceuticals, defense systems engineers, even oil conglomerates — they’re all waiting in line to talk to us. We provide a unique form of insurance to our customers: future proofing.

      “You see, Capt. Reynolds, most companies are more afraid of the future than anything else — are they going to remain profitable? Are they going to consistently deliver on their numbers and keep their shareholders happy? Are they even going to remain solvent in this economy? These are things they’re worrying about every day, and companies like mine offer an insurance policy against these fears. We can research and deliver the next line of products that will redefine their industries, before their competitors even know they’re working on it.”

      Bryce interrupted, frowning. “So, you’re a gigantic research firm working with the world’s largest companies; why haven’t I ever heard of you?” he asked.

      “Well, first — we’re not exactly a ‘large’ research firm. We only work with a few clients at a time, though conveniently they usually want the same thing — immunity from their competitors’ attacks. Immortality, if you will. They all want to maintain their position at the forefront of their respective marketplaces, and it turns out we can usually deliver on that wish. Due to this extremely proprietary nature of our work, we aren’t well-known outside the small circle of businesses we’ve worked with — and we intend to keep it that way.”

      “Ok, great. Makes sense,” Bryce said, finally sitting up fully on the hospital bed. “But what does this all have to do with me?”

      “I know about your mother, Bryce,” Whittenfield said, almost cutting Bryce off. “I know she’s suffering from a rare viral infection; a strain that’s rendered her mostly paralyzed.”

      Bryce’s eyes flashed in anger, then to a steely burn. “She’s not going to be able to heal. They have no idea what it is — or how to fix it.” He pictured his mother, Diana Reynolds, in bed in her Utah home. A nurse, basically a hospice worker from a local retirement community in nearby Salt Lake City, stayed with her most of the morning and evenings to provide basic care — cleaning, feeding, and the occasional one-way conversation.

      The memory pained him, but he knew there was nothing he could do for her. He’d already spent both of their life savings on treatment, flying doctors to and from the small cottage, only to be told the viral infection wasn’t contagious. He’d run out of money, and the military’s insurance plan forced him to continue serving on active duty to continue paying for her care.

      “How do you know about that?” Bryce asked.

      “There was a small article about it in a medical publication not too long ago,” Whittenfield replied. “One of my doctors found it. What I found most intriguing about your mother’s case is that we had two similar instances like it not six months before the article was published.”

      “Two others? I thought it was an isolated incident,” Bryce said.

      “As did we. But it’s not — while we haven’t been able to understand the source of the infection, I do believe we’ve found a treatment.”

      Bryce’s hair on the back of his neck stood up. Could he be telling the truth? After so long; so much time spent chasing a dead-end… “A treatment? Like an antidote?”

      “Yes — well, we’re not finished yet. The first two subjects didn’t survive, but I think we’ve isolated the culprit in the viral cell’s makeup, and I think we can figure out how to heal your mother.

      “But Bryce, I need something from you in return. Your performance in the Rangers hasn’t gone unnoticed. I know about your accomplishments so far; your quick mind.

      “Dwight Maynes is a close friend of mine from Cambridge — we studied together in our introductory courses, and I’ve been picking his brain lately about his men here in the special forces. You see, we need someone like you out at the research lab,” Whittenfield said.

      “Someone like me?” Bryce asked. “A soldier?”

      “No — not just a soldier. I saw your test results. The comprehension, deductive reasoning skills — off the charts, Bryce. I don’t want someone who can wield a gun; any grunt with two eyes and arms can do that. I need someone who can protect our interests; interests that I’m afraid will be under scrutiny very soon. This notebook was just the first incident: whoever’s after my father’s research — my research — is going to continue snooping around until they find what they’re looking for.

      “If you agree to leave with me now, I can fill you in with the specifics of the job on the way. I am prepared to make you an offer up front — take it or leave it — of one million dollars. If you stay with me for all six months, I’ll pay you another million. I know you’d like to get back your mother, but give me the next six months of your life, and you’ll be set for the rest of it.

      “Oh, and suffice it say, anything we can do for your mother’s health will be done. If we find a treatment — and I believe we will — for your mother’s paralysis, you can consider her healed, all expenses paid.”

      Bryce was stunned. Two million dollars in six months? He couldn’t imagine what this guy would want him to do — it seemed too good to be true. “Well, it sounds like a pretty fantastic offer, but I don’t know anything about your company — what’s the catch? Why are you so interested in protection?”

      Whittenfield sighed, but didn’t hesitate in his response. He stood and walked to the foot of Bryce’s bed. “The reason you have never heard of us is that we have been continuing along the same line of research since the mid-1930s that has paralleled a similar, yet much more popularized topic in American culture.

      “My father’s initial experimentation in the field of crystal-Uranium synthesis led to a small team of researchers — my father included — discovering the unique characteristics of the Uranium element’s isotopes. The work was highly classified, but of extreme importance to the U.S. Government, and in 1939 an official project was initiated, called the ‘Development of Substitute Materials.’”

      Bryce glanced up sharply at the man standing before him. His mind raced as he tried to place what this man — James Whittenfield, Jr. — had just said. Where had he heard of that before?

      “My father’s research was paramount to modern American history. What my father’s discoveries led to — what that team ended up becoming — was the foundation for the atomic bomb. Their project was called the ‘Development of Substitute Materials,’ but the American population now knows it by its codename: ‘The Manhattan Project.’”
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      10:46 pm - University of New Mexico - Department of Ancient Studies, Albuquerque, New Mexico, USA

      Professor Jensen Andrews felt exhausted, and it was only Wednesday. It seemed like as he got older, the days got shorter, yet somehow he ended up even busier. Tonight he had a stack of papers in front of him that needed to be read and graded, but he’d pushed them aside and was now hunched over a National Geographic magazine, fighting back much-needed sleep. He had intended to take a break from grading the essays — an hour ago. It was approaching midnight, and he wondered if it would be easier to just sleep on his office’s futon mattress instead of driving all the way home.

      

      The hall outside his office was darker than usual. The exit signs at each end and the safety light at the restroom door were the only illumination. During the day and throughout most of the nights during the school year, the halls were filled with the whitewashed glow of florescent ceiling lights. The Geography and World Studies wing of the college was one of several 24-hour facilities on campus, and most of the professors and even some of the students often stayed after hours to finish up grading and assignments. Must be the football game tonight, he thought.

      His eyes wandered over the page on his desk in front of him, sleep sneaking in and causing him to drift away. Finally exhaustion won out, and his eyes closed for a brief moment, his head propped up by his fist. No sooner had he drifted off than his head snapped back upright, and his bleary eyes blinked back open into focus. What was that?

      He could have sworn he’d heard a noise outside his office. He sat dead still at his desk for a full minute, not hearing anything. Finally he rose to his feet and walked — quietly — to his office door. His heart was suddenly pounding, and he stood at the doorway for a moment to catch his breath. Why was he so shaken up tonight? Most likely it was just some kids down the hall, or a night janitor on the other side of the building, nothing to worry about.

      Thwap.

      There it was again, only this time louder. He tensed, frozen in place, straining to hear around the corner. Absolutely silent, he reached out and pulled open his office door. The gentle click of the handle retracting made him stop for a second to listen again, but there wasn’t a sound.

      With the door half open, he leaned his head out slowly and pushed his glasses upwards on his face, as if somehow it would improve his sight in the near darkness. Squinting, he could make out the exit sign at the far end of the hall to his left; to the right he could see about twenty paces until the blackness overcame the feeble light.

      “H-Hello?”

      The silence seemed to intensify. After what seemed an eternity, he let out his breath — he hadn’t realized he’d been holding it — and took one step into the hallway.

      Ever so slowly, he turned to the left and moved tentatively toward the exit. After a few steps his pace quickened, and his timidity gave way to curiosity.

      He was about halfway to the end of the hall when his instincts kicked in. He slowed, suddenly unsure, and tried again to focus on the exit, now about fifty feet ahead. What is that? he thought, as his eyes passed over a large, dark shape on the floor in the corner.

      His heart raced again. The shape slowly became clearer to him. A pile of clothing… no, a coat, and a…

      Oh my God.

      It’s a body.

      As he drew closer, he could make out that the person was unnervingly still — not at all like someone sleeping or even passed out drunk. Jensen had never seen a dead body before — yet he somehow knew that he was looking at one now.

      His heart was racing. Who was this, and what had happened?

      He rolled the facedown body over, and only then noticed the growing pool of blood on the floor underneath. That alone would normally have caused him to jump back, but it was the round bullet hole directly between the man’s eyes that pushed him into a state of panic. He dove back against the wall, fighting to keep from hyperventilating.

      As he stared in shock, he realized the dead man was a security guard. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he actually recognized the man — perhaps he’d spoken to him once or twice before.

      Ok, Jensen, what the hell do you do now?

      He never had time to come up with an answer.

      Thwap.
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      Bryce’s week had been a blur. After Mr. Whittenfield left him at the infirmary, Bryce made his final preparations and packed for his departure. The last 72 hours he’d been traveling nonstop, first from the forward operating base to the airstrip four hours south. From there, he’d been flown to an aircraft carrier off the coast and then to a military base outside of London. His wounds, healing quickly, still hurt and provided him with an excuse to continue taking the powerful painkillers the doctor in Iraq had given him. While he was at the base in London, he charged his cell phone and placed a call to his mother’s home in Utah.

      Linda Ortiz, the nurse charged with providing the at-home care, answered and updated him with details on his mother’s health over the past few weeks. It had been awhile since he’d called, so he listened quietly as Linda gave the same response he’d heard countless times.

      “She’s doing well; about as well as can be expected. She’s not hurting, but the symptoms haven’t changed. I’m sure she misses you, too, Mr. Bryce.”

      “I know. Thank you, for everything — actually, I may be able to get back sooner than I’d expected. I’ll let you know for sure. Thanks again, Linda.”

      He hung up and put the phone back in his pocket, slowly, as his left arm was feeling tight. He stood, walking to the window, and tried to picture his mother before the virus had taken her livelihood.

      She was a great woman; strong, but in a gentle way. After his father had passed away six years ago, she’d moved from Denver to the quieter life of a sleepy Utah town. Bryce moved regularly during his first few years in the military, but he had recently rented an apartment in Salt Lake City, less than an hour from her place.

      Good thing, too. He remembered the night she’d called. Confused, frantic, unable to feel her feet or hands. It had taken her three tries just to dial his number.

      By the time he got to her house, she was on the floor in the living room, unable to move.

      The doctors kept her in the hospital for two weeks, but weren’t able to figure what was wrong. Experts in viral and bacterial infections were flown in, but could not isolate the foreign strain that was holding Bryce’s mother hostage. It seemed to be a rare occurrence of an infection chemically similar in composition to Encephalitis, but without the continuing negative side effects. Instead, she was paralyzed from the neck down but stable. Bryce had argued and negotiated, but he had finally persuaded the hospital staff to set up a bed in his mother’s home where she could be continuously monitored and cared for.

      That had been over two years ago.

      Bryce’s life now was split between the Army and caring for his mother. When he wasn’t deployed, he stayed at his mother’s house, taking an odd job here or there to pay her enormous bills.

      As he thought more about the mounting stack of bills he’d be facing upon his return to the states, he remembered the great deal he’d been offered. Sure, it was probably dangerous — you didn’t offer someone two million dollars just to play security guard — but like Whittenfield had said, he’d be able to pay the remainder of his mother’s bills and have more than enough to keep them both comfortable for a while afterward. He sighed, the swelling in his arm and shoulder reminding him of his healing injuries, and walked back to the main hallway.

      Surprisingly, Whittenfield was there to meet him. They shook hands and Bryce followed the older man out to the tarmac where a sleek, business-class Learjet was waiting. Next to the military planes and vehicles surrounding it, the jet seemed out of place. This guy must have some friends in very high places, Bryce thought as he boarded the plane.

      A flight attendant, wearing the Whittenfield Research logo on a blue button-down shirt, appeared and guided Bryce and Whittenfield to a seat toward the back of the plane. They were the only two passengers. This must be Whittenfield’s plane, Bryce thought.

      Promptly, the attendant brought forth two cocktails, a mix of some hard liquor and a fruit juice. Whittenfield swirled his glass and took a drink. Bryce did the same, all the while examining the interior of the fancy plane. Its seats were rhubarb-colored, accented with a rich mahogany. The center of the fuselage had been stripped of the rows of seats and in their place a large, square room stretched toward the cockpit. A sign on the door facing Bryce said “Command,” and Bryce realized then that this plane wasn’t just a means of transportation for the rich businessman.

      It was a mobile command center.

      “So, Bryce, let’s dive in. I’m sure you have a lot of questions for me,” Whittenfield began, “and seeing as we have only eight hours of flying time in front of us, we’d better get started.”

      Bryce smiled, the obvious sarcasm not lost on him. “Mr. Whittenfield, I appreciate your hospitality here, and I am interested to get to know what it is exactly that your company does. However, it’s just…” Bryce fumbled for his words, hoping to not insult the man seated across from him. “I guess I just need the reassurance of knowing that this deal you offered me — it seems great; uh, amazing, actually — is going to turn out to be something…” he hesitated, not finding the correct words. Whittenfield held up a hand to interject.

      “Captain Reynolds,” he said. He reached for a small laptop next to him. “I understand that this seems to be quite an unbelievable opportunity for you. However, I promise you that I am more than serious. In fact, I’ll go ahead and transfer the initial one million into an account of your choosing. Further, if you’re not satisfied with the position one week from now, I’ll request half of that amount be wired back to me, and we can go our separate ways. The half-million dollars remaining will be yours as a gift. Consider it the most lucrative workweek of your life.” With a smug grin, he turned the laptop to Bryce and waited for his response.

      The plane started to taxi, only minutes away from takeoff. Bryce sensed that he was also only minutes away from a turning point in his life. He leaned forward in his seat to enter the bank account information, and his new boss — James Whittenfield, Jr. — looked out the window, content.
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      Unknown

      He blinked. Am I dead? He blinked again, and the blackness surrounding him slowly became an image. Blurry at first, but gradually more clear.

      He had a splitting headache. Professor Jensen Andrews blinked again and slowly tried to sit up.

      The pain in his side was excruciating, and it took him a couple of tries to fully prop himself up on one arm and look around. He was in a room that was all metal, with no windows or furnishings except for a bed and small toilet in opposite corners. The toilet and bed frame were metal as well. The bed held a thin mattress with several springs protruding from the top.

      The floor was made of double-layer reinforced steel as well, and the only break in the walls was a small square window, no more than a foot in diameter. The window was reinforced with vertical steel bars a few inches apart. Clearly he was not intended to leave.

      Great.

      Jensen looked down at his body to see what was causing the pain in his side. His shirt had been unbuttoned to the waist. His torso was wrapped in a thick gauze bandage. The bandage had a dark, round stain on it, just to the right of his stomach.

      He had been shot. The recollection surprised him. He carefully probed around the spot, getting a feel for how severe it was.

      Suddenly he remembered the security guard; saw perfectly in his mind the hole, placed so precisely in the center of his forehead.

      He looked again at his own wound.

      Whoever had shot him was certainly the same person who’d shot the security guard, yet he was still alive. Somebody wanted him alive — needed him alive.

      Who?

      Just as the question crossed his mind, he heard a loud clang outside the door. Jensen looked up at the small window on the door. There was a brief pause, followed by a shifting sound. Somewhere inside the cell wall a latch was lifted.

      The lock disengaged and Jensen Andrews used all his strength to pull himself into a sitting position.

      “Uncle Jensen, you’re awake!” a young woman’s voice addressed him. “It’s been almost four hours — I was afraid the sedatives you were given were too strong.”

      Andrews blinked again, still not completely lucid. He rubbed his eyes and looked again. The person in the doorway was silhouetted by the light from the hall outside. He had recognized her voice immediately, and seeing her silhouette in the door proved his ears correct, but he still couldn’t believe it was actually her.

      “Uncle Jensen — I’ve been so worried about you. They said you wouldn’t be harmed, but when I saw you come in, bleeding and all, I…“ She choked up. “I thought they’d hurt you,” she sobbed, entering the cell.

      He rushed forward, fighting the pain in his side to embrace his niece. Then he realized that she wasn’t alone. There was a large shadow just outside the cell door.

      A voice broke the silence. “My boss wishes to speak with both of you immediately.”

      “Who are these people, Corinne?” Jensen asked his niece. “What do they want with us, and why was I shot? Did they hurt you?” The questions came quicker than Corinne could respond.

      “Uncle Jensen, I’m fine — they didn’t shoot me, if that’s what you mean. ’And I don’t know why they’d want to shoot you,” she said, with an accusing glance back towards the doorway. “They’re interested in something they think you or I have. I don’t know what it is, but I heard them talking about some sort of an expedition.”

      They were suddenly interrupted as a man strode in from the hall. “Party’s over — let’s go.” His English had a slight accent that Jensen thought could be Eastern Russian. The man jerked a thumb toward the door and stepped back into the hall. Corinne supported her uncle with an arm, and they reluctantly followed.

      As they fell in behind the large guard, a second, slightly smaller man also joined them, cutting off any chance of escape that way. Why bother? Jensen thought. The pain in his side was reminder enough that he didn’t want to take any more chances with these people.

      At the end of the stark hallway, the group ascended a flight of stairs to a set of double doors. Another guard opened the doors, and as they passed through, Jensen felt the air get cooler. Once inside, they found themselves in a high-ceilinged room with a tiled floor, artificial lighting and metal trim. It had the appearance of a gymnasium that had been finished in metal, but judging by the tables and chairs arranged in the center of the room, it looked like it was currently being used as a meeting hall.

      One of the tables was cluttered with a variety of maps, papers, and equipment. Two men were seated at one table on the opposite side of the room. The only person who seemed to notice their entrance was a man dressed in civilian clothes who stood at the central table and greeted them warmly.

      “Professor Jensen, Ms. Banks! It’s good to see you — I’ve been expecting you!” He smiled at them as the large guard took up a position to one side, blocking the exit. “Please pull up a chair, we’ve got some work to do,” the man continued. He held out a hand, as if greeting an old friend over drinks and a cigar. “We have been working diligently for the past few months, trying to plan our trip, but I’m afraid we’ve run out of time.” He looked at Jensen. “We needed to call in an expert.”

      Professor Jensen frowned. “You have a very indelicate method of ‘calling in’ your experts. What do you want with me?”

      The man smiled again. “Jensen Andrews, 52 years old, native of Santa Fe, currently serving as Regents Professor of Ancient and World Studies. Your work in ancient civilizations — specifically the study of prehistoric peoples — has always fascinated me. But you recently published a paper in a research journal called ‘The Golden Civilization: The Original Discoverers of the Number Phi and the Golden Ratio.’”

      Jensen looked at him, confusion settling on his brow. That paper had been a side project he had been interested in for some years, but completing it was nothing more than a “notch on his belt” for his accreditations list — something to publish in order to keep his tenure. He’d spent a few months researching the “Golden Ratio,” represented by the Greek letter ‘Phi’. The so-called ‘Golden Ratio’ referred to a mathematically irrational number — 1.618, and the ratio 1:1.618. In the paper, Jensen had written that this number appeared numerous times in nature — from the spiral shapes of some shells and mollusks to the growth patterns of certain plants and trees — even in human anatomy.

      Many groups of people throughout history had recognized the ubiquity of this number and its relationships to the human and natural world. Some groups had ascribed mystical properties to it, and some artists and architects paid homage to that mysticism by incorporating it into their work. Da Vinci, the Greek Parthenon — even in modern design, reflected in the layout of streets and buildings around the world.

      But the true roots of the number — rather, the original “discoverers” of the ratio — were still unknown to modern historians, and it was this puzzle that Jensen had tried to solve in his paper. The results were compelling, yet many of his colleagues and contemporaries at the academic level dismissed the treatise as far too bold of an idea with too little supporting evidence.

      The work had been an interesting aside to his professorial duties at the university, and it had helped to keep him occupied during the previous summer. Still, even he didn’t think the paper was definitive enough to warrant much attention after it was published.

      “Professor Andrews, I feel that you would be a valuable asset to our team. My name is Dr. Tanning Vilocek, and I have spent the last thirty years of my life trying to find the solution to one problem. I believe you can help me solve that problem.”

      “Dr. Vilocek, I don’t understand — what exactly is it that you’re trying to accomplish?”

      “And why were we kidnapped?” Corinne suddenly interjected. “Why not just ask for help?”

      Dr. Vilocek didn’t respond. Instead, he sat down and sifted carefully through a stack of papers on the table. He gently extracted one document from the pile. It was old — very old — two yellowed and cracking pages loosely bound together. He carefully slid it toward Jensen and Corinne.

      “If in fact this item is one of a larger collection, we have underestimated immensely the gravity of the situation. As the men here have seen firsthand, the item has already shown some intriguing characteristics.

      “On the first day of the month, we had placed the stone next to a wilted flower on the sill. Within the night, the flower had begun to heal; it was a most unexpected reaction, and we have since determined that the stone itself was the cause of this reaction.”

      Jensen faced Vilocek, shocked. “Where, exactly, is this ‘item,’ or ‘stone,’ now?”

      Vilocek reached into his suit pocket and withdrew a small rectangular box, no larger than a bracelet gift box or eyeglass case. He placed it on the table and slowly, deliberately, lifted its lid. As the lid came off the box, a slight bluish glow emanated from within.

      It’s beautiful, Jensen thought. Inside, resting on a bed of what looked to be cotton cloth, was a very small sliver of stone, clear and mostly translucent. It was no larger than a common sewing needle, thinner at one end and rounding out into a head at the other, as if it had in fact been chipped off of something larger. The whitish-gray sliver itself was hardly distinguishable against the white of the cloth beneath it, but the glow it emitted could not be missed.

      “We’ve been running tests on the material for some time now,” Vilocek explained, “and we know that it reacts with different elements, but for the most part, we have no idea what it really is. Obviously, one of the first experiments we ran was to measure its healing capabilities with small plants, like the ones referenced in the letter. It works better than we’d expected — taking a completely dead, dried-out plant to a robust, exceptionally alive state.

      “Subsequent experiments with other life forms, unfortunately, have not been as successful. We’ve been able to resuscitate small mammals like mice and gerbils, but only for a limited amount of time. Each test subject showed a small flicker of life for a moment, but then perished.

      “For small wounds in larger animals, including humans, we’ve seen improvements in healing speed and have been able to replicate the material’s effect in isolated incidents. For the most part, though, we believe this sliver of stone is just not large enough to cause any lasting regenerative effects for larger life forms.”

      Vilocek continued, “Further, we’ve found that this element — whatever it is — bonds quite easily with almost any pure substance, at least temporarily. That’s how we know it becomes active in different states with different materials…”

      His voice trailed off as Jensen and Corinne gazed at the small glowing sliver of crystal. Its beauty was certainly evident, however small it was. Vilocek let them gawk at it for a few more seconds, then called their attention back to the document in front of him.

      It appeared to be missing the second page, but concluded on a third, offering some hypotheses the author had come up with to explain the stone’s mysterious properties. It ended with a single symbol in the place of a signature.

      It was the symbol of the Greek letter Phi:

      

      “You see, Professor,” Vilocek said, “there may in fact be some use for you here.”
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      Dr. Vilocek continued to explain his thoughts on the ancient letter. The large guard, whose name tag read ‘Karn’, was joined by two more guards; one named Beka and another, younger man named Rogers. As Vilocek went on, Jensen and Corinne listened with increasing interest, forgetting for a moment how they came to meet this man.

      Jensen found himself getting lost in the compelling results of Vilocek’s research, and had to keep reminding himself that Vilocek had abducted them — and shot him. The fact that he had a bullet hole in his side reminded him that there was something sinister about this whole thing, regardless of how interested he might be in Vilocek’s research. Jensen wondered how Corinne could have any role in this. She was a smart girl, with a degree in Applied Physics and Mathematics, on a fast-track to a career at NASA. But with NASA’s budget dwindling, her interests had shifted to a research career, or eventually a teaching position. She’d reached out to Jensen six months ago, hoping he could find her a position in his department. He had an opening, and they’d been working together since.

      They made a pretty good team, Jensen thought. It wasn’t every day that Jensen got to do some old-fashioned research, the kind that had turned him on to ancient history in the first place. But having Corinne around helped his preliminary information-gathering process go twice as fast.

      Corinne spoke several languages, including German and Spanish, but most notably native Hawaiian — she’d lived there from the age of eight. Now, her knowledge, wit, and linguistic skills helped her to quickly grasp new concepts and tie them into historic contexts. Maybe having her here would be good for him to keep his head in the game, though he knew it was a selfish thought — she would be, or already was, in more danger being here than back at her apartment in Santa Fe.

      Vilocek continued, explaining that the letter had been written by Thomas Jefferson and addressed to Benjamin Banneker in 1791 — prior to the founding of the nation’s capital. Jefferson and Washington apparently believed there was a legendary “source of power” that provided supernatural abilities to whomever possessed it. The item mentioned in the letter had been in the care of a group of men — referred to by Vilocek as the ‘Phi Group’ — who had discovered its strange characteristics. They believed this item was a smaller piece of a much larger power source, and that they must retrieve and protect it, eventually using its magical properties for the benefit of the nation.

      “So,” Corinne interrupted, “the Founding Fathers wanted to protect the nation, and this would be a huge insurance policy for them, but they didn’t already possess the main source of power? How did they know it was part of a larger piece?”

      Vilocek looked at her. “We believe that they knew it was part of a larger piece because someone in their group had found it. Whoever it was, we don’t know. But they did seem to believe they knew where on Earth the larger item was located.

      “We don’t have the whole letter — there’s a page missing — but we do know that the group wrote Banneker to request that he approach the man in charge of laying out the city’s streets and buildings — Charles Pierre l’Enfant — and have him slightly alter the city’s layout. The letter’s middle page was the only written account of the actual location, and Washington ordered it to be destroyed after Banneker read it. They wanted to design into Washington D.C.’s streets a secret map to the location of the power source — forever hidden in plain sight.

      “We know Banneker at least partially succeeded, because within a few months Charles l’Enfant resigned from the job and took his original plans with him. Benjamin Banneker became the assistant to the new surveyor — Andrew Ellicott — and they created the layout that remains to this day.”

      “So what were the changes they made?” Corinne asked.

      “An excellent question — one that had baffled me for years. Since there are no surviving copies of l’Enfant’s original map, we can’t know for sure what the differences are between his and Ellicott’s designs.”

      “We had been analyzing the street’s angles and shapes, expecting to find some kind of markings that might point us in the right direction. There are so many obvious symbols, and recent popular culture has often pointed to these as symbols of Satanism, Freemasonry, and even more obscure possibilities. But your uncle’s recent paper,” he said, nodding toward the article on the table, “led me to what I believe can only be the proper explanation.”

      With that, Karn pulled a map from among the papers on the table and laid it out before them.

      

      “Look familiar?” Karn asked them.

      Jensen examined it. “Sure,” he said, “it looks like the layout of Washington, D.C., obviously before the modern additions, like highways and city expansion.”

      “It’s actually before any construction had begun on the city at all,” Vilocek said. “This map is one of the preliminary documents created by Banneker and Ellicott’s team, borrowing heavily, we assume, from l’Enfant’s original sketches.”

      “This,” Karn said, “is the layout approved by President Washington, his advisors, and Thomas Jefferson. After Banneker had Ellicott change the plans according to that letter.

      “As we found out, there are numerous places in this city plan where crossing streets and their shapes create angles that are closely related to the Golden Ratio and its derivatives. Professor, when we read your paper on the Ratio, we were struck by the fact that there were also numerous angles found in the Great Pyramid of Giza that are related to the Golden Ratio — some of them exactly the same as those in the city’s plan — here, look for yourself.” He pulled out another diagram detailing the dimensions of the Great Pyramid at Giza, in Egypt:

      

      “But,” he continued, “what if the nation’s capital city had been altered, not be a map to a location, but a map of a location?” He asked this rhetorically, obviously knowing the answer.

      Jensen’s mind was racing. Corinne wasn’t as quick to pick up the implication. “What do you mean, ‘a map of a location?’” she asked.

      “Well,” Vilocek said, “it turns out that it is not just angles that the two locations have in common.”

      “Here’s a diagram of the interior of the Great Pyramid,” Karn said, flipping the paper over. “A cross-section from the side. Look familiar?”

      

      Corinne gazed at the picture, and pointed out elements of the diagram. “Here’s the main chamber — the ‘King’s Chamber,’ I believe. And this smaller one must be the ‘Queen’s Chamber,’ but I’m not sure about the bottom box or the other lines.”

      Vilocek nodded approval. “That’s correct — and although the bottom chamber is simply referred to as the ‘Lower Chamber,’ or ‘Subterranean Chamber,’ as it’s completely underground, directly opposite the pyramid’s apex, the lines on the diagram are actually passageways inside the Great Pyramid — the ‘Ascending Passage’ and ‘Descending Passage,’” he continued, pointing out each in turn. “There’s a central shaft down the middle, and the double-lined section is the ‘Grand Galley’ — part of the ‘Ascending Passage,’ leading directly to the ‘King’s Chamber.’”

      Professor Jensen silently took it all in. He knew the diagram from his own research, and had seen it used on websites and in Giza books. He also knew now where the two men were going with their mini-lecture, but he let Vilocek continue.

      “We immediately noticed a similarity between the two diagrams,” Vilocek said, “and with a little resizing, we came up with this,” he pulled yet another paper from the stack, this one much larger:

      

      Although Professor Jensen had anticipated this, it took him by surprise how well the two images — one of the Great Pyramid of Giza, and one of the original Washington, D.C. city layout — fit together, now superimposed.

      Labels of the pyramid’s main features had been added, and in parentheses under each element was the corresponding street or feature on the D.C. map. The Ascending Passage was Pennsylvania Avenue, leading directly to the King’s Chamber — the White House map. The northwestern side of Pennsylvania Avenue was the Grand Galley, starting on the D.C. map perfectly where the Capitol Building was located.

      The Descending Passage lined up with Potomac Avenue, the Subterranean Chamber corresponded to a point in the Potomac River. The shaft section of the pyramid had a similar shape to D.C.’s canal, and Vilocek explained that there were some liberties taken by the architects of the canal due to the natural topography of the area. Still, the similarities were uncanny. After a full minute examining the map, Corinne and Jensen looked up at Vilocek’s wide grin.

      “You see, Professor, you’ve helped us determine the location of this power source — hidden in plain sight for more than two centuries. The Founding Fathers needed to protect the location of the secret if they were unable to find it in their lifetime — in some way that would go relatively undisturbed over the years.

      “The small sliver of crystal you see before you was originally found at the bottom of the Potomac River, in Washington, D.C. by a team of divers I hired. As a matter of fact,” he said, pointing now at the superimposed pyramid/street map image on the table, “they found it right here. It was in a rotted box, completely buried in silt, directly where the Subterranean Chamber on this image lies. It turns out they were pointing us to Egypt; to the chamber beneath the Great Pyramid.”

      Jensen Andrews and his niece shared a puzzled look, then one of shock.

      “I require you and your niece to join us on this expedition — your knowledge of the Golden Ratio and ancient Egypt dwarfs even my own. We may need that kind of expertise.” His eyes moved slowly from Corinne to the map, finally resting on Professor Andrews.

      “Mr. — Dr. — Vilocek,” Jensen stammered, “I appreciate your acknowledgement of my expertise, but why help you? What’s to say you won’t just kill us when you no longer need us?”

      Vilocek nodded toward Karn.

      Karn smiled almost imperceptibly. He stood up, grabbing a fistful of Corinne’s long, red hair. She gave a yelp as he yanked her to her feet and forced her toward the far wall behind the table.

      When they were about twenty feet away, Professor Jensen screamed in pain.

      “What the hell!“ Corinne yelled, as Jensen fell over backward in his chair, clutching his side. He struggle to his hands and knees, crying out in short gasps.

      “Help… I… can’t breathe… Please!” Jensen gulped for air, his right hand clutched tightly over the bullet wound in his side.

      “Professor Andrews,” Vilocek said calmly, “you were not shot with a ‘normal’ bullet last night. We have developed here at Vilocorp a very unique instrument — one based on the crystal piece our Founding Fathers left to us.

      “In addition to its miraculous healing properties, we’ve found that by synthetically bonding the crystal with particular elements — in this case, lead — we can produce some interesting results. You were shot with a lead-infused synthetic crystal that acts as a magnet of sorts — dormant when close to another piece of lead-crystal like it, but when pulled a certain distance apart, it becomes active, turning into a heated piece of metal.

      “You,” he continued, looking at Corinne, “are wearing a counterpart piece of this crystal substance, locked to your leg.”

      Corinne looked down in horror, only now noticing the small handcuff-like metal band on her ankle, with a grayish-clear rock attached to one side of it.

      “Your uncle is experiencing this phenomena firsthand,” Vilocek continued, waving a careless hand at Jensen. “Eventually, if you get far enough apart, the heat will become so intense that it will literally burn a hole through his body. He’ll be in pain, but eventually he’ll be knocked out from catalytic shock. Our test subjects lasted about twenty minutes, depending on where the bullet wound was on their body. Eventually, though, they all bled out — and I expect the same outcome for your uncle, should you remain separated for that long.”

      Corinne had tears in her eyes. “You bastard…“

      “You should also know, Ms. Banks,” Vilocek said, ignoring the insult, “that each of us is carrying an identical substance, designed to react with the bullet inside your uncle. If you try to get away, alone, from the men on my team, he will die. Slowly, and very painfully, I assure you.”

      Jensen silently rocked back and forth on the floor, seething in pain.
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      12:13 am - Whittenfield Laboratories Headquarters, Washington, D.C., USA

      Bryce sighed with weariness, less from exhaustion than extreme boredom. His wounds hardly bothered him, save for the occasional flare-up in his shoulder where the tendons had taken a little longer to heal properly. His security detail tonight had him walking quite a bit. His route through the complex was essentially a circle he shared with two other men, one named Eric Benson and the other a fat lumpy fellow named Behar. Bryce couldn’t remember the guy’s first name — kind of sad, since he was Behar’s boss — so he usually just called him “Behemoth;” only in his head, of course.

      He shook his head, laughing to himself. He walked up the stairs out of the tall tower encasing the facility’s combustion core unit — the power center for the Whittenfield Research center. Except for his two “recruits,” part of the compensation package Bryce had worked out with Whittenfield two months ago in Afghanistan, his team was a pretty shoddy excuse for a security detail. He’d have been happier with some “rent-a-cops” from the D.C. Police force. “Behemoth” Behar was a nice guy; mid-forties, wife and kids in the city, probably liked long walks on the beach, that sort of thing. He just wasn’t much to write home about when it came to physical appearance or agility. Or target practice, weight training, or anything else related to being a security guard at a high-security research firm.

      The other five members of the team weren’t much better. He had only really met one of them, and even then only because the kid had been out drinking the night he was supposed be on the clock with Bryce. Not well-suited to dishing out tongue-lashings, Bryce had just stared him down when he finally returned from his “night out,” two hours late for his shift. The kid’s conscience seemed to have taken over from there, and he’d caused no more trouble. Bryce thought his name was Adams… Adamson? No, Adam something. Whatever, he thought. The remaining three men didn’t strike Bryce as anything more than the standard career-type guards. At least they were all nice enough, and got along pretty well together, but not one of them was higher than average in any regard. They were all just guys punching a clock, looking forward to quitting time. They all went home at the end of the day, forgetting about work until their next shift.

      Only Bryce and his two hand-picked recruits — Privates Wayne and Jeff Thompson — lived at the firm’s headquarters, in the same residence wing with the scientists and some of the other staff. The three of them shared a room, Bryce on one side and the brothers on the other, in a bunk bed unit. Wayne “Ranger” and Jeff “Hawk” Thompson were actually out tonight enjoying the D.C. nightlife, but Bryce expected them back within the hour for the shift change. They were good men, and great soldiers — Bryce had trained with them a few years ago, and they’d been close with Bryce since college.

      The Thompson brothers were from Texas, raised on a ranch north of Abilene. They had grown up most of their lives farming, hunting, and wreaking havoc on their sleepy town. Their father was an avid farmer and rancher, and their mother was a housewife. Both the boys enjoyed a comfortable existence living the American Dream.

      To outsiders like Bryce, the family of four seemed to have a normal existence, but their commonalities with the traditional American way of life ended with a home-cooked meal each night.

      Their father, Mr. Thompson (Bryce hadn’t ever heard his first name used), was an ex-Marine who had served in Vietnam and the Gulf War, and had a distinguished service record that contradicted his nonchalant farming life. As boys and young men, the Thompson brothers were trained by their father to track, hunt, and shoot like soldiers, and the three of them had even spent weeks at a time on numerous occasions living off the land on camping trips and survival expeditions on their 100-plus acre Texas farmstead.

      In college, Bryce loved to listen to their stories, often told by the brothers via intense bickering and arguing matches; Wayne staying coolheaded and understated, while Jeff would exaggerate the stories beyond recognition. The effect was a hilarious hours-long epic, complete with animated descriptions and accounts acted out by the pair.

      One of Bryce’s favorites was the time when twelve-year-old Wayne and ten-year-old Jeff, home for the summer from middle school, had decided to go on a camping trip for the weekend down by the farm’s brook — this time unaccompanied by their father. They’d gone to the same location plenty of times and had long before stashed gear and supplies at the campsite for a quicker setup. This particular weekend the boys had forgone their mother’s prepared picnic-style meals, planning instead to catch or hunt their own. The only food item they brought, however, was a plastic 12-ounce Coca-Cola bottle Jeff had filled with dry ice from the supermarket on the way home from school. He didn’t tell Wayne he’d brought it, and when they were about to cast their lines, Jeff filled the bottle with water, tightened the cap, and threw it in a bit farther upstream. As it floated past, he casually asked his older brother to grab it, claiming he’d accidentally dropped it in.

      As Wayne reached for the bottle, the pressure inside from the reaction of the melting CO2 and water forced the plastic to expand and explode — right in Wayne’s face. Half of the busted cap left a shallow yet bloody gash from his left cheek to his ear.

      At first Wayne didn’t respond. The pain of the small cut didn’t immediately set in, so Wayne’s first reaction was to chase Jeff through the campsite and neighboring farmland. Being older and faster, he eventually caught Jeff near the house and started to deliver a memorable beating — which was abruptly interrupted by their mother, who happened to glance out the kitchen window just in time. The tongue lashing she gave both boys was almost as bad as the beating Wayne had tried to give Jeff; to make matters worse, their father came home and restricted both boys to the house for a week.

      Bryce had met the brothers in college in a required physical fitness course and liked them instantly. They tried to meet up often, to work out, grab a pizza, or just hang out. By the time they’d finished their degrees — Wayne’s in Agricultural Economics and Jeff’s in Recreation Studies — Bryce had watched them grow into two of the finest men he’d had the pleasure of knowing.

      When they trained together — in college or as young soldiers — they would usually get into competitive lifting sessions that would leave them sore for days afterward. Bryce loved their charismatic personalities; wherever they were, people seemed to flock to them. They had great hearts and cared for people, a trait instilled into them by their parents and cultivated over years of hard work managing the farm’s cattle, fields, and the multitude of daily chores. Bryce considered them his closest friends, even though he hadn’t seen them for more than three years prior to hiring them for this job. It was great to be back together — almost like college again.

      Bryce shook off his nostalgia as he approached the final checkpoint of his round. After this stop, he’d reenter the research base for a brief 15-minute break. Following that he’d start the entire loop over again for a final round, a one-hour trip around the facility’s buildings and research labs, followed by one more check of the power plant’s core unit. Finally, after six trips around the base — equal to about a 7.5-hour shift — he’d retire for the night as the Thompson brothers and a few of the other security guards took up the early morning shift.

      His last stop for the route was a small building set apart from the main facilities. Its construction was similar to the rest — white, stucco exterior with few windows — but Bryce wasn’t sure what was inside. The building had only one door on the southeast side and was simply labeled “H.” As the building was set on a small hill, he liked to take a brief pause at its north side and look out over the rest of the complex. Getting a bird’s-eye view of the entire place let Bryce see how sprawling the Whittenfield Research firm’s grounds were. From here, nine buildings filled his vision. All painted an eggshell white, all mostly the same size and roughly the same shape — one or two stories tall.

      Looking down, Bryce noticed the Thompson brothers returning from their trip out on the town. They were too far off to make out the details, but he instantly recognized their walk — an ambling gait, sort of a hybrid between a duck and a cowboy who’d been on a horse for too long. Stealth wasn’t in their nature. Bryce chuckled to himself as he watched their lazy stroll toward the building’s glass entranceway, their motions indicating that they were again engaged in a heated — though certainly trivial — argument.

      As they closed in on the front door, Bryce noticed something else. Something moving behind the brothers, around the next building to their north. His eyes darted over to the spot, the rest of his body instinctually going stiff.

      There it was again.

      If he hadn’t been focused at the spot, he would have completely missed it. It was a very large man, crouching down and clad in black. It looked like Quasimodo from The Hunchback of Notre Dame — if Quasimodo had been a larger-than-life football player. The man was clearly stalking something — sneaking toward the building the Thompsons had just entered.

      Bryce unclipped his handheld radio unit and lifted it to his mouth.

      “Attention all detail. We have a breach. Single male suspect appears to be entering the main hallway of Building ‘E’. Remain on high alert and await further instructions, out.” With his other hand, Bryce lifted his pistol from its holster.

      If the brothers can just get to the room, I can reach them on their handsets, he thought. I can keep watch until they’re in the room, call for backup, and approach the intruder myself.

      As the black-clad man slowly crept forward, keeping to the shadows, Bryce reconsidered. Wayne and Jeff wouldn’t make it to their room before the intruder reached the doors; there was no time to wait. Bryce needed to get control of the situation right now. He wasn't sure who this guy was, but he certainly wasn’t here for a business meeting. 

      With a flimsy outline of a plan — overtake the intruder first, ask questions second — Bryce stood and quickly plotted his route down the hill. Before he could take a step forward, the hair on the back of his neck stood up. Someone was behind him. 

      Turning on a heel, he swirled his body around and down, planning to land prone, gun drawn and forward. As he dropped, something hit him on the left side of his neck, causing his mind to jumble. His body went weak as he fell forward, but he could just make out a figure in front of him. 

      Black cargo pants, military combat boots. Voices above him, speaking another language. Russian? The figure moved closer, and bent down to retrieve something from the ground. Bryce hadn't realized he’d dropped his pistol when he was struck. The figure straightened, and Bryce drifted into unconsciousness onto the grass.
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      Wayne and Jeff had been inside the building for barely two seconds when the two security officers on duty rushed past. Behar was already dripping in sweat and heaving as he waddled by. “Captain Reynolds issued an early alert order,” Bensen called as he passed. "Must be some kind of drill; we haven't heard any update," he finished. 

      The brothers picked up the pace toward their shared room, their ongoing argument about which lady at the bar was single suddenly unimportant. "You think there's something going on?" Jeff asked his older brother. 

      "No idea, seemed pretty quiet out there tonight.”

      "Yeah - let’s just grab our gear; we can change later if we need to."

      As they entered their room they could hear scuffling in the hall ahead, around the corner to their left.

      They both froze at the unmistakable sound of a gunshot.

      "What the hell?" asked Wayne.

      "Watch my back,” Jeff said, tossing Wayne’s gear toward him. “I’ll see if I can get a look around the corner.” He grabbed his handgun and radio and hustled back into the hall with his brother close behind.

      At the corner Jeff crouched, peering carefully around the corner.

      A shot from somewhere down the hall narrowly missed his unprotected head. 

      "Shit!" he yelled, ducking back undercover. 

      Wayne grabbed him by the collar. “Let’s go around — we can block their exit from the north wing!”

      Jeff followed his brother the other direction, crouch-running in the dimly lit hall. With no sounds from behind them, they focused their attention forward, expecting a threat at any moment. 

      This building housed the scientists' quarters — mostly dormitory-style rooms along the exterior wall. The rooms on both floors opened onto the inner perimeter hall, with a single large amphitheater and meeting hall taking up the center of the structure. The brothers intended to intercept the shooters — whoever they were — by cutting off their escape route either through the theater or around the hallway. 

      The theater entrance was directly in front of the main doors. Wayne slowed and took up a position outside the theater doors, careful to stay out of the light coming through the glass doors of the main entrance. He signaled for Jeff to stay put.

      Jeff turned, automatically taking up the rear guard. "If they come through the theater, they'll have a straight shot through the main doors," Wayne whispered almost inaudibly. "Stay here and don’t let ‘em get past you. I'll move up to the next corner and see if they're trying to get around the back way.” Without waiting for a reply, Wayne ran forward, hugging the wall. He paused for a second at the corner, peered around it, then disappeared from Jeff's view. 

      Wayne could see the far end of the hall clearly. Two men were standing against the wall, looking the other way. One of them eventually caught the movement in his peripheral vision. As he turned the soldier lifted his assault rifle to his eye — just as his head disappeared in a cloud of blood as Wayne’s hollow point impacted the bridge of his nose.

      Wayne’s Smith & Wesson Compact 9mm wasn't silenced and in the closed-in hallway the shot was deafening. Without slowing he targeted the second man — now fumbling around, trying to bring his weapon to bear — and fired two more shots, putting the man down. As he fell, Wayne continued his quick jog, only slowing as he reached the bodies and the next corner. As he dropped to one knee to check for vital signs and move the weapons out of reach, Jeff ran up. Taking stock of the situation, Jeff breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Let’s get to work,” Jeff said, almost solemnly. His entire demeanor had changed. Five minutes earlier he had been a fun-loving, carefree kid brother. Now Wayne saw Jeff’s face take on a steely resolve; the quietly indignant look of a cowboy who’d just learned that there was a trespasser on his land. Wayne knew from experience that in situations like this it was best to point him in the right direction and stay the hell out of the way.

      They looked around the next corner expecting an immediate onslaught of gunfire. Instead, there was almost complete silence as they cautiously moved ahead. The only sound was a faint beeping. Wayne pinpointed the source at the same time: About 200 feet ahead on the left wall was a tiny blinking red light — each pulse corresponding to a muted beep.

      “Get back!” Jeff yelled, pulling Wayne off his feet as he turned to get away. They ran together toward the safety of the corner wall, both men stretching out into a full sprint.

      The explosion lifted them off the floor and flung them toward the two dead soldiers. A shockwave and billowing heat enveloped them, close enough to choke them with scathing, burning smoke but not close enough to injure them. Assuming that whoever had set the charge had planned it as an escape route, Maybe scrambled to his feet and charged back through the smoke, determined not to give the intruders any room for escape.

      Two soldiers burst through the rear theater doors ahead of them, but the first was dropped instantly by Jeff’s 9mm. Wayne’s shot missed the second man, giving the soldier enough time to fire a wild round toward them before leaping out the newly formed exit.

      They dropped behind an overturned table to reload. Before they finished, a flashbang grenade popped to their right — thrown out the door by someone still inside the theater — and Wayne’s entire world went white.

      Jeff, being closest to the grenade, was knocked out. Wayne fared slightly better, momentarily deafened and seeing double, but able to see nonetheless. He ensured that Jeff’s arms and legs were out of the line of oncoming fire and rolled sideways into the theater.

      Luckily there was no one near the door as Wayne entered — no one jumped out to finish him off. Regaining his footing, he shook off the flash grenade’s effects, checked left, right, and center, and ducked behind a row of seats. He looked toward the stage. A red curtain was pulled across it, but a section of it was billowing softly. He could see a light behind the curtain interrupted by moving shadows. Someone was on the stage.

      Wayne moved quietly toward the side aisle leading to the stage right entrance, but he didn’t get far. There was a loud crash from behind the closed door, prompting him to duck down behind another row of seats.

      A man burst through the backstage door, fuming. He was followed by two more soldiers, and they were dragging along a younger man, probably in his mid-twenties.

      “I thought there was to be little resistance!” the man in the lead shouted to no one in particular.

      “Sir, we expected a light security detail, and our intel indicated there would be no more than three guards on duty at any time,” one of the soldiers said. The men were moving toward the exit, directly across from where Wayne was now hidden on the floor. If they continued through the doors, they’d see him for sure — the seats would not keep him hidden as they walked past.

      “I don’t care if they had a small army of attack dogs — this was supposed to be a covert mission! In and out — but then you shot that scientist and woke up the entire complex!”

      Wayne took it all in as the group closed in on his position. If he could swing around, somehow get a straight shot from under the chairs, he might be able to take out the leader — possibly give him a fighting chance.

      He tried to shift his position, but the row just wasn’t wide enough for him to do it without standing up. Oh well, he thought. He’d have to make a stand from here, lying on the ground and firing underneath the chairs at their feet. He didn’t want to take the chance of their finding Jeff sprawled out helpless in the hall.

      He waited until they were three steps away from the exit and only two away from spotting him. Wayne was good with a rifle — damn good — but firing a handgun, laying on his side, through two rows of chairs at a moving target — well, the closer, the better.

      He fired off two shots in rapid succession — missing the lead man’s foot but shattering the man’s shin. The soldier crumpled to the ground, screaming and clutching his leg.

      The leader and his remaining backup raised their weapons and looked for the source of the shots. Wayne was way ahead of them. They were reacting to him, and he wanted to keep it that way. Another shot, and the leader flew backwards against the wall. The other soldier grabbed the unarmed younger man’s arm with one hand and fired two quick shots in Wayne’s general direction. Not wanting to let the young man go, he dropped his gun, snatched a round object from his belt, and flung it toward Wayne.

      Grenade. Not a flashbang, but a live military-issue fragmentation grenade. Time slowed down as Wayne took a fraction of a second to evaluate his options:

      Run or crawl away — running would leave him vulnerable from the waist up, and crawling was too slow — he had no time to get away.

      Try to catch the grenade and throw it back toward the exit — he might have a chance at injuring the last soldier or at least cutting off his escape route, but he also had a good chance of hurting his brother or the hostage.

      Wayne reached up and followed the grenade’s trajectory. He got a hand on it and, sitting up, risked the temporary exposure. He threw it as hard as he could over his head onto the stage. It rolled under the curtain and out of sight backstage. Wayne crawled as fast as possible toward the exit as the other two men ran…

      And for the second time in five minutes, his body was rocked by an explosive blast.

      The fireball that erupted from the stage obliterated the raised platform and engulfed the walls next to it, but the blast was far enough away that the only immediate effect on Wayne was a renewed ringing in his ears. He lurched to his feet and ran for the door in pursuit of the two men.
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      Jeff groaned and sat up. Have I been unconscious?

      The blast from the flash grenade had rattled his brain, and it took him a minute to clear his mind. He heard gunshots in the theater, but he couldn’t yet get to his feet. He waited by the table for a moment, trying to clear his head and gain his bearings.

      Where is Wayne?

      After a few seconds, two men ran from the theater, the younger one dragged along by one of the intruders. Jeff didn’t recognize either man, but he knew what he had to do. He reached for his gun, but found only the cold, empty floor. Where is it? He guessed that it had been knocked from his hand by the flashbang…

      Another explosion went off in the theater, sounding like a thunderclap.

      At the same time, the hostage stumbled, dragging his captor down with him. Jeff saw his chance.

      I may not have a gun, but I can sure make these assholes’ escape a little more difficult.

      Jeff’s high-school football coach would have been proud. The tackle was hard, fast, and incredibly effective. Jeff placed the crown of his head right in the soft part of the soldier’s gut, driving forward with his legs. Though shorter and more slightly built, Jeff took down the soldier in a tumbling heap that left them intertwined, rolling on the floor. Before the man could react, Jeff landed a devastating punch between the man’s eyes — a blow that would have been strong enough to shock a bull into motion back on his parents’ ranch. He followed with a few quick jabs to the man’s side — aiming for his liver. The sudden attack only kept the man off balance for a moment. Obviously trained to fight, he quickly regained his composure and started slipping Jeff’s punches.

      Jeff tried to step up his barrage, but he was still feeling the effects of the flashbang and couldn’t get the upper hand. Suddenly, the soldier shot a fist hard into Jeff’s face. Jeff heard his own jaw crack. He instinctively raised his guard against the next blow, but the soldier went to his gut instead. The air left his body, and it was all he could do to reach up and try to wrap his arms around the man, trying to get him into a wrestler’s hold. He held fast, but the larger man was still on his feet and fully in control. With a swift elbow to the head, he dislodged Jeff from his body and fled through the hole in the wall, leaving his young hostage behind.

      His legs like rubber, Jeff collapsed, beaten. He felt his consciousness slipping again, even as he was filled with rage at losing the fight.
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      The other man in the room, Johannes Karn, was still slumped against the wall where he’d fallen, having landed there after the American man’s gunshot had knocked him off his feet. The bullet had punched through his clothing, but had stopped only a few millimeters into his Kevlar bulletproof vest. He’d watched as his second-in-command, Vladimir Beka, dragged Cole Reed from the theater, and he’d also watched the American security guard — surprisingly agile for his size — throw Beka’s grenade onto the stage. An impressively quick reaction, Karn thought.

      He had remained motionless against the wall since the bullet had knocked him there. The explosion on stage had rocked the room, but had missed him entirely. He stayed still as the American ran out; he could not let this obviously well-trained guard know that he was still alive, still a threat.

      As soon as the American was gone, Karn rose from the floor and used the cover of smoke to bolt onto the stage and out through the other exit. He would see this “security guard” again — he was sure of it.
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      James Whittenfield, Jr. barged into the lounge. He’d been asleep at his estate ten miles down the road and had been alerted to the intrusion before the firefight was even over.

      “What happened?” Whittenfield asked. “What did they want from us?” Then, almost as an afterthought, he added, “Is everyone ok?”

      He gasped as he took in the destruction of the lounge area inside Building E. A gaping, smoking hole was all that remained of the wall that used to separate the backstage area from this room, and debris and rubble from the grenade blast was scattered everywhere. One table had been wiped clear and turned into a gurney, which held the bleeding Alan Behar, who had been shot in the shoulder by the intruders.

      On the floor next to Behar’s table was a rumpled heap of the stage curtain in the shape of a man. Officer Eric Bensen hadn’t fared as well as Behar — a bullet in his chest had left him bleeding and dying on the lounge floor — until the grenade detonated on the other side of the wall, sending a shard of brick through the back part of his skull and killing him instantly.

      Bryce, seated at a table with the Thompsons, explained to Whittenfield what had happened. “We were breached by a well-armed force, one we estimate at least seven or eight strong. They were apparently looking for something. I was running the perimeter check and was ambushed next to Building H. The two guards on duty,” he continued, glancing toward Bensen’s corpse, “were also overpowered.

      “The Thompsons were inside Building E at the time of the attack, and they were able to delay the intruders briefly, but they were eventually outnumbered and outgunned. This man — Cole Reed, was with them. He claims he was abducted and brought here against his will.” Bryce nodded in the direction of a young man leaning against the wall with his hands behind his back. Jeff Thompson was watching the man with barely concealed suspicion.

      “Whoever broke in was looking for something, which they apparently found,” Bryce finished.

      “Any idea what they wanted?” Jeff asked, not taking his eyes off of Reed.

      Whittenfield looked around at the group. He took a deep breath, calming his nerves, and sat down heavily. “Captain Reynolds, when I brought you here I mentioned that my research firm had originally been started by my father.”

      “The ‘Development of Substitute Materials’ project, or something like that.”

      “Exactly. His team was tasked with developing the bomb — the infamous Manhattan Project, as it came to be known. They were supposed to build a laboratory for that project — the Las Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico — but my father declined. He wasn’t happy with the direction of the project, and withdrew in search of a more ‘philanthropic’ breakthrough.”

      Wayne interrupted. “A breakthrough in what? If my memory is correct, they finished the bomb and built the lab anyway, right?”

      “Good question,” Whittenfield continued. “The project was first called ‘The Development of Substitute Materials’ because that’s exactly what it was — my father and two other scientists on that first team accidentally created a synthetic material that reacted with other elemental materials in strange ways. Not strongly — the material they created was only microscopic and couldn’t be produced on a larger scale — but they saw miraculous results nonetheless.”

      “What kind of results?” Reed blurted. The others all turned, looking at him with uniform disapproval. “What?” Reed protested. “So I’m curious — it’s a good story.”

      Whittenfield paused long enough for the silence to make Reed uncomfortable, then continued. “In one experiment, the scientists mixed the material with water — hydrogen and oxygen, as you know — and the solution solidified immediately. Not like ice, or epoxy, but different. It was still fully water, yet something entirely different.

      “My father began experimenting with different pure substances — helium, potassium, eventually uranium. A year or so after the project commenced, he ended the research abruptly and stopped the project. He withdrew from the team and launched Whittenfield Research Laboratory the next year. He worked in isolation here outside of Washington, D.C. The government was never aware that he’d stumbled onto something big, and they assumed he’d just gone off the deep end.

      “However, we’ve been able to piece together his research over the years. He kept diligent notebooks and diaries, and I believe that he found something so spectacularly powerful in his combination of the synthetic and uranium that he had to keep it under wraps until he could make sense of it and stabilize it.”

      Bryce was having trouble keeping up. “Tell me more about this ‘synthetic material’ you mentioned. How’d they create it? Or where did it come from?”

      “Well, there’s no explanation in his notebooks — his diaries begin during the middle of the first experiments. However, he does mention in one early entry that ‘since we were able to successfully duplicate the properties, initial tests are underway.’ We think it means that his team had some sort of material in their possession already, something they were trying to copy. Maybe a pure form of this ‘synthetic.’”

      Suddenly, Cole snapped to attention. “That’s it! That’s what they were looking for!” The others glared at Cole again, but he ignored them, addressing Whittenfield directly. “You said your father kept diligent journals, but he didn’t mention anything about how he came across this synthetic material.”

      “Correct,” Whittenfield replied, still suspicious, but growing curious.

      “Well, while I was… with those guys who abducted me, they did tests on me. Not like anything weird, just IQ tests, physical fitness exams, stuff like that. They kept referencing some ‘crystal substance’ that I think they were trying to learn about. This rock was something they already had there at their place — they mentioned ‘keeping it safe’ and stuff like that. Actually, their main guy kept it on his possession at all times I think.

      “Anyway, I asked one of those guards — I think his name was Karn or something — about it, and he actually told me a little. Apparently their leader had acquired it somehow, but Karn thought it was something that had been passed down through some society or organization that he had ties to. I think he sent those guys here to see if your team had any more information about it. If your father did have a journal that explained where he got that material, it might also explain how it was originally made!”

      Whittenfield’s face darkened as Cole finished. “Who was their leader? Did you hear his name?”

      “Tanning, something. Tanning Vilo — “

      “Tanning Vilocek! Dr. Tanning Vilocek, the founder and owner of Vilocorp!” Whittenfield said, his fury and exasperation building.

      “Who the hell is Tanning Vilocek?” Bryce asked.

      “Dr. Vilocek,” Whittenfield said, exhaling as though he’d just run a mile, “is a genius entrepreneur, owner of one of the most successful private pharmaceutical research firms in the world. That firm, Vilocorp, has made strides toward defeating well-known viral killers as well as other major diseases — bird flu, cancer, those sorts of things. He’s also quite insane — bent on transforming the human body into a science project; striving toward physical and mental perfection in the human race.

      “His ultimate goal, I’m afraid, is to become — himself — a perfect form of the human specimen, and then create a world around his superiority.”

      “Seems like a pretty humble guy,” Cole muttered.

      Whittenfield ignored him. “He’s convinced that something my father discovered — something I’ve been slowly re-discovering myself — can alter the human psyche; change the physical makeup of the brain altogether. I’m guessing he’s stumbled onto this ‘material’ as well, and now he’s hell-bent on figuring out how to use it to his advantage.”

      The Thompson brothers took in the information silently, thoughtfully, as if chewing on each piece and swallowing it slowly; letting it sink in. Cole Reed stood, fascinated yet confused. Bryce was the only one — except for the sleeping Behar — who seemed unfazed by the conversation. Yet internally, his mind was flying through the scenarios, trying to fit it all together; the events of that night, and the possible implications.

      He thought back to his first encounters with Whittenfield; their talks in Iraq and his briefing on the plane. He also thought about the strange notebook; blank, but still addressed to someone named M.J. Whittenfield had hired Bryce and the Thompsons not just for their experience on the battlefield, but because of their intelligence and sense of honor — their intense drive toward doing what was right.

      Bryce realized then that Whittenfield had anticipated this; had even prepared for it by hiring a military-trained security detail.

      And Bryce had failed him.

      The realization of that failure came on him like a brick to the head. He was upset with himself for letting Whittenfield down; for getting Behar shot and Bensen killed and the Thompsons beat up; but one piece of the puzzle nagged at him, keeping his mind in the game.

      “If Vilocek wanted something from you, your father’s journal, how did he know about your research? hell, how did he even know about you and this place?”

      Whittenfield sighed heavily. “Bryce. All of you — I need your help. Tanning Vilocek must not achieve his goal. This pure substance — whatever it is — must not end up in his hands. Vilocek will do whatever it takes to acquire that substance, and he will destroy anyone or anything in his way to do it.

      “You see, Vilocek is a man I feel I know intimately. I have never met him, but my father knew his father well. They were close friends and colleagues.

      “I remember their long talks in my father’s study when I was a boy — I understood little about what they talked about, but they would stay in there for hours together, arguing, talking, laughing.”

      Bryce had a feeling he knew where Whittenfield was headed.

      “Tanning Vilocek’s father was also a member of that original research team that made up the ‘Development of Substitute Materials Project.’ Enko Vilocek wanted to push forward and help create the bomb, and he went on to work at Los Alamos during World War II. My father and Enko Vilocek had different opinions on what to do with their research, and when my father resigned from the project and took his research with him, Enko never forgave him. He tried stealing the research a few times over the years until his death in the sixties, but he never got far.

      “However, I suspect he did take one thing from my father: the original piece of the material that my father was able to duplicate. We’ve been working with the duplicate ever since, knowing that it was a copy, a synthetic replica of a pure substance, but I never imagined that it might already be in Vilocek’s possession,” Whittenfield shook his head.

      “So,” Cole said, “they’ve figured out that you’re close to a breakthrough, and wanted to see if your father’s old notebooks had any insight into where this object came from. Mr. Whittenfield, do you have any of these journals we could take a look at?”

      “Of course — but I’ve scoured the notebooks numerous times, looking for some sort of earlier reference to the substance, and I’ve not found anything. But if you’d like to try, I’ve got one right here.“

      He walked to a far corner of the room, where an overhead projector sat on a rolling cart, somehow still unharmed in the midst of the destruction. There was a stack of files on the projector, with a brownish, faded leather journal wedged in between.

      “We had a public presentation this afternoon,” Whittenfield explained to Cole. “It was a small gathering of members of the scientific community in the area. I’m part of a philanthropic outreach team that meets once a quarter to discuss the impact of our research, and I used one of the journals as an exhibit.” He handed the journal to Bryce. “It had nothing to do with the material Vilocek was after…” His voice trailed off.

      Bryce flipped through the small notebook, scanning sections of text every few pages. Shrugging, he held it out to Cole.

      Cole reached for the notebook, but his hand stopped in midair.

      “What the… ?” Cole breathed. Bryce, holding out the journal, looked down. The journal was inches away from Cole’s hand, which was emitting a faint bluish glow from the tips of the fingers to a few inches below the wrist.

      Cole jerked his hand back, wide-eyed. Everyone in the group leaned in to look, but his skin had returned to its normal hue.

      “Woah,” Wayne muttered.

      Bryce moved closer to Cole, who was visibly shaken. Bryce extended the journal toward Cole, whose skin — this time over his entire body — again turned a light blue, causing him to glow like a faint blue lightbulb.

      Cole reluctantly took the leather-bound journal from Bryce. As his finger touched the first page, a swirling text begin to appear, superimposed on top of the original entries from Whittenfield’s father. Whittenfield — immediately recognizing his father’s handwriting — grabbed both the journal and Cole’s open hand, letting it continue to touch the page.

      He read the newly revealed handwriting aloud from the top of the page: “After countless efforts and countless days of trial, it seems as though there is no immediately substitutable elemental material that can warrant the same effects as the original. We are lucky to have the duplicate, though without the original source, our attempts at creating a suitable alternative have failed.

      “We will continue to test the properties of this duplicate material, and our assumption and hypothesis shall be that the pure form of the material, now lost to us for some years, would have the same reactions with the elemental matter, though on a much more powerful scale.”

      Whittenfield’s voice and hands started to shake. “They created the substance as a duplicate. Vilocek’s father must have stolen the original, leaving the much-weaker substance to my father. And you, Mr. Reed — they must have injected you with something that reacts with whatever this ink is made of — do you remember anything of that sort?”

      Cole looked around at the group and shook his head. “No — I told you, all I remember were the physical exertion tests, fitness exams, IQ assessments, and — “

      He stopped for moment. “Now that I think of it, I only remember about two days of my time there. On the third morning I woke up and felt like I’d been asleep for much longer. Maybe I was drugged…”

      The group sat silently, trying to piece it all together.

      The break-in by Vilocek’s men, and the attempt to steal one of the journals.

      One of their own killed, and another seriously wounded.

      The rescue of Cole Reed, who for some reason glowed like a blue firefly when close to the journal.

      And finally, the fact that they were the only people besides Vilocek and his team who knew about the material and its potential. And Vilocek was obviously willing to kill to get the journals.

      Whittenfield gathered himself. “Gentlemen, we have work to do. Reynolds, get your men ready to travel. I’m going to call in a few favors and see if I can’t get us some help. Mr. Reed, I hate to impose, but it seems that you have a unique… ability… If you’re interested — “

      Cole cut him off. “I’m going. There was a girl there — next to where I was held. I’m not sure who she was, but I know she was there against her will. If there’s any way I can do something to help her, I’m all yours.”

      Bryce took in Whittenfield’s reaction. He knew dragging a civilian along would only complicate things, and possibly threaten their mission. But he couldn’t deny that if there was something in that journal that might lead them to the substance, they needed Reed with them in order to read it. He gave Whittenfield an almost imperceptible nod.

      “I hate to burst your bubble, guys,” Wayne said, “but where the hell are we supposed to go? We have no idea where this Vilocek is…”

      Jeff broke out into a wide grin. “I might be able to help with that.”

      The others all looked at him.

      “When I tackled that gorilla earlier, I didn’t have anything to hit him with. I knew I couldn’t slow him down for long, so I stuck my cell phone into an empty pouch on his equipment belt.”

      Wayne grinned, slugging his brother’s shoulder.

      “We can use the GPS on the phone to pinpoint their movement, but let’s just hope you don’t get a call anytime soon!”

      Whittenfield looked at Bryce. “Let’s get going. We’re already well behind, so we’ll be playing catch-up for a while. I’ll get you a laptop rig for tracking Vilocek’s team. Be ready to lift off in two hours.”
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      6:59 pm - Atlantic Ocean

      The main laboratory inside Whittenfield’s large personal jet had been rigged as a communications facility. Whittenfield couldn’t accompany Bryce and his team in person for the more physical portions of the mission, but he wasn’t about to be left out entirely. He would contribute from the airborne lab, where he now sat at a small desk, configuring the numerous modems, cables, and wires that would serve as his command post for the next few days.

      The Thompson brothers were asleep in the passenger compartment, reclined in their leather seats and surrounded by duffel bags full of equipment.

      The remainder of the group was spread out throughout the plane’s cabin. Bryce Reynolds was planning and organizing his thoughts on a laptop while Cole Reed napped in a seat across the aisle from Bryce. Two new team members sat toward the front of the cabin, keeping mostly to themselves. Sean Bartlinski and Gary McGowan were soldiers-for-hire with connections in Whittenfield’s organization, and though they had been cordial enough when they joined the team at the airport, it was obvious they weren’t here to make new friends. Bryce hoped they were able to follow orders, but judging by their smirks and snide comments he figured they’d be more of a nuisance than an asset. Bryce just prayed they’d know which direction to fire when the shooting started.

      The plane was heading toward Barcelona, Spain, for a refuel, followed by a short hop over the Mediterranean to Cairo. Jeff Thompson’s jury-rigged tracking device was working admirably, allowing them to track Vilocek and his men all the way to Egypt. The only problem was that they weren’t sure how much battery life was left in the phone. Or if Beka had figured out that he’d been duped and had just them on a wild goose-chase around the globe.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Cole had been put to work after the briefing, Whittenfield telling him to read through the pages of the journal. Since he alone could read the invisible ink, he’d painstakingly copied down the texts written in invisible ink into another notebook, and when he’d finished the entire journal, Whittenfield had come in with an entire box of his father’s journals and notebooks. Cole spent the rest of the night and into the following morning translating those.

      Most of the journals were filled with research regarding other projects and assignments Whittenfield, Sr. had worked on over the course of his long career. Most of the journals had no secret writing inside — they had nothing to do with the strange substance that had consumed his son’s professional life, but they made for fascinating reading nonetheless. Cole read about defense contracts and weapons developments that had never seen the light of day, mostly due to a lack of financial backing. In some cases, however, the projects had been fully funded and the research and consequent prototyping had been completely successful. These projects — about 40 percent, by Cole’s best guess — were simply abandoned for economic or political reasons: the end of a major war, change in administration. It seemed like most of Whittenfield Sr.’s work was groundbreaking and cutting-edge for its time, but it had, for the most part, been all but forgotten.

      Some of the journals, however, did have references to the mysterious substance. Apparently it was a crystalline solid — like a piece of quartz, the almost perfectly translucent crystal mineral that was found inside geodes and used for things like jewelry and industrial and commercial products. One journal, dated April 1946, described the mineral:

      …The substance appears similar in structure to the common mineral quartz. It is solid, sharp at the edges. In the presence of natural and artificial light the rock emits an almost bluish glow, faint but bright enough to be noticeable. It is this particular characteristic of the mineral, though we do not at this time know what it is, that we believe to be the variable that creates the mysterious properties we’ve experienced.

      As well, it is through the extraction and attempted duplication of this substance that we have continued the study of the mineral’s properties. Last month, Dr. Enko Vilocek stole the original artifact and disappeared with it. Half of my team left with him, and I am now struggling to recreate my experiments with the duplicate substance, though the properties are not nearly as powerful…

      The earlier journals had no mention of the rock, nor did they have any bluish hidden ink at all. Cole explained this to Whittenfield, who had a theory as to why.

      “Well, assuming your ability to read this ‘invisible ink’ is related to whatever sort of tests and injections Vilocek subjected you to, I’d wager that it’s also related to whatever they’ve found within that rock. Remember, Vilocek also has had a ‘duplicate synthetic’ copy of the original, and he’s had the original in his possession for many years.”

      “So whatever it is that causes this rock to emanate the bluish glow is also what your father extracted from the original mineral?” Cole asked.

      “Exactly — and he somehow managed to transfer that property into a liquid — his ‘invisible ink,' except that instead of being visible in light, he made the ink only visible in the presence of the mineral. Knowing that whoever would find the crystal later would want to know more about it and therefore search for his journals, he made sure that they would have to have both the journals and the rock in their possession.”

      “…Or in their bloodstream,” Cole added sarcastically.

      Bryce chimed in as the plane lurched through some turbulence. “So, we know that Vilocek’s on his way to Egypt, but do we know where exactly?”

      “No,” Whittenfield said, “but I ran another trace a moment ago. Jeff’s phone is still transmitting, and their movement has all but stopped somewhere just south of Cairo. I don’t know for sure, but I’d bet they’re heading to the Great Pyramid of Giza.”

      “Actually, that makes sense,” Cole said, reaching into the box at his feet and pulling out one of the journals. “I found something here that I couldn’t figure out, and there’s no mention of it anywhere else.” He thumbed through the book, finally stopping near the back.

      “At first I thought it was just a random doodle, or something unrelated to the crystal. But the more I thought about it, I realized he wouldn’t have used the invisible ink to write a doodle.”

      Whittenfield and Bryce leaned in, looking at the page Cole had opened to.

      “It looks like Washington, D.C.,” Bryce said after a moment, “but just the streets and intersections. See, here’s where Whittenfield Research would be.”

      “I think you’re right, Bryce,” Whittenfield said. “I can make out Pennsylvania Avenue — this main line running through the center of the image. And there’s where the Capitol Building and the White House would be.”

      “But what’s the triangle around it?” Cole asked. “And the circled area at the bottom?”

      “It does resemble a pyramid…” Whittenfield said. “Could the Giza pyramid be what my father was intending to get across?”

      “But why would he put a map of an American city behind it?”

      Whittenfield looked for a moment at the bluish writing on the page, then ran his thumbnail across the bottom edge. There was a small, almost imperceptible fold that subtly interrupted the pattern. He gently flattened out the fold, revealing a string of words directly below the drawing, where the bottom of the pyramid would be.

      Potomac River, location of original (Lower Room?)

      “The original?” Bryce asked. “Is that the original piece of the rock he’s referring to?”

      “Could be — maybe his team found the crystal at the bottom of the river. The reference to the Lower Room fits the description of one of Giza’s inner sanctums. Maybe that’s where Vilocek’s headed now, thinking that’s where the pure crystal, the original original substance is hidden there.” Whittenfield stressed the first “original,” as if implying that the ‘original material’ Vilocek and Whittenfield, Sr. had been in contact with was a small part of a larger crystal.

      “So,” Bryce said, “we go to Giza. Follow Vilocek into the Great Pyramid, and figure out what he’s looking for. We get it before Vilocek does, and get out alive — all while dodging the Egyptian authorities and a couple of thousand tourists.” Bryce’s assessment didn’t seem overly optimistic.

      “Exactly,” Whittenfield said. “Like I said, we have our work cut out for us.”
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      7:19 pm - Giza, Egypt

      Karn scanned the area below him through the scope of the Vortex Tactical Range Finder binocular/camera system. He had the tripod set up southeast of the Giza necropolis, on a ridge overlooking the dunes that formed natural sand moats around each of the three large pyramids. His lookout point was far enough away to deter detection, and the kit allowed him to peruse the surrounding grounds, zoomed in so close and so accurately it was as if he was walking around among the scattered guards.

      Beka and another of Vilocek’s men, Rogers, were with Karn. Corinne and her uncle, Professor Andrews, were lying in the sand behind them. They had waited there for almost an hour, until the sun was about to set — waiting for the guards to change shifts.

      Karn noticed that there a lot of men milling about the premises, all of them well-armed.

      It’s a good thing Vilocek has connections.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Vilocek radioed in and ordered Karn’s team to wait on the rise until right before sundown while he called in a few favors. He didn’t want to take any chances. Getting out of the area would be a hellish affair if they had to fight off the guards and the Ministry of the Interior troops.

      Plus, one of his men had found a cell phone in his pocket when they’d arrived in Egypt, so Vilocek knew Whittenfield’s team would be right on their heels.

      Vilocek dialed the number from his hotel room in downtown Giza. Madu Jabari answered almost immediately, speaking in an even, collected tone of voice. Many years of service in the political sector had allowed Madu time to perfect his balanced, non-biased voice. “Jabari speaking.”

      “Madu, you old fiend — what are you doing awake at this hour?” Vilocek knew Jabari worked irregular hours and didn’t get much sleep, and his sarcastic tone was not lost upon the Egyptian.

      “Dr. Vilocek, my friend! You know we Egyptians work harder than you lazy Americans, so perhaps I should be asking you that question! I also know you do not call me unless there is a favor to ask — just like a good friend,” he chuckled.

      “Listen, Madu,” Vilocek said, cutting off the pleasantries. “I’ve gotten to a turning point in my research, and I believe there’s another piece to the mystery hidden in your country. I’d like to snoop around a bit, and I already have a team assembled.”

      “I assume you are looking for access to one of the ancient sites, yes?”

      Vilocek hesitated for a moment. “Giza, the Great Pyramid, actually.”

      “My friend, you know that place is as good as empty — there are no more artifacts inside.”

      “I understand — still, I’m compelled to see for myself. It would just be for a short while, and my men won’t create a scene. We can be finished in a few hours, but listen — we’re going to need to hurry. One of my found a tracking device, which leads us to believe we’re being followed by another force, only a few hours behind. If we can gain access before nightfall, I give you my word that we’ll be gone before midnight.”

      “I trust you will share your findings with me, as always?” Jabari asked.

      “Absolutely.”

      Jabari paused briefly, letting Vilocek squirm just a bit. “Then I suppose I can open it to you until dawn tomorrow.”

      “Madu, I cannot thank you enough. You’ll be hearing from me soon. Take care, my friend,” Vilocek hung up the phone. If everything went according to schedule, he wouldn’t even need all the time Jabari had given him. Going over the plan once more in his head, he left the hotel. Rather than calling Karn, he thought he might tag along for this trip. No sense watching the fun from a distance.

      After a short drive, he pulled his rented black Suburban to the curb and stepped out. The hill where his team was waiting was directly ahead, and from where he stood he could just make out the upper section of the Great Pyramid.

      As he climbed the hill, Karn spotted him and raised a hand in greeting.

      “I wouldn’t miss this for anything,” Vilocek said. Karn didn’t have a weapon for Vilocek to use, so he handed over his own sidearm.

      “Everything’s in order, then?”

      “Everything’s in order, yes. We’ve been granted access until dawn, but we shouldn’t need that much time. Beka, help Karn secure the entrance. I’ll keep an eye on them,” he said, glancing toward Jensen and Corinne. The two nodded, then silently moved off down the opposite side of the hill, toward the main gates. Vilocek took over Karn’s post and scanned the area with the military binoculars.

      Beka and Karn were an ominous pair, both large, hulking men wearing all black clothing and body armor. Beka’s rifle was slung over his shoulder, while Karn held his loosely at his side. As they neared the gates, two guards ran over and barked a halt order in Arabic, the chain-link fence the only barrier between them.

      Beka spoke in English. One of the men inside the fence, clearly understanding, came closer. Vilocek and his two captives couldn’t hear the exchange, but eventually the two guards relaxed and the gates swung inward. Beka entered and followed the two guards toward the main facility, but Karn held back, just inside the gate. He withdrew a small object from his shirt pocket and fastened it on the gate’s locking mechanism. Satisfied, he stepped away and turned to follow Beka.

      Vilocek watched the entire scene unfold, zooming out a bit with the binoculars to capture the whole panorama. No more than five seconds passed before Beka sprang into action. Drawing his pistol, he dropped to one knee and fired two shots in rapid succession. Both guards crumpled and fell, gaping holes smoking in the backs of their heads.

      Vilocek smiled. So far, so good.

      Beka’s shots were more meant to draw attention than to eliminate the guards.

      Two other roaming guards and a few from the surrounding buildings were running in the direction of the gunshots. Too far to get an accurate shot, Beka retreated about twenty paces back toward the gate while Karn covered him.

      Two more men burst from behind a building to the left. Beka quickly fired on each of them, moving from one to the next with machine-like efficiency. Another guard ran toward Beka from behind, but Karn whipped his combat knife from his boot sheath and threw it. It landed with a sickening thud in the man’s throat, severing his windpipe and dropping him in his tracks. The man pawed helplessly at the knife, but lost consciousness before he could pull it out.

      Finally the rest of the guards in the complex began running toward the chaos near the main gate. There was a great deal of shouting as the remaining eleven men closed in on Beka on three sides, their guns raised but all of them waiting for someone else to take charge. Karn had moved, unnoticed, to the side, partially concealed near the corner of a small building.

      One of the guards finally stepped toward Beka and yelled again. Assuming the man wanted him to drop his weapon, Beka complied and threw his pistol to the ground. The man wasn’t satisfied however, and motioned for Beka to lose his rifle as well.

      Beka shrugged nonchalantly and set his rifle on the ground at his feet. Then he turned toward the gate and raised his hands behind his head.

      Now facing Karn, Beka paused for a moment and then fell forward. At the same instant, Karn fired his rifle toward the group of guards.

      An electronic whirring sound emanated from Karn’s weapon, and a line of pulsating energy sprang toward the group. Narrowly missing Beka, it hit the first few guards and spread outward, jumping from one man to the next like a crazed wildfire in a forest of dried-out trees. Within a second and a half, all of the men were frozen in place, their eyes unblinking, their guns still drawn and pointing in Beka’s direction. Some of the guards had their mouths open in shock.

      Vilocek watched the rifle — one of their newest developments — work its magic. None of his scientists had any idea how the electromagnetic field was able to spread and solidify the gases found in the atmosphere, but it made for a devastatingly useful weapon. The pulse would reach out until it came into contact with anything that “broke” the gas field — namely, solids or liquids — then paralyzed those molecules in place.

      The effect was that, by tinkering with the power and direction of the beam, Vilocek’s team could use the pulse to “freeze” whatever they wanted for a short period of time.

      From Vilocek's vantage point he could see a pulsating cloud of semi-opaque air that seemed to have consumed the guards. Beka was wriggling out from beneath the cloud, hurrying to avoid coming in contact with the slowly descending particles. Content that the security force was completely contained, Vilocek stood, packed up the tripod and binoculars and headed down toward the facility. “Come,” he ordered, not even bothering to look over his shoulder at Jensen and Corinne.

      He entered the complex confidently, an air of ownership surrounding him. Everything was perfectly under control: Karn had set up his modified assault rifle on a separate mount and shifted the trigger to a fully open position — one of the small tweaks they’d made to the rifle. Beka joined Karn at the gate as Vilocek entered. Professor Andrews and Corinne followed behind, still in shock from what they had just witnessed.

      Once inside the gate, Vilocek nodded at Beka and Karn. They hustled into action, Karn turning toward the small box he’d mounted on the gate and Beka rushing toward the group of paralyzed men.

      Beka approached the first two men, still held in the powerful force from Karn’s rifle. He stood face to face with the first guard, a young man no older than twenty.

      Slowly, meticulously, Beka took the gloves Vilocek’s scientists had coated with the special material out of a breast pocket and slipped them onto his hands, then retrieved a long, straight-bladed knife from his belt.
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      8:07 pm - Outside of Cairo, Egypt.

      Whittenfield’s plane landed at the Cairo International Airport. They were making exceptional time, and Whittenfield was pleased. He had never met Vilocek, but if his fathers’ journals and the current media opinion were even moderately accurate, Whittenfield felt he knew him enough. Dr. Tanning Vilocek was known to be aggressive, confident, and egotistical, as well as charming and disarming at the same time. Newspapers, magazine articles, and websites proclaimed him as the “new face of popular science,” for his extensive pharmaceutical and bioengineering work around the world. The man attracted more reporters and gossip columnists than most celebrities. He was undeniably intelligent — possibly even a genius — and there was no doubt his business sense matched his expertise in research and science. Still, Whittenfield had always had a bad taste in his mouth regarding the man — despite all the public praise and media fawning, there was always something that seemed sinister about Vilocek, just beneath the surface.

      Whittenfield didn’t need anyone to remind him of the disgrace Vilocek had caused his father — and he didn’t need to be reminded that this same man, long loved by American culture, had orchestrated a break-in at his company, stolen precious documents, and apparently was holding people against their will in his laboratory. Whittenfield was tantalizingly close to discovering what this was all about, and with any luck, equally close to snatching his father’s most prized possession out of the grasp of his rival. He had to recover the stone, and he had to prevent Vilocek from cashing in on its potential power.

      Not to mention that finding the stone and eliminating Vilocek would provide an unbelievable boost to Whittenfield Research.

      He turned to his computer and pressed a button next to the display. A satellite-fed image flickered a few times and a grainy black-and-white silhouette of a triangular-shaped structure appeared on the screen. The image was extremely shaky, evidence that the low-resolution video was being captured by a helmet-mounted camera, except in this case the camera was mounted onto a shoulder pad of Bryce’s body armor. Bryce’s team was bouncing over the road leading into the heart of the Giza necropolis in a rented Jeep, and the resulting video feed was less than ideal.

      As he tried to focus on the feed without getting motion sickness, Bryce’s voice crackled over the speakers. “Time to target, under 2 minutes. Nothing unusual, no personnel in view. Stand by for arrival.”

      The camera panned left, toward the driver’s seat, where Sean Bartlinski sat. Sean was guiding the Jeep around the larger potholes on the road toward the tourist station outside the grounds of the Great Pyramid, followed by the Thompson brothers and Cole Reed in another Jeep directly behind. As Bryce turned right to left in the passenger seat to offer the camera an unobstructed panorama of the scene, Whittenfield could see the old village of Nazlet el-Samman situated to the east of the pyramids. Behind the main pyramid, the rest of the landscape was dotted with buildings ranging from the ancient structures of the Egyptian builders to modern security and communications huts. Two other looming figures on the plain mirrored the shape of their larger sister: the Pyramid of Khafre and the Pyramid of Menkaure. Each of the three massive structures been built for a different Pharaoh who had reigned over the Egyptian dynasty. Each was a spectacular achievement of engineering, and Whittenfield knew that the grainy image in the failing light of dusk didn’t do the complex justice.

      He would have given almost anything to be there with the team and see the sight for himself, but he knew the risk was too great. If Bryce’s team couldn’t retrieve the stone, or if they were eliminated by Vilocek’s group, Whittenfield would find another opportunity to take it from Vilocek. Plus, at his age, Whittenfield knew he wasn’t suited for a chase through the small crawlspaces of the pyramid’s internal passageways. He was only ten years older than Vilocek, but the younger man moved and acted as though he was no older than twenty. It was fascinating what the human body could achieve when habitually trained and optimized.

      The Jeep pulled through the abandoned ticket station. Around a bend in the road ahead, Bryce thought he saw a stream of rising smoke emanating from somewhere out of sight.

      “Boss, you see that smoke?” Gary McGowan asked Bryce from the back seat. “Looks like they took the easy way in.”

      “Yeah,” Bryce said, “but I can’t see where it’s coming from — Bartlinski, pull over here and we’ll walk the rest of the way in. If they’re waiting for us, we don’t want to let ‘em know we’re here.” He clicked a button on his headset. “We’re going quiet, Whittenfield, but we’ll keep the feed on.”

      “Roger that, Bryce. Be careful,” Whittenfield replied. He heard the click of the microphone, and the video feed lost its sound. He leaned toward the screen, trying to capture as much of the mission as possible.

      The teams dismounted from the Jeeps and Sean and Wayne parked them near a small rock outcropping, hidden from view on two sides.

      As they approached the pyramid on foot, the smell of fried electronic components stung their noses, and they saw some charred earth — sand that had been blasted into glass, and twisted metal from what could only have been an entrance gate. Next they found the open hole in the fence leading toward the main visitors’ entrance, as well as several bodies strewn about.

      “God, what is that?” Bartlinski whispered. His eyes were glued to the area in front of the pyramid, a few hundred paces ahead. Wayne and Jeff ignored him and focused on the perimeter, taking up flanking positions.

      “They look… frozen,” Cole whispered.

      A cluster of men, all dressed similarly, stood in an unmoving half-circle facing the gate. As Bryce and the team cautiously entered, they could make out a faint cloud of air encompassing the group.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Something in Cole’s mind clicked. Frantically looking around, he spotted something to his right and ran over to it. “Here it is,” he muttered.

      “What? What is it?” Bryce called, his weapon still trained on the catatonic group to his front.

      “They’re under some sort of trance — like, frozen or something. The same thing happened to me — I was running away from those guys back in New Mexico, and they shot me — with this, I guess — and I couldn’t move. It’s like temporary paralysis or something like that. Completely harmless afterwards.”

      Cole was standing next to an assault rifle, mounted on a folding tripod, with the trigger locked in its pressed position. A small canister, about the size of a camp propane tank, was laying next to the rifle with its hose connected to the weapon. An almost invisible line reached straight through the air and stopped at the strangely motionless group of men.

      [image: ]
* * *

      His pace quickened as he got closer to the guards, all frozen with their eyes open. He wondered if they could see him as well — it was like they were made of wax, uncannily lifelike figures cast with glass eyes. He approached the first man in the line, but took care to stay clear of the translucent line emanating from the rifle. He squinted, his eyes drawn to something just below the man’s chin.

      “Cole,” he said, “don’t touch that rif — “ but he was too late.

      Cole had already disengaged the wire around the trigger, and released it before Bryce finished speaking. The cloud surrounding the guards dissolved and disappeared.

      Bryce jumped back. Eyes wide, he watched as the men were released from their invisible bonds and began moving.

      He suddenly realized what he’d seen on the first man’s neck.

      A thin red line.

      Blood.

      He watched as the men woke from their paralysis. Some grabbed at their necks, the blood now flowing forcefully through their fingers. Some of them dropped to their knees, either too weak to fight.

      They all dropped to the ground until one man remained standing.

      About forty, his eyes were dark and set deep into his face. He looked toward Bryce, and opened his mouth to speak. Then he grimaced and suddenly clutched his side. Blood began to ooze from multiple bullet wounds, staining the shirt beneath his hands, as if he’d been shot no more than a second ago. The man tensed, then suddenly started convulsing as he, too, collapsed.

      Bryce caught him as he fell, cradling his head in the crook of his arm. Groaning in agony, the man fixed on Bryce with his intense eyes. Bryce knew he couldn’t help the man.

      To his surprise, the man muttered in English, “they enter,” and raised an arm slowly and pointed to the entrance to the pyramid. His energy gone, he closed his eyes and died.

      By now the rest of the team, except for the Thompsons, who were still guarding their flanks, had gathered behind Bryce.

      Bryce tried to piece it all together.

      The blasted gate.

      Sixteen guards brutally murdered and frozen in place at the instant of death.

      He wasn’t sure what exactly had happened here, but he knew it would have to wait. Right now they had to get inside the pyramid, find the Lower Room, get the stone, and escape from Vilocek’s men.

      “We’ve got company,“ Wayne announced suddenly. “Heading in from the northwest; looks like government,” At the head of a growing dust cloud, six vehicles were bearing down on the pyramid. The first three were unmarked, jet black SUVs, followed by two troop transport vehicles, and finally a Humvee with an Egyptian flag flying from its antenna.

      “All right, everybody move out,” Bryce ordered. “Let’s get in and out ASAP. I don’t know who called the federales, but I don’t want them to think we crashed their monument and wiped out their security.” He took off toward the pyramid at a run.
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      7:42 pm - Giza, Egypt

      Vilocek’s team was making good time through the pyramid’s inner sanctums. Vilocek crawled ahead down the Descending Passage and through the antechamber outside of the Lower Room. He knew this pyramid had been scoured and studied, and he knew from his research that there were only two paths through the pyramid system — up or down.

      As Professor Jensen had confirmed, any uncharted passageways or secret chambers would most likely be hidden down below the pyramid itself, inside or near the Lower Room — Professor Jensen had argued that since most archeologists and Egyptologists felt that this subterranean section was unfinished, their best shot for finding any clues would begin there.

      Besides, Vilocek had it on good authority that there was something more to be said about the Lower Room. Even though he hadn’t found any reference to it in Whittenfield Sr.’s journals, he had seen the layout map of Washington, D.C. On it, at the bottom of the Potomac River, exactly where his father had told him the original crystal stone had been found, was exactly where the Lower Room of the Pyramid of Giza had been superimposed.

      The Founding Fathers had been wise enough to hide the stone in a location that was protected, unknown, and unlikely to be undisturbed. They mentioned nothing of the stone in their writings.

      Thankfully Vilocek hadn’t needed to waste his own time hunting down the rock — it was given to him by his own father, who had done much of the legwork with Whittenfield Sr. Now, almost 30 years later, Vilocek was going to finish their work. It was only a matter of time.

      Vilocek hesitated for a moment at the threshold of the Lower Room. The magnitude of the crystal’s potential came on him like a flood — the idea that he was so close to finally finding it made him hesitate with near-reverence.

      But only for a moment. The promise of the crystal’s scientific value and immense power got the best of Vilocek’s greed. He entered the room, eager to make the groundbreaking discovery he knew he would find there. The rest of the team followed him in, dispersing around the small room.
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      No had one bothered to look in the well in the center of the room except Corinne.

      “What’s this?” she asked. Corinne could see that the inside of the shaft had been filled with rocks and dusty debris, to about eight feet from the top.

      “It’s a shaft,” her uncle answered. “No one knows its true purpose, but since it’s been filled in almost to the top, many people believe that it may have been the original burial tomb, meant for Pharaoh Khufu.”

      “But isn’t there already a King’s Chamber up above us somewhere?” she asked.

      “Yes — he is believed to have been buried in the King’s Chamber, but no one ever found his remains. The Lower Chamber is commonly used as the burial chamber in Egyptian pyramids, and that’s what makes this one special. For whatever reason, not only was this room not used as a crypt, but it wasn’t even finished. You see that the south hallway doesn’t go too far before there’s a dead end — why would the ancient builders build a hallway that just ends?”

      As Corinne listened, they both walked the length of the south hallway. Reaching the end, she noticed that it didn’t appear that the hallway had been left unfinished; the passage seemed intentionally designed.

      “It’s perfectly finished — carved and everything! There’s no room to even slide a credit card through the cracks in the stones, much less a finger or hand.”

      “I know,” Jensen said. “It truly is something. The craftsmanship and placement of the individual stones here rival that of the rooms and passageways that are considered ‘complete.’ Obviously the work here was not abandoned — it seems purposeful; intentionally built this way.”

      To Corinne, Vilocek was beginning to look a little worked up — apparently his five minutes of searching the chamber’s already-excavated areas was long enough for him. He called out to the pair at the end of the hall. “Did you two find anything over there, or is this place a waste of my time?”

      Jensen shook his head. “There doesn’t seem to be anything here, Dr. Vilocek.”

      Vilocek let out an exasperated sigh. His normally impeccably-moussed hair had become disheveled, and he looked fatigued. Clearly he had lost sleep in anticipation of what he might find down here.

      “Come on, then,” Vilocek said. “Let’s get the hell out of here. We need to figure out what this D.C. map means, since it clearly wasn’t telling us to come to the Lower — “ Vilocek cut himself off as his eyes fell on the wall next to Corinne. “What’s that?”

      Their eyes followed his. On the wall at Corinne’s side, about three feet off the floor, was a square, outlined in bluish light on one of the blocks of stone. The stone itself was smaller than the surrounding stones, like an afterthought or filler of some sort. As Vilocek drew nearer, the blue glow intensified. As he faced the stone the blue lines went from a throbbing, pulsating glow to solid, constant lines of light.

      “Amazing,” Vilocek whispered. “What did you do?” he asked, looking sharply at Jensen.

      “N — nothing,” Jensen stammered.

      “Well, something must have caused the stone to light up like that, “ Vilocek said. “Everyone, lights off. Let’s see if there’s anything else in this pyramid we’re missing.”

      All throughout the Lower Room and hallway the men’s lights flicked off. All at once they were bathed in heavy darkness — even after their eyes adjusted to the pitch black, the glowing blue square didn’t light much beyond the immediate area.

      “Vilocek,” Corinne said, “look at your pocket.”

      From inside one of Vilocek’s pants pockets a blue hue of light was shining through the fabric like a fading star. He reached in and withdrew the object.

      Opening his palm, he revealed a beautiful, spherical crystal.

      Dr. Vilocek held the ball close the square stone at the end of the hallway and immediately the lines around the block glowed a bit brighter. Then, dead in the center of the block’s face, a strange symbol appeared:

      

      “It looks like hieroglyphics,” Beka said in amazement.

      “Could be,” Vilocek said. “But we don’t have time to figure it out. There’s got to be a way to…” His voice trailed off as he brushed the symbol with the hand holding the crystal. The ground below them began to gently shake.

      “Do you feel that?” Corinne whispered.

      Jensen nodded. “I think it’s some sort of door. It’s moving.”

      The small stone block began to slide backwards into the wall. It moved slowly and steadily for about three feet, stopped for a split second, and then moved sideways into a hidden space behind the wall.

      The scraping of the small block continued for a few moments before stopping completely. From somewhere deep beneath the pyramid, the grinding and gentle shaking also eased and stopped. Karn and Beka flipped on their lights. The moving block had left behind a hole in the wall the size of a small crate.

      Corinne knew immediately that it was a passageway to a yet undiscovered section of the pyramid. The synthetic crystal had somehow activated the mechanism. Corinne heard Vilocek grunt with satisfaction, then he headed into the new tunnel.

      The rest of the group followed, Corinne taking care to stay close to Jensen so as not to activate the strange — and painful — effects of the crystal they’d experienced back at Vilocorp.

      [image: ]
* * *

      But Jensen wasn’t thinking about the crystal’s side effects as he crawled headfirst into the tunnel. He was thinking about something else.

      Vilocek was wrong about the marking on the stone.

      The glyph on the keystone was not Egyptian hieroglyphics. In fact, it was not Egyptian at all — nor was it part of any script Jensen had ever studied. He had a vague thought that he’d seen it somewhere before; it reminded him of an ancient written language that very few people knew anything about.

      He crawled along in rapt silence, struggling to remember why that symbol seemed so familiar.
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      8:35 pm - Giza, Egypt

      The entrance corridor didn’t seem to match the scale of the pyramid itself. The tiny passage was no more than three feet high and about three and a half feet wide, sloped downward at an angle of 26 degrees into the depths of the earth. The musky, ancient air seemed to hang in place, compressed by the extreme weight of the massive blocks of hand-carved limestone above.

      Bryce and his team cautiously entered the tomb. With Bryce in the lead and Wayne Thompson bringing up the rear, they crept, doubled over or duck-walking, down the shaft. The passageway was lit by fluorescent fixtures at irregular intervals, spaced every ten or so feet above their heads, and all of Bryce’s team wore headlamps. Still, the passage seemed oppressive and dim; the feeble headlamp beams only extended a few feet ahead, swinging erratically back and forth.

      They descended about 90 feet until they came to a small hole in the ceiling of the passage. It was the entrance to the Ascending Passage, which led to the Grand Gallery and the Queen’s and King’s Chambers. Holding up a hand, Bryce peered upward into the Ascending Passage, checking for movement. They had no idea where Vilocek and his men were. Bryce doubted they’d gone up the Ascending Passage, but he needed to be sure. He switched off his light, motioning for the others to do the same. His eyes slowly adjusted to the increased darkness.

      As he gazed up the Ascending Passage, straining to see, Jeff whispered over Bryce’s shoulder. “Hold up here, Captain. I think I hear something down below.”

      They all tensed, silently waiting and listening. From somewhere far below, Bryce could hear voices, though they couldn’t discern what was being said.

      Bryce silently waved his hand forward and moved off down the passage, his rifle in a low ready position.

      The men all carried M4 Carbine assault rifles, fitted with SOPMOD (Special Operations Peculiar Modification) kits, which allowed them to modify their load-out on-the-fly, depending on the mission. In this case, since Bryce wasn’t sure of what sort of situation they’d be in, he’d outfitted the men with 4X zoom day scopes and mini night-vision sight attachments, suppressors, and sidearms. Wayne was the team sniper, so he’d been given a high-magnification scope, while his brother Jeff got a bottom-loading M203 9-inch grenade launcher. Bryce had given Cole Reed his own assault rifle and kept the modified assault rifle left by Vilocek’s men — the same rifle that had immobilized the Egyptian guards outside the pyramid.

      Huddled together in a line, they continued their descent. After a solid fifteen minutes, the passage leveled off and continued for another 30 feet. Bryce knew from Whittenfield’s briefing that they’d reached the bottom of the Descending Passage, and were now entering the Lower Room, about 345 feet down the Descending Passage.

      They halted at the opening as Bryce peered cautiously into the chamber. Immediately, he knew something was wrong.

      “What’s up, boss?” Jeff asked in a whisper.

      “There’s no one here,” Bryce replied, taking a few more steps into the Lower Room. “It’s empty.”

      “Maybe they went back up another way.“ Bartlinski offered.

      “No, Whittenfield said specifically that there’s only one known entrance or exit to the Lower Chamber, and this is it. Besides that, there are only two entrances to the entire pyramid, both off the passage we just came through. The original built by the Egyptians, and one created by excavations years later. If they came down here, we’d be looking at them.”

      “Unless,” Wayne said, thinking aloud, “there’s another exit from this chamber. An unknown exit…”

      Bryce looked at him, considering the possibility. Surely any passageways or tunnels large enough for a man to crawl through had long been discovered, excavated, and mapped — after all, this was one of the original Seven Wonders of the World, and the only one still in existence. The pyramids were more heavily visited, studied and excavated than almost any archaeological site in the world. How could all that attention over the years have missed a back door?

      As Bryce considered what to do next, Cole walked toward the right wall, wanting a closer look at some scratches or markings there. He reached forward to rub some of the dust off the stone, and abruptly jumped back.

      “Hey, check this out!“ he said, no longer whispering.

      His hand was inches from the wall, but he held it in place as he glanced back to the group. “I think there’s something written here — hieroglyphics or something.”

      The others gathered around. On the stone surface, bluish lines curled and zigzagged in seemingly random patterns, only visible as Cole’s hand drew near. They were symbols, individual pictograms, shapes that twirled around each other from left to right. Cole moved his hand sideways along the wall, revealing more pictograms as he went, the symbols vanishing again as his hand moved past. Bryce leaned in, shining his headlamp on the wall where Cole’s hand had passed. He ran his finger carefully over the spot. There was no etching, chiseling, or break in the stone whatsoever, and without Cole’s hand close to the surface, the blue script was completely invisible.

      “I don’t think they’re hieroglyphics,” Wayne said. “These are more curved; rounded. Plus, I’ve seen ancient Egyptian writing in museums, and this isn’t it at all. It’s some kind of script, for sure though. See, there’s sections of the text that repeat, using the same symbols but in different orders:”

      

      “What is it, then?” Gary McGowan asked, speaking for the first time since they’d entered the pyramid.

      “No idea,” Bryce said, “but let’s get some pictures for Whittenfield so he can analyze them. I don’t know that they’ll be visible in this light, or even if there’s enough of a signal from down here under all this rock, but it’s worth a shot.” He aimed his shoulder-mounted camera at the wall, following Cole’s hand as he passed it over the wall, revealing more of the blue writing at each section.

      Suddenly they heard shouts coming from the passageway behind them. Bryce ran to the entrance, peering around the edge with his gun at the ready.

      “Egyptian military,” Bryce said. He felt trapped between two opposing forces, one of which surely wanted them dead, and another that certainly wasn’t excited to see them. He needed a plan, and quick, but the Egyptian team was closing fast, and his team was in a corner.

      “Bryce! Over here!” Cole frantically called from the corner of the room, next to the hole that was the Descending Passage’s exit. He’d reached the end of the line of ancient symbols, moving all along the wall left to right, and now he stood wide-eyed and impatient. “I may have found another way out!”

      Cole raised his hands up above his head, revealing a thin blue line on the wall. He moved his hands apart and down, and the line continued, outlining a man-sized stone set in the wall. Where the line highlighted the stone’s edge, a hair-thin gap was barely visible.

      Cole brought his hands in toward his chest, and immediately in front of him there appeared another symbol. They’d seen it repeated in the line of text along the wall; some sort of man-like creature emerging from the sea, arms outstretched:
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      8:40 pm - Giza, Egypt

      

      Cole placed his open palm on the stone, covering the symbol. Almost immediately, a low grinding noise emanated from the cracks around the block, and it slowly receded into the wall, going about two and a half feet before stopping. In its place was a large rectangular hole in the floor — a hidden opening to some unknown shaft. The rush of air that escaped the pitch-black hole smelled of earthy antiquity — similar to the “breathing” effect in caverns and cave systems.

      Bryce made a snap decision.

      “Everybody in. I’ll take my chances with the dark scary hole. At the very least, we can assume there are no guns down there.”

      Cole led the way. If this was a secret passageway built by the same people who’d left the invisible script, Bryce knew Cole was the only one who could guide them through it. Most likely no one but the original builders had ever traversed this passage, and it was completely unknown to the many archeologists, geologists, and lucky tourists who’d been this far inside the Great Pyramid.

      The hole was about three feet deep, and Cole’s torso stuck out the top when he stepped inside. He crouched and knelt down, looking around to find an opening. At the back of the hole, he could sense an opening before him in the darkness. He shuffled forward on his hands and knees and realized that his head was no longer underneath the entrance block. He carefully stood, and with outstretched hands found the ceiling of the new passageway about five feet above the ground. They would need to stoop over a bit, but they’d be able to walk upright nonetheless.

      Bryce followed after Cole. His headlamp was still switched off, but as he stood up next to Cole, he realized he wouldn’t need it anyway.

      “Amazing, isn’t it?” Cole asked. Bryce looked around, blinking in awe.

      The entire space was filled with bluish light — the walls, floor and ceiling sparkling in a polished sheen. More pictograms in the same strange style covered the passageway. Bryce and Cole could only see a few paces ahead, but the tunnel appeared to curve downward — completely unlike the rest of the pyramid’s passageways, which were straight and angular. Cole took a few steps forward and the glow seemed to follow him — lighting the way a few steps in front and behind him.

      “Hot damn, this is pretty cool,” Jeff muttered as he stepped into the tunnel. As the rest of the group entered in single file behind him, the giant entrance block suddenly slid back into place. There was no visible mechanism, yet the two-ton piece of stone moved as easily as if it were on a well-oiled track.

      “You think it’s on a timer?” Wayne wondered aloud.

      Gary voiced the concern they were all feeling. “I hope there’s another way out… it looks like this was a one-way door.”

      As the slab settled back into place, its edges were as flush with the adjacent stones as if it had never moved. No visible gaps, no thin blue line, and no cryptic symbol marking the stone’s location. It was just another massive block in a very solid, impenetrable wall.
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      8:40 pm - Giza, Egypt

      Madu sniffed the air. He wasn’t sure if there would be any noticeable difference between the two passages, but his sixth sense about things like this usually didn’t fail him. Raising one hand to halt his men, he looked up at the Ascending Passageway and then down again. He decided the men he was after had gone downward, and shouted a curse after them.

      The massacre they’d stumbled upon outside the pyramid was beyond mention. The poor souls had been remorselessly slaughtered. Some of them had been esteemed security officers, with ranks and awards that demanded respect. Jabari had worked with some of their fathers on occasion — he only hoped he would not have to deliver the news of their sons’ deaths.

      If not for his friend, Vilocek, the killers may have escaped unnoticed. But Vilocek had called him again, frantic, stumbling over his words.

      “The — the men — we’ve taken casualties — Madu, send in a force! We’ve been ambushed!”

      Madu told him to slow down, to repeat what he’d said.

      “Send reinforcements! The security force is taking heavy losses, and I’m not sure if we’ll be able to get out of here — we’re inside the Pyramid of Khufu, descending toward toward the Lower Chamber — hurry!”

      “Tanning — who ambushed you? What other force is there?”

      “I think we’ve been followed by one of my competitors. He’s been shadowing us ever since we left the States. I never thought he’d — “ his voice trailed off; for a moment Madu thought he’d lost the signal. Then Vilocek continued, his voice hushed. “I never thought he’d come in force. And now — Madu, I’m so sorry…”

      “No, my friend,” Madu reassured him. “You have done nothing wrong — retreat to a safe place inside the pyramid, and stay down. I can have a force there within the hour.” Madu was already planning the mission, his years of combat training and teaching wartime strategy instantly putting his mind in motion.

      “Madu — “ Vilocek went on, “I don’t know who this man has hired, but you’re going to need the best men you can find; and as many as you can find.”

      “I understand. Give me an hour, and I give you my word I will be there.” Jabari hung up the phone, and immediately dialed another number. Within fifteen minutes he’d assembled a force of forty special forces troops. A few more calls and he’d secured transport vehicles and weapons. As promised, Jabari was headed out toward the pyramids within the hour, determined to rescue his friend from the forces who’d desecrated the sacred site and violated his country’s territory.

      Now, descending into the pyramid, he could taste revenge in his mouth — the distinct combination of anger, pride, and humiliation that had driven him to overcome and decimate his enemies since he was a young man. He was a proud leader, and he knew that these forty men were perfectly suited for this situation. They were all professionals who would follow his commands without question or hesitation. Jabari felt a rush of adrenaline in anticipation of the coming fight.

      He had left half the men to stand guard outside, establishing a perimeter around the base of the giant structure. Even though there was only one entrance, he didn’t want to take any chances. He’d split his remaining men again — ten with him, and ten spread out throughout the passages inside. If anyone so much as heard a squeak — from inside the pyramid or otherwise — he was to be alerted immediately. He’d also given a kill-on-sight order for any unauthorized personnel inside besides Vilocek and his team. Madu was certain that anyone — friend or foe — who dared enter or exit the pyramid would have to answer to him and his men.

      Jabari continued down the Descending Passage. Behind him, his men moved like robotic clones, mutely following their leader downward. They made no pretense of stealth, their weapons and gear clanging and rattling around, and their boots and helmets scraping and banging the rock as they went.

      Madu stepped into the small antechamber leading into the Lower Room. Seeing no trace of any people, he started to second-guess his decision to come this way. If there was anyone down here, he thought, we would see or hear them by now. Maybe his instincts had failed him, and the enemy was already returning down the Ascending Passage behind him.

      As his men came in behind him, Madu quickly scanned the entire room.

      Nothing.

      He walked in a circle around the room, checking every wall. Then, he turned and looked toward the “well” in the center, the shallow shaft filled with thousands of years of debris and dust. He had seen it countless times, on trips here as a child, and a few times as an adult. Nothing out of the ordinary. The rounded shaft carved vertically into the rock, the smooth walls without hand or footholds. About eight feet down, the dim light couldn’t penetrate any further, and the well became a seemingly bottomless pit. Madu knew better though — the well was barely deeper than the eight feet he could see. He did not need to shine a light into the shaft to know that it was empty.

      Madu had two immediate objectives: extract Vilocek and his men safely, and second, overwhelm the intruders, drag them outside the pyramid, and kill them as they had killed the guards — slowly and painfully.

      He looked forward to it. As a politician, he knew exactly how to play the media, and he also knew how to use the guards’ deaths to fan certain political flames that interested him. Even now, his men outside would already be taking pictures and preparing stories that he would later feed to the press. He grinned slightly as he thought of how well his “rescue” here would further his career.

      His sergeant suddenly interrupted his thoughts with a shout.

      “Commander! The men have found something in the pit!”

      How could that be?

      Madu moved over to the well and looked in.

      He expected it to be, as it always had been, filled to the top with random rocks and debris.

      But not this time.

      The well was empty.

      Instead of the usual solid floor of debris eight or nine feet down, the perfectly formed circular rock sides continued straight down for at least a hundred feet. Even combined, the beams from his team’s lights weren’t powerful enough to light the well to the unknown depths at its real bottom — now somewhere far below where they stood.

      “Impossible…“ Madu couldn’t believe what he was seeing, but there was no denying that the well, which had for millennia been completely filled in — was now empty. One of the men snapped a glow stick and threw it in; its green luminescence easily visible against the stark black shaft. The stick fell a long time before it simply disappeared from their view without a sound.

      Madu was stunned. He didn’t know of any projects underway at the Great Pyramid, and certainly nothing so ambitious as clearing the well of debris. Whoever had emptied the well had done it in record time. There was no place to put the rubble, much less any time to move it without anyone noticing.

      He had no idea how he was going to search for the intruders now. He could scour the remainder of the pyramid, but by now the rest of his team had likely checked all of the known chambers and passages, including the small ventilation shafts leading outward from the pyramid’s center. Since he had not yet heard otherwise, he assumed they had found nothing out of the ordinary.

      They had to search the well if Madu was going to declare the mission complete. But without proper climbing equipment — or even just a good rope long enough to get even one of them down the shaft — there was no way to know for sure if anyone had escaped that way.

      “Hafsa, Gahiji, remain here,” Madu ordered. “Guard the shaft; the rest of you––come with me.”

      There must be another way down. Desperate, he strode toward the passage on the South wall. He knew that at the end of this hallway would be a —

      It couldn’t be. Five feet from the end of the South hallway, he noticed something different. There was a square hole in the wall about 3 feet tall and 3 feet wide. It was easily large enough to fit a man, though they would have to crawl. Still, it was much larger than the numerous ventilation shafts throughout the rest of the pyramid. This was something different. Until today, this hole simply hadn’t been here.

      But because this shaft was horizontal, they didn’t need extra gear to explore it. Jabari sent two of his men into the shaft, then he and the remaining six men followed. The small passage almost immediately turned at a right angle straight down. Unlike the well-shaped circular shaft of the well, this section had hand and foot holds carved out of the rock, allowing the team to get down with little trouble.

      They descended with a purpose, quickening their pace. Madu felt much more comfortable descending this new passage, as it was meant for human use. The rungs were spaced about every foot and a half, and were carved about four inches into the stone, providing a solid hold at each step.

      Madu estimated that they had climbed straight down for about 30 feet when heard the first man in the line reach the floor. Madu could see that the man was standing on a large, flat rock; but he also saw that the shaft continued through another hole in the wall at a shallow angle. It seemed that it was doubling back in the direction of the Lower Room. From here, they would have to crawl again on their hands and knees. The first man in line hesitated for a moment, caught his breath, and disappeared into the new tunnel. Madu’s mind was racing, trying to analyze potential threats as he came to grips with the immensity of their discovery.

      A new passageway in the Great Pyramid of Giza; one that had lay undisturbed and unknown for centuries. How had it simply “appeared” in the Lower Room? And the well shaft — how had it miraculously been excavated, within what seemed like the span of only a few hours?
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      9:13 pm - Giza, Egypt

      They had been running for almost an hour. The sheer size of the tunnel system they were in was daunting. Vilocek himself was getting tired, something he was not used to.

      He had been trained by the most elite martial artists around the world — not for fighting, but for forming his body into the best shape possible. He had studied with Tibetan monks to gain control of his mind and consciousness, which had helped him develop an extremely keen sense of awareness, attitude, and edge.

      A certified genius, he had excelled as a child, spending most of his grade school years traveling the world with his father. Dr. Enko Vilocek had stressed to his son the value of not being tied to one place, and consequently young Tanning had few friends or girlfriends growing up, choosing instead to spend his time studying chemistry and physics with his father. He was fluent in English, Spanish, Russian, German, French, and Japanese, but understood most spoken languages without trouble. Vilocek was an exceptional example of what the human mind was capable of, and his most coveted goal in life and business was to find a missing link between the mind and the body.

      For Tanning, most of the people he had met who’d had impressive IQs — his father included — were seriously lacking in the “brawn” department. Not just a cliché, Tanning had found that for some reason, most of his subjects who displayed high test results had a harder time becoming more physically fit than their lower-IQ counterparts.

      This dilemma troubled him. He had spent countless years of his life developing the habits, tactics, and regimens that would keep his body operating most efficiently, but he had never had trouble doing geometric proofs or understanding complex chemical conversions. Why were the intelligent people more prone to weakness — and why did the bodybuilders of the world typically get the proverbial short end of the stick?

      Vilocek thought that the crystal had the answer. The rock his father had shown him so many years ago pulled at Tanning; it seemed to beg him to understand its powers. Father and son had experimented with the rock — first on small mammals and then humans — and most of the test results had been nothing short of miraculous. From aiding in the adoption of new languages to somehow providing extra motivation to weightlifters during workouts, the crystal seemed to invoke magical properties that no one understood.

      Upon his father’s death, Tanning Vilocek dedicated his life to understanding the crystal; he built one of the most impressive research firms in America and hired the most intelligent — and discreet — minds the world had to offer. It wasn’t long before the results poured out — first strides in mental and physical aptitude, then results that proved to be a bit more… abnormal.

      His firm had already begun weaponizing the crystal — using it to cause paralysis and other effects, and because of those results, his firm had a promising future as the world’s foremost provider of advanced weapons technology.

      But for Vilocek, it wasn’t enough. The same problem that had nagged at him since childhood antagonized him now. He knew the answer lay in the crystal. He knew there was a way to jolt the brain’s receptors into action — creating neural connections that would enhance the human body’s ability to grow, heal, and understand the world around it.

      He just needed more of the crystal.

      He was close now; he could feel it. The rock in his pocket — a mere synthetic copy of the original — hadn’t stopped glowing since they’d entered the tunnel. Every fifty feet or so, he would hold the stone up to the walls around him, and the hieroglyphic-like symbols would appear before his eyes, each one reminiscent of invisible ink, only seen near the presence of the stone. He had no idea what they meant, but the fact that they were only visible when the crystal was near was enough for Tanning. No one but the original builders had ever seen this passage, and no one since then had ever spoken of blue lights in the Pyramid of Giza. Vilocek knew he had found the answer to his problem.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      9:27 pm - Giza, Egypt

      Karn knew Vilocek was lost in his own thoughts. He’d worked for the man for fourteen years, the past seven of which he’d spent as Vilocorp’s head of security and Tanning’s right-hand man. He was tasked with protecting the man, so he traveled wherever and whenever his boss did. As a result, he had come to know Tanning pretty well, and understood his nuances and quirks better than anyone.

      Even now, when Karn himself was beginning to get excited, he knew Vilocek was only getting angrier. Although they were just steps away from discovering secrets the Pyramid of Giza had concealed for countless centuries, the novelty was lost on Vilocek.

      Karn knew Vilocek’s initial reactions to the discovery of the passageway were like anyone else’s — joy, excitement, amazement. But those feelings would have been replaced almost immediately by resentment, anger, and impatience. Karn had worked with the man long enough to know that he would resent the fact that the answers he sought, though closer than ever, were still just out of reach. Vilocek would be angry and impatient at the need to spend more of his precious time to end the search once and for all. Karn didn’t get it — he liked his boss, but his impatience and lack of appreciation for the simple things in life still were beyond belief.

      And since Vilocek was more interested in finishing this race than paying attention to where they were going, Karn had to maintain situational awareness for him, to prevent them all from running headlong off a cliff.

      Karn had a small field notebook, where he had been scribbling hasty notes and sketches of their progress. So far, they had been running through a curved passageway. He knew they were constantly curving to the left and getting deeper with each footfall, but without a GPS device or a depth-tracking device, he had no precise idea how far or how deep they had gone.

      His best guess was that they were spiraling downwards — every few hundred feet the curve of the passage tightened — toward some sort of exit. Eventually they reached a section of the tunnel where the wall bowed inward slightly — Karn assumed that the tunnel at that point had intersected the outer wall of the well shaft they’d seen in the Lower Room. They squeezed past the choke point before picking up their pace again.

      

      Karn and Beka were in pretty solid shape; they each ran five to ten miles most mornings, but they couldn’t measure up to Vilocek. The man was an anomaly — a purely pristine specimen of the human form, and both men were amazed at how their boss pushed forward, even though he was clearly getting tired.

      Corinne and professor Andrews were having a hard time. Andrews was a pitiful mess; a man who’d clearly spent most of his adult life avoiding any physical exertion. His niece was a little better off — she was much younger — and healthier. Karn didn’t miss any opportunity to steal a look at the pretty redhead, in spite of the pace Vilocek was pushing.

      Corinne’s hair, pulled back in a bouncing ponytail, was a deep crimson that contradicted her light complexion. She had the body of a gymnast; broad shoulders for a woman, and the rest of her body was thin and tight, curved yet not too full. Karn had more of a taste for women with a bit more meat on their bones and women who had more “experience” in their lives; but Corinne’s youthful nervousness, combined with her defiant and indignant attitude toward Vilocek and his team got Karn’s attention.

      Maybe after their mission was completed, Karn would have a chance at the young lady. He smiled at the idea.

      Finally, the curved passageway ended at a solid wall. Vilocek held the stone up to the wall and another marking appeared in the center. It was the same symbol they’d found on the stone at the entrance to this tunnel. Vilocek placed his hand in front of the symbol, the bluish symbol lit up, and the block slid out of the way, leaving another hole exactly like the one they’d entered before.

      Karn followed Vilocek through the hole and into the space beyond, and both men stood and stared in amazement.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      9:32 pm - Giza, Egypt

      The hole was no more than 30 feet square and seemed to have been cut from basalt, a stone not common to the area.

      To Vladimir Beka it seemed like a cave — a cave that had been formed into a perfect square. There were no lines showing the edges of individual blocks — the walls were perfectly smooth. The only breaks in the solid interior were two holes, each about four feet in diameter; the first in the ceiling and the second exactly below it in the floor, directly in the middle of the room. Beka peered down the hole in the floor. He knew they had no gear for climbing, so they would not be able to discover where the shaft led.

      Beka scanned the rest of the room for clues. What he was looking for he didn’t know — they were breaking new ground and had nothing to go on.

      The room was bare, completely devoid of visible markings. Vilocek took out the piece of crystal and held it down the well. Immediately the shaft’s sides lit up with the same blue glow as the tunnel, with lines and markings dancing throughout the well’s interior. Likewise, any section of the room’s walls he held the stone in front of displayed the same symbols, arranged in different rows and columns. The strange hieroglyphics were indecipherable, yet they had a certain order to them — they seemed to be thoughtfully and delicately placed. The script had the look of long, careful planning and patient implementation over a very long period of time.

      Vilocek was becoming visibly agitated, his impatience with the search rapidly wearing him thin. “Look around for anything out of the ordinary — there’s got to be something here related to the crystal.”

      As he spoke, he placed the crystal back in his coat pocket. Expecting the symbols on the wall to fade, he fumbled with his flashlight.

      Before he could flick it on, the rest of the room got a bit brighter, bathed in the blue light. “Everybody, turn your lights off,” he ordered. To their amazement, the visibility in the room actually improved. Whatever had activated the blue writing in the chamber had a much more lasting effect than Vilocek’s small crystal.

      “How is this happening? Did someone touch something?” Beka asked from a corner. Heads around the room shook in denial. They gazed around the room, circling around each other, trying to make sense of the odd symbols and figures.

      Now every section of the room was lit up. It was as if they’d stepped into a giant planetarium, and cast on every wall, floor, and ceiling were the strange blue symbols. They were getting brighter and brighter, slowly increasing in intensity until the light was not just a dim glow casting deep shadows but a luminescence that filled the entire room. As the light grew there was a sudden jarring noise, accompanied by a grinding and rumbling shake. As if there had been a distant earthquake, the room shook slightly but steadily. Eyes wide, they all searched for the cause of the shaking.

      Karn was the first to spot it.

      “Over there!” he shouted, pointing to the corner across the room. A section of wall the same size as the entrance corridor was sliding away, sinking into the wall around it. It gaped wide, looking exactly like the way they’d entered.

      “It must be the way out,” Vilocek said. “Somehow we activated the chamber — that’s why the symbols lit up, and why this door opened.

      “I’ll bet the builders wanted to make sure they’d have another exit, in case of an emergency,” he continued. He walked toward the new opening, but stopped short of the threshold. “What — “ he blurted out to no one in particular, and at the same moment a head poked out from the opening.

      Beka watched as Vilocek unholstered his pistol and bent down, putting himself face-to-face with the young man who had just emerged.

      “Ah, Mr. Reed; how good to see you again! I thought we’d lost you back in D.C., but I see now that you just couldn’t leave well enough alone. Why don’t you and your crew step out of there and give us a hand?”
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      9:34 pm - Giza, Egypt

      Bryce stepped out of the tunnel, arms up, with his gun in his right hand. He could see Cole in the opposite corner of the room, weaponless and held at gunpoint by one of Vilocek’s goons. Both Thompson brothers recognized the men with Vilocek immediately from the break-in at Whittenfield Research, and Bryce had to grab Jeff’s wrist as he stepped into the room to prevent the younger man from doing something that might put them all in a more dire situation.

      “Well, well. Seems Whittenfield wasn’t up for the trip himself — old age gets to him, I guess,” Vilocek said, snickering as the group came into the chamber.

      “You know, it seems like only yesterday his father and mine would stay up late at night, discussing the possibilities of their latest research. It is a shame they could not be here today, to see the culmination of what they’d sought for so many years.”

      “You’re a thief and a liar,” Bryce interjected. “You stole the crystal from Whittenfield Research to further your personal cause.”

      “Ha — is that what he told you? James is quite the storyteller! Yes, I was given the crystal by my father, who indeed had taken it from Whittenfield Sr. But you must understand, Captain Reynolds,” he continued, “Mr. Whittenfield’s father needed my father — and now me — to continue his research.”

      “What do you mean?” Cole asked.

      “My father and the senior Whittenfield found that by combining the crystal’s components with different elements, strange effects can be achieved. We’ve been able to duplicate many of these effects in our own laboratories, and some of the results have been truly miraculous.

      “However, they also found that the duplications they tried to make had minor flaws — none were materially ‘perfect’ in their makeup. Any experiments they produced in the lab with the original, unaltered crystal, were effective — however weak. But any experiments using the ‘synthetic’ crystal substances were more powerful, but the effects didn’t stay.”

      Bryce pondered this for a second. “So the tests they ran with the real crystal weren’t strong, but they were effective — and the ones run with the fake material were much more powerful, but not lasting? Like after a certain amount of time, the effects wore off?”

      “Yes. After 48 hours, the effects of the tests had completely disappeared. However, it was the after-effects that concerned our fathers: About 72 hours after the testing, the subjects seemed to enter a state of confusion — they lost their peripheral vision, experienced short-term memory deficiencies, and general degradations of their minds.

      “They discovered that the tests caused symptoms similar to Alzheimer's and in rare occurrences, even mild autism. But it didn’t stop there — after a certain amount of time, sometimes months, sometimes years — all of the patients succumbed to the ailments eventually.”

      “Meaning?” asked Wayne.

      “Meaning that all of the tests were a complete failure. Every one of the test subjects was deceased within five years.”

      The weight of the statement hit everyone. Whatever they were all after down here — if it was even here — was dangerously powerful. In the back of Bryce’s mind, he began to hope they wouldn’t find anything here.

      “Needless to say, the possibilities of this crystal are endless — I’m confident we can unlock serious potential in the advancement of non-steroid human enhancements. And, of course, the associated health benefits,” Vilocek finished.

      “But what about Whittenfield’s father? Why did he need your father to continue the research?” Wayne asked.

      “Isn’t it obvious? Like I said — the test subjects injected with the crystal substances all experienced heightened senses, followed by a drastic — and fatal — crash. My father needed to find either an antidote to the crystal synthetic or the pure form of the crystal itself — in order to save the lives of the subjects involved with the study. Whittenfield’s father included.”

      Bryce cocked his head slightly. “Wait — you mean — “

      “Yes, Captain Reynolds. Whittenfield, Sr. was one of the first subjects who received testing with the crystal material. Like the others, he had a brief period of extremely impressive intellect, and — also like the others — he was gone within five years.

      “Before he died, James Whittenfield, Sr. asked my father to continue the research they had started together — and that, Bryce, is why we are here today. I am trying to continue his research and find the answers to life’s most intriguing questions — you, on the other hand, are here to prevent us from doing that. Also, I’m guessing, you have been tasked with tracking down whatever it is we’re looking for, to reach it before we do, and bring it back to your altruistic benefactor.”

      He looked down at Bryce. Vilocek was growing more impatient and upset by the second, and Bryce wasn’t sure if he wanted to be in his line of fire when the man’s wrath became too much to hold in. Staying calm and collected, he looked to the others in the room and then back at Vilocek. “Look, man — we’re not here to hurt anyone. We just want the same thing you want, and it seems to me that it’s not here. I don’t know where it is, just like you don’t, but if we put our heads together we can figure this out. I’m more interested in getting my men out of here alive than in meddling between you and my boss’ petty differences.”

      “Well said, Captain. However, I’m failing to see how exactly you are going to be of any help to me,” Vilocek responded.

      “What if I told you I know where the crystal is?”

      Bryce walked toward the center of the room, watched closely by Vilocek’s men. “I noticed that when entering this chamber from the passageway, a square stone was blocking the way. On this stone was a symbol that we also saw on the door that led into the passageway.” Looking to Vilocek, he saw the man nod in agreement. Over against the far wall he could see Professor Jensen Andrews perk up just a little, his interest in the conversation now heightened.

      “Two doors, each with a symbol on the center of it. What of it?”

      “Well, at first I thought it was just a simple marking — a method for letting outsiders know the way.”

      “Like ‘entrance’ or ‘passageway’ or something,” Vilocek said.

      “Right — except, both our passageways had these markings, and they both led here. You would think that one would be an entrance, and one would be an exit, no?”

      “Go on.”

      “So, it must be something more — it must be a way of pointing to the crystal’s hiding place. So in here, if we can only find the same symbol…“ Bryce’s voice trailed off as he looked down into the well shaft.

      Vilocek hustled over and they looked down the well. About thirty feet down, at what they assumed was the floor of the shaft, was a large symbol, again outlined in glowing blue.

      “Ha! That must be it!” Vilocek’s excitement was impossible to hide. “Well, what are we waiting for? Find out what that symbol is leading us to!” he shouted to his men.

      The men exchanged uneasy looks, and Vilocek remembered that they were not equipped to climb down the well shaft. He was about to fly into a rage when Beka spoke up. “Hey boss — maybe this will help?”

      Vilocek looked over at Beka, who was holding in his hands a silver arrow-shaped object. He unfolded it, the single point dividing into three separate arms. It was a Botach Technical MR Grappling Hook, rated for up to 3,000 pounds on just two of the blades. Beka had produced the hook and 200 feet of rope from Sean Bartlinski’s pack. Bartlinski did not seem happy about it.

      Vilocek’s smile came back. “Great — you and Karn stay here and watch the rest of them; I’m going down right after our friend.”

      Bryce knew Vilocek was referring to him, and his mind began to race. He couldn’t go down the shaft and ensure his team — and the two civilians — would be safe up here. At the same time, he didn’t want Vilocek getting his hands on the crystal.

      He drew a deep breath.

      He would be putting everyone — including himself — in more danger now, but there was no other option. They had been relieved of their weapons and had no way of getting free. He looked toward the shaft —

      — And had a revelation. They had been relieved of all their weapons, but like Sean’s grappling hook, they still had most of their gear.

      He needed to get to higher ground, someplace where he could get a signal out.

      Slowly formulating a plan in his mind, Bryce stepped forward and walked completely around the shaft, looking closely at every side. Finally satisfied, Bryce took the grapnel from Beka, secured it to the lip of the well, and cautiously swung his body into the shaft.

      With a quick glance up at Vilocek, Bryce pushed back with his feet and plunged downward into the well.
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      9:42 pm - Giza, Egypt

      There’s nothing here.

      Bryce and Vilocek stood on the center of the symbol, its flailing arms outstretched almost to the edges of the well. Here at its bottom, the well ended in a circular room about fourteen feet across. The floor was carved out of the same stone as the walls, perfectly smooth and level.

      The symbol was the same they’d seen before, but about 100 times larger. It spanned the entire floor. Besides the giant blue symbol, however, there were no other markings or symbols, and the room was completely empty.

      This irritated Vilocek beyond belief. “Where is the crystal? What is this supposed to be — some sort of tomb?” he cried out, his anger flooding the room.

      Bryce stayed calm. “Tanning — listen to me. I’ve been thinking about this since we came down here, and I think we can help each other.” Vilocek looked at him, suspicion clouding his features.

      “I know it was you and your boys who murdered those guards outside, and I know it was you who called in the Egyptians. However, I’m sure you didn’t admit to your contact that you murdered his men, which means that whoever’s after us now is probably going to be just as pissed at you when he finds out he was duped.”

      “What’s your point?” Vilocek snapped.

      “The way I see it — “ Bryce continued, “you can run out of here and leave us all behind, knowing that we’ll be killed — or worse — by those guys. Or, you can admit that you need our help. Whittenfield’s resources, like his father’s journals, aren’t here — and you won’t get to them without us.

      “My offer is that you help us get out of here — alive — and we’ll help you find your rock. Whittenfield wants the same thing you do, so it seems like you’d both be better off working together — at least until you find what you’re looking for, and we get these Egyptians off our back.”

      Vilocek stared at him, deep in thought. He had already played out every possible scenario in his mind — if he left Bryce’s group here, they would certainly tell Madu’s men what had really happened. Whether or not they ended up killing Bryce and his team, Vilocek knew Madu would suspect who the real killers were, and would want vengeance.

      And he couldn’t just walk out of the pyramid hand-in-hand with Bryce, either. Then Madu would know they were working together and would never let any of them leave Egypt alive. At the same time, he’d run out of options down here — the crystal had obviously been moved, and Vilocek was out of leads.

      He hated to admit it, but Bryce was right. They needed each others’ help.
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      10:55 pm - Giza, Egypt

      The run back up the tunnel had proven more exhausting than Cole had expected. Bryce’s team had been given their weapons back, save for Cole — he’d had to give up the weird paralyzing rifle he’d been carrying — Vilocek had wanted it back. Instead, Bryce gave Cole his own sidearm and some ammunition. Cole was in good shape, and easily the most experienced distance runner here, but the lack of air and constant curving incline seemed to take its toll on him. He saw the blue symbols on the walls around him as he ran, each section seeming to pulsate even brighter as he passed. He wondered if whatever had been injected into his bloodstream would have lasting side effects. Vilocek’s men hadn’t mentioned it — but if the crystal caused long-term damage, they would certainly know about it.

      Cole ran toward the Lower Room, following his new teammates. They’d all decided to leave the hidden room through the hole Cole had popped out of, since it led to the antechamber of the Lower Room — closer to the Descending Passage, and closer to freedom.

      Vilocek had agreed to protect Bryce’s team until they were out of Egypt, in exchange for Whittenfield’s resources back at the lab and his team’s continued help tracking down the location of the crystal.

      As soon as one team or another reached the crystal, however, all bets would be off.

      Cole hoped he would be long out of the way by then. His main reason for being here, at least initially, was Corinne Banks. They had barely spoken, but something about her seemed compelling. The little he knew about her had given him enough of a reason to want to stay along and help.

      Corinne, on the other hand, hadn’t looked his way since they’d been inside Vilocorp headquarters in New Mexico. He hoped her apathy toward him was simply a result of her protective focus on her uncle, but still, it was nerve-wracking to not even get a look in his general direction throughout this whole ordeal.

      He was behind her now as they ran up the tunnel shaft. Not a bad view at all, he found himself thinking. Her hair bounced from left to right, lit by the bluish light of the symbols as she ran. He noticed her legs as well — long, lean, and hinted with a summer tan. He slowly took in the view, down to her feet, where the strangely shaped anklet rested around her ankle. She was in fine shape, and he wondered if she was into working out or running at all. It was a shame that she didn’t seem to care that he was there.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Vilocek slowed to a stop. They had reached the top of the tunnel, and Karn and Vilocek both poked their heads out of the hole to look for Madu’s group. Seeing nothing, Vilocek pulled himself up with his hands and stepped out of the tunnel shaft, followed by Karn. The remainder of the group did the same, one at a time, until they were all gathered inside the antechamber of the Lower Room.

      “Everybody keep your heads down,” Vilocek said in a low voice, “and keep moving no matter what. Madu Jabari must have missed this tunnel shaft when he came through before, and I’m assuming he’s down below now — but he’ll be back when he finds that room empty.”

      One after another, they crawled on hands and knees upwards. Karn again led the way, followed by Beka, Bryce and the rest of his team, and finally Corinne and Professor Andrews. Vilocek had felt safe leaving them at the back of the line since they knew that Madu’s men were the only thing they’d find below. Besides, he needed as much firepower at the front of the line as possible in case they ran into any of Madu’s team waiting above.

      Vilocek expected this possibility — he could almost guarantee it. Madu Jabari was habitual in nature and therefore predictable. The man had few tricks up his sleeve, and Vilocek was sure Madu would approach this problem without much creativity.

      Madu––never one to shy away from a fight––would have been leading the charge down into the pyramid. Also, Vilocek assumed, Jabari would have taken half of his men with him and left the remainder up on the surface or spread out elsewhere throughout the pyramid. Vilocek couldn’t help but chuckle. Madu was a decorated military officer, now serving more as a political puppet than an actual soldier. Vilocek knew Madu hadn’t succeeded in his military career through a distinguished level of intelligence, but rather a will and ability to charge forward without regard for the risk of failure.

      A sound up ahead alerted Vilocek and Karn to slow. Both men listened intently for a few seconds. It sounded like a whispered argument, too faint to make out the words. Vilocek nodded once to Karn, and the big man moved forward quickly.

      Vilocek watched as Karn ran toward the split in the passages, pulling his knife from its sheath at the same time. One of Madu’s men dropped down into the Descending Passage at about the same time Karn got there.

      The Egyptian soldier yelled out just as the 8 inch blade sunk into his neck. Karn smoothly rolled forward, carrying the stunned man with him past the split in the passage. A second soldier gaped at the scene before realizing what had happened and springing into motion.

      Karn was much faster.

      Giving the knife a quick twist and a pull, he grabbed the blade with his left hand and swung it behind him. The knife caught the second soldier just above the groin. The man stopped dead in his tracks and he dropped his gun. He looked up at Karn, just as the bigger man crushed his face with a right hook. Crumpling, the soldier fell unconscious as Karn stepped back over him and spoke to Vilocek.

      “All clear,” Karn said as he casually wiped his brow. The entire attack had taken less than 5 seconds, and Karn wasn’t even breathing hard. Bryce, Wayne, and Jeff all stared wide-eyed while Beka smirked.

      “Well done,” Vilocek said. “Let’s hope there aren’t too many more of them––we don’t want you getting tired, and I’m not sure Bryce and his friends will be much help.”

      They continued the short climb in silence, and after about 10 minutes reached the exit. Beka and Karn stepped outside and stood on either side of the exit, on the lookout for more of Madu’s men. Vilocek held back just inside the entrance of the pyramid. Bryce, the Thompson brothers, and Bartlinski followed Karn and Beka outside.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As Gary McGowan lifted his head from the Descending Passage, one of Madu’s men finally noticed the movement at the pyramid’s entrance. He fired a single shot that found Gary’s left cheek.

      The force of the impact took half of Gary’s skull away. His body slumped forward in the entrance as blood splashed over Vilocek’s face.

      The Egyptian, possibly stunned by the sudden appearance of enemies and the accuracy of his own hurried shot, hesitated for a heartbeat before realizing he was still in mortal danger. As he hurried to adjust his aim, a torrent of gunfire ripped into him. Two other men standing near were also hit.

      Almost immediately the remainder of Madu’s rear guard converged on the entrance. Bryce, Jeff, and Beka fired at the men coming around the north side of the pyramid while Karn, Sean, and Wayne engaged the men coming from the south.

      The battle was over within seconds. Madu’s men were spread out and hadn’t gotten to the fight at the same time. They were easily cut down as they arrived. Vilocek’s and Bryce’s teams had the higher ground and the numbers to stop the advancing pairs dead in their tracks — literally.

      As soon as the shooting stopped, Vilocek bounded from the entrance. Covered in McGowan’s blood but seemingly unfazed, he ordered them to move out. “Get their vehicles. I’m sure Madu could hear the gunfire from down below. We need to get out of here before they lock down the entire country.”

      They all set off toward Madu’s unmarked SUVs. Bryce’s team split up and headed toward the first two vehicles in the line, and Vilocek and his men headed toward the third. Beka, however, turned left toward the end of the line. Realizing what he was going for, Vilocek changed course and joined him.

      The SUVs in the line accelerated away from the scene, followed by the black Humvee with Beka at the wheel. Blocky and huge, its clumsy lines belied the speed at which it was moving to catch up. Karn sat shotgun, and Vilocek, Corinne, and Jensen sat in the back.

      They followed the lead vehicle to their chosen rendezvous point about 30 miles from the pyramid complex. While they drove, Bryce pressed a button on his shoulder-mounted camera, uploading the images he’d captured inside the hidden chamber beneath the Lower Room. He hoped that somewhere not too far away, Whittenfield would download the files and start piecing together the idea Bryce had started forming.
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      11:37 pm - Egyptian Supreme Council Office

      The group sat around a large oak table in the center of the room. Major General Horus Alexander, Commander of the Egyptian Border Guard, was seated between Major General Mohamed Hafez and Ms. Nena Dendera, advisor to the Commander of the Second Field Army. The three were there under the guise of “preparation for the upcoming meeting of the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces,” an explanation that was readily ignored by the press. On the surface, it seemed about as interesting as a U.S. Congress committee meeting; sometimes mentioned, most often ignored as “business as usual.” This place was completely unknown to the outside world, and the topic of the meeting was a closely held secret.

      But today was definitely not business as usual. Twenty-two men had been killed in active duty, and sixteen others had been brutally massacred at a national — and global — heritage site. The perpetrators had fled the scene only moments before the remainder of the Egyptian squad had emerged from inside the pyramid. To top it off, they had no idea where the enemy had gone — the GPS units inside the stolen military vehicles had apparently been destroyed.

      On the table in front of Horus Alexander was an open laptop. It displayed the fullscreen pixelated video image of Madu Jabari’s face. Reddened and breathing heavily, the man was seething. The committee members around General Alexander sat in hushed silence, awaiting the man’s next words.

      They all knew Madu’s temper — slow to build, and quite mild by most standards. But when he reached the point where he was today, having been humiliated and embarrassed — as well as losing some of his own men and barely escaping death himself — it was best to let the man talk himself down from the proverbial ledge.

      “I — I have no idea how this could have happened — “ he stammered, more upset than dumbfounded. “These men were exceptionally trained; they seemed to anticipate my every move.”

      Ms. Dendera was the first in the room to speak. “Jabari, it was an accident. As long as we clean up the mess — and I’ll have one of our typists prepare a statement for the press — we should be able to fend off any prying eyes.”

      “Right,” General Hafez chimed in. “We can blame it on a local terrorist cell — interested in some over-hyped conspiracy theory. After a few weeks, it will be all but forgotten — ”

      “But this must not go unpunished!” Madu interrupted, still in a state of rage.

      “No Madu,” General Alexander replied, “you are correct — we will retaliate. But this time we will proceed with caution. We do not know where or when, but we will respond to this outrage accordingly.”

      On the screen, Jabari’s crimson-colored face bobbed up and down in agreement. He opened his mouth to speak again, but Alexander held up his hand to interrupt. “But Madu — we have been discussing one thing here that does not add up.

      “This American — Tanning Vilocek, you say — was a friend of yours, no?”

      “Yes, he is — was,” Madu responded, catching himself. “He and I worked together on some projects about ten years ago, but other than the occasional email or call, we hadn’t spoken, and I hadn’t seen him in person since then.

      “However, his colleagues in the pharmaceutical industries — what few he has — say that he is a habitually reclusive man who keeps to himself and has a profound carelessness for personal relationship.”

      This last revelation seemed to placate the General just a bit; the truth about what had happened today seemed painfully obvious now.

      The silence was palpable until General Hafez spoke again. “Madu, this is an unfortunate event. It seems that your ‘friend’ was playing you — he tricked you into believing there was a second party at the pyramid today. Whether or not that was true is irrelevant now — if there was another group, it joined the first and they retreated together, and you yourself saw Vilocek climbing into one of the vehicles.”

      “Yes, and if they hadn’t disabled the other vehicles, we could have followed them,” Madu added hopelessly.

      “Wherever they’re heading, it is too late to follow them now,” said Dendera, “and I believe the most prudent course of action might be to put a call in to the United Nations and close our borders for the time being.”

      “That is unacceptable!” Madu’s voice rose. “If we act now, we can find Vilocek and his men and make them pay for what they have done! We must assemble a team now, and track them down!”

      General Mohamad Hafez pounded his fist on the table. “Jabari, you speak foolishness. At what expense do you expect to find and punish this man? Why is it worth more men, resources, and trouble?”

      Jabari looked down for a few seconds, then returned his gaze to the camera on his monitor. He took a deep breath and began speaking slowly and meticulously. “You and I both know why I have called this meeting. If this were simply a matter of revenge, I could have simply hired a kill squad to track them down and take the necessary action. If it were a matter of personal interest to me that we seek political action against these men, you know I would have sought out the counsel of the entire Supreme Council of the Armed Forces.

      “No, there is something else that has been troubling me since I left the pyramid. All of us are of Egyptian descent as far back as we can recall. As such, I know that you are all as interested as I in our ancestry. I have called you here today on a matter of national interest; perhaps even of national security.”

      “Madu, what are you speaking of?” Alexander asked.

      “Vilocek’s men descended into the pyramid and converged upon the Lower Room. We followed them down, reaching the chamber after they left. As you know, half of my men were stationed outside the pyramid, forming a perimeter. A quarter of my men were spread throughout the Ascending Passage. None of my teams called in any enemy movement whatsoever, much less their escape from the pyramid.

      “As I have reported, the attack on my men first came from below, at the convergence of the Ascending and Descending Passages. I found the bodies of two of my men as we ascended up the shaft, and the others––all dead––outside the pyramid. This means that Vilocek and his team were not only inside the pyramid, but somewhere below the Lower Room. As I mentioned, we found a new shaft in the Lower Room; one that had never been discovered before. We traveled down it, assuming Vilocek had taken the same route, and found the hidden chamber beneath the pyramid. That is where we came upon another shaft, leading out of this hidden chamber.”

      “Yes, Madu,” Hafez answered. “We know this already. And you know that we are sending a team of geologists and archaeologists to Giza now to study these miraculous finds.”

      “Yes, General,” Madu said, “and I am grateful for that. But I have failed to mention that these new shafts are unlike any other found in the pyramid––or in any other pyramid at Giza, for that matter. These shafts are curved, descending below the rock foundation in perfectly formed spirals. The passage walls are covered with strange markings written in some sort of bluish ink. As we descended and drew near to the hidden chamber, the markings disappeared behind us. Eventually, after we had been in the chamber for about ten minutes, we were plunged again into total darkness –– the markings and symbols completely disappeared.”

      “And these symbols,” Dendera asked, “they were of Egyptian origin, perhaps predecessors to the hieroglyphic script?”

      “No, they were markedly different. They were beautiful, filled with swirls and shapes that I have never seen before in any written language. I do not believe these passageways, nor the hidden chamber itself, were built by Egyptian hands.”

      General Alexander spoke up. “Madu, you have a hypothesis, no? If so, let us hear it.”

      “Yes, please enlighten us,” added Hafez.

      “Very well. I am still piecing together a theory. Although I had never seen these passages prior to today, nor have I come across this script before, it all reminds me of stories my father used to tell––stories that I always thought of as folklore and legend. But I was recently made aware of the possibility that some of the stories might be true. In fact, just last month I was anticipating the arrival of a document that could have clarified some of my questions about these ‘fairy tales’, if you will. It was en route to me, and in the hands of the Iraqi Republican Guard, when it was intercepted by an American special forces unit.

      “I believe that this document — a notebook, I was told — had within it some of these answers to the questions we are faced with today. The new shafts, the hidden chamber — this notebook may tell us more about them.”

      The people on Madu’s screen nodded in unison. He knew they were aware of the events in Iraq — He himself had sent them each a memorandum with the details.

      “My friends,“ he said, “are you familiar with the story of the "al-Bal'laorah al-Qadeem?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      12:57 am - Airspace Above Egypt

      James Whittenfield, Jr. paced back and forth in his plane’s laboratory as he waited for the images to finish downloading. About fifteen minutes earlier, he had received a transmission from Captain Reynolds from somewhere near Giza. It was unencrypted, and Whittenfield worried about prying eyes intercepting the message. Also, the signal strength had been too low to download any of the images without stopping and restarting numerous times.

      He’d downloaded three of the seven images so far, and the first had made him do a double-take. The grainy, pixelated image showed the interior of some kind of ancient room beneath the Great Pyramid. He could just make out the well–shaped shaft in the center, and some of the men around the room. He couldn’t recognize most of them, but dead-center in the first picture was a face that caused Whittenfield to look again.

      Though he had not seen Vilocek in many years, the man’s tall, wiry frame and wispy gray hair gave him away immediately.

      What the hell is Bryce doing with that man? He asked himself as he gazed at the screen. Vilocek was clearly not in motion in the image — much less attacking Bryce or the others, but Whittenfield thought he could also see a row of people standing against the wall, facing what appeared to be a man holding them at gunpoint. He wondered what had happened — obviously Vilocek had most of Bryce’s group captured, or at least corralled together against the wall, but what of Bryce? Why was he separated from the others, free to allow his shoulder cam to record the scene?

      As Bryce had told him before, Whittenfield knew that the camera on Bryce’s shoulder was difficult to spot –– no lights to give it away, and the tiny lens was matte-coated to prevent reflections. Surely Bryce was getting away with filming in secret, but why would Vilocek allow him to walk around freely?

      He wasn’t sure what he was looking at with the second, third, and fourth images. The first had been a semi-panoramic view of the chamber — a way of “setting the scene” for Whittenfield, who had been out of earshot since they’d entered the complex over an hour before, and therefore couldn’t be updated minute-by-minute.

      Obviously Bryce had survived his initial encounter with Vilocek, or he wouldn’t be sending this update now. But had Vilocek allowed him to leave the pyramid unharmed? Or had Bryce and his team overpowered Vilocek and his men?

      Either way, the images definitely didn’t show an emergency situation. The most remarkable feature in them was the well-shaped protrusion in the center of the chamber. This well had to be connected to the mysterious filled-in shaft above.

      The third image was stunning. Whittenfield could see the well shaft almost perfectly in the close-up shot. Even though the image was black-and-white, he could still make out strange symbols dotting the parapet of the well. The symbols appeared to be nothing like common hieroglyphics; they didn’t resemble anything of Egyptian design at all.

      Confused, he tried to enlarge the low-resolution image as best he could, but the pixelation became too pronounced to get a clear view of any of the markings. As he was about to move on to the next image, his cell phone vibrated on the table.

      “Bryce — is that you?”

      “Yeah,” Bryce said, “but I don’t have much time to chat. We’re just outside of Giza, planning to fly to the Sudan in Vilocek’s plane. Don’t really know where the plane is, though — I’m not really sure exactly where we are now…”

      “OK,” Whittenfield said, still not sure where Vilocek fit in to this. “Do you have the stone?”

      “Negative — there was a hidden chamber below the Lower Room, probably made by the crystal’s original owners. The room was empty — did you get the images?”

      “Yes — I’m going through them now. Do you have any idea what the symbols mean? Or their origin?” Whittenfield asked, looking through the next few images that had appeared on his screen. He could see a full-circle view of the shaft now, indicating that Bryce had walked completely around the well in the center of the room. Strangely, he hadn’t included any images of the remainder of the room.

      “No, no idea — we were hoping you’d be able to enlighten us. But there is something else I noticed; I wanted you to take a look at it.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The images you have are all of the shaft in the center of the hidden chamber. You probably can’t see the details very clearly, but the writing is written in the same blue ink stuff that we found in your father’s journals. I think whoever made this room used the same method to ‘hide’ their clues in plain view — they’re only visible if you have part of the crystal with you.

      “We were able to see the symbols because of Vilocek’s crystal that he’d stolen from your father. But we were also able to see the same writing in the tunnel that led to this room, thanks to Cole Reed. Whatever that crystal is made out of is also inside his bloodstream. It’s a part of him now.”

      Vilocek must have injected Cole with the substance, allowing him to read the script on the walls and in the journals. He hoped it wouldn’t cause strange side effects for the young man. He also hoped they’d be able to keep Cole around long enough to continue to find the rest of the clues left behind by the makers of the crystal.

      “Anyway,” Bryce continued, “Cole found the room for us by discovering a row of these symbols leading to the entrance of a new shaft. That marking was exactly the same as the one on the entrance.”

      Bryce described the symbol to Whittenfield even as the picture appeared on his monitor, the man-shaped object, arms outstretched, coming out of what appeared to be a body of water.

      “I didn’t see any other instances of this symbol anywhere in the tunnel, nor in the chamber itself. However, as you’ll see from the pictures, that same symbol appears numerous times on the outside of that well shaft.”

      “That’s right — I see that now. There are a few of them in each image; maybe seven or eight times around the whole shaft?”

      “Yeah, that’s about right. That’s what I wanted you to look at — I don’t know where to begin with this, but it seems to me whoever put the symbols here used this one as an identifying mark — a sort of ‘x marks the spot,’ if you will.”

      “Yes, yes, so these may indicate the locations of the creators of this room — or the locations of something else they’ve created!”

      “Exactly — if we can figure out this map, I’ll bet we’ll discover who built this chamber — and I’ll bet that one of those locations is the final resting place of our lost crystal,” Bryce added.

      “Bryce — outstanding work. I’ll send you an update once I make some headway.”

      Whittenfield paused for a moment. “Bryce,” he said, “do not share anything with Vilocek that is not absolutely necessary to finding the crystal. I don’t want him gaining any more leverage than he already has. I’m not excited that you’re all currently under his thumb, but I also know that we’ll need to keep feeding him enough information to hold his interest — and reinforce your value to him.

      “Do what you can to find the crystal, and by all means take it before Vilocek can. I’ll catch up with you when we find out where these symbols are pointing.”

      “Sounds good. Let me know what you find.”

      Bryce clicked off his phone and focused on the winding road ahead. The bullet scar in his shoulder was aching again. He looked out the window at the dunes and endless expanse of arid desert surrounding him. If he hadn’t known better, he might have thought he was back in Iraq. He shook that off, trying to piece everything together.

      He thought about the notebooks and the symbols inside the pyramid — and suddenly he realized something. The name Vilocek had mentioned, during the fight at Giza.

      Madu Jabari.

      M.J.
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      1:34 am - North Sudan

      “Start talking, old man!” Beka shouted at Professor Andrews. Beka was standing in the corner of a cavernous room, dark and damp and mildewy with age. The aging professor was curled at his feet in the fetal position, whimpering softly.

      “He doesn’t know anything!” Corinne shouted from across the room. “Let him go!” Karn had his arm looped behind Corinne’s elbows, easily resisting her attempts to break free.

      They’d been interrogating the professor for almost half an hour, asking about what he knew about the strange symbols. Every time they got an “I don’t know” from him, they would drag Corinne back a few feet, causing the painful wound in the professor’s side to flare up. Every few moments he groaned in agony, cursing under his breath. Corinne would struggle briefly and then slump over, red-faced and defeated. Karn could feel her trying to wrap her bony arms and legs around his own, desperate to find any leverage she could use to wriggle away. He enjoyed her struggling––perhaps too much––and used his free arm and hand to pin her tight against his own body.

      The radio on his belt suddenly crackled to life. “ Karn–– Beka; report back up here in five. Captain Bryce Reynolds may have some information for us––” Vilocek’s voice snapped Karn’s mind back from where it had been.

      “You heard the man––let’s go,” Karn snarled. Vladimir Beka abruptly yanked the professor to his feet and dragged him out the door and up the stairs. Karn followed with Corinne, and the four made their way back to the rest of the teams.

      After reaching Vilocek’s plane, they had flown to the Sudanese frontier. There they stole two vehicles and drove to the house they were in now, just north of the Sudanese city of Wadi Halfa. It was an abandoned Israeli safe house; the owner, another of Vilocek’s many “friends” had allowed them to use it, no questions asked. Vilocek’s plan was to regroup, get whatever information he could out of Whittenfield’s team, and head to the real location of the crystal by tomorrow morning — no later.

      While Jensen and Corinne were led down to the basement, Bryce and his team gathered in the dining room, attempting to map out their own plan of action. They had argued for quite some time — Bryce livid at Vilocek’s rash actions at the pyramid, and Vilocek’s fury over Whittenfield’s blatant attempt to intercept them and claim the crystal for his own. Each man believed he had a claim to the crystal, but Vilocek had the upper hand now — and he knew it.

      He’d explained the small band around Corinne’s ankle and the wound in Professor Andrews’ side. The price of their resistance — even Whittenfield’s, who wasn’t physically with them — would be the death of the old man. Vilocek was no fool — he knew that Bryce would be in contact with Whittenfield, most likely with a cell phone. However, he also knew that Whittenfield could add valuable information — the man’s father, after all, had been the first known scientist in possession of the crystal. Whatever Whittenfield knew, Vilocek would coerce out of Bryce.

      For the time being, Vilocek was putting on a cooperative front to ensure that Bryce’s team felt safe and at ease. He’d even allowed them to keep their weapons. On the flight from Giza, however, Vilocek had pulled Karn aside and warned him to “stay on his toes.” After they tracked down the crystal, and it was safely in Vilocek’s possession, Karn was to “dispose” of the opposing team. The scientist and his pain-in-the-neck niece would also no longer be needed.

      Cole Reed had already been tested with a new strain of the synthetic crystal. In the lab, no physical changes had been evident in the boy but his vital signs had been abnormal for the first few hours after the injections.

      After testing for radiation, pupil dilation, and physical mutation, Vilocek’s physicists and doctors had declared the infusion a “complete success” — meaning no long-term effects should occur in Reed’s future. The crystal sliver would glow bright blue in Cole’s presence — as would his exposed skin — but other than that, he seemed to be the first subject Vilocorp had tested that showed no adverse side effects.

      But then, Reed was not the only test subject.

      Vilocek wasn’t sure what the current body count was — there were still a few patients locked away in New Mexico who were hanging on by a thread, expected to die any moment — but he knew they had brought in more than twenty human specimens, from all walks of life, and close to a hundred species of animals.

      Cole was the only one lucky enough to survive without strange physical deformities.

      Vilocek hoped that he would be able to replicate the experiment — but next time with the original crystal. He believed the pure specimen would provide much more powerful effects.

      He would be the first successful subject. He was not a man to waste time pondering after effects or waiting for focus groups, multiple human trials, and the worthless bureaucratic posturing of the United States Food and Drug Administration. He wanted nothing to do with publicizing the results to the world, anyway. Whatever he was able to accomplish with the crystal, he would keep to himself.

      He even had plans in place for the removal of the doctors and scientists who would aid him in the experimentation.

      Once all was said and done, he alone would be able to enjoy the fruits of his labor for the rest of his life.

      The rest of his long life.

      Thanks to his father’s secret memoirs, Vilocek knew that the crystal not only had miraculous healing powers and benefits when mixed with other pure substances — a fact he had proven inside his own laboratory — but it also held the secret to sustained life.

      Dr. Enko Vilocek, after stealing the crystal from James Whittenfield, Sr., had discovered that not only could the crystal resurrect a healthy plant from a wilted shrub, but that the same plant had blossomed and grown to thirty percent larger than the control specimens, and had outlived the others by almost fifty percent.

      When tested on small rodents, the same results were found. Screech, an aptly named guinea pig Tanning had actually grown quite fond of, had outlived his brothers and sisters by almost four years — an insanely long life for a common house pet.

      Vilocek knew that by acquiring a much larger — and more potent — sample of the crystal, he would be able to streamline and expedite his research tenfold. Maybe more, depending on the actual size of the stone. Either way, he would be able to enjoy an extremely long lifespan, his aging slowed to a crawl as the physical effects and healing properties worked their magic.

      Now, as Beka and Karn marched the prisoners back into the room, Vilocek turned to Bryce. “Captain Reynolds. I know you’ve been in contact with Whittenfield — please share his thoughts on all of this.” It was an unmistakable command, yet Vilocek added a raised inflection at the end of the statement, making it seem as though he was asking a question.

      “Look,” Bryce said, “I already told you. He doesn’t know any more than we do. I told him everything I told you, and sent him the images from the well shaft.”

      “Well, you mentioned the well shaft had some markings on the outside that you recognized, correct?” Vilocek asked. “Let’s see if the good professor here can offer his input.” He glanced over at Andrews, gasping in the corner of the room.

      “I didn’t recognize them from anywhere, but they were on both the door to our tunnel, and to the entrance stone blocking the hidden chamber,” Bryce said as he pulled up one of the images on a laptop. Vilocek again looked toward Professor Andrews.

      “Well?”

      Beka propped the older man up, keeping him from collapsing under his own weight. Clearly he was still in excruciating pain, but he spoke up in a firm, confident voice.

      “I don’t know about those symbols — I’ve never seen anything like them in my life. But I can assure you, they are not hieroglyphics.”

      “Well, Bryce has Whittenfield cross-referencing the symbol with other known glyph-based written languages, and since he will have a much better connection from where he is, I guess we’ll just have to be patient.” He motioned to Karn and Beka. “Clearly Professor Andrews is of no use to us any longer. I was mistaken to think that he would be some help to us here. Gentlemen, dismiss him from the expedition.”

      Corinne’s and Jensen’s eyes widened simultaneously. The guards tightened their grips on their captives, and Beka’s characteristic smirk appeared.

      Bryce stood, making eye contact with Sean Bartlinski in the corner of the room. Wayne and Jeff Thompson also exchanged glances, both gripping their pistols. Vilocek raised his hands in front of him, acting like a referee. “Gentlemen, please do not try anything rash. It makes no difference if we end this in a bloodbath or a calm, professional execution. Miss Banks and her uncle are no longer needed, and regardless of what you do, they will be eliminated.”

      His eyes landed on each man individually for a moment, before settling on the band around Corinne’s ankle. Bryce knew why. If anything was out-of-line with this man’s plan, he could instantly cause unbelievable pain to the professor — or worse. Bryce wasn’t about to test what “or worse” might be.

      But before the guards could haul them off to wherever they would be murdered, Professor Jensen spoke up, almost yelling.

      “Wait!” he cried. “I know — I mean, I think I know — “

      Vilocek turned toward him. “Yes, Professor?”

      “It’s just that, well it seems — “ Jensen paused for a moment. “Well, I’ve been thinking about the relationships between the Golden Ratio — 1.618, as you know — how it appears numerous times both in the street layout of Washington D.C., and the Pyramid of Giza.”

      “I remember your paper,” Vilocek said, his voice indicating his diminishing patience.

      “Right, well, I have been struggling to find the connection between the Golden Ratio and this new information. Either through the symbols themselves, or some other manifestation entirely, there should have been at least one more representation of the Golden Ratio in the pyramid. One that we haven’t already documented.”

      “Why? Couldn’t it just be a coincidence that Phi shows up a few times on some old map and inside the Pyramid?” Karn asked.

      “No. No, it’s not that simple. I thought of that, but the fact remains — the ‘Golden Ratio,’ ‘Golden Number,’ whatever you want to call it — has been known to man long before the layout of the capital city and even before the pyramids. Some even say that both were built according to the number — a claim that actually has scientific merit. It wouldn’t be the first time we’ve seen men constructing buildings and designing architecture that incorporates the number Phi.

      “So, the city was built in a specific way that not only pointed us to the Great Pyramid, but also maintained the angles that would mathematically support the Golden Ratio. Likewise, historians believe that the Egyptians, or whoever built the Pyramid at Giza originally, built it using those angles and, again, the Golden Ratio.”

      “So the Golden Ratio shows up in nature, art, and architecture.” Vilocek said. He was getting visibly annoyed. “Why is that so important now? I read your article, Professor, and though it’s fascinating, I’m not sure we need a lecture on the Golden Ratio at this particular time.”

      “But understand, though,” Jensen said, suddenly more animated than he’d been in two days. “No one knows exactly who was the first to ‘discover’ this unique number. Some attribute it to the ancient Greeks, others argue it was given to mankind by God himself. Either way, the number is certainly linked to some miraculous things. If we think back to the hidden chamber, the tunnels, the symbols, everything — we should be able to find another reference to the Golden Ratio that might reveal a great deal.”

      Vilocek sighed slightly. He knew Andrews was intelligent, but he still couldn’t see the benefit of chasing after a number — after all, what difference would it make if they did find another link to the Golden Ratio? What bearing could that possibly have on the crystal?

      Karn reached into his front pocket and withdrew the small field notebook he was constantly scribbling in. “I can maybe help with the tunnel thing. I made a rough map of the tunnel in case we got turned around down there. Turns out it was just a curve that tightened in on itself as it descended.” He handed the notebook to Professor Andrews.

      The Professor stared at the page in disbelief.

      “It’s right here! This is it — the Golden Ratio is part of the crystal’s history!” The others stood and gathered around the small notebook.

      “What are we looking at?” Vilocek asked.

      “The diggers of those tunnels,” Andrews explained, “ — the original owners of the crystal, left us a clue pointing back to the Golden Ratio.”

      He grabbed the simple map Karn had drawn and drew in some of the other features they’d seen in the ancient site, then turned it around to show them:

      

      “It’s a spiral,” Bryce said, confused. “So what?”

      “It is a spiral,” Andrews said, grinning in spite of the situation. “That alone would be cause for interest, as the rest of the Giza pyramids — and all other pyramids known to man, for that matter — consist of straight, angled shafts, leading into rectangular or square-shaped chambers.”

      “But the spiral passage in this drawing — which leads to the hidden chamber — is exactly the same shape of the other passage as well — the one leading out of the hidden chamber back up to the Lower Room.”

      He took the pencil from the binding of the notebook and quickly sketched out the other passageway — an exact copy of the first tunnel Karn had drawn, resulting in a mirror image.

      

      “As you can see, the spiral is repeated with the two passageways. This is a perfect representation of what’s called a ‘Golden Spiral.’”

      “A ‘Golden Spiral?’” Bryce asked. “Is that tied in with the Golden Ratio?”

      “Exactly!” Andrews was in full professor mode, happy in his own element. “Watch this.” He continued to scribble on the page, this time sectioning the spiral into quadrants. On the next page he drew a simplified version of the shafts, and continued his lesson.

      

      “As you can see, each section of both spirals can be split into quadrants — getting progressively smaller and tighter with each curl; specifically, each quarter-turn is proportionately smaller than the preceding turn.

      “Or — looking at it from the opposite way — each section of the spiral, starting from the center — which in this case is the location of the well shaft — each quarter turn in the spiral gets progressively larger by a specific ratio, or number, each time. Anyone want to guess what that multiple is?”

      Wayne Thompson spoke up from the back of the group. “Phi — 1.618?”

      “Correct!” Andrews beamed.

      “Again, Professor,” Vilocek said, more insistent now. “What exactly does this have to do with the crystal?”

      “Well, Dr. Vilocek — “ Professor Jensen said, starting to theorize out loud, “this ‘Golden Spiral,’ as it has come to be known, and other instances of the term ‘Golden Mean,’ ‘Golden Ratio,’ etc, have all been labeled as such due to their appearances in nature. Some have even gone so far as to say that God himself used the Ratio to design the heavens and the earth, with the ubiquity of its appearances arguably more than a coincidence. The ancient Greeks — specifically Pythagoras — have been designated as the true ‘discoverers’ of the Ratio, and have used it in their art and architecture for centuries; even to the present day.

      “But what if the Greeks were not the first to discover this ratio? What if there was someone else — some ancient civilization even — who’d found out about the Golden Ratio and used it in their engineering and construction as well? Further, what if the Ratio was used somehow in the creation of the original crystal?”

      “What, like the crystal wasn’t natural to begin with?” Cole asked.

      “Maybe it was — who knows?” Jensen asked. “But there’s nothing else like it anywhere in the world — as far as we know, right? So why couldn’t someone have actually created the crystal from something? Maybe using the Golden Ratio as a blueprint?”

      They all pondered this for a moment. Vilocek seemed surprised; surprised that he had not questioned the crystal’s creation, much less that it might have something to do with the Golden Ratio. He knew Andrews made a strong point, but they would need to see more evidence of the crystal’s relationship with the Ratio before he would accept such a theory.

      As Jensen continued to explain and clarify the mathematics, Bryce’s cell phone started vibrating in his pocket. Surprised he even had service out here, walked into the kitchen, where there were more windows and the potential for a stronger signal.

      “Reynolds,” he answered.

      “Bryce — it’s Whittenfield; I’m on a secure line. I just wanted to check in. Have you made any progress?”

      Bryce explained what had unfolded so far; the near-executions and Jensen’s theory of the Golden Spiral. He added Jensen’s belief that the crystal might have been created by some ancient civilization, possibly with the help or use of the Golden Ratio.

      Whittenfield asked more questions, and Bryce promised to try to send an image of the page in Karn’s notebook. In turn, Bryce asked Whittenfield about any headway he’d made regarding the symbols on the outside of the well shaft beneath the Lower Room.

      “Actually, yes. That was one of the main reasons I called.”

      “Really?” Bryce perked up.

      “It turns out that the symbols on the shaft were exactly what you thought — a map.”

      “Really? To where?”

      “That’s just it — I’m not sure exactly where, but it’s the results I have here that led me to call. Bryce — this map, these symbols — you won’t believe this,” he continued. “This map is actually a sort of circular diagram of specific spots on the earth’s surface.

      “The shaft itself, I’m willing to wager, is representative of the center of the earth, and therefore the symbols around the center mark geographic locations around the world.”

      “So it’s like a globe?” Bryce asked, slightly confused.

      “Sort of,” Whittenfield said, “only it’s a globe in two dimensions, as if you looked at the North Pole from directly above it, and the equator was the circle that represented the diameter of the Earth.

      “In this case, the north pole would be somewhere in present-day Alaska, and the equator would be what we call a ‘Great Circle’.”

      “Ok — I’m with you,” Bryce said. “The rim around the well represents the circumference of the earth. The bottom of the shaft, the ‘center’ of the earth.”

      “Exactly,” Whittenfield said. “And the symbols on the well shaft’s outer surface represent points along that Great Circle. Including the Pyramid of Giza, there are nine points altogether designated by those symbols.”

      Bryce let this last statement sink in. “So there are ten symbols, and each one represents a physical location.”

      “Precisely correct — the symbols line up perfectly with the corresponding spots around the world, and they are most certainly not random, arbitrary geographic points.”

      “What do you mean? They’re known locations?” Bryce asked, beginning to share the older man’s excitement.

      “Yes. Absolutely, yes. Bryce — I don’t know how it has escaped modern-day geography, but these sites — these places that your hidden chamber points — all exist on the exact same diametric line around the earth. If you drew a straight line around a globe, connecting these dots, each one of these ancient sites would appear exactly on that line.”

      Bryce felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck. “What exactly are these locations?”

      “Whittenfield was triumphant. “Starting with the Great Pyramid, of course, the remaining sites include the location of the ancient temple of Ammon-Ra, home of the Oracle at Siwa, the first known inhabited city on the planet, Ur — in Sumeria, the group of monuments at Khajuraho in India, and the ruins of Mohenjo-Daro, also known as the Mound of the Dead.”

      “I think I’ve heard of most of those — all ancient historical sites, right?” Bryce asked.

      “Not just historical sites — some of these are UNESCO World Heritage sites, while others are the pinnacle of their civilization’s architectural achievements. Overall, however, these sites all define and represent their respective cultures. In short, these places are sites of such significance they’ve impacted and shaped world history.”

      “Damn.” Bryce was stunned.

      “And don’t forget, there were nine sites mapped by the symbols — I’ve mentioned the first six only.”

      “So what are the others?”

      “Well, completing the circle around the well shaft, we have the Incan city of Machupicchu, the ‘Lost City’ of Petra — “

      Bryce interrupted. “Wait — the Petra in the Indiana Jones movie?”

      “The same. Lost for centuries, and found in the early 1800s by the explorer Johann Ludwig Burkhardt.”

      “What’s the last site?”

      “This is one of my favorites,” Whittenfield said. “Easter Island.”

      “The island with those giant stone heads?”

      “Yes, known the world over for its sculptures, called Moai, somehow built and placed individually by the Rapa Nui people.”

      “Wow. You’re sure this is accurate? I mean, those are all pretty significant places, and you mean to tell me they’re all points on the same line?”

      “Yes, exactly on the line — almost as if they were placed there to coincide with the Great Circle around the globe. Here — check your messages. I just sent some images rendered on my lab computer. I plugged in the longitude and latitude coordinates of each of the symbols’ corresponding sites, and then had my terrestrial mapping software simply ‘connect the dots.’”

      Bryce checked his messages, finding the first image.

      “The first is one of the earth, in its standard elliptical shape. You’ll see the equator mapped as well. But you’ll also notice a second line — which also completes a full circle around the earth, but starts at 30 degrees south of the equator and extends to 30 degrees north of the equator.”

      Bryce listened as he stared at the small screen. Frustrated, he wanted to upload the image to a computer and view it in its full-size. He knew Vilocek would be eager for Whittenfield’s update as well, so it wouldn’t be out of the question to ask for the use of the laptop again.

      “The next image,” Whittenfield continued, “which I’ve just finished and sent to you, is of the earth in a two-dimensional typical map distortion, with the same circle stretched across from left to right as a line on that map. As I’ve kept true north and south intact, you’ll see the equator still runs through the center horizontally, so the ‘circle’ from before actually appears like a waveform.

      ”Finally, on both of the maps, I’ve plotted the coordinates of each of the sites. You’ll see them on the line as well.”

      “Bryce — you all need to understand something. This crystal — or whatever it is — has a larger implication than we originally thought. The creators of this crystal we’re looking for — the same people who probably created the hidden shafts and chamber below Giza — have obviously laid clues throughout the entire world pointing to the crystal.”

      “Obviously,” Bryce said. “They want us to find it, right?”

      “Perhaps — but we must not ignore the possibility that this is all something else entirely. Maybe the creators of the crystal weren’t trying to lead us to the crystal, but away from it. Bryce, this could be a warning — do you think there’s something about the crystal that would require it to be locked away forever?”

      “I don’t know,” Bryce said. “I’m not sure exactly what we’re after here, but I’ll let you know as we get closer.” He let out a tired breath. “I’m going to go and present this to Vilocek; thanks for the input. Oh — and one more thing,” he added.

      “What is it?”

      “We don’t have time to search all of these sites. Which one do we check?”

      “That I don’t know. The symbols, other than their individual locations around the well shaft, are all exactly the same. There’s nothing to differentiate them from each other. Unfortunately, you’ll have to depend on Vilocek and his men for that.”

      “Sir…” Bryce hesitated.

      “Yes?”

      “Those notebooks of your father’s — I kept meaning to ask you. I saw one before we met, back in Iraq. I was given orders to locate and retrieve one from the encampment there, as you recall.”

      “I remember.”

      “Well, it was in an envelope, one addressed with only two initials. We were attacked back in Egypt by a man who Vilocek believes will be after us from now on. Do you know anything about that? A man named Madu — ?”

      Bryce was interrupted when he noticed a shadow moving behind him. He quickly hung up the phone and turned around, finding himself face to face with Beka.

      “Dr. Vilocek has been waiting — and he wants to know what your boss knows.” Beka turned toward the living room, but quickly spun back to face Bryce. “Captain,” he said mockingly, smirking at Bryce, “I shouldn’t have to tell you what’ll happen if you try to hide something.”

      Bryce simply nodded, and followed the giant of a man into the living room of the run-down house.
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      1:36 am

      “So which is it, then?” A frustrated Vilocek asked.

      “He didn’t know,” Bryce said. “He’s only figured out the location of each site, and that’s it.”

      “We don’t have time to search each of these locations, Captain. We need to know exactly where the crystal is, extract it, and — “

      “Why?” Bryce interrupted. “Why do you need it now — can’t you send teams to each place? What’s your hurry?”

      Vilocek glared at him. “We have a deadline; imposed on us by the crystal itself.”

      “What do you mean, a deadline?” Professor Andrews asked.

      Vilocek kept glaring at Bryce as he answered. “The crystal, as we’ve found from the original sample in the lab, has a half-life. It is actually degrading. From what we can tell, it’s close to 12,000 years old, and it degrades at an increasing rate with each passing day.”

      “So it’ll be completely broken down sometime in the near future?” Wayne asked.

      “Yes — in June, my scientists back in New Mexico determined that it will be completely degraded by sometime late this year. We’ve been unable to pinpoint the exact date, but we can assume that we have only about a week to find and stabilize the crystal.”

      “And — you do know how to do that, correct?” Professor Andrews asked.

      Vilocek grinned. “We’re working on it.” His smile quickly faded. “But for now, we need to figure out where the stone is hiding. Professor Jensen, I suggest you and Bryce put your heads together and get me something I can use.”

      Jensen Andrews nodded, and then frowned; he stared vacantly at a point on the floor, perplexed.

      Corinne looked at him, realized that he’d just remembered something, and was trying to piece it together in his mind. “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said. “There’s something we’re missing. The locations, the symbols — they’re all trying to tell us something, but I can’t figure it out. So far, everything we’ve seen from these clues — and whoever left them — is a pattern; there’s order in this all. We need to look at the data from that perspective, and we should be able to — “

      “Petra.” Corinne was staring at a map that Karn was scribbling on a large sheet of paper.

      “Petra?” Vilocek and Jensen asked simultaneously.

      “Yes! Look,” she said, shoving Karn aside to get closer to the map. He shot a murderous look at her, but Vilocek shook his head as Corinne examined the drawing. “It’s the northernmost point of all the locations, and since the line travels both north and south of the equator, don’t you think they would have acknowledged the significance of Petra’s location?”

      “Each of the sites are perfectly aligned to the cardinal points,” Jensen said, considering, “so they certainly included magnetic direction in their considerations.”

      “And we don’t have anything else to go on,” Vilocek said, making up his mind. “I’m not completely convinced, but we can look into it more on the way. Load up. We’re leaving.”

      Plus, he thought to himself, we’ll be in a much better position to meet up with the others. Vilocek knew that they couldn’t maintain the status quo with Bryce’s team for much longer. They were at an impasse, and he knew that if it wasn’t for Whittenfield’s orders and the three civilians, Bryce would have organized some sort of mutiny by now.

      It would only be a matter of time before Bryce realized this as well. Vilocek needed help, and he knew Madu Jabari was no longer willing to provide it. Although Vilocek had other friends in low places, he wasn’t entirely confident in their loyalty.

      Loyal or not, money was an excellent motivating tool — and Vilocek had plenty of it. He went to a back room and opened his laptop to make a call. After three rings, the screen expanded and a quiet voice greeted him.

      Vilocek quickly explained the situation. The other man needed no clarification, and asked no questions. The entire conversation lasted less than a minute.

      As Vilocek shut down the computer and collected his things, Karn rushed through the door.

      “Boss, we got something — “ he blurted. “Beka’s contact in the states just radioed in with news. They’ve been monitoring the frequencies around Cairo and Giza. Your guy Jabari’s on the move.”

      “Where are they headed?” Vilocek asked, shouldering his bag and hurrying out. The others were already packed, all of them grabbing gear and starting outside.

      “We don’t know yet,” Karn said, “But they left Giza around 0200 hours, headed almost due east.”

      Vilocek pulled up short. “East? They’re heading to Petra!”

      “Looks that way, sir.”

      “Bastard! He doesn’t even want the crystal! He just wants to keep us from getting it!” Vilocek cursed and paced around the room. Everyone had stopped what they were doing, and all eyes were on Vilocek.

      Madu Jabari was sharp, Vilocek knew, and that attribute only increased when the man was angry. Now Jabari was out for blood.

      Their blood.

      Jabari had had enough time to amass a small army of killers and beat them to Jordan. He’d be waiting for them.They’d be walking into a trap. Vilocek wasn’t about to let that happen without stacking the odds in his favor.

      He looked around the room, his features betraying nothing of his inner turmoil. He cared nothing for these people — they were here to serve him; to deliver what he’d fought to preserve and control for so many years. His own men, though loyal, were no more important to him than an old pair of shoes, just waiting to be replaced. He’d used them many times, and he would use them again now. Their death or survival meant nothing — they were all easily replaced.

      But for now, they were his only path to the crystal. “Everyone outside,” he ordered. “We’re going to Petra, but we’ll stop along the way for reinforcements. Jabari won’t know what hit him.”

      He hoped he was making the right call.
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      2:22 am - Petra, Jordan

      Madu Jabari walked up and down the corridor at the entrance to Al-Khazneh, the City Treasury at Petra. The large inner room was barren, except for a few tourist brochures that had yet to be retrieved by the morning cleaning staff. Two men were with him, and their crisscrossing flashlight beams danced from one wall to the next, taking in every feature of the room. The stark contrast between this plain internal room and the impressive façade outside amazed Madu. From the outside, this new Wonder of the World was a stunning example of the pinnacle of ancient architecture and design.

      Popularized by the Indiana Jones movie that used Petra for its climactic scene, the city had been unknown to the western world for centuries. It was originally a Nabataean outpost, built around the 6th century BC, and was known as a trading center and the capital of the Nabataean kingdom. Its impressive water delivery systems made it a long-standing powerhouse, and when the Romans conquered the area shortly after the 1st century AD they continued to expand and build out the incredible site.

      A massive earthquake in the 7th century brought much of the water system to ruins, rendering most of the city useless, and after Saladin conquered the Middle East in AD 1189, Petra was all but forgotten to the West, until a Swiss explorer named Johann Ludwig Burckhardt rediscovered it in the late 1800s.

      Madu had been here many times before, as a boy. His father had wanted Madu and his brother Heri to be well-versed in their ancestry, so they spent a significant portion of their childhood traveling with him and his books. He trained them in the world’s important languages — which proved useful later in Madu’s political career — as well as the ancient histories of both eastern and western worlds.

      But part of their learning included tall tales of treasures, legends of gods and their epic battles with men, and the centuries-long dramas that seemed to put classic literary works to shame. While most fathers would readily admit to the stories’ fictional nature, Madu’s father insisted that they were not myths, but actually true stories that had been passed from generation to generation, becoming twisted, contorted, and misconstrued throughout the ages. He told the stories with a sense of wonder and pride, and told the boys that beneath the layers of human hyperbole were stories that had become famous not because they were fantastic, but because they were true historic accounts of their ancestors.

      One story in particular that had stuck with Madu was referred to by his father as the “al-Bal'laorah al-Qadeem,” or “Ancient Crystal.” Madu could still hear his father’s voice, softened by the thick red Omar Khayyam wine that he constantly drank, telling him and his brother about an ancient race of people who had built a perpetual power source from a mysterious crystal, only to have it eventually consume them and wipe their civilization from the face of the earth.

      He told of the few survivors who eventually rebuilt on a much smaller scale. They took the crystal and hid it away, insisting that no race of men would ever be worthy or capable of controlling it. They believed that the original crystal had been given to them — or left behind — by a visiting race from a distant planet.

      Their goal, Madu’s father had told his boys, was to build a map leading back to where they hid the crystal, so its rightful owners could one day return for it. They wanted to ensure that no human being could ever find the crystal, and to that end they built their map in such a way that would also be nearly impossible for people to find. This map was thought to be a line made up of places that, when viewed properly — from above, as the aliens would have seen the earth — would reveal the location of the crystal.

      Unfortunately for Madu’s father, no one knew where any of these places were, so a worldwide “connect the dots” was impossible.

      Madu wasn’t sure how much of it he believed. Most great civilizations fell, and many idolized or even worshiped symbols or objects. This civilization sounded no different, and yet his own father had been so carried away with discovering the treasures of this lost race that he’d dragged his children around the Middle East looking for symbols and artifacts that might lead him to the crystal.

      Madu’s mother had passed away when he was five and Heri only three. Taking it as a sign that he was then free to spend his life wandering and searching, he and his sons became no better than gypsies; the boys spending no more than a few months at a time in one school or another. By the time Madu was old enough to move away, his father had drank himself into a perpetual state of incompetence, and Heri had joined the Egyptian army. Heri died two months later in Operation Badr in 1973, and six months after that Madu was attending his father’s funeral in Cairo.

      Now, almost 40 years later, Madu had reached a high point in his political career and was only a few years from retirement. He had climbed high up the bureaucratic ladder, and his life and achievements would be considered a success to most of his peers.

      But there was one small thing that Madu could never let go. His greatest weakness, his superiors (and his father) had always said, was his anger, brought on by a need for revenge.

      Madu felt that anger now. He had been duped; humiliated by someone he thought he could trust. Vilocek had destroyed and desecrated a sacred archeological and cultural site, and wreaked havoc on Madu’s homeland. The men who had been killed at Giza would be avenged.

      He would punish Vilocek for what he had done. And if, in the process, the criminal led him to the prize his father had longed for, all the better. Uncovering an ancient artifact alone would be a boon to his career, but if his father’s legend was even the least bit true, it might be worth much more.

      He looked once more around the great hall.

      “There’s nothing here,” he snapped.

      One of the soldiers looked at him. Nervously, he asked, “Are you sure this is the place?”

      “My father would not have dragged me here 20 times if he thought the legend pointed somewhere else.” The other soldier’s eyebrows arched slightly, and Madu wondered himself whether or not his father had simply been crazy. He sighed under his breath and resumed looking around the room. He called for his second-in-command to report on their preparations, then left the Treasury.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35

          

        

      

    

    
      3:24 am - Petra, Jordan

      Vilocek and his strange entourage had arrived in Jordan and met up with the Israeli team Vilocek had hired, and the entire group was now en route to Petra. The four Israelis were all ex-special forces; now mercenaries-for-hire who certainly looked the part. They briefly sized up their new commanding officer and his ragtag team of misfits, then fell in, chuckling to themselves.

      Vilocek didn’t bother with pleasantries. He scrutinized his new men, clearly trying to assess what he’d gotten for his money. Finally he turned and addressed the group.

      “We will enter the city from the east, from the main tourist booth and gates through the area they call the Siq — it’s a crevice in the cliff that runs from here to the open plaza in front of the Treasury.”

      He turned to the Israelis. “You are to remain on high alert throughout this mission. Our intel indicates that we may be walking into a firefight. We are expecting resistance; we don’t know how much.”

      “Firing orders?” One of them asked in a thickly accented voice.

      Vilocek pondered a moment. “We have no reason to believe that we will meet any civilians inside the city –– you are to engage and overcome any hostile forces, but your primary objective will be keeping the rest of us alive.”

      The Israeli nodded and stepped back. Vilocek turned to Bryce. “Madu probably has the jump on us. If he’s not already here, he’ll be right behind us. We need to get in and get out as quickly as possible — no screwing around, and don’t try anything stupid.”

      Bryce’s tongue pressed against the back of his bottom teeth as he clenched his fists at his side. He knew any escape attempt here would be futile, especially with the new mercenaries to consider. As much as he wanted to punch Vilocek in the jaw, he knew he had to wait it out until they’d found the crystal. There was no way to get himself and his men out of there alive — especially with three civilians in tow. The bastard might be in charge now, but Bryce had his own orders — and they didn’t involve Vilocek getting out of here with the crystal. He exhaled softly, choosing to bide his time.

      The four Israeli men watched this exchange in silence. They didn’t know the details, but they weren’t paid to care. As the group started moving toward the opening in the cliff face, two of the Israelis jogged to the head of the line while the other two waited to bring up the rear with Beka.

      Sunrise was at least three hours away, but the moon was just bright enough to see about a hundred feet ahead. As they neared the cliff face, they could begin to make out the details of the Siq and the surrounding rock walls. Formed naturally over countless years, the Siq — or shaft — served as the main passage into the city.

      Part of the mystique of Petra was its isolation and inaccessibility. The Siq played a significant role in protecting the city, as it was one of the only entrances into the site, and it was easily defended. It was thought that the Siq was once actually a stream bed filled with running water, though it had long ago been filled in for use as a walkway for the burgeoning tourist industry in Jordan.

      Vilocek held up his hand just before they entered, motioning for one of the Israelis and Karn to move ahead and recon the area. Several seconds later, Karn radioed back to Vilocek, whispering an all-clear signal. With that, Vilocek, Corinne and Professor Andrews entered the narrow chasm with the second Israeli soldier. The rest of the group followed at short intervals, two-by-two into the heart of Petra.
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      3:37 am - Petra, Jordan

      As they walked, Bryce noticed a drop in temperature. He wasn’t sure if the weather was actually changing, or if he was simply hyper alert to his surroundings. His body tensed, though his eyes continued to scan the narrow path ahead. The Siq was only a few meters wide in some spots, and it made him feel caged in. He glanced over his shoulder, and the Israeli bringing up the rear returned his glance with a dismissive grin that seemed to say, “I’ve got it covered, mind your own business.”

      Again, he noticed a chilling breeze that washed over his bare arms and face. He looked to the front of the line, but most of the group didn’t seem to notice anything.

      But Vilocek did.

      He suddenly whirled around, tense and alert. He stood still as his eyes darted to and fro, finally settling on the rest of the team.

      Corinne was frozen in fear.

      “Wh-what is it? Did you see something?”

      Vilocek held a finger to his lips as he took another breath and held it. The others, eyeing Vilocek with interest, found themselves doing the same. He looked slightly silly, crouched there in front of them like an ape — but he radiated an energy that was contagious. The armed men each dropped wordlessly to one knee, training their weapons outward in every direction.

      Vilocek cocked his head to one side and whispered almost inaudibly, “Stick to the sides. We’re not alone.”

      The team shuffled around, unsure of what the older man had seen or heard. Bryce retreated to the safety of the canyon’s northern wall. His three remaining men, Wayne, Jeff, and Sean did the same farther ahead. Beka moved forward, passing Bryce and the two Israeli soldiers, and knelt at a spot farther up the canyon. They had all barely made it to the sparse shelter of the cliff walls when the world around them erupted in a chorus of gunpowder.

      “Get down! Get to cover!” Beka shouted.

      Bryce spun on the ball of his left foot and dove toward a protrusion of rock in the cliff face. As he crashed down to the hardened sand, he caught a movement from the corner of his eye.

      Corinne was throwing her lean body over her uncle’s squatty bulk — what little help it would be — pushing them both into a small recess in the otherwise unbroken southern cliff face. Bryce watched her trying to protect her uncle, and he was struck with admiration at her selflessness.

      A bullet ricocheted off the rock inches from his face, forcing him to get back in the game. He looked around, careful not to present an inviting target.

      Then Beka’s strange weapon hummed to life with an other-worldly whirring noise.The rhythmic pulsation filled Bryce’s ears as the rest of the group finally began firing back at their unseen attackers.

      Bryce heard the crack of a rifle frighteningly close to his position. One of the Israelis fell backward against the cliff face, shot through the throat, blood pouring from his open mouth. More bullets slammed into him as he fell.

      Another Israeli stopped firing to turn and gape at his fallen comrade.

      “He’s gone! Forget it — return fire!” Bryce yelled, unsure if he could be heard over the din.

      The Israeli dove next to his dead countryman, lying sprawled against the wall.

      “This guy has a death wish,” Bryce thought.

      Bryce opened fire on the top of the canyon as the man grabbed the pack around the corpse’s waist and ripped it from its Velcro straps. Rolling back out of the line of fire, he pulled a small tube from the open pack, looked intently at it, and then heaved it toward the top of the cliff.

      Bryce continued firing as bullets smacked the rocks all around him. He felt a controlled rage building, pushing aside the anxiety of being trapped and under fire in favor of a righteous indignation directed at the hidden attackers. As the Israeli rolled back to cover, the tube he’d thrown exploded with a fury.

      The explosion ripped apart the upper tiers of the canyon walls. The beautiful sandstone rocks became a crumbling, smoking mess, smashed into a thousand pieces of sediment. Visibility was lost behind a thick wall of smoke and debris, and Bryce struggled to withdraw farther into the little recess.

      Above him, the three men who had ambushed them got the full force of the explosion. Two had been kneeling on opposite sides of the crevice, firing down into the narrow defile. They were killed instantly, their body armor shredded by bits of stone and shrapnel. The third had turned to run when the Israeli threw the explosive. He only got a few steps before it went off, leaving him unconscious, bleeding and barely alive.

      Now four more men had taken up positions on the cliff top and were pouring fire into the crevice.

      Covered by the explosion, Bryce quickly shifted left to a spot that offered a better view of the cliff top. He could see two soldiers poking their heads over the edge, taking potshots at the group ahead. Wayne Thompson returned fire, hitting one of the men in the chest. The man slumped forward, then slid over the edge and fell the 100 feet to the canyon floor, nearly landing on Sean and Jeff, who were crouched directly across from Wayne. The remaining men above concentrated their fire straight down onto Wayne’s position.

      Bryce found a target and took careful aim. He fired a quick burst, and the man lurched backwards and disappeared. As Bryce looked at Wayne to see if he was still in the fight, he saw his friend swing his rifle around and point it directly at him. He had no time to react before he saw the muzzle flash. He flinched as two shots snapped past his head. Opening his eyes, he caught Wayne grinning at him. Bryce turned, and saw two dead soldiers crumpled on the ground several yards behind his position. Wayne had just saved his life. When Bryce looked back again, Wayne was already scanning the wall above, searching for new targets.

      Bryce and the Israeli soldier both turned to guard the way they’d come, wary of any additional troops creeping up from the rear. They didn’t have to wait long.

      About two hundred yards from their current position, a small army of men came into view around a bend in the Siq. Bryce knew they were trapped. They couldn’t climb up the walls, and they couldn’t break through the larger force now blocking their retreat. Bryce knew that Jabari now had them exactly where he wanted them — their only option was to get through the Siq and into the main plaza — where Madu would certainly be waiting.

      “Shit!” he yelled, as he and the Israeli fired a few shots down the canyon, then turned and ran the opposite direction. Wayne, Jeff, and Sean were busy fending off the men on the plateau above when their commander ran by.

      “They’re behind us! We need to move, now!” he shouted as he passed them. The force coming up the Siq had broken into a run, every few seconds firing a wild shot or two. Bryce could see about twenty men, and he suspected there were more coming up behind them.

      “Jeff — you got anything for that?”

      “Already on it,” Jeff said, taking up a spot next to Bryce at the next bend in the path. He pointed his M203 9-inch grenade launcher down the Siq toward the advancing troops, fired a round that fell a few meters short, and reloaded. He took cover briefly to dodge return fire, then launched two more grenades. The second and third shots hit their mark, blasting a swath through the center of the advancing group and scattering limbs and bodies against the sandstone walls.

      Meanwhile, Wayne and Sean ran through a hail of bullets to grab Corinne and her uncle. They had gone mostly unnoticed as they huddled together to one side, but their position was far from safe. Wayne grabbed her by her collar, causing her to yelp in surprise. Sean grabbed Jensen under his arms and dragged him to his feet, and the four retreated deeper into the twisting canyon.

      About fifty feet ahead, Beka fired off a few carefully aimed rounds. He was flanked on one side by Vilocek, red-faced and barking orders that no one could hear, and on the other side by Cole, flat on the ground with his hands covering his head, trying to get as small as possible. Another Israeli was taking potshots at the men on the rimrock above, forcing their heads down.

      “Keep moving!” Bryce shouted at them. “Get to the plaza!” Vilocek glanced up as Bryce’s group charged past his position. He opened his mouth to contradict Bryce’s order, then shut it when he saw the troops coming up the Siq from their rear. He yanked Cole to his feet and followed Bryce. As Vilocek moved, Wayne dropped into his spot and turned to cover their escape. He fired another grenade down the path, followed by two quick shots from his rifle at the men on the cliff. One toppled and fell into the chasm. His body hadn’t hit the bottom before Wayne was moving again, toward the main plaza and safety.

      But as Bryce rounded the last bend in the Siq, he saw Karn and another Israeli busily firing away at another group of Madu’s forces — this time, advancing from the western side of the Siq.

      This is getting ridiculous, he thought as he ran to join the new fight up ahead. The sooner they could punch a hole in one of these flanking units, the sooner they could concentrate their firepower on the remaining threat. Jeff and Wayne ran up the middle of the narrowing shaft to join them, while Vilocek, Beka, and the Israelis fanned out toward the sides of the Siq.

      Even pinned down as they were, they formed a pretty formidable team. Between the standard military-issue weapons from Bryce’s team and the otherworldly weapons of Vilocek’s, Bryce knew they’d be a tough nut to crack — if they could just focus on one front or another. But if they got stuck in the narrow canyon and Madu was able to attack them from east and west — well, Bryce didn’t like their chances so much.

      Finally they reached the western end of the Siq. The shaft ended in a narrow, craggy exit point that spilled out into a large, flat plaza, but it was the opposite side of the plaza that immediately held his attention.
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      3:45 am

      Cole rounded the last turn in the Siq and almost tripped over his feet when the Lost City of Petra came into view. He’d seen pictures of the magnificent Treasury of Petra, but its grandiose artistry and sheer height — about 150 feet — was truly staggering up close. The perfectly symmetrical facade was lit by glowing spotlights, giving it a brilliant contrast to the dark surrounding cliffs. Ornate carvings surrounded the gaping door, which yawned wide like a huge mouth. Corinne drew in a sharp breath as she came alongside Cole and took in the incredible view.

      They had only paused a moment before shouting and gunfire goaded them back into motion. The entire group poured out of the Siq and into the main plaza, breaking into pairs and taking cover in several small tombs and doorways along the cliff face.

      Cole followed their lead, grabbing Corinne’s hand. “Come on!” She followed him to the right toward a large tomb cut into the side of the cliff, north of where the Siq opened onto the plaza. As they ran, Jensen grumbled something about the blasphemy of firing upon ancient treasures. No one was listening — self preservation trumping conservation.

      Safely crouched in the opening of the tomb, Cole watched the firefight. Bullets spattered all around Jeff, who whirled and fired madly at two oncoming Egyptians. One crumpled, the other screamed in agony as a bullet tore through his left shin. He fired a wild volley as he collapsed on the plaza floor. From his perch, Cole couldn’t see many Egyptians — he wondered if the unit that had chased them here was close to his position, but he couldn’t see from this angle.

      There was a few moments of desultory fire back and forth, with no result either way. Jeff seemed to be struggling to load a round object into his rifle, then — Boom! — an explosion rocked the tomb, filling the chamber with debris and dust.

      Coughing, Cole looked again and saw Jeff yelling profanity toward the smoking mouth of the Siq. In the bright moonlight, he could see a mound of rocks and boulders at the entrance to the plaza. Bryce said something to Wayne and his younger brother, who grinned and kept firing at the Treasury.

      Cole wanted to help them, but unarmed and unprotected, he knew there was nothing he could do.

      “Any bright ideas?” he asked, glancing at Corinne.

      “For what?” she said. “I don’t even know where the hell we are — we wouldn’t get ten feet without getting shot.”

      Cole frowned. “That’s kinda what I figured, too. But this is a standoff, and I don’t think anybody’s spotted us yet. We could — “

      Before he could finish a shadow abruptly appeared at the tomb’s entrance, blocking out the light. Corinne’s eyes widened as Cole turned.

      “Good morning.” The man standing at the opening raised his assault rifle, pointing it at Cole’s chest. “Get up.”
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      4:05 am

      They were taking major damage. Bryce looked around at the others — Karn and an Israeli in one tomb, Wayne and Jeff Thompson in a second, and Sean and himself in another. Vilocek, Beka, and the other two Israelis were somewhere behind them — and he knew they’d only be able to keep this up for another few minutes. The lucky avalanche of rocks that had blocked Madu’s eastern forces would only have killed a few men, and the rest were surely looking for a way around — or over — right now. The remaining force was spread out, sheltered behind the Treasury’s columns, the small alcoves in the rocky cliffs, and on top of the cliff itself. They’d only hit five or six men — even Wayne’s impeccable aim wasn’t much help from their severely disadvantaged position.

      As much as he hated to desecrate an ancient structure, Bryce stubbornly kept firing on the Treasury; even an accidental collapse of a column or part of the facade would give them a small chance.

      “Bryce!” Sean yelled. “Three o-clock!”

      Bryce looked quickly to the north. In the distance, five people were running away from the fight. Three of them were indistinct in the poor lighting, but he recognized Jensen’s round shape and Corinne’s red hair immediately. “Shit!” he knew his options were drastically limited.

      Run after the civilians, and he’d be hit. Stay and try to fend off the remaining men, and he might have a minute or two left before he ran out of ammunition and became a sitting duck. Jeff’s grenades were running out. He looked toward Vilocek and his two guards. The two men had switched their electronic weapons to fire standard rounds, and were doing their best to fend off the attackers, but they couldn’t keep it up indefinitely, either.

      They had to get out of these tombs and make a run for it. Suddenly, Bryce had an idea. The plaza wasn’t very large — they just needed a decent head start. He shouted over the noise at Beka, who nodded back at him, grinning.

      Seconds later, Karn and Beka opened up on the Treasury entrance, driving the men there under cover. “Now!” Bryce shouted. Simultaneously, seven grenades were flung toward the great Treasury’s rock exterior. As if on cue, the Egyptian men ceased firing as the strange counterattack took them by surprise. Before the Egyptians could return fire, the grenades exploded in a deafening reverberation that shook the canyon walls.

      Perfectly timed, the explosion erupted from the sandy floor, shooting rock fragments, debris, and shrapnel straight up in a thick cloud.

      At the same time, Karn and Beka switched their rifles back to the “stun” setting and fired them into the cloud of debris. The entire cloud immediately froze in place, a semi-transparent, sand and rock formation in some places more than twenty feet tall. The electronic wave that froze the air between the molecules of dust and debris hummed to life as Beka held the trigger.

      The men in the Treasury stood stunned, their view suddenly blocked by a wall that hung in front of them, defying gravity and common sense. After a few seconds, two of the men clambered down the Treasury steps and tried to get themselves through the thin wall, noticing that they could see through it in most places. But as soon as they came into range of the invisible force holding the cloud together, they immediately froze in place as well — paralyzed with an arm or leg halfway through the wall. Confused and shocked, the rest of the Egyptians hesitated, wasting precious seconds before resuming their attack.

      But it was too late.

      Bryce and the others had made a break for the canyon to the north where Cole, Corinne and the professor had gone. Karn and Beka continued to fire their rifles towards the Treasury as they ran, holding the wall of sand in place. They were almost around the bend in the canyon when the Egyptians recovered and opened fire again. A few stray bullets bounced off the walls around them, echoing through the towering canyon, but no one was hit. Safely around the bend, they paused to catch their breath.

      “Impressive, Captain,” Vilocek said. “You could be a useful part of my team.”

      Bryce glared at him. “I don’t work for you, Vilocek. We just happen to have a shared interest at the moment.”

      Vilocek smiled, full of self-confidence. He seemed amused by the younger man’s response. Karn smirked.

      They jogged along the edge of the canyon for another fifteen minutes until Vilocek stopped them.

      “Here,” he said.

      Bryce looked over and noticed the small, single symbol that had marked the passageway opening at Giza. It was dim in the moonlight, but Vilocek held up the small sliver and passed it over the symbol, causing it to pulse brighter.

      “It’s nothing but a tiny hole,” Bryce said. “Can we even fit inside?”

      “We’ll have to,” Vilocek answered. “It’s the path.”

      Bryce shrugged off the feeling of claustrophobia and followed Vilocek inside. When they had all entered the tiny cavern, Vilocek allowed his tiny beacon to guide them. He found another symbol on the far wall.

      “That explains why no one’s ever been able to find this place,” Bryce whispered to himself. “It would be nearly impossible to find the correct path without a piece of the crystal.”

      They entered another small room and looked around.

      “Check it out!” Sean shouted from about thirty feet away. “Looks like somebody’s been down this way.” He was staring at the ground where a narrow cleft opened in the rock face, just wide enough for a person to pass through. There were several footprints leading into the cleft.

      Karn walked up. “Crack doesn’t go all the way up,” he said. “Probably can’t see it from above. Lucky we stumbled across it at all.”

      Vilocek held up the crystal and another symbol appeared near the hole. “What are you waiting for, then?” Vilocek asked, impatient. “Let’s get in there and catch that bastard. He’s got something that belongs to me.” Without waiting for a response, Vilocek plunged into the tight crevice. Karn and the others followed, one by one.

      Bryce sighed and followed them deeper into the cave system.
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      4:35 am

      The fissure took a hard turn to the right. The narrow, A-shaped opening forced the men into a crouch almost as soon as they entered. The entrance was nondescript, but as they got further in it became obvious that the passage was not a natural feature. The tunnel quickly took on the shape of the elliptical shafts below the Giza pyramid. It curved slightly to the southwest, back toward the Treasury. After about ten feet, the walls became perfectly smooth.

      Bryce knew it was an exact replica of the shafts they’d found at Giza — he also knew that somewhere due south of their location, they would probably find a mirror image of this shaft. Like the Giza shafts, there would be two conjoined “Golden Spirals” beneath Petra.

      Vilocek had come to the same conclusion. He pulled out the shard of crystal he’d been carrying and held it up to the wall. The familiar blue symbols came slowly into focus. The three Israelis looked around in wonder as the symbols appeared on the walls, floor and ceiling. Vilocek kept moving forward, calling for the rest to keep up. Where does he get his energy? Bryce thought. Tanning never seemed tired; never seemed out of breath. He doesn’t seem human.

      As they continued down, the symbols grew brighter and Bryce saw Vilocek put the sliver of crystal back in his pocket. Cole must be down here, Bryce thought, remembering how the writing on the walls of the pyramid and in Whittenfield’s notebooks lit up in the presence of the young man. They were getting close.

      “Whoa — hold up!” Vilocek said, pulling up suddenly. “Shit!” Bryce came up behind, nearly piling into Karn, looking to see why they’d stopped.

      In front of Vilocek and Karn was a gaping hole. The shaft ended at the edge and a deep, empty space stared back at them. Karn pointed his light into the void. The darkness consumed the anemic beam like a black hole. About fifty feet ahead on the other side of the chasm, the shaft continued slightly below them. Karn’s light barely illuminated the circular opening, but they could just make out more of the bluish symbols glowing in the interior.

      Bryce realized something else: they were not standing in a tunnel, but in something more like a large tube, somehow suspended in an immense cavern as if it was held by an unseen hand.

      “Now what?” Karn asked no one in particular. “How the hell do we cross this?”

      “Beats me,” Wayne said. “How did Madu and the others get across?”

      “Look!” Jeff pointed his flashlight toward Vilocek’s feet. Wedged tightly in a crack in the wall was a grappling hook attached to a thick piece of climbing rope. Karn hauled up the rope, finding the end slashed. The remainder was too short to reach the other side. “Bastard cut it so we couldn’t follow him. Damn,” Jeff said.

      Bryce noticed Vilocek backing up out of the corner of his eye. He turned to face the man, realizing then what he was attempting.

      “Vilocek, it’s too —“

      Vilocek ran forward and launched himself out and over the edge of the tunnel. The corresponding tunnel across the chasm was a bit downhill and to the left, and Vilocek had aimed his jump perfectly.

      Still, he wasn’t going to make it.

      Bryce was helpless as he watched the older man writhing in the air, falling faster than any of them had expected. Vilocek reached out as he passed the ledge…

      And his upper body hit it with a thud. He grabbed at the smooth floor, hoping to catch something. His hands and fingers worked against gravity, and finally he found a slight purchase on the very edge of the tunnel floor. His body stopped falling, and suddenly he was dangling from the edge of a cliff, both arms outstretched.

      Bryce was already impressed with the man’s agility, but now he was interested to see if Vilocek could perform a perfect pull-up.

      He could. Vilocek pulled himself up and over the edge of the tunnel, and only paused for a few seconds as he shifted his weight, testing, trying to make sure he had a solid hold and center of gravity before he brought his leg up and around and onto the floor. Finally, with a flourish that would have fit in at a gymnastics competition, he stood up and bowed.

      Beka clapped, and Karn whistled.

      Bryce, however, stood silently and watched. He knew what Vilocek would ask of them next.

      “Well, gentlemen,” Vilocek said, not even a hint of exhaustion in his voice. “If an old guy like me can do it, you can, too.”
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      4:57 am

      It had taken them an extra ten minutes to string together a grappling hook and rope swing and get everyone across, but they were here.

      Madu and Sergeant Aines stared, wide-eyed.

      They had reached the chamber at the bottom of the twisting, turning shaft, and they were all breathing heavily from the exertion.

      They were standing before an unbelievable amount of treasure that towered in the center of the room, spilling over to each corner and piled in some places to chest level. Jensen, Corinne and Cole stood just inside the room, dumbstruck.

      For an entire minute, no one spoke.

      The hoard would net millions on the open market, not even considering its historic value.

      Madu finally found his voice.

      “It’s the treasure of the Pharaoh,” he whispered. “It’s the reason they named this place the ‘Treasury.’” He walked slowly around the cache, shaking his head.

      All my life, he thought. All my life I thought it was a myth. A hoax. Madu’s father had dragged him and Heri around the world trying to find this very thing. To think, they could have had a much different life if they’d only known where to look so many years ago.

      Madu shook his head, more forcefully. No. My father was a drunk and a loser. He got what he deserved. Besides, this is not about the treasure. Not anymore.

      “I thought there was no treasure,” Jensen said. “Wasn’t it just a myth?”

      “That’s what we’d been led to believe,” Madu explained. “When the Pharaoh chased Moses out of Egypt, it was said that his army brought with it the massive treasury. Pharaoh decided that its weight had been slowing them down, and he therefore ordered the men to create the ‘Khaznat al-Faroun’ — the ‘Treasury of the Pharaoh.’

      “But how could they find this place? The tunnel system?”

      “Maybe they got lucky — it’s always been there, just hard to see without the crystal guiding the way.”

      All eyes turned to Cole Reed.

      “Or a guy with the crystal in his bloodstream.”

      “Maybe they did have the crystal,” Madu said. “Or at least a piece of it. That could have been one of the reasons this place was so sacred to them, why they invested so much in finding it and dumping a massive treasure here.”

      “It was supposedly nothing but a myth, but many people used to shoot at the urn above the Treasury’s main entrance, hoping that gold would begin to fall out.”

      “But that was just a myth,” Jensen said.

      “That’s the thing about myths,” Madu said. “Usually they originate from somewhere or something based in truth. It seems as though we are standing directly below the Treasury now, so perhaps those treasure hunters were looking in the right place, just not deep enough.”

      Cole grabbed a handful of gold and silver coins. As he poured the coins from one hand to the other, his eyes fell on the wall behind the pile. “Look! The symbols!”

      The others all turned to look. The now-familiar symbols shone with an intense bluish light from the walls, ceiling, and floor.

      “What about it?” Corinne asked, exasperated. “They look the same as they have all along — “

      “I can read them,” Cole said, pointing to the wall. “This one — the one that looks like a creature coming out of water — I think it says ‘our people,’ or something similar.”

      “What do you mean you can read them? They’re gibberish!” Corinne’s voice climbed an octave. ‘This is all gibberish — the myths, the legends, the treasure — “ she flung a coin against the wall. It’s probably not even real!”

      “Stop,” Madu said softly. “I assure you, this treasure is real. The myth, the legend my father told me as a boy; it seems all of it is very real.” He turned to Cole. “What can you read? How?”

      “I don’t know,” Cole said. “It’s not like reading in English. It’s like I see the symbols — some of them — and I just understand.” He looked around, his eyes darting back and forth and finally falling on another symbol. “Like this one. The squiggly lines that intersect. I look at it and I think — no, I know — that it means ‘journey,’ or ‘travels.’ I can’t read them all, but from what I can read, these symbols were written by a small group of ‘travelers’ who came here and built these passageways — long before the city was erected, I think.”

      They all stared at Cole as if he’d lost his mind. He was busily perusing the countless symbols in front of him, his tongue half out of his mouth and his skin radiating a pale bluish hue. He looked otherworldly.

      “Yeah. Yeah, it says they came from ‘the opposite world,’ or something. An island tribe — that’s why they use the person-water symbol as their mark.”

      Madu’s head snapped up. “‘Island’?” From the other side of the globe, by any chance?”

      “Yeah — I think they’re referring to an island somewhere beyond the horizon — “

      “That’s right,” Jensen said, his voice low. Madu looked at him. “The island is a place I’m quite familiar with. I can’t believe it hasn’t struck me until now.”

      “What island, Uncle Jensen?” Corinne asked. “How do you know?”

      “Because this language — the symbols — it’s called Rongorongo. It was, up until right now, indecipherable.”

      “Like Sumerian cuneiform?” Sergeant Aines asked.

      Jensen nodded. “There are only two languages known to historians that remain to this day completely indecipherable. One of those is Sumerian cuneiform, and the other is Rongorongo. The language of the Rapa Nui people of Easter Island.”

      “Easter Island?” Madu asked. “With the heads?”

      “Yes — the Moai are statues built as shrines of supposed Rapa Nui leaders and chiefs, and there are over one hundred of them on the island altogether.”

      “The Rapa Nui must be the original owners of the crystal,” Cole said. “They built these tunnels and chambers, and added the symbols on the walls as a way of marking where they’d been. I can’t read it all, but maybe they were planning to use this chamber — and the one at Giza — as a secret storage place for the crystal?”

      “That would make sense, I guess,” Jensen said. “They may have wanted to ensure that the crystal would be safe, but never lost — if they ever came under attack or catastrophe, they’d have numerous locations available to hide it in.”

      “What does this mean for us?” Madu asked. “Is the crystal here somewhere? Under all of this gold?”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t think so,” Professor Andrews replied. “Surely Pharaoh’s men — the people who would have found this chamber and stashed this treasure here — wouldn’t have left something as powerful as the crystal if they’d found it here. More likely they were looking for it here, just as we are today. Either it’s somewhere on Easter Island, or…” his voice trailed off.

      Suddenly they heard shouts from behind them, in the shaft.

      “They’ve gotten across!” Aines said as he crossed the chamber to the exit on the opposite side. “We need to get out, commander!”

      “Prepare the passageway,” Madu said. “The rest of you, look around — quickly!” He started rifling through the piled treasure.

      Cole started digging as well. The rest joined in, every few seconds glancing back toward the passageway.

      A sudden sound like a thunderclap burst from the passage into the small chamber. “They’re here! Go, go!” Madu yelled, waving his weapon. The captives had no choice but to comply, and they headed for the exit.
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      5:19 am

      Cole felt the sides of the tunnel as he ran up the passageway. The blue glow did little to light their way. Madu’s flashlight shone from behind, casting a jittery, bouncing glow with every one of the man’s footsteps. Aines, with the other light, was up ahead somewhere.

      Cole wondered how the others were doing. Corinne was probably fine, but her uncle was hacking and heaving for air, his feet landing heavily as fatigue and stress began to take a toll on him. Cole hoped he’d be able to stay on his feet — if he fell now, he knew Madu wouldn’t have the patience to wait around for him.

      Finally Cole saw a dancing light in the tunnel ahead. Then Aines came into view, hunched over a small boxlike object, intently focused. As they approached, jogging and sweating, Aines stood up, nodded at Madu, and fell in next to him at a trot.

      Gunshots sounded from behind. Cole ducked, as did Corinne and her uncle, but Madu ran past them, zigzagging his way around the three civilians. The gunfire continued as Vilocek and his man Karn emerged around the corner. They stopped shooting, but ran faster as they saw Madu retreating up the tunnel.

      Cole realized suddenly why Madu had kept running — it wasn’t out of fear of being shot. He looked at the small box, inconspicuous in the dim light. Terror rose in his chest as he grabbed Corinne and Jensen by the arms. “Come on!” he shouted. “Run!”

      They got about twenty paces past the block of explosive before Sergeant Aines detonated it. The deafening blast shook the tunnel, lifting them off their feet and throwing them to the floor. They slid and rolled out of the tunnel and into a small square chamber, as the shock wave blew over their heads and dissipated in the closed-off room.
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      5:22 am

      Bryce heard the shots ahead. Unsure of what was happening, he sped up and tried to see around the bend. Beka and another Israeli guard passed him as Wayne, Jeff and Sean came up behind.

      Then he caught sight of the three civilians, running up and away from the shooting. He couldn’t see Madu or the other soldier who’d been with them. The numerous gun-mounted flashlights almost fully lit the passageway now, and his eyes caught something small on the floor close to Vilocek and his men. He strained his eyes, trying to make out the object. Then he froze. “GET DOW — “

      Oddly, he didn’t hear the explosion. But he saw Vilocek and Karn outlined in darkened silhouette as they were violently thrown forward. He couldn’t see Beka, but assumed he’d fared about the same. One of the Israeli soldiers had been flung backwards, almost to Bryce’s feet, and the other soldier had simply disintegrated.

      Bryce turned his attention to the soldier laying on the floor in front of him, and knelt to get below the smoke. As he crouched, the Israeli wriggled toward him, more shivering than crawling.

      He did a double-take. The man wasn’t moving — at least not on his own. Instead, the floor beneath the man was snaking into thousands of tiny cracks. A larger crack was approaching the man’s feet…

      Shit. Bryce lunged forward, but it was too late. The floor beneath the soldier gave way, the entire section falling into oblivion. The man’s feet and torso sunk down into the new chasm, but he remained hanging by his arms from the edge. Bryce stretched his rifle toward the man, and he grabbed hold of the barrel. Wayne started to come up alongside Bryce to offer a hand but Bryce waved him off.

      “Stop!” he shouted. “There’s not enough support anymore — the three of us together will be too heavy. See if you can find a way out of here.”

      Wayne turned back.

      The soldier was heavy. Bryce could barely hold on to the rifle, much less pull the man up. He struggled against the weight, worried about the shaft disintegrating.

      The cracking continued, though it was almost inaudible. It was emanating from within the thick floor and walls of the tunnel, and Bryce knew he wouldn’t be able to hoist the man up and over the ledge without the shaft crumbling away.

      The Israeli cursed — he heard it too. “Hang on,” Bryce yelled, not even sure the man understood English. “We’re going to get some rope or something,” he said. A louder crack rang out.

      He heard footsteps coming up from behind. Wayne must have found something. Bryce shifted his position, trying to get as much leverage as possible to buy them time.

      “Hey, I got something,” Wayne shouted. The footsteps were now accompanied by a heavy dragging, clunking sound.

      A few more chunks of floor fell away, and Bryce knew Wayne wouldn’t reach them in time. The Israeli, muttering something to himself, pulled himself up on his elbows.

      He looked at Bryce, nodded once, and released his grip on the gun.

      “No!” Bryce knew it was too late. The man was already gone. He didn’t scream as he plunged to his death, and they couldn’t hear him hit anything at the bottom — if there was a bottom. Bryce was stunned, knowing the man had sacrificed his own life to save the team.

      Wayne, Jeff, and Sean all watched over Bryce’s shoulder. They stood for a moment in silence, then Wayne spoke up.

      “Found this.”

      He was holding one end of a large gold chain, the rest of it trailing on the floor at his feet. It looked heavy — each link was about half an inch thick, and the whole thing must have weighed almost seventy pounds.

      But how to get it over the gaping hole in the floor? Deja vu, Bryce thought. Although the gap this time was much shorter — probably no more than eight or ten feet — this time the opposite side was slightly uphill. He looked at the chain, then back at the hole.

      Without a word, Jeff suddenly burst past him.

      Bryce only had time to look up before Jeff launched himself from their side of the broken passageway into the air. He flung his body forward with a grunt, his arms outstretched toward the far edge of the tunnel. With a heavy thud, he landed awkwardly, his arms barely holding on to the floor, the rest of his body dangling in space — just as the Israeli had done.

      It seemed impossible, but Jeff slowly pulled his torso, then his lower body up and over the edge. Finally he collapsed on the floor. “Nothing to it!” he shouted back. “Send the rope!”

      Bryce shook his head and grinned as he hurled the end of the gold chain up and over the gap. Jeff caught it with one hand. Pulling it tight, Jeff and Bryce braced it for the other two men to cross.

      Wayne, the largest of the four, almost dragged the three of them into the hole, but luckily there wasn’t far to go. Bryce motioned for Sean to follow, but Sean hesitated.

      “I’m a little smaller than you,” Sean said. “I should go last, since I’ll need to jump. I’ll tie the chain around my waist in case I can’t get over.”

      Bryce agreed, and climbed hand over hand to the other side. He reached the edge with no trouble, and the Thompsons lifted him onto the ledge.

      Three down, one to go.

      Sean breathed deeply a few times to calm his nerves, and looped the heavy gold chain around his waist.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He took a few steps back, to give himself room for a running start. He pictured Jeff making the jump a few minutes earlier, and tried to memorize his technique. Another deep breath, and he started running. At the extreme edge, Sean leapt as high as he could and felt the sudden sensation of flying.

      The others gathered on the far side, holding out their arms to grab him. Then he began to fall, and like Jeff, he hit the opposite floor with the upper part of his torso.

      Unlike Jeff, however, Sean wasn’t able to get a grip on the ledge, and he bounced back and down, until the chain jerked tight around his waist. He held on like a rock climber waiting for the rope to stop swinging, and looked up at Bryce, peering over the edge. “Hey boss,” he said, grinning. “I think you’re gonna have to pull me up.”

      The three men hauled on the chain, slowly raising Sean toward them.

      There was a sudden splitting sound. Bryce and the others froze. Sean looked up and saw a new crack forming in the floor, where the chain and the rock met.

      “Guys…”

      Sean noticed a single weakened link in the chain just above his head, now close to separating from the rest of the chain. It had been pulled tight, and the soft gold had stretched slightly under the weight of the men hanging and pulling on the chain. Now it was barely holding together as Sean dangled helplessly, inches from safety.

      They started pulling again, slower this time, not wanting to widen the crack in the floor. Sean held as still as possible, and looked at the chain.

      His eyes widened as the single link of gold that held his life in the balance was now almost bent completely straight. “Shit,” he muttered to himself. Slowly, carefully, he reached with his left hand up and over his head, trying to grab the chain above the weakened section —

      The chain snapped.

      Sean seemed to hang in the air for a brief moment, as his left hand closed around empty air. Sudden weightlessness pushed his stomach into his throat as the animal fear of death took over. He writhed around, looking for something — anything — to grab. The lights from his teammates’ flashlights flickering above him receded into tiny pinpricks of light. He didn’t scream — he couldn’t. He swallowed once, then again, and tried to turn his body around to see —

      Everything went black.

      Bryce and the Thompsons stared helplessly down into the depths, their lamplight lost in the immense darkness.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Bryce clenched his jaw, his eyes darting around, hoping to see Sean hanging on to something below. But he knew the answer — Sean hadn’t hit anything. They’d heard only the faint metallic snap of the chain as the weak link had separated.

      “Oh, man,” Jeff said. “What the hell?!” Wayne frowned, not saying anything, then pulled the rest of the chain up and heaved it away. It disappeared into the darkness.

      The three turned and wordlessly continued along the shaft. Bryce didn’t need to give orders — they would regroup at ground level and figure out what had become of the rest of the group. If Whittenfield was still online somewhere out there, he’d brief him and ask if anything new had happened.

      And he would make sure somebody would pay for this.
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      6:07 am

      The shaft dumped them out slightly to the southwest of the Treasury, facing south toward Petra’s Sacrificial Palace. Again, the exit was hidden from the world by a strangely misleading right-angled crack in the cliff. Without having a beacon of blue light to guide the way, it would have been impossible to find.

      Cole, Corinne, and Jensen squinted and blinked in the dawn light. It wasn’t necessarily bright, but the morning sunlight was a marked difference compared to the heavy darkness and light blue hue their eyes had grown accustomed to in the passages below. Madu and Aines were busy jabbering about something, but Cole could only tell that it wasn’t in English. A few seconds later, Madu looked to the three civilians, scowled, and turned on his heel toward the south. Unsure, Cole looked at Aines.

      Aines glared back and waved them over. In halting, choppy English, he said, “My commander has ordered me to remain with you until he finds the crystal. We are to head to the island as well, but he has insisted that he not waste any more time — how should I say? Yes, babysitting you.”

      Cole hardened his eyes at the scrawny man in front of him.

      “Why do we even need to be there?” he asked. “This whole wild-goose chase hasn’t turned anything up anyway.”

      “Yes, well,” Aines said. “I would happen to agree with you. My commander is not one to be questioned, however, and it seems he’s also now searching for some sort of lost part of his childhood. Nonsense or not, I have my orders.

      “We are to go to the helicopters; about a kilometer south of here. Commander Jabari is meeting with the rest of our men, and they should be reaching the lift-off point in about ten minutes. I would like to be not much longer.” Aines looked pointedly at Professor Jensen, huffed in disapproval, then collected his gear and walked away. “Let’s go,” he called over his shoulder.

      Corinne seemed to be growing more worried as her uncle’s strength diminished. Cole wasn’t sure what to do, so he grabbed Jensen’s left arm, steadying him, and began walking. He thought he heard a sniffle from Corinne but kept his eyes focused on the ground ahead, unwilling to embarrass her.

      They were halfway across the plaza when they heard a shout from behind. Turning, they saw Vilocek, Karn, and Beka emerge from the passageway in the cliff. Cole didn’t see anyone following them — he knew what that meant.

      Professor Jensen let out a yelp, and Cole felt the man being tugged backwards. He turned to see Aines holding the professor by a tuft of his hair. Aines held his sidearm to the professor’s right temple. Jensen’s face was contorted in fear and surprise; his hands hanging limply by his sides. “What is this? Take your hands off me!” he protested.

      The three Vilocorp men were closing in. Aines shouted for them to halt and drop their weapons.

      Cole launched his body at Aines in an attempt to tackle him from the side, knock the professor from his grasp and hopefully give Vilocek and his men a shot.

      Cole’s aim was spot-on, but his strength had suddenly left him. His legs were moving, but they felt rubbery and weak. He couldn’t build any momentum as he lunged at the Egyptian. Aines was focused on the advancing Vilocek and his men. Cole brought his arms up, hoping he had enough power to knock Aines down before he saw the attack coming.

      Then Cole’s face was crushed by a devastating left backhand. Aines was much stronger than his wiry frame had led him to believe, and his reaction time took them all by surprise.

      Cole’s nose erupted in a spattering of blood and mucus, and his eyes teared up, blinding him. He collapsed to the ground beside Aines and Professor Jensen. Corinne cried out and knelt beside Cole, who was groaning and spitting blood.

      “You’re lucky I have this sack of bones to contend with, boy, or I would have ended you.”

      Vilocek and his men spread out, and a standoff ensued. “Let that man go — he’s innocent,” Vilocek said, putting on a mask of nonchalance.

      “I believe he is of no help to us,” Aines replied.

      “Actually, you’re right,” Vilocek said, his voice raspy and dry. “This man is of no use to us either. He has played his role, but now he seems to be slowing things down.”

      Vilocek suddenly flipped his wrist, unholstering his pistol in a blur. He fired twice in rapid succession, and Jensen Andrews crumpled, slipping from Aines’ grip. The gunshots reverberated through the canyon, ringing in their ears.

      Corinne stared, bewildered and unbelieving. Her mouth opened slightly, but no words escaped. Cole blinked a few times, still trying to clear his head and unsure of what had happened.

      “You bastard!” Corinne screamed. “You killed him!” She ran at Vilocek like a deranged cat, rabid and fearless. Karn stepped forward to grab the kicking, screaming young woman.

      “Calm down, girl. He was not going to make it much further, anyway.” Karn said, as he pinned her arms at her sides.

      Tanning addressed the dumbstruck Aines. “I do not like it when my plans are changed — especially when it is not my idea. That little stunt back there in the shaft is a good example.”

      Rather than wait for a response, he fired once more. The soldier dropped to the ground, dead immediately.

      Opening her eyes, Corinne was horrified at what lay in front of her.

      Aines lay twisted and sprawled on the ground, blood and sand mixing in an ever-increasing puddle of thick black liquid around his body.

      Vilocek kicked a bit of dirt at Aines, spat, then stepped over the dead Egyptian. Beka, grinning, followed his boss. Karn, with a shocked Corinne in tow, pointed his gun at Cole and flicked the barrel in Vilocek’s direction.

      Cole picked himself up — still shaken from Aines’ backhand — and started to walk.

      He looked once more at Aines, laying on the ground next to the corpse of Professor Andrews, and wondered how he’d somehow ended up in this hell.
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      6:12 am - Atlantic Ocean

      “I’m going to kill him, Whittenfield.”

      “Bryce — calm down. What’s the situation?” Whittenfield’s voice was distant in Bryce’s earpiece.

      Bryce breathed a deep sigh. “We got separated from Vilocek’s group. Bartlinski is dead. I’m with Wayne and Jeff. We’re following the Egyptian convoy heading out of Petra. Corrine and Jensen said they are heading to Easter Island.”

      “Yes, what about the civilians?”

      “Jensen is gone — Vilocek murdered him. The girl is with Reed and they’re under the guard of two Vilocorp men and the last Israeli soldier.”

      “I see. That’s unfortunate. And this other team? The Egyptians?”

      “Vilocek murdered their second in command before he bugged out. The rest of the Egyptians left before we got there. We probably cut down about half of them in the fight at the plaza, but I saw at least twenty, maybe thirty more.”

      “Right — listen to me, Bryce.” Whittenfield’s tone grew dire. “We absolutely must get to Easter Island and intercept them. I know this has been mostly a business and philanthropic venture for me, but I think there’s reason to believe now that we’re running out of time. We can’t afford to let Vilocek get there first, and we really cannot afford to let this situation go unresolved.”

      Bryce frowned. He was getting angrier as the conversation went on. “What does that mean? Unresolved? Can’t we just steal the crystal from Tanning later?”

      “No, we can’t,” Whittenfield answered. “Bryce, I’m uploading a video feed from the night before my facility was breached. One of my computer scientists recovered it from the Vilocorp Laboratories headquarters in New Mexico. It seems the break-in was initiated because Vilocek discovered something about the crystal that puts this entire expedition in a much different light.”

      Bryce was confused, but he let Whittenfield finish.

      “I’ll let you watch the video for yourself, but Bryce — we need that kid. Reed is now playing a larger role in all of this than I’d expected, and we’re going to need his full cooperation.”

      “Affirmative, sir,” Bryce said. “I’ll take a look at the video, and report back after we get to Easter Island.”

      “Very good, Bryce, thank you. I’m looking forward to seeing you and your mother again. I’ve been told that my research team has been getting closer to a breakthrough. I’m optimistic.”

      “Me too. Thanks for that,” Bryce said, thinking of his mom. He’d have to see if there was a way to call her from the plane later.

      “Bryce, there is one more thing,” Whittenfield said.

      “Yeah?”

      “You asked about this character Jabari.”

      Bryce paused. Something about Whittenfield’s tone struck him as odd. “Yeah — thanks for reminding me. What about him?” Bryce asked.

      “I don’t know him personally, but I know of him,” Whittenfield said. “He’s a politician; a snake. He’s also a treasure hunter — it’s his hobby. He’s after the crystal, like Vilocek, but he wants it for himself. As a prize.”

      “I gathered that,” Bryce said, not bothering to hide his annoyance. “He seems to be pretty intent on preventing us from getting it, by the way.”

      “Yes, he’s got quite the temper, I’m afraid. My recommendation is to stay away from him — just get to the crystal first, and get it back to me. Work with Vilocek only if necessary, but under no circumstances let either of them get away with the stone.”

      “Fine,” Bryce said, his voice hardening. “See you on the other side.”

      He switched off his headset and turned to the Thompsons.

      “All right boys. Looks like we’ve got one more stop before home.”
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      8:02 am - The Next Day

      Bryce could tell Whittenfield was getting impatient, unsure of how much time they had until the crystal broke down. After leaving Jordan they’d made one stop to refuel the plane. The 90 minute layover had barely broken up the monotony of the insanely long flight. The trip gave everyone ample time to rest and prepare for whatever lay ahead, but Bryce was unable to get more than a few brief hours of sleep.

      He thought about the men that had been lost in pursuit of the prize Whittenfield and his enemies were seeking. He thought about Vilocek, the cold, calculating man who unflinchingly murdered — in cold blood — an enemy and a feeble old man. He thought about Madu Jabari, a man he initially thought was only interested in revenge, but who for some reason was now leading the charge toward Easter Island, apparently intent on acquiring the crystal for himself. None of it made sense, Bryce thought. But he had a simple solution.

      Get to Easter Island, find and secure the crystal, and keep it out of the wrong hands.

      He thought about Cole — he’d seemed distant the whole time, sort of lost in his own thoughts. Through it all, Cole hadn’t tried any kind of escape, and that somehow surprised Bryce. He knew that the boy was strong and smart, and probably capable of making a run for it without getting caught. Especially since the old professor was now gone, Bryce would have almost bet that Cole would make a break for it with Corinne. Something was keeping Cole grounded, and Bryce couldn’t figure out what it was.

      Bryce also thought of his mother. Linda, his mother’s caretaker, had left three messages since he’d left America. He knew that they were most likely just updates; he’d asked her to check in once a day to keep him posted. He knew he could use the plane’s phone to check them later.

      Finally, Bryce thought about the video Whittenfield had uploaded to his server before leaving his personal jet to Bryce and taking a commercial jet home. Bryce had watched it alone in the airborne lab, and he was still shaken by what he had seen.

      When he double-clicked the video, it opened and began playing. The video was about five minutes long, and was obviously a stolen recording from a security feed. The shot jumped from one camera angle to another, hovering at each for five seconds, cycling to the next and then starting again. A counter in the bottom-right corner of the screen showed the time and date — three weeks ago. Bryce couldn’t tell where it all took place, but it looked like half of the cameras were in some sort of laboratory, while the others were in a smaller, closed-off area.

      The laboratory shots were unremarkable at first — it was the feed taken from the smaller room that made Bryce sit up and stare.

      At 1 minute, 33 seconds into the film, a young boy was dragged into the room — stripped naked and slightly malnourished. He was pale and bony, and only about twelve or thirteen years old — and he was strapped to a wheeled metal table. There was no sound, but Bryce could see that the boy was awake, and he saw him scream when an older man — Vilocek, from the way he walked — came into the room. Two scientists were in attendance, one checking and rechecking an IV unit and heart monitor in the corner, the other acting as an aide to Vilocek.

      Vilocek reached into a pocket of his white lab coat and removed a small object. It glowed with an intensity that caused the camera feed to temporarily pixelate with bands of color. The young boy on the table stared wide-eyed, never letting the object out of his sight. Ever so slowly, Bryce saw the boy’s skin begin to glow. It soon lit up the room, and the scientists donned sunglasses to diminish the effect. Bryce watched as Vilocek waved the object up and down over the boy’s spasming body.

      After a few more seconds, the feed switched again to the empty laboratory. Bryce moved to fast-forward through the section, but then the three men came into the room. They fixed their attention on a bank of monitors that were just off-camera.

      They stood there for almost a minute. Suddenly, their expressions changed from blank nonchalance to frantic confusion. Whatever they’d seen hadn’t made them happy, and they all turned at once and ran from the lab.

      A few seconds passed before the camera switched back to the smaller room. Bryce leaned closer, trying to get a better view of the now blurry shot. He thought something might be wrong with the feed until he realized the small room was filling with smoke, which was obscuring the camera. Shit, he thought — he didn’t want to see what that meant.

      Ever so slowly, as the shot jumped from one camera to the next, the smoke cleared and Bryce held his breath in horror at the sight on the screen.

      The boy lay motionless on the table. His body still glowed, but the luminescence was much weaker, and seemed to be fading. There were dark, curving streaks of blood all over the boy’s skin, rolling off and puddling around his sides and legs on the metal table. The boy was obviously dead, which was upsetting enough, but it was his eyes — the young kid’s eyes — that made Bryce swallow hard and almost lose his breath.

      They were empty. Not in an emotionless, dead way, but physically empty. Where moments before there had been the confused and scared eyes of a young, helpless boy, there were now only deep, hollow sockets. The cadaver on the metal table reminded Bryce of an autopsy procedure in a morgue, though the holes in the skull where eyes had been seemed more fitting of a skeleton that hadn’t fully decomposed.

      It was a terrible sight. Whatever had happened to the boy was the direct result of the actions of the three scientists. Most likely, there was some sort of serum or poison in the IV drip that had been transfused into the boy’s bloodstream. And it was quite obvious that the object — either the original, pure sliver of the crystal that Vilocek’s father had stolen from Whittenfield Laboratories, or the synthetic version he said they’d been experimenting with — had caused the violent reaction in the boy, and his horrible death. Bryce had just witnessed Vilocek commit a third murder, and this one especially made his blood boil. What the hell were they trying to do here, he thought, rage building inside him. What were they trying to accomplish? How many other “experiments” like this one had gone wrong, and…

      Bryce knew the answer to his next question almost before he’d finished the thought.

      There was only one other person he knew whose skin lit up that way in the presence of the crystal. Bryce suddenly knew that Vilocorp had, in fact, gotten past their failures, however many they might be, gruesomely and collectively depicted in the video.

      Their successful experiment — their breakthrough —was Cole Reed.
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      The morning sunlight trickled down through sparse clouds, revealing an overly blue sphere of ocean below. Bryce could see the plane’s reflection like a mirage on the glassy surface of the water. Beyond the reflection, he could see three small mountain peaks rolling out of the sea and forming the triangular shape of Easter Island.

      It wasn’t big — only fifteen miles long, and less than eight miles across at its widest point. Bryce could see the whole island as the plane descended toward its southwestern point. There he could see the small Rano Kau volcano, with its divot of a crater just beyond. To the right of Rano Kau there was layer of fog that had settled in the morning hours and hadn’t quite dispersed. Just below the fog was their destination — the single runway of Mataveri International Airport.

      But Bryce’s attention was focused toward the most recognizable feature of Easter Island — the giant Moai statues that dotted the beaches and hilltops, facing inland toward the larger volcano at the center of the island. The stone statues, each hand-chiseled from blocks of solidified volcanic ash, were believed to be monuments to fallen deities that offered protection to the islanders.

      These people, the Rapa Nui, still lived on the island — mostly in the city of Hanga Roa near the airport, but the true origins and the written language — Rongorongo — of the Rapa Nui were completely lost to the world. No one had ever been able to decipher the surviving scripts of Rongorongo writing — not even the descendants of the Rapa Nui themselves.
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      8:37 am - Easter Island

      Vilocek’s team was just leaving the airport when they heard the unmistakable sound of an aircraft. Vilocek whirled around, quickly spotting the business jet. He saw the Learjet’s sleek frame as it began its descent toward the runway.

      Vilocek turned back toward the airport. “Come on!” He yelled over his shoulder. “We need to get there before they land!” Beka and Karn exchanged an annoyed glance but turned to follow, pushing the captives ahead of them.

      Vilocek headed for the main hangar, and found a spot inside to wait as the jet taxied in.

      The aircraft came to a stop outside the hangar and the three soldiers disembarked. They all had sidearms, but were otherwise unprepared and off guard.

      “Well, gentlemen,” Vilocek said as he stepped from the shadows. “I thought we’d lost you back in the East.”

      Bryce pulled up short and stared coldly at the older man.

      “Don’t you want to continue our partnership?” Vilocek asked innocently. “I thought we were doing rather well together.”

      “Yeah,” Jeff said. “Until you left us to die in that shaft.”

      “And don’t forget about that little incident in the Plaza,” Wayne added.

      “Ha!” Vilocek laughed. “That was just ‘cleaning house,’ a little, as they say. Can’t have too much extra baggage, you know.”

      Corinne looked sick.

      “You’re a bastard,” Bryce said.

      Vilocek ignored the slight. “Why don’t we get started? Madu is already here — hell, he might have already found the entrance to ‘Te Pito,’ so let’s not waste more time crying over what’s already done.” Corinne’s shoulders sagged in defeat. Vilocek motioned to his men standing guard behind, and they lifted their rifles.

      “Fall in. You will be allowed to carry a weapon, but understand that this is still my expedition, and you are under my command. If we’re successful, I may even spare your lives.”

      With that, he turned and strode away, toward the outskirts of the town to the northwest. Above the horizon, directly in front of them, stood the Terevaka volcano. Somewhere beneath its enormous mass, like a needle in a haystack, lay an ancient crystal of unbelievable power.
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      9:48 am - Easter Island

      They had walked for an hour, stopping once to share a few canteens of water and an old granola bar. Bryce’s team wasn’t prepared for a long hike. He hadn’t expected to be accosted by Vilocek and his men immediately after landing.

      The two Vilocorp guards seemed perfectly at home jumping from rock to rock as they explored different Moai statues and volcanic caves that pockmarked the island. The men seemed distracted by the numerous cave paintings, artifacts, and occasional skulls that adorned the caverns. But Vilocek was dead-set on finding something — anything — that would point toward the crystal, or indicate the direction Madu’s small army had gone.

      Every now and then they’d come across a cave opening that was set back from the main line of caverns along the volcano’s hillside. Beka or Karn, taking turns, would run up the side of the hill and peer inside, waving the crystal sliver around and scouting out the interior for special markings, passageways, or anything that seemed out of the ordinary. Each time, they would shake their head and again fall back in line, and the search would continue.

      Finally, they came to the Ahu Akivi, a set of Moai atop an elevated platform that faced the ocean — the only ones of their kind on the island. As they neared the platform, Bryce blinked in disbelief.

      “Did you see that?”

      “What?” Vilocek asked, looking around him.

      “I — I could have sworn they — changed, or something,” Bryce said.

      “I think I saw it too,” Cole said, taking a few steps closer to the Moai. As he approached, a luminous sheen appeared on the surface of the sculptures, beginning with the ones closest to him. He stepped closer to the first in line and slowly reached out to touch it.

      In a flash, the statue lit up with a flaring blue light, forcing all of them to look away from the surprising brightness, even against the morning sun — which was now beginning to bear down on them.

      “Geez — that’s bright,” Jeff said, shading his eyes with a hand to look toward the Moai.

      The rest did the same in time to see Cole’s arm and body turn blue, matching the shade of the now-glowing Moai. Cole gazed down in wonder, no longer surprised at the effect, but still in awe. Then he began to tremble.

      Slowly at first, then more quickly, Cole’s body convulsed in a series of spasms of increasing intensity. Corinne wrapped her arms around him, holding him up as he shook. He withdrew his hand from the statue, and the shaking stopped, but his skin retained its blue shade.

      “That was weird,” he said. He seemed unfazed, to the astonishment of the others. Vilocek muttered something and turned away.

      “What the hell was that?” Bryce asked, directing the question more toward Vilocek than Cole.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Vilocek said. “It’s just a reaction to his — uh, injections.”

      “What injections?” Bryce asked. “You mean like the experiments you did in New Mexico, on that little boy?”

      Vilocek whirled around. “Oh, you saw that, did you?” He seemed suddenly giddy, like a child bragging about a newfound skill. “What did you think? We’ve almost perfected the algorithm to minimize reactions, but the power — the absolute power! You saw that, right?”

      “I saw a young boy brutally murdered,” Bryce said through clenched teeth. “By you.”

      “No advances in science or intellectual thought come without a price, Captain Reynolds,” Vilocek said.

      “Obviously Cole’s reaction has something to do with this crystal, or whatever it is, right? What are you trying to accomplish by injecting it into people like that?” Bryce asked.

      “Don’t you see?” Vilocek said, spreading his arms in frustration. “It’s not just the sheer power of it that intrigues me — haven’t you wondered yet why Mr. Reed can actually make some sense of those symbols we found?”

      “Wait — he can read those?” Wayne interrupted.

      “How did you know about that?” Cole asked.

      All eyes turned to Vilocek. He sighed heavily. “Yes, to an extent, yes. Cole has the crystal’s properties — basically the main elemental ‘ingredients,’ bonded with another isotope — coursing through his veins. It’s not perfect yet, though it’s much more stable than what we tried on Mika, which you saw in the video.

      “This crystal — we don’t know what it is, and we may never know. You see, in classifying elements, minerals, pretty much everything — we use specific and comparison-based taxonomies, using what we already know about common materials to determine what an unknown substance is made of. Unfortunately, we’re not sure where this ‘element’ is from — it’s unlike any other known element on the planet.

      “My scientists and I have been applying all the knowledge we have toward figuring out what the crystal substance is capable of, but it’s been slow going, and only in the past five years have we made any type of real advancement. It turns out that there are two specific elements — for lack of a better word — that make up the substance, working in some sort of mutually beneficial relationship.”

      Bryce cut in. “And these two elements break down, and then bad things happen?”

      “Well, sort of,” Vilocek said. “One of the materials, at a microscopic level, of course, is decaying much faster than its counterpart. We haven’t been able to accurately measure the decay in what we’re calling Material B, but Material A seems to be breaking down at an exponential rate of about 0.00414% each year.”

      “Damn,” Jeff said sarcastically, clearly having no idea what that meant. Bryce shot him a look.

      “Judging by what we have seen in the lab,” Vilocek continued, “we haven’t been able to correctly replicate the relationships between these two elements. First of all, they’re not exactly ‘extractable,’ so we can’t isolate them under a microscope. Second, because of the principles of quantum physics — the idea that the act of measuring something actually alters its state so a measurement cannot be acceptably accurate — we could never grasp at what rate Material B was breaking down.”

      They had started walking again as Vilocek spoke, searching for anything that would be lit in the presence of the strange symbols. They fanned out, Cole and Corinne on the ridge above the platform with Vilocek and Karn, while Beka and Bryce’s team walked down behind the Ahu Akivi Moai figures. They were still well within earshot, and Vilocek continued his monologue.

      “We needed to find out when this substance would reach its tipping point, and complete its breakdown cycle. We searched high and low for an explanation — anything under the sun that might be even remotely plausible.

      “It turns out, Ms. Banks, that your uncle helped us find the answer.”

      Corinne glared at Vilocek, but didn’t speak. Cole felt her thin, ice-cold fingers wrap around his hand and squeeze. He spoke for her.

      “How? You mean with the pyramid stuff?” Corinne had told Cole how they’d been abducted; how her uncle had been shot and brought to the laboratory in New Mexico, and about their first conversation with Vilocek and the guards. Cole had also had flashbacks and brief recollections of Vilocek and some of the scientists mentioning ‘pyramids,’ ‘ratios,’ and other strange things that hadn’t made sense to him at the time.

      “Actually, it was the paper he published awhile back. It not only led us to what our Founding Fathers were trying to hide within the layout of Washington, D.C., but also what was being hidden in our little crystal substance here,” he said.

      Bryce connected the dots. “The Golden Ratio — the same thing that you guys used to figure out that we needed to go to Giza, and something about the passageways beneath the pyramid and at Petra,” he said.

      “Exactly,” Vilocek said. “When Andrews’ paper came across my desk, we applied the idea of the ratio toward the crystal, and it worked — almost too well. You see, our synthetic recreations of the crystal — combining the two materials, A and B, as best we could with each other in different ratios, they would inevitably begin to break down, or decay, eventually to a 1:1 ratio — one part Material A, and one part Material B; perfectly balanced.

      “No matter what we tried, it always seemed to cause disastrous side effects,” he said, looking knowingly at Bryce. “We tried to use an isotope of another element as a stabilizer, and it usually worked, to an extent, though with some unforeseen side effects. In some tests, it was like creating a magnet — the reaction was a physical one. In others — “ he went on, looking at Cole, “it was a chemical change, sometimes accompanied by a heightened state of consciousness and awareness, though only for a fleeting time,” he said.

      “Until the materials ‘balanced out’ again?” Wayne asked.

      “Right — we needed to find out what ratio to start them at. We naturally tried 2:1, 3:1, etc., never with any luck. It was a futile effort — just plugging numbers into a system, hoping it would stabilize.” He looked down. “But it didn’t. It never worked right. Until your uncle’s paper gave us an idea.

      “What if whatever, or whoever, had created the crystal substance originally had used the Golden Ratio — it had to come from somewhere, right? What if —“

      “Hey, check this out!” Cole shouted from a few yards away. He was standing before a small hole in the side of the hill, no more than three feet tall by four wide. From a distance, it looked like nothing more than a small boulder; another drab feature of the landscape.

      But there, right above the hole, was a small piece of smoothed stone. The dirt and grass had been cleared away from the stone’s surface, but it seemed otherwise nondescript. On it, however, shone a bright blue symbol:

      

      “This is it — it has to be it!” Cole said, excitedly. Once again, his presence had lit up the strange symbol, which glowed a bright blue hue, visible even in the growing daylight. Vilocek and the others ran over as Cole crawled headfirst into the cave.

      “Wait!” Bryce called. Cole stopped, pulling his head back out. Vilocek looked at Bryce, waiting for an explanation.

      “Tanning,” Bryce said, “finish what you were saying. What are we up against here? What’s so important about the Golden Ratio?”

      Vilocek looked impatient. “We need to get down there,” he argued. “Madu’s probably already inside.” Bryce didn’t move.

      “Fine,” Vilocek said through his teeth. “We used the Ratio to balance the two materials in the substance. If we set Material B at ‘x,’ or ‘1,’ we’d set Material A at 1.61803399 times that amount, or ‘x times 1.61803399,’ the ‘perfect’ balance of the Golden Ratio.

      “We already knew that Material A was breaking down at the exponential rate of 0.00414%. Then, it was only a matter of calculating how long it would take for the ratio between the two materials to dwindle back down to 1:1.”

      “But wouldn’t you also need to know how fast the crystal was breaking down?” Bryce asked.

      “Of course,” Vilocek answered. “We did have to make a few assumptions, though.”

      “Assumptions?” Jeff asked. “Like what?”

      “Well, the crystal is made up of elements that are not found anywhere on Earth. More than likely, it was brought here from somewhere else and given to some ancient civilization; one that predated the Rapa Nui by thousands of years.”

      “So, like, an ancient, advanced, human race?” Wayne asked.

      “Well, yes, basically — but we’ll need to find the crystal first, before we can prove that,” Vilocek said.

      Cole suddenly spoke up. “You’re talking about Atlantis, right?”

      Vilocek looked at the young man, then at Bryce and rest of the group. “Yes,” he said, nodding his head. “You see, there’s a method to all this madness, I assure you. If we can find and secure the crystal, it will solidify this theory, this ancient story — passed down through centuries of tradition and no doubt getting muddled and confused in the process. It would explain everything — the passageways, the significance of the ‘Golden Ratio’ in the world’s great architecture, the pervasiveness of a common origin legend in civilizations that never had contact with each other — “

      “Like a flood story,” Wayne said.

      “ — Like a flood story, to name the most famous example. But what about pyramidal structures like ancient tombs, temples, and worship sites? And what was it exactly that these civilizations worshiped? Did you know that many ancient civilizations, even those worlds away from each other that have never had contact with one another, share a very similar story of their ancestry? Most tell of a bearded white man, rising from the sea and walking onto land, then teaching them agriculture, civilization, and other things. These ‘bearded visitors’ were said to be wise, powerful, and were worshipped as gods, even though they did not refer to themselves as gods.

      “So if there’s a way to prove the existence of such a supremely intelligent race, something that offers conclusive evidence — well, I think you all understand the gravity of something like that.”

      He looked around the group, analyzing their reactions. Corinne looked at Cole, searching his expression. Bryce and the brothers exchanged glances.

      Bryce knew that it wasn’t just scientific evidence of an ancient prehistoric civilization that Vilocek was after. There had to be a source for their power, a reason for their superiority. Bryce knew that was all that really interested Vilocek.

      “Sounds intriguing,” Bryce said finally, trying to sound less anxious than he felt. “Let’s get on with it then. You can explain the rest of it on the way, Tanning. I’d like to hear more about why the crystal breaks down the way it does, but we need to get moving.”
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      10:03 am - Easter Island

      They began the descent in silence, all pondering Vilocek’s words. As they followed the cave into the volcano’s side, they were guided by the numerous blue symbols glowing along the walls and ceiling. The symbols, though, were the only resemblance to the other passageways so far. Unlike the symmetrical, mirror-image passageways beneath the Great Pyramid and Petra, this tunnel was nothing more than a smooth-walled cave, sloping slightly downward, devoid of any stalagmites or other irregularities. As they went, Corinne thought of everything that had happened in the past few days, and tried to block as much of it out as possible.

      She couldn’t bring herself to speak to the man that had shot and killed her uncle. She despised Vilocek, wanted to see him suffer. He had caused them all unbelievable pain even before he’d lifted his gun, first with her uncle’s kidnapping, then throughout the time they’d spent as Vilocorp’s prisoners. From the strange crystal-based bullet they’d shot into Jensen’s leg, which caused enormous pain when he got too far from Corinne, to the random beatings and general torture they’d endured — it had all worn her down to a point that she would rather have just stopped, laid down on the floor of the cave, and died.

      But something nagged at her. Something Vilocek had said earlier, about “Te Pito.” She’d heard that term once before, while studying the island for a class that seemed a lifetime ago. Although she wanted nothing more than to hold a gun to Vilocek’s head and pull the trigger, she wanted an explanation for all this first. The group had paused in a larger cavern that had Birdman cave paintings and an old fire ring in it, when she finally found the strength to speak.

      “Vilocek,” she said, her voice sounding stronger and more confident than she’d expected.

      “What you said earlier — about Madu finding ‘Te Pito?’” she said.

      “Yes — ‘Te pito o te henua.’ You’ve heard this term?”

      “Once, a long time ago. It means ‘The navel of the Earth,’ right?”

      “Yes, or ‘the ends’ or ‘the center’ of the Earth, as well, and it was how the Rapa Nui used to describe their island here.”

      “I know — ‘Pito’ means ‘navel’ or ‘umbilical cord,’ and they thought that this was the link between the living world and the spirit world, ‘Po,’ in the sea,” she said. The rest of the group was silent, collectively surprised at her sudden interaction with Vilocek.

      “That’s right,” Vilocek said, “but we thought the ‘Te Pito’ was actually a sort of literal path between the two worlds — one above ground, and one below — where their power source was kept.”

      “But wasn’t the ‘living world’ said to be some other place, ‘Hive,’ or something like that?” Corinne asked.

      “Yes — Hiva,” Vilocek corrected, “was said to be their ‘living world,’ whatever that means. Whatever it was, Easter Island wasn’t it — Rapa Nui, as the island was originally named by its inhabitants, was settled much too late to be considered Hiva. But most of the Polynesian islands and settlements today — including Easter Island — have a unified thread amongst their histories — they all came to their respective islands from another home — their legendary homeland, or Hiva.

      “So, no one really knows how or when the first people landed on the island. They came from this ‘faraway land,’ and shortly thereafter a completely original written language appeared, as well as religion a and way of life. Out of nowhere. There is no documented evidence — like there is in literally every other culture known to man — of a slow progression. Hunter-gatherers first, then subsistence farming, then agriculture, for example. It just… appeared. Out of the blue.”

      It took Corinne a moment. “Oh my God,” she said, realizing what he meant. “You think the Atlantians settled Easter Island?”

      “Well, doesn’t it make sense?” Vilocek said. “The Rapa Nui people had to come from somewhere, and Easter Island’s not that close to anything… at least, nothing we know about today.

      “Their language, their culture, it was all very secretive, you see. They were known for defending these cave systems, and their entire population eventually even became a ruthless, cannibalistic cult.

      “What was left of the Atlantian civilization, after the famed continent was ‘sunk in a day and a night’ — according to Plato’s manuscripts — may have been a few stragglers. It would only take a handful to secure the crystal and bring it to a new island; to start again,” he mused. “Maybe this was their second home — a much smaller, much weaker version of the original Atlantis.”

      “And the destruction of the Atlantian continent — the crystal’s doing, I assume?” Bryce piped in, still skeptical of it all.

      “Why, yes — we know for a fact that the crystal is breaking down at an exponential rate, year over year. And in the lab, even though our synthetic versions have not been nearly as stable, all of the experimental tests have eventually ‘reset’ after a complete breakdown.”

      “Reset? Back to a stable state?” Wayne asked.

      “Yes — at least somewhat stable. It seems the two materials always reach a unified point, where their ratio to one another is 1:1 — then they break down and cause the reactions you witnessed on the videotape, Captain, and then revert back to their original states, for the whole process to start again.”

      “So,” Cole asked, “the original crystal has done this before? And you’re afraid it’s going to do it again?”

      “That’s what we believe. We’ve been able to cross-reference dates within the literature out there for when the Atlantian civilization existed, and when it was destroyed. Most of what we’ve found points to the year 9610 B.C. — over 11,600 years ago — as when Atlantis sunk beneath the waves. According to the calculations I mentioned outside, at the breakdown rate of around 0.00414% per year, that would give Material A exactly 11,622 years to break down.

      “Meaning, of course, that the crystal’s primary two material substances would reach a ratio of 1:1 this year, on December 21, 2012.”

      “Why December 21?”

      “Remember how I mentioned how there are some coincidental similarities between a few completely isolated civilizations?”

      “Yes,” Cole answered.

      “Well, one of those strange similarities is the shared belief that the world will come to an end — on December 21, 2012. It’s usually a phenomenon attributed to the ancient Mayan civilization, but threads of the belief system have turned up around the world, in the Celtic calendar — the date of the winter solstice — and on,” Vilocek said.

      “Wait a second — “ Cole said. “December 21st is tomorrow.” He looked at Vilocek.

      “I realize that,” Vilocek said. “Even more reason to get that crystal — we’re not sure what time the crystal will reach its breaking point, but we’ll be able to see the telltale signs for sure in the next few hours.”

      “And if we do find the crystal,” Corinne asked, “how exactly do you plan to stop this ‘breakdown’ from occurring?”

      “With this.” Vilocek reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small test tube. The liquid inside glowed with the same color as Cole’s luminescent skin. “It’s an elixir we created by extracting ‘Material A’ from the crystal. As I said, we can’t isolate it completely, so there’s still a small remnant of Material B on each molecular formation, but we’ve ‘rounded out’ the mixture with a Uranium isotope to stabilize it. It’s part of what my father and the Sr. Whittenfield were researching many years ago.

      “Again, it’s nowhere near perfect — it comes with its own side effects — but it’s all we’ve got right now, and as long as the crystal is no larger than a basketball, it shouldn’t react too dramatically with the serum.”

      Corinne watched Cole look down at his skin. She wondered if the “side effects” Vilocek referred to were like his — the bluish glow on his skin in the presence of the crystal — or if there was something more to it. Corinne took his wrist and gently started pulling him toward the opposite side of the cavern.

      They moved on. It seemed to Corinne that they were constantly delving into caves, and she hoped they’d find the crystal soon — if at all. As she walked, her hand gently dropped from Cole’s wrist into his hand. It was cold and damp — Cole seemed fine, but his eyes weren’t focused, and he stared vacantly as they walked.

      She hoped he was all right. After everything that had happened, she needed something to remain constant.
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      9:46 am - Unknown

      The crackling of Whittenfield’s headphones alerted him to an incoming transmission. He jumped — whacking his knee against the tray table in front of him. His coffee, sitting cold inside a much-too-small styrofoam cup with the airline’s logo emblazoned on each side, tipped over and splashed a few drips on the table adjacent to his.

      The woman next to him — a burly, slightly smelly 50-year old with the faint peach fuzz of a mustache gone unnoticed — gave him a condescending glance, huffed, and looked toward the front of the plane.

      Why in the world did I offer to take a commercial plane, he thought, apologizing and wiping the centimeter-wide drip off of her tray. He’d wanted to remain under the radar — even with his prosperity and recognition, most of the people who might recognize him would be sitting in first class. In a moment of stupidity — he knew now — he’d traded in his first-class ticket for this coach seat, squeezed between this sack of fat and a black-haired teenager who’d done nothing but look out the window the entire flight. He almost wondered if the kid was alive — he hadn’t moved or spoken since they’d taken off.

      He clicked the trackpad to wake up his laptop. He closed several windows that popped up, ensuring that there would be no peeking from his cabin mates, and clicked the blinking ‘receive’ icon on the task bar.

      He positioned the earbud-style headphones more comfortably in his ears, and adjusted the volume.

      “Check, 1-2,” Bryce’s voice came across in a raspy whisper. “Come in, Whittenfield.” There was a slight delay. “Whittenfield, I can’t hear anything — if you can hear me, I’m beginning the transmission now. We’re about to begin the search for the crystal, but we have been intercepted by the Vilocorp group.

      “Vilocek is here, and we’re currently, uh, with him. I’m going to keep this line open, see if I can’t get him to talk a bit. I need to know what we’re up against. If you’re there, you might want to record this.”

      Whittenfield started the recording device on the software program. He reclined a bit more and closed his eyes. For the next hour there was nothing but static, but he let it run.

      Eventually, he heard them begin to talk — something about one of the big Moai heads he’d read about — then about the video feed he’d sent to Bryce. After a while, he could hear Vilocek begin one of his monologues, this time about the crystal and what they’d discovered about it so far.

      He listened closely. Quickly, Vilocek’s description went beyond Whittenfield’s level of understanding and knowledge about the crystal — from his and his father’s own research — and Vilocek described things Whittenfield hadn’t even imagined. He opened a text file and quickly started typing notes.

      A few minutes into Vilocek’s speech, Whittenfield turned the headphones up again. This was it. This was what he — and his father before him — had been trying to discover about the crystal.

      It was what he needed to know.

      It was everything.
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      10:23 am - Easter Island

      “How much longer does this cave go?” Corinne asked.

      “Captain Reynolds said something like 5 or 6 kilometers, right?” Cole asked.

      “Yeah,” Bryce said, “the article I read said a ‘new cave had been discovered,’ going on for about 6 kilometers until reaching a — “

      They came to a turn in the tunnel and were faced with a looming wall of stone.

      “ — dead end.”

      “This is odd,” Corinne said. “Usually cave systems that descend like this one dwindle in size, gradually ending in a much smaller diameter. This one has been getting larger — the height of this section alone is twice that of the cavern we stopped in earlier.”

      “You’re right,” Bryce said. “This wall seems too abrupt,” Bryce said.

      A muffled boom suddenly sounded from somewhere in the distant reaches of the cavern, followed by a tremor that made them all stumble and grab at the walls for support.

      “What was that?” Bryce asked, to no one in particular.

      “Sounded like dynamite,” Jeff said. “On the other side of the wall.”

      Cole stepped closer to the wall. As he approached, the now familiar symbols lit up all over the surface.

      He knew what to look for, and quickly found the familiar symbol of the open-armed man, rising from the sea, directly in front of him. He placed his palm over the symbol, and almost immediately the ground began to shake.

      The rumble increased in volume as the entire cavern quaked gently. The rumbling continued, but nothing else happened.

      “Are you sure you did that right?” Jeff shouted over the growing din.

      “There’s nothing else to do!” Cole shouted back. “It’s worked everywhere else we’ve been so far.”

      Then, with a deep groan, the enormous wall slowly started to slide backwards. Loose pebbles danced at the threshold, and the team took several steps back.

      “I guess there’s more to go through after all,” Jeff said. Wayne just nodded, watching the huge slab slide back. One side ground to a halt as the other began to swing back, like a great hinged door. Trapped air from behind rushed into their side of the cavern, bringing a stale, distilled scent of age and earth washing over them.

      “This is like one giant tomb — and we’re about to walk in with the mummy,” Karn said, trying to peer around the now slightly open door.

      “Well,” Vilocek said, “considering most of the cave system so far has been relatively straight, and adjusting for the few hundred feet we’ve descended, we should be almost exactly at the center of the northern third of the island.”

      A large cloud of dust billowed from the door, and Corinne covered her eyes and mouth with the sleeve of her shirt.

      “You mean,” Bryce said, “right in the center of the — “

      “— volcano?” Cole finished his sentence as he took a tentative step through the doorway.

      As the dust settled, they saw the cavern beyond was more of a subterranean biosphere — the path ended about twenty yards ahead in a massive cliff, falling straight down to meet the cavern floor. Above, the ceiling catapulted up in a dome shape, with a small hole in the center. The cavern wasn’t unlike a Yucatan cenoté, or like a naturally-created observatory, except larger — much larger. It was actually difficult to see the other side; from somewhere in the middle part of the upside-down bowl there was a steaming wall of white mist from falling water somewhere above it. There was light leaking into the massive cave from somewhere, but the misty fog caught and converged on the upper half of the upside-down bowl, diffusing it to a dim glow.

      “Whoa,” Jeff said.

      “You got that right,” his brother answered.

      The immense hollow dome would certainly have been impressive enough — geologists and archeologists alike would go nuts over a find like this — but it wasn’t the dome by itself that caught their attention.

      “It’s a — “ Cole paused as he stepped farther onto the ledge.

      “A city,” Vilocek finished.

      To their left the pathway continued, sloping downward and around where the dome met the floor of the cavern, like a huge spiral staircase. Below them, spread across the immense cavern floor, was an abandoned city — complete with towers, stone temples, and rows of cookie-cutter houses.

      “Unbelievable,” Bryce said. “Who’d have thought something like this could exist?” he said.

      “And look,” Corinne said, “it looks like they even had churches, or some kind of worship centers.” She pointed toward the center of the city, where two large spires reached almost to the dome’s ceiling.

      The group walked to the left down the path. Corinne and Cole took turns pointing out different features they could see, while Bryce made sure that his shoulder-mounted camera was recording everything.

      As they walked around the outskirts, more of the city came into view. It was circular, with the two towers and what looked like a massive temple building on a rise in the center. Circular moats segmented the city into four distinct sections — one for the central temple, the other three in successive rings radiating outward.

      On the cavern floor, a large causeway spanned the four circles, ending at a large gate in the center. Clearly the central area was intended to be the heart of the city and the seat of power.

      “Do you see that?” Karn pointed to the area around the largest of the concentric circles. “Those look like fields.”

      “How would they be able to grow crops without sunlight?” Wayne asked.

      “And I don’t see any way of getting water into this place; at least not anything but seawater,” Cole added.

      “Maybe there was some sort of aqueduct system that pumped water from somewhere else on the island,” Corinne said. “Or some sort of underground canal system. The same water source that could have formed the cave that we got here through. That would explain the moats.”

      “But even if they had water, they’d still need light in here if they were actually growing crops in those fields,” Cole said.

      “Well, only time will tell––it could be that our crystal had something to do with that as well,” Bryce said. “I’ll bet it’s either hidden inside that temple, or there are at least a few clues in there. Let’s go and find out.”

      “Agreed,” Vilocek said, “but we should spread out. Once we’re over the first moat, we can split into two groups and approach the central area from opposite sides. No sense in bunching up and missing something in the process.”

      He continued down the path toward the causeway, the first humans in thousands of years to enter the ancient city of the Rapa Nui.
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      10:19 am - Easter Island

      Madu’s knees were still creaky. He hadn’t realized how much his political position had aged him these past ten years, and the past few days seemed even worse. His disheveled hair wouldn’t lay flat on his head, no matter how much he meddled with it.

      He and his twenty-two men now stood atop the volcanic mountain of Terevaka. Without a second-in-command, Jabari was frantically trying to plan his troops’ movements, though his expression gave away none of his anxiety. He ordered two of his men to organize sticks of unidirectional explosives around the perimeter of the old crater.

      Initial geological scans of the island showed that the topographical “top” of the island — this volcano — was actually still relatively cone-shaped, and a small cap of rock and built-up earth had blocked the main shaft of the volcano from opening at the top. The plan so far was to blast their way into the volcano using dynamite in tandem — first one side of the crater, then the other — to hopefully not only open the shaft again, but also to blast the debris up and away from the crater. They didn’t want the loose dirt and rock falling down into the mountain again, causing yet another blockage.

      A glance over the rim of the crater showed that his group was in place, and he signaled for the rest of the men to clear the area. He radioed the all-clear to his demolition team.

      Madu cupped his hands over his ears and turned away from the crater’s mouth. Within seconds, the ground trembled as a hollow explosion sounded beneath his feet. The air filled with dust, small fragments of rock rained down around him, and he turned to see the results — just as the second set of explosions began.

      This time, facing the crater, the bang rocked the earth around him, and Madu couldn’t help falling to the ground. He landed on his back, and two of his officers grabbed him and pulled him back up. Embarrassed, he shook them away, brushed the dust off his clothing, and continued barking orders.

      “Bayoumi! Mounier! Get that belay line and mark off the initial descent!” The rest of the soldiers got busy, milling about in the crater as they unloaded boxes, checked magazines, and reloaded weapons.

      The two soldiers he’d yelled at joined two others — Madu’s snipers — by the gaping hole in the center of the crater, and together prepared the safety harnesses and belay lines for the impending rappel. As he watched them work, Madu’s thoughts turned again to his father.

      He and his brother Heri sat on a rock outside their childhood home, while their father ranted on and on about the al-Bal'laorah al-Qadeem. Ancient Crystal, Madu thought now, as he remembered his fathers’ words.

      “This will be the discovery of a lifetime — this crystal, you see. You and Heri will see, you know,” his father said, sloshing his words like the wine bottle he’d been sipping from. “When I find it — when we find it — you see, it will be ‘beneath the earth,’ as the ancients have left it. We shall find it by journeying together, my boys, and what an adventure it will be!”

      Madu remembered scoffing at his father while Heri sat in awe at the tale. He remembered feeling the same awe and inspiration when he was as young as Heri; the promise of riches and fame pouring from his poor father’s mouth as they sat together — sometimes at their dirty table in the slums of their neighborhood, other times in a cheap motel room in some far corner of the Eastern world, following a myth and a dream.

      Now, as he looked out over the volcano, he wondered if it truly could be real. al-Bal'laorah al-Qadeem was certainly more than a legend to some, but Madu still had doubts.

      But it didn’t matter.

      He wanted to find the crystal, yes. But what Madu Jabari really wanted was revenge.

      The anger that had been welling inside of him had only grown deeper and darker since they’d left Petra. His scouts had reported the fate of Sergeant Aines, and while he could never truly understand the depth of his own anger, he knew how to satiate it.

      He had to feed it.

      Finding the crystal was a mission he would love to fulfill — accepting the highest praise from his country — and even the world — would be a major boost for his next campaign. The Journal of Egyptian Archaeology would run a front-page story on him and his find, and he’d be a celebrity in most of the Eastern world.

      But revenge has brought me here.

      It was revenge that had fueled him to track them down. His intelligence officers had claimed that Vilocek’s team was now split into two units, both headed slightly south. When he had his radio operator hack into the network Vilocek’s team was using, he was able to find out that they’d been running along a line of ancient sites that spread around globe.

      He heard names of sites he’d actually been to as a boy, following along on his father’s drunken treasure quests. Angkor Wat, the Great Pyramid of Giza, Petra.

      He’d heard names of places his father used to speak of, even recalling evenings when his father would sprawl out maps of locations and plan future trips, to places like Machupiccu, the Oracle at Siwa, and the ancient city of Ur.

      He was amazed to hear that these locations were all on the same great circle — a line that stretched around the world like the Equator. During the flight he’d confirmed for himself that all of the points were either directly on that line, or within a mile or two of it.

      Maybe his father had been on to something.

      It was too bad he couldn’t be here to share in the discovery — if there was one to be made.

      He pushed the nostalgia aside, focusing on the tightening ball of fury growing in his mind. The anger was a catalyst, a fuel that would drive him to success today, deep beneath the earth.
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      10:26 am - Easter Island

      The rappel into the volcanic shaft was much quicker than Madu had anticipated. He had much less difficulty than he’d feared, and his aging body fared quite well. He knew that rappelling down was much easier than climbing up, but he still thought the sport fit more for youth than crotchety old politicians.

      I guess there’s some soldier left in me after all, Madu said to himself as he landed on the narrow edge at the bottom. He nodded to his belay man, Mounier, who unclipped Madu’s carabiner from the climbing rope and clipped it to another line on the other end of the ledge. Madu looked at the rope, dangling into the blackness at his feet.

      One of the snipers spoke at his side. “Jabari — we will lower you down, it’s only twenty feet. There, you will land on a small circular platform, attached to a stalactite next to this shaft.”

      Madu only nodded, still staring into the void.

      “From there, you will need to use the marked handholds to continue. Private Rafeil went down already, and marked the route with luminescent paint. We’re atop a large dome. You are still belayed, but it is mostly a hand-over-hand climb for the initial fifty feet. Rafeil is waiting at the base of the dome for you. On your count.”

      Madu listened as the soldier recited the instructions, and glanced down at the rope — his lifeline — that would bear him to the platform. It wasn’t a proposition he liked, but it beat climbing up.

      His muscles quivering, he let out a sigh and clung to the rope. As he descended, he tried to see the area below him. It was dark — almost pitch black — and the mist that hung in the air made it seem as if he was descending into a cloud. The hollow echoes of sound from below gave the impression of an immense vacant space. He barely had time to contemplate that before his feet struck the circular platform.

      Madu’s knees shook as his feet made contact. He felt the smooth, hard surface under his boots, and caught a quick glimpse of the protrusion before continuing his descent. The floor was definitely circular and he thought he could see slight glints of light in the stone, almost like small fragments of glass in a sandstone rock fragment.

      Shouting up to his men, he detached the first rope from his waist and looked for the painted handholds that would lead down the dome’s face.
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      10:34 am - Easter Island

      The wide, railless causeway led them over the surrounding fields and into the city. The moats had once, in fact, held water, as evidenced by the greenish tinge showing a millennias-old high water mark. Into the first section of the city, they could see that most of the houses were cut from stone — multiple slabs of volcanic rock that were slid together like interlocking puzzle pieces. Some sort of mud or clay acted as mortar, gluing the stones in place and forming airtight seals. None of the smaller buildings had windows — just one or two doors facing the narrow streets. The larger buildings, at the street corners, were similar in some ways to modern log cabins — they had doors, windows, and in some instances more advanced roofing, though most of the roofs had been wooden and were either completely rotted away or had become petrified.

      Because of the curvature of the streets, the houses had narrow fronts and wider backs, with open areas that ended at the encircling moat.

      The second moat they passed was deeper than the first. This section of the town seemed to be a commercial sector — the long, flat buildings often had no front walls, and the roofs extended over the edges of the circular street, forming an open-air market. Three rows of long steps fronted most of the buildings, reminiscent of Roman architecture.

      “This is unbelievable,” Cole whispered, as if they were in a sacred place that demanded silence.

      “Yeah, I almost don’t believe it’s real — but it’s hard not to believe what’s right in front of you. Do you think people actually lived here once?”

      “It’s hard to say — I mean, you’re right. Everything’s just like you’d imagine an abandoned city to be. But the fields — and these stables; how could you support life beneath a volcano?”

      Bryce knew that Cole was right — it seemed too unreal, too crazy, that a civilization had once blossomed here. Even with advanced technology, humans needed sunlight to thrive. He looked back at the fields, now nothing but dirt and rock tilled bare. Some of the stables — if that’s what they were — had small piles of bones in them. Were these all that remained of their livestock?

      It was all miraculous, even unbelievable. What had happened here? A busy market area, workers tending the fields, children playing in the streets. Was this the original Rapa Nui? A great civilization, long forgotten?

      Cole and Corinne picked up their pace. Bryce saw where they were headed — a towering statue just past the second-to-last moat. It was a dark grayish-black color, standing just to the left of the causeway. A second statue — a perfect twin of the first, stood on the right side of the causeway. Together, the sculptures formed a portal, guarding the bridge that spanned the final moat. Both statues looked toward the central mound, upon which a massive stone temple sat, looking back at the bridge and its two guardians.

      “Check this out — these are Moai heads!” Corinne yelled as she half ran across the stone bridge.

      It was indeed a Moai, like the 800-plus that dotted the landscape all over the island. This Moai, as well as its twin, was a large head and torso, with the head taking up most of the mass. It was a perfect replica of the famous Moai heads that made the island famous, but these two seemed somehow more “original” than the others — their features were not worn, and their eyes, noses, and mouths were perfectly embossed onto the stone’s faces.

      Vilocek, Karn, and Beka made their way over the bridge. “This must have been the Rapa Nui’s original homeland — not on the island, but in it,” he said.

      “Hurry, let’s check out that temple up on the hill!” Corinne called back, already looking for the next treasure. Cole followed eagerly, but Bryce couldn’t help but notice how easy it had been to get this far.

      For a civilization that had prided itself so much on hiding from the world — even going so far as to create hidden chambers and passageways that were only accessible to people holding their beloved power source — it seemed a bit off-kilter that they’d just been able to waltz over the bridge and into this once great city. Something else bothered him as well.

      Where is Madu Jabari and his army? They’d seen Madu leaving Petra, and Bryce knew he would be heading straight for Easter Island. Why hadn’t we seen them yet? Was there another entrance to the city, perhaps on the other side of the huge circular metropolis?

      He didn’t have much time to contemplate the question. Cole and Corinne had reached the gates of the inner circle, where the mound of earth rose to meet the foundation of the beautiful temple. The stone gates were open, beckoning the group to ascend the hundred or so stairs leading to the palace. A small plaza extended outward from the doorless temple, ending in a dry fountain at the top of the stairs. He watched as Corinne and Cole paused at the top to gaze at the ancient building.

      As Bryce and the rest of the group reached the top, they all continued toward the main building. The air felt heavy, as if a giant hand was pressing down on them. Bryce’s nerves were on edge; his senses intensely focused. He wondered if it was just the strange location — trespassing into an ancient Roman-style city, one of the first people to see it in probably thousands of years. He wondered if it would have been smarter to split up like Vilocek had said, but knew that they were probably better off sticking together. Who knew what dangers this place held?

      The entranceway to the temple was much larger than it looked from the top of the cavern. The two spires towered upward, like arms that held the rock far above at bay. The temple itself reached halfway to the top the dome, ending in a pointed obtuse triangle. Columns stood all around the square building. It was similar to the Greek Parthenon, but less crumbled and dilapidated.

      As they stepped up to the threshold of the great complex, the entire group hesitated, taking in the immensity of the place. Finally, Bryce stepped forward and entered.

      10:39 am.

      The inside of the temple was stark. Its walls of stone were nothing more than smoothed slabs of tuff, the volcanic material many of the Moai were carved from, and the only decorations were a few small Moai statues in the corners of the great hall. The square building was roofless — the central atrium surrounded a smaller square hole in the center.

      “This is a little disappointing,” Jeff said under his breath.

      “You expecting a welcoming party?” Wayne asked.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Vilocek snapped. “We’re not here to marvel at the architecture. We need to find that crystal, and we need to find it fast — Madu’s team must be here somewhere. We don’t want a repeat of Petra on our hands.”

      No, we certainly don’t, Bryce thought. As he walked, his nerves and instincts seemed to play with his mind, as if his intuition was keeping something from his brain.

      He wasn’t alone in his unease.

      “What’s that? An earthquake?” Karn asked.

      “Spooky,” Jeff said, taunting. Wayne and Bryce simultaneously shot him a “shut up” glance. They raised their weapons, backing against the nearest wall. Corinne reached for Cole’s hand, but he yanked it away.

      Cole started running toward the shaft in the middle of the atrium. “What is it?” Corinne said in a half-whisper.

      “I’m feeling something — like outside, around those other statues.” He ripped up his shirt sleeves and looked at the underside of his arms. After a few seconds, the unmistakable bluish glow appeared just below his wrists. Something had triggered the effect, and now the rest of the atrium reflected it as well. Starting at the floor and moving up the walls, the mysterious symbols appeared all around them. They were bright enough to light the entire space. A door, a mirror-image of the one they’d come through stared back at them from the rear wall. The symbols grew ever brighter until it was almost hard to look at them head-on — like lightbulbs without shades.

      A sudden eruption of light caused them all to recoil. Cole jumped sideways against the right wall, and Corinne backed into a corner. The shaft in the center of the room suddenly and violently began emitting a thick, slightly blue-hued beam of light. It shot straight up into the top of the dome.

      But it didn’t stop at the domed ceiling. They hadn’t noticed it before, but the temple was on a raised mound directly underneath the small hole at the top of the dome. Now, the light shot through not only the open top of the square temple’s roof, but through the top of the dome itself.

      The effect was immediate and near-blinding. Some sort of architectural feature split the beam of light into millions of directions and reflected it back down over the gigantic underground metropolis. The entire city became lit by a vibrant, living light source. As the group straggled out of the temple to escape the intensity of the beam, they looked in awe over the causeway and sectioned areas of the city below. Far in the distance, they could see the fields they’d passed on their way in. As they looked out across the city, dots of blue light begin to appear outside of buildings and houses, like individual porch lights and lampposts.

      It was beautiful.
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      10:34 am

      Madu unclasped the carabiner from his belt and wiped a drop of sweat from his forehead — he’d been sweating heavily throughout the traverse over the inside wall of the giant dome. Most of the men had already crossed, obeying their orders to scout ahead and remove any unforeseen obstacles. He’d gotten radio confirmation some time ago that they were, in fact, in a dome, and once he got through this upper layer of fog, he’d be able to see down into the center of the bowl.

      Madu had just started walking down the pathway on the side of the cavern when his radio crackled to life. “Sir, we have reached a protruding ledge on the side of the cavern. It is close to the floor of the cave, and we are holding up here to wait for the rest of you.”

      Madu lifted his radio to respond, but the man on the other end of the line continued.

      “…And, I do not know how to say this, Commander. You need to see this for yourself.”

      Madu frowned and continued on. The descent was now a simple hike, the path leveling to the point that he barely needed to use his hands to steady himself. He couldn’t help but notice that the route they’d taken on did seem almost like a pathway — a trail intentionally cut into the side of the gargantuan cavern.

      A few more paces down the ledge and Madu reached the remainder of the team. The men were mostly sitting, kneeling, or lying down, catching a quick break. Four of the soldiers maintained a watchful eye over the center of the cavern, its hollowed-out interior large but completely in front of them, offering an easy view.

      As Madu stepped around a large stalagmite jutting from the floor, the sight of an ancient city, steadily revealing itself with each step, made him catch his breath.

      A soldier strode up, and both men stood staring at the expansive city. Madu’s mind was racing; the city was abandoned — not a sign of life — yet everything else was in place. What looked like farmland stretched out below, followed by rings of ancient water systems that divided the city into specific areas. One segment was made up of small rectangular houses, and the next seemed to be more commercial — open-air markets, trading areas, and larger buildings. Beyond it all, Madu saw the raised mound in the center of the old city, with its large temple on top.

      Running toward the temple was Tanning Vilocek and his team.

      “Get down there! Intercept them!” Madu shouted. They all bolted from the small ledge and took the path toward the city. Madu hoped they’d be able to corral the opposing forces inside the temple. If Vilocek decided to head somewhere else in the city, Madu would have a much harder time tracking them down.

      He thought through his options, and remembered that he already had eyes up above.

      “Musim!” he barked into the radio. He hoped the two snipers were still up on the platform at the top of the dome. “Hold your position — try to get a clear shot,” he said.

      “Copy that, commander,” Musim answered. “We are with Bayoumi and Mounier. We’ll wait for your orders.”

      Jabari confirmed the order, and watched as the rest of his team reached the second ring and crossed the stone bridge. They were making excellent time — and assuming Vilocek was still inside the temple, they’d be able to catch up and trap them in a firefight inside.

      Looking up, he tried to see the four soldiers posted somewhere above. It was difficult to see anything through the mist, but he thought he could make out the bottom of the platform attached to its hanging stalactite.

      As he squinted into the darkness, a low rumble came from the center of the city, followed by a flash of light. Looking toward the temple, he saw the light grow in intensity and fill a square hole cut in the temple’s roof. The light didn’t subside, and it took on a rounded shape as it shot from the ancient stone building.

      He watched the beam’s trajectory, following its path upward to the ceiling of the dome — directly toward the platform with his four men.

      Madu realized what the “platform” really was as the city around him was bathed in light. The platform acted as a natural chandelier, reflecting the beam of light into the far corners of the large cavern.

      He also noticed that the platform was transparent.

      The fog had dispersed, and Madu could clearly see that the stone platform was made of a quartz-like mineral — which acted as a prism and reflected the light throughout the city. But it also allowed the beam to pass through it — directly to where his men were standing.

      As he watched, he saw a single rifle fall from the platform, followed by a boot still tightly laced around part of a soldier’s leg.

      The beam of light had vaporized his four men.

      His remaining men had just about reached the final bridge separating the smallest ring from the rest of the city. Having nothing else to do, he jogged down the pathway toward the ring of farms around the metropolis.

      He knew that the beam had likely been triggered by their entrance into the city, but he entertained the thought of Vilocek purposefully using the light as a weapon. The idea added fuel to his rage as he ran.
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      10:40 am

      “Amazing,” Bryce whispered.

      “It’s like the city just woke up,” Cole said. “Like it’s all on some central power grid!”

      “The light must have some sort of ultraviolet properties, to maintain life down here,” Karn said to Vilocek.

      “I’m starting to recognize the layout of this city,” the older man replied.

      “And,” Beka added, looking toward the central shaft of light, “I bet you I know where your crystal is.”

      Vilocek smirked a little, then cocked his head sideways. “Did you hear something?”

      Bryce had heard it too — something from the other side of the temple, in the other entrance. “Get to cover — I think Madu’s team just got here!” he shouted.

      They all dove behind Moai statues. There wasn’t enough cover for everyone, and Bryce quickly changed his mind. “There’s no way we’re going to be able to hold them off in here — we need to get back outside and try to flank them around either side of the temple.”

      Vilocek had other ideas. “I’m not walking away from that crystal! You go out there, and you’re on your own.”

      Suit yourself, Bryce thought as he turned and ran out the entrance. He turned left after scaling the three large steps, Wayne and Jeff on his heels.

      “Shit!” Bryce had almost forgotten about the two civilians still inside. He had absolutely no trouble abandoning this mission and hightailing it out of there, but he did have an issue with leaving innocent bystanders in the middle of a firefight.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Wayne and Jeff took positions outside the door of the temple. Wayne watched as Bryce ran back inside, just as Madu’s forces converged on the opposite entrance 200 yards away. Vilocek and Beka had pushed over a few of the Moai onto their flattened backs to use as cover. The Israeli soldier and Karn were on the right side of the temple, where Cole and Corinne were ducking in a corner. They crouched behind the Moai and waited.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Cole and Corinne bolted from their corner and headed for the door. Bryce was about five feet into the temple when he saw them coming. He dropped to one knee to cover them, just as Madu’s team opened fire.

      Bullets pinged from every wall and surface inside the temple, and Bryce instinctively ducked. Cole and Corinne made it to the exit, but Vilocek shouted after them. “Take another step and I’ll kill you myself!”

      Corinne was crouched near the entrance, looking at Bryce in confusion. “Forget that, Vilocek!” Bryce yelled. We need to get out now!”

      “I’m not forcing you to stay,” Vilocek shouted back. “Take the girl and leave — but the boy stays with me!”

      The implication suddenly struck Bryce.

      Whittenfield had cryptically mentioned something about Cole being the key to this whole fiasco. Vilocek had obviously injected him with some sort of serum based on the crystal’s properties, and needed Cole for whatever it was he had planned.

      Shots rang out as Madu’s men continued their assault.

      Vilocek and his team ducked down. Wayne and Jeff yelled at Bryce to fall back. Cole and Corinne were standing in the open, frozen and exposed.

      The Egyptians had the benefit of numbers. They were split into two groups, leap-frogging each other from statue to statue. They were almost to the center of the chamber, where the rectangle of brilliant light made it almost impossible to see anything beyond.

      They were out of time. Corinne squeezed Cole’s hand, and he could hear her breathing quicken. He knew they had to move, but it was like his body was locked down.

      He looked toward Bryce, silently begging for help. Bryce was already barreling toward the pair at full-tilt. “Come on!” he shouted. “To your left!”

      Cole braced himself. Bryce’s forehead drove into his chest, and Cole heard something crack. His mind went blank and his vision filled with stars. He felt himself falling; the serene calm of unconsciousness washing over him.
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      10:57 am

      Corinne was still holding Cole’s hand when he went down. She too had seen Bryce coming, and though it seemed like he’d slowed a bit just before the tackle, it still sounded like a pretty hard hit. She noticed Cole’s eyes roll backwards a bit, and as he fell she reached for his arm to help stabilize him, grabbing him under the right armpit.

      Bryce wrapped around Cole in a textbook tackle, but rather than taking the boy to the ground, he rolled to the right, pulling him down. Corinne was yanked along as well.

      The three of them tumbled to the left. Wayne ran from behind the Moai, anticipating Bryce’s move. He grabbed the three and dragged them together to safety while Jeff, Karn and the Israeli laid down cover fire.

      Corinne collapsed on the floor, safe behind the giant Moai. She closed her eyes and tried to focus on not hyperventilating. She was struggling to keep it together.

      As she regained her composure, she looked immediately to her left, where Cole lay on his back. Her first thought was that Bryce’s hit had been much harder than either of them anticipated, but she soon realized that something else was wrong.

      Bryce was rifling through his pack, looking for something. Wayne and Jeff were firing on the advancing forces. Corinne placed her left hand next to Cole’s head, leaning over to try and see what was wrong. As her hand touched the floor, she felt warm liquid near his shoulder. Her heart skipped a beat as she realized it was blood.

      Cole had been shot. Now, from the safety of the statue and the penetrating light of the crystal’s beam, she could see the open wound in his right shoulder; it was bleeding steadily and forming a large pool under him. Bryce looked at her.

      “He was hit right when I got to him — it’s a flesh wound; went right through. But if we can’t get it bandaged up, he’ll lose a lot of blood.” He went back to rummaging through his pack.

      Bryce finally found a syringe and a roll of gauze. After examining the syringe and removing its safety tip, he prepared to insert it next to Cole’s wound.

      “Don’t!” Vilocek shouted, looking in Bryce’s direction. “I don’t know how his body will react to that — it hasn’t been fully tested!”

      Bryce clenched his jaw. Without the medication, the blood wouldn’t clot quickly enough. He set down the syringe, and looked back at Corinne.

      “Here — help me prop him up. We need to keep him relaxed so his heart slows down.” Corinne helped Bryce lift Cole to a sitting position. She wiped a single tear away with her free hand. Am I concerned about Cole this much?

      Bryce started wrapping Cole’s shoulder to provide support, bringing the bandage behind his neck and finally around the seeping wound. Corinne watched him work, gently lifting Cole’s arm each time Bryce came around with the bandage. After a few wraps, Bryce brought the bandage down and prepared to cover the open wound. Corinne grabbed his wrist. “Wait.”

      “Why? What — “ Bryce looked intently at the hole in Cole’s shoulder. A bubble of blood had formed, but didn’t pop. The seeping seemed to slow, then actually stopped.

      “It looks like his blood’s thickening up already,” he said. He watched as the young man’s shoulders heaved slowly up and down with his breathing. Bryce used a section of gauze to wipe away some of the blood on the wound, and waited for the bleeding to continue.

      But there was no more bleeding. The oozing had stopped, and when Bryce removed his hand, they could see the clean hole the bullet had left. “Are you seeing this?” he asked.

      “It looks like it’s getting smaller. Is that normal?”

      Bryce thought back to his own gunshot wound — months in the hospital, weeks in therapy. “Yeah. After a seriously long stay in a hospital and proper medical care, it’s normal. This is healing right now.”

      As they watched, the hole diminished to a barely noticeable mark on his shoulder, and Bryce wiped away more blood. He broke out into a grin. “Whatever he’s got inside him seems to be not only stopping the bleeding, it’s actually healing the wound!”

      “I think he’s waking up!” Corinne said, as Cole’s eyes beginning to flitter and he let out a small yawn.

      Slowly, his cheeks regained their color, and he coughed and cracked his eyes open a slit.

      “Cole!” Corinne was almost laughing. “How do you feel?”

      He coughed again, clearing his throat. “Not too great, I guess.” He tried to move his shoulder and winced. After a few more seconds, he opened his eyes completely and shook his head a bit. “Actually, I am starting to feel better now — my shoulder feels okay — I just have a headache.” His shoulder now looked completely healed; only a few streaks of dried blood remained. Bryce couldn’t believe what had just happened — whatever was turning Cole’s skin blue was also acting as a rapid platelet-dispersal , causing the open wound to heal and rebuild at an extremely rapid pace.

      Vilocek had been watching from his hiding place. Bryce looked in his direction, raising his eyebrows. Vilocek nodded, and frowned a bit. It was as if he was deep in thought, calculating. Bryce turned his attention back to the battle.

      It seemed at first that they were holding their own, keeping the Egyptians at bay. Then Bryce realized that the Egyptians weren’t trying to overrun his position; they were only advancing to the central area, where the square shaft was in the temple floor. There they stopped, forming a perimeter around the shaft, and Madu Jabari himself walked forward and peered into the open hole.

      He’s going for the crystal, Bryce thought.

      And if what he had just witnessed with Cole was any indication of what this crystal was capable of, he was starting to understand how important it was to get to it first.

      “Okay, Captain,” Vilocek said. “You win — let’s get around the sides. They’ve still got to get down that shaft, so that should buy us time. There’s no way we’re going to get through their perimeter anyway — let’s see if we can flank them, or at least split up their forces.”

      They took turns running out the front door of the temple, turning at the entrance to lay cover fire for the next person in line. When they were all out, they followed Vilocek around the right side of the temple. Bryce took a last look inside, and saw five men peel off from the rest of the group to chase after them.

      10:59 am

      They ran along the outside of the temple wall before coming to another open doorway. It was halfway down the wall, adjacent to where the shaft in the center of the temple would be inside. The door was only about five feet tall, and they had to duck as they entered. Madu’s men hadn’t yet rounded the corner, so their re-entry went unseen.

      Inside, a hallway turned ninety degrees to the right — leaving only one way to run. “I guess we go this way,” Beka said. The rest followed, and as they walked Bryce noticed the ground sloping downward at a slight angle and veering to the left a bit. It was just like the passageways he’d seen in Egypt and Jordan, but here there were no symbols covering the walls.

      Bryce noticed something else that was different about this passageway — at the top of the wall, before it joined the ceiling on each side, a shallow trench had been dug at about eye level. It was about three inches deep, and filled with a hardened epoxy-like substance. The material had a translucent appearance, and transferred light fairly well, as a blue-tinted light bathed the walkway in an eerie glow.

      “Wow,” Corinne said.

      “‘Wow’ is right,” Cole said. “There’s no way to reflect the main light source in here, so this must be like a power line or something, used to light these tunnels. I wonder if it’s electrically charged too?”

      “Probably not,” Wayne said. “They wouldn’t have any need for electricity, I’d guess. We didn’t see any machines or anything that you’d ‘plug in’ on the way over here — it probably just gives off UV light to keep life going smoothly, then acts as a general light source for other places throughout the city.”

      Bryce nodded. “I wonder if this is some sort of maintenance shaft — there aren’t any decorative symbols on the walls and ceiling like the other two.”

      “Either way,” Vilocek said, “this hallway seems to be curving back toward the center of the temple, right below that square hole. More than likely we’ll come across another subterranean chamber — one that might even have the crystal inside.”

      They continued walking in silence. They finally came to a section that was brightly lit from up ahead. As they got closer, they could see that the source of the light was the same beam that shot up and out of the temple’s open roof. This part of the beam was held within a large, clear tube, made from the same material lighting the curved hallway behind them. The giant tube was contained in an underground room, similar to those hidden beneath the Giza pyramid and Petra’s Treasury.

      The room itself was small — barely large enough to allow them all inside, spread out around the tube.

      “Look,” Corinne called out. “Here are the symbols! There aren’t many of them; just a few rows.”

      “Looks like some of them are upside-down,” Jeff said.

      “You’re right,” Bryce said. “I didn’t notice it in the other places, but it does seem like some of the rows are upside-down. The top, third, and fifth lines are right, but the even-numbered rows are reversed.” Bryce followed the lines of symbols around the room with his eyes, finally ending back where Corinne was standing.

      “You know, my uncle,” Corinne said, stopping to collect her breath. “My uncle said something like that in Petra. That the Rongorongo script was written in an odd way: top to bottom, skipping a line, then reversing the canvas — like completely flipping it over — and going again top to bottom. In that case, it would look like this, with one line right-side-up, the next upside-down, and so on.”

      Cole stood next to Corinne, swaying slightly back and forth as he stared at the wall. “You ok?” Corinne asked.

      “Yeah, I — I think. I feel weak, or lightheaded. I don’t know.” He blinked and shook his head. “I’m okay. This writing — it took me a second, but I think I can read it.”

      He squinted, frowning at the script.

      “It’s their history. The Rapa Nui, I mean. They lived here! This was their city, at least for a while — I can’t understand the dates though.

      “It says that they came here long ago, led by the first high chief from their original homeland — “

      “Hiva,” Corinne said.

      “See this symbol here? It’s like a boat, or a canoe — this is how they got here. They came with descendants from nine original ‘clans’ or ‘families, I think.” Cole stepped closer to the wall, trying to decipher the timeline. He followed the symbols around the room, and the group followed at his heels. “Ok, so, this section is referencing their history. It’s saying that they experienced a long period of expansion and even Imperialism, though their main center of operations was their central city-state. Eventually, there was some kind of great catastrophe; something that caused them to seek a new home ‘at the ends of the earth,’” he continued.

      “Imperialism,” Vilocek said. “That must be what we’ve seen at Giza and Petra, and I’ll bet there are underground chambers just like them at all the other points on that great circle line we found beneath the pyramid. What about their original land? Where were they from?”

      Bryce couldn’t help but notice that for a man as bent on personal gain as Vilocek was, he was still caught up in the mystery as well.

      “It doesn’t say, I don’t think. At least there’s no name for it here. But they built their new home ‘beneath the earth,’ to protect them from the world’s watchful eye.”

      “That must be why they’re in a volcano,” Wayne said.

      “No, wait, that’s backwards — “ Cole said, stopping short. “I think it actually says they built their home beneath the earth to protect the world from their ‘watchful eye’ — whatever that means,” he said.

      He looked at Corinne, then at Bryce.

      “It means they had something to hide; something they needed to protect the world from,” Bryce said. “Go on.”

      “Ok, yeah — they built their new city here — that’s what this symbol is.“ Cole pointed to a small symbol on the wall made up of intersecting circles. “It’s a reminder of where they came from; this city is a copy of their original home.” As he pointed at the symbol that represented the word “city,” Corinne’s eyes widened.

      “Of course!” she cried out. “That’s it — I knew it looked familiar! The city up there, if you remember, is a set of concentric circles, each getting larger the farther they get away from the central temple,” she said. She looked around at their blank expressions.

      “Guys — this city is an exact copy of the city of Atlantis.”
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      11:20 am

      Cole continued. “Ok, so, they lived here for many years, maybe centuries — again, I don’t completely understand the date system. They were able to grow crops here, underground, and there was a supply of fresh groundwater they used throughout the city. Looks like this was quite a civilization. They had nine distinct family lines, each mostly living in harmony with the others.

      “Their government was essentially made up of the high priests of each family, and they met here in the temple. Seems almost democratic, actually. It looks like they were also sort of xenophobic — it doesn’t look like they took too kindly to outsiders.”

      “Wait — here’s what we’re looking for!” Cole was getting excited. “The high priests used their ‘gift’ as a way to have superiority over the normal people. It keeps saying something about this ‘gift’ being an object — maybe the crystal we’re looking for?”

      “Maybe,” Vilocek said. “What do you mean by superiority?”

      “It says that they were considered the wisest of all the clans; that somehow they were capable of performing feats of physical strength and mental agility, and they lived much longer than the average people. As such, they guarded their secret of the ‘gift’ closely. It also says that their ‘gift’ was the reason they had to find a new land; the reason for the great catastrophe.

      “I think this ‘gift’ is your crystal, Vilocek,” Bryce interrupted. “And I think that by using the crystal’s powers for themselves, they inadvertently caused it to break down, like you were saying. Maybe by using it too much or — “

      Vilocek held up a hand to stop Bryce. “Keep going, Cole, let’s finish this and find that ‘gift’ of theirs.”

      Bryce frowned, but Cole kept reading. “Their leaders — the ruling group of elders — were the only Rapa Nui who could use the power source. Something about it being in their bloodline; it’s how they argued that they were ‘divinely chosen’ to lead.” As Cole read, he thought of his own strange abilities — his changing skin color in the presence of the crystal, and his ability to innately understand what these symbols meant. A quick look to Vilocek revealed that the older man was contemplating the same things. He pushed the thoughts out of his mind to focus on the task at hand.

      “They were divinely chosen — but their power eventually led to the destruction of their homeland,” he said, looking toward Bryce in confirmation, “and they wanted to make sure they wouldn’t repeat the same mistakes here. That’s why they lived here in secrecy — trying to prevent their world from colliding with the outside world, as it had so many years before.”

      “That makes sense,” Wayne said. “Whatever catastrophe they’d suffered originally almost killed them off; most likely it impacted the rest of the world to some extent, too.”

      “So then what happened?” Jeff asked. “And hurry it up. The Egyptians have to be getting close to the doorway that leads down here.”

      “Well,” Cole continued, now reading from the last wall of symbols, “it seems like their story ends here — they eventually died off.”

      “And since they didn’t want the world to find them, they probably had some sort of population controls in place — preventing reproduction or something,” Corinne said. “I seem to remember that Easter Island’s known history includes a period when a cannibalistic cult called the “Birdmen” ran the island. Maybe they were a remnant of these same people, emerging from this city after hundreds of years. Eventually, the island’s people depleted the resources they had and also suffered from disease brought by Western explorers.”

      “And remember the way we came in?” Cole asked. “The Moai emitted that blue light, and the door opened itself after I touched it. Maybe the crystal has to be present to move in and out of the city — that’s how they could have kept people out for so long.”

      “…And kept people in for so long,” Jeff said.

      “It makes sense that no one else before us was able to find this place,” Cole said. “Nobody else had the crystal — or a human host, like me.”

      “That doesn’t explain Jabari,” Vilocek said, wondering how the Egyptian had gotten into the city.

      “So, this room,” Corinne said, “is it like a power plant? All of these light tubes seem to be connected to this main shaft.”

      “Actually, I don’t think so,” Cole said. “See the two symbols above that doorway? And the same symbols above the doorway over by Beka? I can’t understand the first one, but the second symbol is pretty basic. One word in English pretty much sums it up.”

      “Well? What is this place if it’s not a power plant?” Vilocek asked.

      “It’s a library.”
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      11:22 am

      The others looked around the room in surprise.

      “This?” Bryce asked. “There’s nothing here besides that tube in the center, and the rows of symbols on the walls. How can this be a library?”

      “Remember, we’re dealing with an advanced race,” Corinne said, moving next to Cole. “A civilization that’s long been extinct. Who knows what ‘library’ means to them, or if there’s some technology they had that we can’t understand yet.”

      Vilocek frowned as he looked around the chamber. Karn and Beka were focused on the doorways, half expecting Madu’s men to barge through, guns blazing.

      “What are you thinking, Vilocek?” Bryce asked. “You look like you know something.”

      He shook his head, then subtly flicked his eyes in the direction of his two guards. “Just a thought. I don’t suppose our friend Cole here would care to help us with a little experiment?”

      Corinne’s mouth tightened in rage. She started toward Vilocek, her hand raised to strike him. Karn swiftly grabbed her wrist in mid-swing, wrapping his other arm around her body. “Let’s not get carried away,” he whispered into her ear. His voice was hollow and cold. Corinne struggled to get away, but he held fast.

      “Stop it — leave her alone!” Bryce yelled, raising his weapon and aiming at Vilocek. Vilocek just smiled, as the Israeli soldier hit Bryce in the back of his neck with the butt of his rifle, dropping him to his knees. Beka lifted his pulse rifle and fired it at Wayne and Jeff, who were standing too close to one another. They immediately froze in place, helpless.

      11:24 am

      Bryce groaned in pain and looked up. Vilocek was standing against the opposite wall, close to the other door. He had a pistol against the side of Corinne’s head. Beka still had the Thompsons immobilized, and the Israeli had his rifle aimed at Bryce.

      Bryce wanted to scream; to just lash out and finish this deadly game. Who cares if we don’t make it? He thought. We won’t get out of this hell alive, anyway. Then he thought yet again of his mother — and knew he had to see it through.

      Karn had donned a pair of gloves and was moving toward Cole. He grabbed a fistful of Cole’s hair and yanked him toward the central shaft, forcing him to stand facing the bright light.

      Corinne screamed at Vilocek, and Bryce cursed under his breath. Wayne and Jeff stared straight ahead, their faces still and expressionless.

      Karn raised Cole’s left arm like a puppet. Cole was having a difficult time just maintaining his balance. As his arm came within inches of the shaft, it lit up in a brilliant shade of blue.

      Karn paused, looking back at Vilocek. Vilocek nodded, and Karn immediately thrust Cole’s arm against the shaft.

      The effect was instantaneous.

      The entire room erupted in a blinding flash, forcing all of them to shield their eyes.

      The light quickly faded, revealing Karn backing away from Cole, who was locked in place against the lighted tube.

      After a few seconds, Cole’s body convulsed a bit, and his head lolled backward. The veins of his arms became vibrantly exposed, bluish-tinted ridges crawling over his exposed skin. Soon his entire body was completely blue, with darker-blue lines webbing outward over his skin. It was horrifying — even the Vilocorp men seemed shocked at the result.

      Cole’s body remained stationary, silently and slowly pulsating as his palm stayed rooted to the tube. Vilocek winced, thinking back to the experiments they’d done with the small child, and others on chimpanzees, guinea pigs, and even an unlucky shark during a more peculiar underwater version.

      In all of the experiments, the subjects had been injected with a serum that Dr. Enko Vilocek had developed thirty years ago. Tanning Vilocek had altered it slightly, optimizing it with a more precise replica of the crystal’s properties. It had taken over 130 batches, and many failed experiments to get to a point of consistent results, but they almost had it down.

      The goal was to prolong the lifespan of the live specimens. They planned to eventually inject humans with the serum, increasing the brain’s speed and ability to heal and develop neural connections. The effect in isolated incidences had been staggeringly successful — for short periods. The chimpanzee had become able to read simple word problems, and draw the result on a chalkboard. The guinea pigs escaped their enclosures almost every time, working in tandem with one another like a team. And the shark, much to its keepers’ dismay, had to be put down swiftly with a bullet to the head, as it had become furiously ravenous and actually jumped from the water out onto the laboratory floor, taking a scientist’s arm with it.

      Most of the experiments hadn’t ended well at all. Once they were able to successfully keep the animal subjects alive for longer than a week, they began the initial human testing of the serum. Some of the subjects had shown marked improvements in awareness, reflexes, and retention. But they all deteriorated rapidly after a few days to a week. They suffered extremely painful seizures before succumbing to massive failure of their internal organs.

      The child hadn’t even made it as far as the increased brain activity before failing. They hadn’t even had time to test his reactions to the presence of the crystal sliver — much less bringing the crystal into actual contact with his skin — before he hyperventilated and his body temperature rose to over 120 degrees. He was dead within minutes — excruciatingly long minutes, Vilocek admitted — but he was a useful learning experience, and had served Vilocorp’s needs quite well: he was the last human experiment they’d run before they injected Cole Reed.

      Vilocek had learned one important fact by testing on the young Panamanian boy: The serum was specific to species, and even more specific to certain sized species within one genus. By testing the serum on numerous human subjects of differing gender and size, his scientists had found out that the sex of the subjects was trivial compared to the balance of chemicals used in ratio to the size of the subject. The boy hadn’t fared well, but Cole was within the range of sizes his lead scientist had declared as “acceptable transferrable size.”

      But it wasn’t a perfect match. They still didn’t understand how the serum worked, as it was based on the crystal that they hadn’t yet been able to accurately measure. They knew, however, that by forcing the serum into contact with the crystal synthetic — or the crystal sliver itself — caused the crystal to break down more rapidly, along with the subject’s body. But by adding a “parasitically beneficial” element to the crystal, they were able to slow the process.

      And the only thing they’d found that acted as a parasite — leeching one of the materials and nullifying deterioration of the crystal — had been the same substance that had been so pivotal in his father’s career, and helped shape the history of the United States.

      It was the isotope-form of the element used in many nuclear applications: Uranium.

      Somehow, Uranium-233 almost completely nullified the breakdown of the crystal’s “Material A.” It wasn’t a perfect match, though, and it merely slowed the process to a crawl. They hadn’t been able to reverse the breakdown, and all of the subjects thus far had failed.

      When his guards had come across Cole Reed in New Mexico, just minutes from the lab, Vilocek knew he’d found a perfect specimen to test the latest batch of serum. He’d come across another near-perfect specimen in Corinne Banks when his men had brought in her uncle, professor Andrews. Corinne had gone to her uncle’s office only minutes after he’d been abducted. Karn had jumped at the opportunity to bring her in as well, though Vilocek knew it was out of lust — not for the sake of experimentation. Only after sizing her up himself had he let Karn off the hook. He might have some use for her after this, depending on how Cole’s body reacted to direct contact with the beam of light.

      Vilocek watched in fascination at the slow electrocution unfolding in front of them. Cole’s skin had lost all of its natural color, replaced instead by the blue tint. His eyes were hollow, making him look possessed. The only sound in the room was Corinne’s hopeless crying.

      Vilocek began to lose hope. After the 45-second mark in almost all of the human experiments, breakdown would begin, or the subject’s body temperature would rise to an unsustainable level and crash the internal organs. Cole had passed the mark with flying colors in all of the lab tests. Now they only had the breakdown of the synthetic crystal to contend with. Vilocek hoped that by using the larger, purer crystal here, they’d be able to eliminate that problem as well.

      If Cole could get past the initial shock of the “transfusion” of energy in his bloodstream, his brain should be able to return to a normal operating mode, with the addition of the heightened abilities.

      He silently cheered for Cole to make it through the initial gauntlet of energy transfer, but only in the interest of declaring the experiment a success.

      After all, the whole reason they were here — the only reason they were here — was to find a solution to his problem. The ultimate goal certainly wasn’t money, or fame — he had enough of both — it was for his own survival.

      Tanning Vilocek hadn’t spent so many years of his life trying to crack the code of human life for philanthropy’s sake — that was for fools like Whittenfield and the rest of the scientific community. No, Tanning had a much greater goal in mind.

      Like the high priests of the Rapa Nui before him, Vilocek wanted what every powerful man craved — more power.

      He wanted the ability to control people — to reign over them as a man capable of superior thought. A man made of flesh and blood, but susceptible to none of the ailments and weaknesses that made the rest of the human race so pitifully frail.

      He wanted the heightened intelligence and senses that they’d found in many of their test subjects. He’d be able to not only outthink and out-maneuver his opponents — he would be able to utterly destroy them.

      But even those benefits paled in comparison to the real reason he was here.

      Vilocek wanted to live forever. He knew that a successful experiment with Cole Reed meant that there was definitely a chance at prolonging his life far beyond what current scientific estimates showed.

      11:26

      Only half a minute had passed, but it seemed as though the shining beacon of light had been holding Cole for ages. The men around the room watched in awe, and Corinne had even fallen silent. Cole’s body was no longer his own; it had been completely overtaken by the substance Vilocek had injected into his bloodstream. It was controlling his nervous system, holding him in place, fused to the glasslike surface containing the beam. Vilocek wondered what was going on in Cole’s mind; if he was even able to comprehend his surroundings or form a thought at all. As this wasn’t a controlled experiment, Vilocek couldn’t measure Cole’s vitals. He knew that in prior experiments, though, no subject had ever made it past the 1-minute mark — the smaller piece of crystal had either started to break down, or the subject’s internal temperature would spike catastrophically.

      Cole just seemed stuck. For the last few seconds, even the gentle pulsation of the slow-motion electrocution of the energy transfer had stopped.

      “It worked!” Vilocek breathed. “He’s stable! It actually worked — his body accepted the transfer.” He nodded to Karn, who stepped toward Cole and reached out with his black gloves. He gripped the boy’s shoulder and yanked him away from the shaft. A ring of pulsating energy on the other side of the glasslike surface appeared like a ripple, dispersing after a few seconds.

      Cole fell backwards against Karn, who laid him roughly on the floor next to Vilocek. They watched as he came to, his eyes twitching and gradually opening.

      His breathing became regular, and he slowly sat upright. His eyes widened as he noticed the others, and he jumped up and scurried into a corner.

      “Cole?” Corinne said.

      Cole looked at her, not understanding. His face contorted and he became agitated. He looked nervously around the room, then at his hands and feet. Corinne spoke again. “Cole — are you ok?”

      Cole suddenly froze, crouching slightly and lifting his nose into the air. He looked like a primate, sniffing the air for danger.

      “What’s he doing?” Beka whispered to Vilocek. Wayne and Jeff were still held in place at the mercy of Beka’s pulse rifle. The Israeli had forced Bryce flat on the floor, where he watched uncomfortably, his fingers laced together on the back of his head.

      “I don’t know,” Vilocek said. “We’ve never gotten this far in the tests.”

      “It’s like he doesn’t recognize us,” Karn said.

      Bryce had seen enough. He glanced around — Beka would have to move to react to an attack; that would free Wayne and Jeff, who were still watching from their invisible cage. Vilocek might release Corinne, as she wasn’t much of a threat, and she could grab Cole and make a break for it out the other tunnel.

      He didn’t have much to lose. Madu’s forces would certainly find the doorway in the side of the temple soon, if they hadn’t already, and they would bring a lot more trouble to the party. He had no choice.

      Bryce kicked the Israeli’s legs out from under him, and grabbed at his gun as he went down.

      Beka released his trigger and swung the pulse rifle around at Bryce, as the Thompsons collapsed on the floor. The Israeli, struggling to get up, stumbled and fell toward where Cole stood in the corner. Suddenly, Cole spoke.

      His voice was different now. It was raspy; strained. It was much lower than normal, with a slight overtone that caused a chorus-like effect. He stared straight ahead as he spoke, and the words made no sense. “Korua te tea-tea kuhane; ‘Atua kuhane ni di maunga di rangi.” Corinne thought the words soundly vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t understand.

      They all stared at Cole. He opened his mouth as if to scream and raised his right hand, palm out, toward the Israeli. He spoke again. “Te hare ‘Atua, ni kahune rake-rake.” A small blue orb appeared in Cole’s outstretched palm, inches from the Israeli’s face. The soldier looked around in desperation as the others backed slowly away.

      Cole stared through the Israeli, and the soldier looked panicked. Then Cole threw the orb into his face — causing him to stumble backwards and trip over Bryce’s foot. Cole then collapsed into a heap in the corner. The others watched in horror as the Israeli writhed on the floor for a few seconds, as if burning from the inside out. His skin became parched, then blackened, and finally started smoking. He screamed, the noise reverberating in the cramped space. The orb split into fragments, each becoming a string of light that coursed over the man’s body like lightning.

      Bryce lifted his rifle and fired a single shot into the soldier’s head, killing him instantly. He thought back to the video he’d seen of the Panamanian boy. No one deserved a death like that.

      Then he looked at Vilocek.

      Almost no one.
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      11:29 am

      Vilocek watched Cole as he lay in the corner and struggled to catch his breath. Corinne had broken free and was bent down at Cole’s side, trying to help him to his feet. Tanning was annoyed with Bryce for shooting the Israeli, but not out of concern for the soldier’s life — Vilocek had wanted to watch him die. Cole could be used as a weapon. He had used the crystal’s power against the Israeli with gruesome efficiency.

      Just like in the lab, except this time they didn’t have to inject the subject with anything.

      It was an unforeseen twist in his plan, but Tanning knew they’d need a weaponized form of the crystal anyway, so he was quite delighted — Cole had unknowingly pushed his research ahead many months, if not years — if they were able to find out just how he’d done it — and how to replicate it.

      Corinne pulled Cole to his feet. He seemed more normal — the possessed look in his eyes had faded, replaced by confusion and strain.

      Bryce knelt next to the dead Israeli. He reached into the man’s collar and removed his dog tags. He handed them to Karn and approached the two civilians. He looked down at them and spoke quietly.

      “I’m done, Vilocek. We’re going home.”

      “Strong words, Captain. If we were still in Egypt, I might even allow that. But seeing how effective your team has been against Jabari’s forces, not to mention how easy you have been to keep in line, I think I’ll decline the offer.”

      “It wasn’t an offer, old man. We’re out of here.” Bryce looked at the Thompsons and gestured toward the door. “Get your gear, help these two. Let’s get out while we can.”

      Vilocek chuckled slightly. “You think you can just waltz out of here? Have you forgotten the twenty pissed-off Egyptians out there?”

      “We’ll take our chances.”

      “No, you won’t,” Vilocek said, inclining his head toward Cole. “I need the boy. He’s a vital part of my research. Now, Karn, if you don’t mind, please assist our friends in finding the way out, and remind them who’s leading this expedition.”

      Karn stepped quickly to Corinne and grabbed her by the hair. His other hand found her side, pulling her close to him as he half carried her to the door. She gagged at the dirty smell of the man as she tried to break his grip.

      Bryce knew Vilocek had the upper hand. He also knew enough about Madu Jabari by now to know that he wasn’t the negotiating type — especially when he still had overwhelming numbers.

      Muffled shouts and footsteps came from the passage outside. It was time to leave. They all turned and ran up the opposite passageway, hoping that Madu hadn’t already found that route as well.
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      11:33 am

      The passage was much smoother and shorter than the others, the exertion of the past few days was slowly catching up to all of them. They’d jog for a stretch, then Vilocek would pick up the pace, and they’d all follow suit. After a few minutes they reached the ground-level exit on the other side of the temple.

      Bullets immediately started spattering the stones around them as they stepped from the doorway. Vilocek and Bryce both ducked behind a stone block just outside the threshold.

      “They waited us out!” Bryce shouted. “Figured we’d have to come upstairs eventually.”

      Karn was the third man to exit. He somersaulted to the ground, popped up and fired a few shots toward the attackers, and then sprinted down the side of the temple mound.

      “Where’s he going?” Bryce shouted. But as they watched him racing down the slope, he understood.

      About fifteen yards away, one of the towers surrounding the temple rose toward the volcanic ceiling. Its base was easily wide enough to conceal the eight of them. Karn ducked behind it, then motioned to them to follow.

      Bryce yelled to Jeff and Wayne, who laid cover fire for Beka, Corinne, and Cole. They paused behind Bryce’s stone, then bolted for Karn’s position.

      Bryce saw two of Madu’s men peel away from the rest and jump into the circular ditch surrounding the temple mound. He yelled at Wayne, but he was already moving. He snuck down to the side of the tower nearest the ditch and found the men with his scope.

      Bryce didn’t need to watch any longer. Two shots rang out in quick succession and he knew they weren’t going to be flanked anytime soon.

      The volley between Vilocek and Bryce against Madu’s forces went on for another thirty seconds before Bryce realized where they were sitting. He turned his attention back to the troops at his front. Then he realized that the open passage was still behind them, unguarded. “Vilocek, we need to leave. We’re sitting ducks here.“

      A single gunshot exploded behind him, ringing in his ears. He turned — to see an Egyptian officer pointing a smoking rifle directly at Vilocek.

      Vilocek moaned and fell sideways, slumping against Bryce.

      Shit.

      The Egyptian swiveled the gun toward Bryce.

      Bryce tried to get his own rifle around, but it felt like he was moving in slow motion. He didn’t have time.

      He saw the man’s finger as it squeezed the trigger.

      He heard the muffled explosion.

      And saw the Egyptian’s head explode.

      Bryce flinched involuntarily. The Egyptian didn’t make a sound as blood splattered Bryce’s face and shirt. He stared at the dead man for a moment, until somebody whistled from down the hill.

      Bryce turned to see Jeff grinning at him. He couldn’t help grinning back.

      He owed that guy his life.
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      11:38 am

      Karn had been keeping a close watch on the advancing soldiers, and Bryce and Vilocek were right in his line of sight. As Wayne took out the two men to their left, Karn, Jeff and Beka had focused on keeping the rest of the force pinned down.

      He’d missed the first soldier emerging from the side of the temple, but he didn’t miss the two who followed. The first got a bullet to the chest, the second in the arm and stomach. Beka shot the fourth man exiting the tunnel just as Jeff hit the first Egyptian in the back of the head.

      But it was too late.

      Now Vilocek was down, slumped over Bryce’s shoulder. Karn leapt up and sprinted to his boss’ side. Bullets kicked up dust and shards of stone around him as he ran, but he slid to a stop next to Bryce, unscathed.

      “Is he all right?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “Let’s get him to the tower — there’s better cover.”

      Bryce looked at Karn — noticing the streaks of gray hair and the weathered, pale face. He seemed to have aged more in the last thirty seconds than in the last ten years of his life. His scraggly stubble and disheveled hair made him resemble a drunk who’d fallen asleep behind a dumpster.

      They lifted Vilocek and ran with him back to the tower. Karn frantically dug through his pack for bandages, but Bryce already had a first aid kit open. Karn reached out to take it from him, but Bryce pulled back.

      “Wait a minute. For all I care, we should leave him here to die.”

      Karn looked at him, his eyes half pleading, half enraged.

      “Fine,” Bryce said. He tossed him the bandages. “You want him fixed, do it yourself.”

      “If there was ever a good time to leave, it’s right now.” Bryce looked at Cole. “Can you walk? Do you understand me?”

      Corinne answered. “He’s breathing steadily, and he said my name a minute ago. I think whatever possessed him is gone — or at least dormant. Anyway, he seems to know what’s going on, and he can walk.”

      Bryce nodded. Good enough.

      “Wait a minute, Reynolds.”

      Bryce whipped his head around.

      “I already told you, the boy stays with me.”

      Tanning Vilocek sat up as he scrutinized the others. The shock in their eyes made him grin. He pulled himself to his feet.

      “Let’s get that crystal. I have a feeling Mr. Reed can lead the way.”
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      “Poraku Kora.” Cole’s voice sounded deeper again, this time guttural.

      He walked toward the ditch as Wayne fired two more rounds. Two more Egyptians fell.

      “We need to jet, boss,” Wayne said to Bryce. “I count about fifteen more of ‘em. Five more minutes of this and we’re toast.”

      Bryce nodded, and they took turns covering each other as they all ran for the empty moat.

      Cole took the lead, following the slight curve left around the moat. He stopped abruptly just before the bridge connecting the temple mound with the rest of the city on their right.

      “What is he doing? Why did we stop?” Beka asked, sucking deep gulps of air and firing back at the Egyptians.

      Cole looked at Vilocek and held up his hand, palm upward. Confused, Vilocek backed away.

      “PORAKU KORA!” Cole spoke even louder this time.

      “He — he wants me, for some reason,” Vilocek said. He hesitated, then stepped closer to Cole. Cole began humming; a deep atonal string of notes with strange-sounding words thrown in.

      “Anybody know what he’s doing?” Jeff asked. “Or saying?”

      “It sounds like Hawaiian,” Corinne said. “I don’t know most of the words, but I recognized part of it. ‘Pohaku Kula’ means ‘rock of gold,’ in the Polynesian Hawaiian language. Something like that; slightly different.

      “Maybe he’s speaking the original language of the Rapa Nui — developed long before Polynesian Hawaiian came to be.”

      They pondered this as they took up positions along the moat, each man picking a zone to cover. It was becoming harder to hold off the Egyptians; Bryce’s men now had the lower ground, and they were trying to withdraw.

      Corinne went on. “I think he wants you to stay here.”

      Cole turned toward the moat wall and placed his palm on the surface. Instantly the wall lit up with the Rapa Nui script — all condensed into a circular formation. A line stretched around the circumference of the circle, and the symbol of the Rapa Nui appeared twice on its axis. Cole pointed down at the floor of the moat, and then at the bottommost symbol on the circle.

      “It’s a map,” Bryce said. He understood it now. The circular formation on the wall was a map of the moat — with the temple, the library below it, and the crystal — labeled with a symbol of two concentric circles, similar to that of the city’s marking — below that. “We’re here, see, and there’s another place just like this one up at the top of the map.” He pointed to the symbol. “Here. There are two points that need to be accessed simultaneously to gain access to the innermost chamber of the temple. The crystal’s down below the library — and this is how we get in.”

      “How do you know?” Wayne asked.

      As Bryce spoke, Cole took off again and continued down the shallow moat. Corinne followed him, and Vilocek ordered Beka to stay with them. Wayne, Jeff, and Bryce stayed behind with Karn and Vilocek.

      Bryce guessed they were heading to the other entrance — the other side of the moat. “It’s a hunch, but I’ll bet they built it with two simultaneous access points as a failsafe; a way to keep any single ruler from having too much power — they needed at least two to access the crystal.”

      As he explained, something else dawned on him: Professor Andrews was more right than he’d thought. The two points situated around the circle’s edge were directly across from one another — the point where they currently stood was at the bottom of the circle, but the other was offset from the top just a bit to the left.

      “Vilocek, you said the two materials that make up this crystal, whatever they are, are in some sort of relationship to one another? A ratio?”

      “The golden ratio — yes. 1.618 to 1. And even though it was supposedly ‘discovered’ long before it was dubbed ‘golden,’ many ancient tribes and civilizations that recognized its ubiquity in nature gave it special connotations — it’s no wonder Cole was calling it ‘kora’ or whatever. That was probably the name given to it by the ancients, knowing it was made in the same ratio as so many more things throughout nature.”

      “And that ratio is roughly two-thirds, right? It would take some more accurate measurement, but I think if you assumed the crystal was dead-center in this circle — right below the library under the temple — and you drew lines from each of the points around it into the center, you’d have a sort of pie chart, with one slice about two-thirds the size of the circle, and the other about one-third.

      “That angle at the center would then form what’s called a ‘golden angle,’ according to the end of Jensen’s paper.” he said.

      Vilocek nodded, and Bryce went on. “So then why does Cole want you to stay here? Is it because he healed you back there?”

      Vilocek weighed his possible responses. “No — Cole had nothing to do with my healing. He’s got his own demons to worry about, it seems.

      “Captain Reynolds, I told you — he is critical to this mission. Not just for his ability to point us in the right direction and read hidden symbols on walls — it’s because his bloodstream holds the second most successful version of the serum I was able to develop.”

      “You mean — “

      “Yes — I have the same chemicals running through me — though at a much more optimized level. Cole has been quite indispensable to us thus far, especially in testing the depths of the serum’s potential. For example, whereas he could simply find the symbols due to the blue hue of his skin in their presence, that side-effect is greatly lessened in me. I had to carry the sliver of crystal with me to see the symbols.

      “Since I know that it is stable when in direct contact with the crystal in its active state, I’m worried much less about what would happen when I hold it in my hands. And these side effects — the blue epidermal hue, the shared eidetic memory through transferrable energy — they’re nothing compared what the crystal will allow me to do! Don’t you see? It’s the absolute perfect stimulus. A long-lasting effect that heightens every perceivable human sense, including the physical abilities you’ve already witnessed.

      “As well as my personal favorite — a much improved lifespan.”

      Bryce was less surprised than he might have expected. He knew parts of what Vilocek was planning to do, and he now realized that he’d been thrown into the middle of this — rather unknowingly — by James Whittenfield, Jr., who likely only wanted to find the crystal for its benefits — not its power alone.
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      11:44 am

      The men spread out and focused on keeping Jabari and his soldiers at bay while Cole, Corinne, and Beka ran around to the other point indicated on the map. Vilocek stayed down, watching for any change in the map itself, or anything else that might indicate Cole had reached his target. Every few seconds he snuck a glance over the top of the wall to keep tabs on the ongoing battle.

      The remaining Egyptians had all paired up and found cover, and were taking turns hammering bullets into the ground around the moat. Vilocek still hadn’t seen Jabari himself anywhere, but he figured he was behind a stone Moai somewhere, letting his men clear the path.

      They were holding their own, but Vilocek knew they were slowly running out of ammunition. Wayne had grabbed rifles from the two soldiers he’d downed in the moat, but they only had one magazine apiece.

      Suddenly, the map moved.

      “I think they made it!” Vilocek shouted. “Look!” He watched intently as the map slowly started to turn. He noticed that it wasn’t a solid piece of stone — the map rotated around a circular hole in the wall. It was about the size of a common manhole cover, but mounted vertically and set perfectly flush with the rest of the wall.

      As it rotated, Vilocek noticed the two points — their location at the bottom, and the point where Cole and the others had gone — and their adjacent symbols light up. The map rotated a full revolution on its axis, and then fell backwards with a slight hiss.

      Vilocek knew he was finally close to achieving his life’s goal.

      The map and the slice of stone it was cut from fell away from the surface of the wall, revealing a small lighted tunnel. Perfectly round, it didn’t curve around like the others they’d seen — it descended straight toward the temple on the mound.

      Vilocek didn’t wait around for the rest of the group. He dove headfirst into the cramped space, and crawled on hands and knees down the tunnel.

      The others fired a few more shots before following him. Jeff paused at the opening, and dug out his last block of explosives, and placed it on the floor of the moat, just below the opening.

      “It’s not going to get ‘em all,” he said as Wayne followed Karn into the shaft, “but it’ll knock a few out and maybe block the entrance. Just hope we don’t have to come back this way.”

      After setting a delay, he followed the others into the shaft.

      The charge blew about two minutes later. The air in the shaft became thick with dust, and the concussion rang in their ears. Coughing, they pushed through the cloud and continued their descent, finally safe from pursuit — for the moment.
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      11:48 am

      This was taking longer than he’d thought. Madu had already lost about fifteen men, and now the five he’d sent toward the moat weren’t answering the radio. Finally, the radio came to life. “Commander Jabari,” the voice announced, “Private Wamse has just reported an explosion at the moat. Four men down, and the entrance to a shaft that Vilocek and the others escaped into is now closed.”

      Madu cursed in Arabic, almost throwing the radio against a statue. Seething, he looked down at his men — they had ceased fire and were looking around for orders. As he scanned the area to his left, something caught his eye.

      Directly below him, running through the moat, he saw the fire haired girl, the man named Cole, and a Vilocorp guard. They had used the moat as cover, and now they stopped just shy of Madu’s position, just past the bridge he’d used to enter the city.

      Cole reached out and touched the wall, and Madu could barely make out a bluish circular glow that appeared at his fingertips.

      The guard seemed to be scanning for enemies, but at least he had shouldered his rifle. He kept looking around as Cole pressed the circle, revealing a shaft that led into the side of the temple mound.

      Madu radioed instructions to the units above in the temple yard, then climbed down from his perch and followed the three into the tunnel. He would neutralize the guard and use the two civilians — like at Petra — as a bargaining chip with Vilocek.

      Three of his men hopped down into the empty moat and walked toward Madu. He waved them over, then poked his head into the round hole. Motioning for his men to follow, he led the way into the darkness.
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      11:56 am

      Almost there, Madu thought. He hadn’t been spotted or heard. He’d lost sight of the trio ahead as they turned a corner. He could hear their voices ahead — apparently there was some sort of large opening, like another hall — they’d come across.

      Another fifty feet and Madu reached a section tall enough to stand up in. This section stretched ahead about a hundred feet, and he could see the three others just at the edge of a great hall. He quickened his pace, careful to remain silent, fingering the long straight-bladed knife in his hand.

      He calculated his attack. He’d walk, then start to run only at ten feet out, when it would be too late to react.

      It was an easy kill, but Madu knew that he was getting old and out of practice. He had seen the Vilocorp guards in action at Petra — and their work at Giza — he knew what they were capable of.

      Head to head, Madu knew he wouldn’t stand a chance.

      Usually he would leave those types of battles to the expendable men outside. Their numbers alone should still be enough to squash any lingering resistance.

      But he still had a thirst for action.

      His anger was growing constantly. The longer he had waited, calculating and collecting his thoughts — the stronger the drive to kill had become.

      He was excited to get an opportunity like this — approach from behind, sink the knife deep, and twist. He remembered the feeling of such a kill — it was ruthless; cold.

      But it was effective.

      He didn’t want a prolonged death, one where he could stand over his victim and watch him die. That was a type of arrogance and foolishness that had gotten many good soldiers killed.

      He wanted revenge — swift, effective, and delivered by his own hand. A quick thrust in the back, followed by sudden death.

      He was almost ten feet away — he could smell the guard’s blood.

      He licked his lips and began to sprint.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            67

          

        

      

    

    
      11:56 am

      “Go!” Beka shouted in his heavily accented staccato. “What are you waiting for?”

      Moments earlier, They had stumbled to the end of the small tunnel. It opened into a large, high-ceilinged room, stretching far out in front of them. It was almost the same size as the temple three or four stories directly above.

      Rows of five-foot thick, floor-to-ceiling pillars lined the hall on each side. They stretched off in every direction.

      But it was the shining beam of light ahead that drew his attention.

      The bluish light poured upward through a small hole in the ceiling, and emanated from a stone pyramid at the center of the hall.

      The pyramid looked similar to the ones at Giza — the stone was different from the indigenous volcanic rock the many Moai and buildings here were carved from.

      The light itself was coming from the top of another pyramid — much smaller, perched atop the larger base. It was difficult to see the details from where they stood, but it appeared to be about a foot tall and translucent.

      Beka immediately knew what it was.

      The crystal.

      It was unimpressive at first glance. There was no mysterious aura, no feeling of revelatory awe upon finally seeing it.

      But he had a job to do.

      Why was Cole not moving? The boy had just stopped; staring straight ahead.

      He had mostly been aware of them as they descended — he wasn’t talking much, but he’d responded to questions and statements from Corinne with grunts and one-word answers. Though he wasn’t channeling the odd voice like he had in the library, he was clearly not himself.

      “Cole, you ok?” Corinne asked, gently touching his shoulder. He didn’t respond. Beka had had enough.

      “Move, boy — “ he brushed Cole out of the way, and stepped forward into the great hall. Cole sidestepped him, ducking and rolling backwards along the tunnel wall.

      Beka lost his balance, stumbled forward, then regained his footing about five feet from the tunnel exit.

      “What — “ Beka suddenly dropped downward. He’d stepped onto some kind of trapdoor. The fall was sharp, but short.

      He dropped only five feet before landing again on the stone slab. He was uninjured, standing in a rectangular hole — the floor of the hall stretched away from him at eye level.

      Then he saw Jabari. The Egyptian was sprinting from the tunnel toward Cole and the girl, and he had a wicked looking knife in his hand. Beka tried to bring his rifle around. Corinne was backing away from the exit, staring at the Egyptian. Cole didn’t seem to notice — he just stared at Beka without expression.

      Then Beka felt the heat.

      It was a warming sensation that started at his feet and was making its way quickly up his legs. Looking down, he saw a sun-colored liquid seeping around his boots — melting through them. Panicked, he tried to jump up to the rim of the stone box.

      His boots had become a rubbery mess, and what wasn’t already burning was stuck to the stone floor. They sucked at his feet, reducing his jump to an ineffective hop, and he landed again in the lava, splashing more of it higher up on his pants.

      He screamed as the droplets burned through the fabric and sizzled on his thighs. His feet were on fire, and he felt himself sinking — slowly — into the deepening lava.

      Every inch brought fresh, terrible pain. The excruciating shock now held him in place, unable to move.

      He noticed the smell — the charred, fleshy scent of burning death, mixed with a pall of smoke that made his eyes water.

      He lifted his eyes to the others. He thought he cried out to them, though his mind was quickly shutting down — all he could hear were the sizzling pops and squeals of his own flesh melting and dripping from his bones.

      Vladimir Beka was an extremely tough man — and he’d often prided himself on that very fact. As he sank deeper into the molten rock, slowly fading, he wished that his resilience was weaker. He pleaded with God to somehow save what little he had left, but it was in vain.

      No hand reached out to him. There was no angel of mercy to pull him from this personal hell.

      He was alive until the liquid reached his chest.

      Finally Vladimir Beka slipped beneath the surface of the lava, just as it matched the level of the floor and quickly began to cool.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            68

          

        

      

    

    
      11:57 am

      “Did you hear that?” Vilocek shouted over his shoulder as they ran down the passage. “It sounded like shouting.”

      He was slowing slightly as they approached the great hall.

      Bryce had heard — it sounded like Beka — but he was more concerned about running blind into another wide-open room. If there was shouting, it probably meant Jabari’s men had caught up with Beka and the others.

      Vilocek stepped into the large hall. The stone floor blocks were large, about four feet on each side. They looked like large tiles, as if they were stepping into a hall built for giants.

      Vilocek’s eyes were fixated on the pyramid in the center of the room. Bryce saw it too, sitting on the top of another pyramid made of dark stone. Vilocek knew this was what they’d been searching for.

      As Vilocek’s foot landed on the first stone, he felt a mechanical disengagement from deep below. His reflexes, heightened in the presence of the crystal, reacted and he tried to jump onto an adjacent stone. He managed to plant one foot, landed, but the other fell with the receding block of stone. Bryce reached out and grabbed the collar of his jacket, just as the others ran up behind him.

      They saw Bryce holding Vilocek up as he caught his footing. He gathered himself and looked back at Bryce. As they watched, the hole in the floor started to fill up with steaming lava. A cloud of sulfurous smoke rushed upward on a wave of oppressive heat.

      “Th — thanks,” Vilocek said, clearly shaken.

      “Don’t get used to it — it seems you’re the only one of us who can get to that crystal, Dr. Vilocek.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Look on the other side of the room.” Bryce pointed. “Cole’s standing on the corresponding slab you’re on. The first stone to the left as you enter the hall.

      “It’s like another form of balance — this machine, whatever it is, requires two people to approach the crystal at the same time. It’s not just about being infused with the serum — there’s still a failsafe built in. You both have to advance to the center at the same time.”

      Vilocek frowned, but he didn’t hesitate. He jumped with both feet onto the next stone directly in front of him.

      Bryce watched Cole jump as well — to the stone directly in front of him. As Bryce had thought, neither movement triggered any traps.

      Vilocek jumped again, his confidence growing. Cole copied his moves on the other side of the hall. Bryce took a deep breath. He didn’t want Vilocek out in the middle of the room with Cole alone. Here goes nothing.

      He grabbed Wayne’s hand and stepped onto the first stone Vilocek had used.

      Nothing.

      He exhaled, nodding slightly. As he did, a shriek rang out from the other side of the room. He knew it was Corinne.

      He jumped ahead again, then was startled to hear gunshots.

      “Stop! Cease fire!” Madu Jabari yelled from somewhere on the other side. “Wait for my command!”

      The three men behind Bryce sprang into action, following his route carefully into the hall.

      The two parties advanced toward the pyramid like two lines of ants methodically approaching an anthill.

      Vilocek and Cole reached the area surrounding the pyramid at the same time. The floor here was one large piece of stone, cut in a circle that completely surrounded the base pyramid and the crystal at its apex. The final circle in the center of the city, Bryce thought.

      He noticed that the pyramid below the crystal was darker than the surrounding floor. It was a different type of stone altogether —

      — it wasn’t from this island at all.

      Bryce guessed its height, in total, was about thirty feet tall from base to apex — including the crystal on top. As Vilocek paced around the side of it, inspecting the workmanship and engineering, recognition struck him as well.

      “Captain Reynolds — you realize what this is?”

      “Yeah — it belongs back in Egypt.”

      “Right — I can’t believe it really exists!” Vilocek’s excitement was evident.

      “It’s the capstone of the Great Pyramid of Giza!”

      They stared for a few seconds, until the rest of the party caught up. Suddenly Corinne’s voice broke the silence, from the other side of the pyramid.

      “Let me go! You ass!” her high-pitched shout was followed by a groan from Madu — it sounded like she’d hit him in a soft spot. She came running around the capstone with Cole in tow. Vilocek ignored Corinne completely and grabbed Cole by the shirt.

      “Cole — the crystal! How do we get it down?”

      Cole looked at him, his hollow eyes wandering from Vilocek to the crystal and back. He closed his eyes and started humming the strange atonal melody again.

      Suddenly, a large crack appeared in the side of the capstone, just as Madu’s men started shooting at them from across the room. Wayne and Jeff ducked behind the capstone, returning fire.

      “What’s happening to it?” Bryce asked Vilocek.

      More cracks formed in the capstone, and the crystal on top shifted slightly. The bright beam of light deflected slightly, and a rumbling noise surrounded them. Cracks appeared in the ceiling and spread quickly as the earthquake intensified.

      Madu, enraged and with his face covered in running blood — appeared from around the other corner of the capstone, wielding his large combat knife.

      Karn saw that Madu was going for Corinne, desperate to exact revenge on someone — anyone. Corinne was holding Cole as he stood, trancelike, humming the strange tune. Her back was to the Egyptian.

      Karn lunged with his arms outstretched at the older soldier.

      The knife met with flesh as he tackled Madu.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jabari expected to find his knife buried deep into the girl’s back.

      Instead, it was wrenched from his hand as he was struck once — twice — in rapid succession. Stunned, he realized Karn was sitting on his chest — with his knife lodged firmly in Karn’s arm — as he pummeled Madu brutally.

      The pain was unbelievable, taking Madu’s breath away each time a punch landed — to his broken nose, to his left eye, again to the nose. His face was a bloody pulp, and he couldn’t understand how this man — even as large as he was — could still hit so hard with a knife sticking through him.

      12:02 pm

      Karn didn’t notice the knife. The mad rush of adrenaline that had surged through him when he saw Madu charging Corinne had numbed him to pain.

      It inspired a rage Karn hadn’t felt in many years — not since his childhood, when his father would beat his mother — and then him.

      Today, he’d feel the same satisfaction killing this man as he’d felt when he killed his father. Although the weapons would be different — he’d strangled his father with a garden hose — the feeling would be similar.

      After several more punches to Madu’s face, Karn stopped. Breathing heavily, he paused to see if Madu was still alive.

      Blood splattered from the man’s mouth as he struggled to breathe.

      Good.

      Karn waited for Madu to open his eyes, then grasped the knife by the hilt. Clenching his teeth, he drew it slowly from his arm.

      Then he kicked Madu — hard — out onto one of the blocks on the main hall floor. The block immediately dropped, but Karn held Madu by the hair over the hole.

      Then he jammed Madu’s own knife through his chest. He felt a few ribs break, possibly puncturing a lung. He released his grasp on the man’s hair, and Jabari fell into the square pit.

      The lava had already begun pooling in the bottom, but all Madu could manage as his skin scorched was a bubbling groan.

      Karn wiped his hands on his pant leg and grunted in disgust.

      He looked at Corinne. She had seen the entire fight, and had a look of terror on her face as he started toward her.

      Karn smiled.
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      12:02 pm

      At the other end of the capstone, Bryce and the Thompsons were firing short bursts at the Egyptian soldiers. In spite of the rumbling of the earthquake, it was almost like shooting fish in a barrel.

      Some of the Egyptians had tried to run for cover — out into the great hall, away from the small passageways.

      Their movements triggered the trap, and inevitably they would fall into a pit. One of the younger soldiers had made it almost to the pillars — two stone slabs away — when he fell into the second-to-last pit. He reacted with amazing speed, propping himself up with his hands to climb out of the pit. As he shifted his upper body weight, that slab dropped out from under him. He landed back in the puddle of lava, and Bryce winced as the soldier looked at him in determination, then fell below the floor level — for good.

      The last few Egyptians, now leaderless, fell into disarray. They managed only a few more shots before they were picked off one by one. The tremors in the hall continued, and every now and then a strong quake would surge and shift everyone off balance. Finally, the last of the Egyptian soldiers fell, and Bryce realized that the room — and most likely the temple above — was toppling around them.

      “We need to get out! This place isn’t going to hold much longer!” He yelled.

      “No!” Vilocek snapped. “I need that crystal!” He didn’t take his eyes off of the crystal. He screamed at Cole.

      “Reed! Turn it off! Get the crystal and let’s go!” The young man didn’t respond.

      The capstone shifted again, lurching violently left and right, and finally settling a few feet deeper. Everyone except Cole seemed anxious.

      The capstone fell deeper still, now beginning to completely break apart. The crystal dropped down to eye level, and Vilocek reached for it. Cole reached out and touched his outstretched arm, sending an electric shock into the older man. He quickly withdrew his arm, rubbing at the sore spot.

      “No,” Cole said simply, continuing to watch the self-destructing capstone.

      “Ok, that’s it — we’re out,” Bryce said. “Come on — grab him,” he nodded toward Cole and reached for Corinne’s hand. Pulling her along, he stepped onto the slabs, trying to recall the path they’d taken to get here. A pillar collapsed and fell directly behind them, smashing a row of blocks to pieces and throwing up a wave of lava.

      “Stop! We don’t leave until I have the crystal!” Vilocek shouted as they started to leave.

      Wayne turned toward Bryce and Corinne, but was suddenly knocked off balance by a blow to the head. His rifle clattered to the floor and slid into an open pit. He looked up to see Karn, bleeding and full of rage, looming over him. Wayne rolled out of the way as Karn swung a kick at his head, coming up next to the capstone.

      12:04 pm.

      Jeff grabbed Cole and pulled him aside. Vilocek was still preoccupied with the crystal. The beam of light was flickering now, like a lightbulb slowly fading and dying. Up close to the shimmering blue stone, Vilocek could now see the area on the crystal that had been chipped off long ago, a void left by the shard that had ended up in the hands of the Founding Fathers and eventually came to him. He turned as Jeff dragged Cole away. “Don’t move! Leave him with me!”

      Cole was slowly waking from his daze. He’d started to move on his own, propelled by Jeff’s hand on his collar. They had barely stepped onto the first stone, just one tile behind Wayne.

      Jeff didn’t hear the shot, but the impact caught him by surprise. The bullet slammed into his back and took his breath away. He coughed and gasped for air, even as he turned to fight back.

      He raised his hands to retaliate, but Vilocek fired twice more, hitting Jeff full in the chest. A fourth shot struck his stomach, and he fell to his knees.

      He coughed blood as Vilocek came closer, standing over him. Jeff stared into his killer’s eyes. He spat droplets of blood in Vilocek’s face.

      Vilocek reached up, placing the barrel of the gun directly between Jeff’s eyes.

      Jeff didn’t flinch.

      The blast blew Jeff’s head straight back, and he crumbled onto one of the stone tiles. It dropped into the lava pool below, and his body was quickly incinerated. Cole turned away and headed toward the fallen pillar, where Bryce and Corinne stood, staring in disbelief.

      12:04 pm.

      The bottom corner of the capstone was made up of many smaller bricks of stone, and Wayne gouged his back on a sharp protruding edge as he rolled away from Karn’s boot. He kicked at Karn’s knees, connecting with a satisfying crunch.

      Karn roared in pain, hopping around on his left leg as he brought his rifle around.

      Wayne jumped back up and stood with his back to the capstone, facing Karn. He swung a left backhand as Karn raised his weapon, and swatted the gun from his grip. He followed up with a right hook to the face, but the blows hardly made Karn flinch.

      Weaponless, Karn shoved his head into Wayne’s chest, driving him backwards against the side of the capstone. Wayne grabbed Karn’s ears and swiveled underneath his tackle, using momentum and gravity to smash Karn’s face into a jutting piece of stone. A deep gash split Karn’s face, running from his forehead diagonally down to his cheek.

      Karn tried to pull his knife from his belt. Wayne brought his right arm up and down again, smashing into Karn’s bent left arm where Jabari’s knife had laid open the flesh. Karn let out an animalistic wail, and dropped back to one knee in front of Wayne.

      Then Vilocek’s gun went off. Wayne looked out the corner of his eye and saw his brother turn to face Vilocek.

      “Jeff!” Wayne yelled, forgetting about Karn. Vilocek fired again, and again, and Jeff collapsed to his knees.

      Wayne closed his eyes just as Vilocek’s last bullet exploded from the chamber. The report made his ears ring, and as his brother’s lifeless body fell backwards into the pit, he felt a powerful rage building in his stomach.

      He clenched his teeth and turned back to Karn — just in time. The large man had picked up a loose block and lifted it over his head. He was about to bring the rock down on Wayne’s head.

      Wayne moved with startling speed. He shot out a fist, punching Karn in the gut. The man toppled forward and dropped the stone. Wayne withdrew his hand, revealing Karn’s own knife clenched in his fist. Karn’s eyes widened as he tried to back away, gasping for air.

      Wayne had never killed with a knife before — he was more of a long-range marksman — but there was always a first time for everything.

      With a furious grunt, he jammed the knife through Karn’s left eye — and deep into his skull.

      Karn collapsed to the floor of the stone platform in a messy heap.
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      12:05 pm

      Wayne pounced on Vilocek like a rabid dog — bloody, sweating and enraged.

      Although Vilocek was in great shape for his age, he didn’t stand a chance. Wayne hurled him against the capstone as it continued to slide into the earth, then pulled him by the collar.

      “You bastard — you killed him,” Wayne said under his breath, “and you deserve to die.”

      Chunks of rock rained down around them, threatening to crush them at any moment. “Wayne!” Bryce shouted from behind the fallen pillar. “Let’s go! We don’t have much time!”

      Wayne glared at Vilocek, weighing his options. A flick of the knife in his hand would slash Vilocek’s throat, killing him instantly.

      But he didn’t want instantly.

      He wanted Vilocek to pay for what he’d done to Jeff — to all of them.

      He looked over Vilocek’s shoulder. The capstone had now slipped below the floor of the hall. Spurts of magma shot up from below, and a crack was forming in the center of the platform.

      Wayne made up his mind.

      As the crack opened wider, he reached inside Vilocek’s coat, finding the small object next to his empty pistol. Then he shoved Vilocek away from him. Tanning stumbled backwards, tripping over the edge of the capstone still sticking out of the ground, and almost landed on the crystal.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Wayne was already moving — jumping from one stone to another — catching up to the others. Stones fell away behind him as he went. “Run!” he shouted, just as Vilocek stood up — and finally noticed the object Wayne had dropped at his feet.

      Grenade.

      Vilocek didn’t think; he dove to one side, instinctively trying to put as much distance between himself and the grenade as possible.

      He landed at the edge of the platform as the capstone collapsed away and the crystal fell into the unstable earth, when the grenade exploded.

      The blast sent chunks of stone flying in every direction. Vilocek covered his head with his hands and let the shockwave wash over his body.

      The others were retreating, taking the route Madu’s team had entered from. Vilocek saw them dodging falling debris and pillars as the world collapsed around him.

      The entire hall was falling apart. The capstone had almost completely disappeared into the earth, as a large rift split the floor from the constant earthquakes.

      He looked at the crystal; his prize.

      It was too late — there was no way to get it and still escape alive — the room was caving in, and most of the floor was flooded with lava pushed up from underground.

      The opening in the floor grew wider, and the crystal fell through a crack in the top of the capstone.

      He lunged for it, but it was no use.

      The crystal disappeared, and Vilocek scrambled over the rubble to see where it had landed.

      It was on a ledge about fifty feet down, safely perched above the flow of lava.

      A sudden flash of light shone from the crystal and the room quaked violently. Vilocek lost his balance, falling headfirst into the rift.

      His head slammed against a rock, knocking him unconscious.

      He landed in a contorted position, on the floor of the newly formed pit. The earth continued to shake around him and the cliff faces fell inward on each other, trapping him in a deep pit. The only way out was fifty feet straight up.
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      2:19 pm

      Tanning Vilocek looked up the shaft, an almost perfectly formed cylindrical tube pointing directly up to the surface. He had done it. 

      He, Dr. Tanning Vilocek, had found the original pure form of the uranium-crystal material. Down at his feet, the pyramid-shaped object glistened with a blue-silver hue that made it look as if it was filled with water. It was so small — so unassuming — for the powers it held within.

      The effects of the bond would be similar to those he'd seen numerous times in the lab. The two elemental materials would stretch and then implode together, colliding into a dust that would hang in the air for a moment. The dust's particles from the experiments in his lab had provided a fleeting flash of light that would encompass any organism nearby in temporary lucidity — a "beacon," of sorts — that would allow the subject to experience an unbelievable "awakening" of the mind. As quickly as the experience would begin, it would die out, leaving the subject unharmed but — to their dismay — unchanged. 

      But not this device. Tanning knew that this object at his feet would react over one-thousand times more powerfully than the small amounts of crystal-uranium in his labs. This pyramid of crystal would provide him that superior knowledge and intelligence, but for a lasting amount of time. He would be able to wield the power of that knowledge like the high priests before him--lording over the rest of the world as a god. 

      Perhaps, even, as God himself. 

      Tanning hurriedly slipped the small vial of liquid from his pocket and untwisted the cap. 

      This was his calling. This moment was the moment that would define — no, redefine — him. He was about to inherit the knowledge of the ancients — and nothing was left to stop him. Standing above the crystal stone, looking upon it in fascination, he turned the vial and let its contents pour out. They seemed to fall in slow motion toward the rock floor of the small cavern. 

      Finally, the vial's liquid made contact with the tip of the small pyramid on the ground. The sound in his ears was no more enlightening than a cup of water being poured onto a rock, and yet he knew it was life-changing sound. In a few seconds the crystal would begin to react with the liquid and the transformation — his transformation — would take place. 

      The liquid fell down the sides of the pyramid, almost completely covering its four faces. The clear glass vial he held in his hand became empty as the final drops ran out of the tube. He watched in slow motion as the fluid ran to the base of the crystal.

      A blinding light arose from the crystal’s center that expanded to fill the small space Vilocek was in. He grew even more excited, even more impatient. The light became too overbearing for his eyes, and he sensed a humming sound in the back of his mind as the ancient power source awakened. Finally, the light and sound grew to an almost unbelievable level, and had he not been holding the vial by his side, he would have felt compelled to cover his ears. His skin felt prickly, almost as if he was burning from the inside. The hair on his body rose. Vilocek wondered if something had gone wrong.

      At that instant, almost as if reading his mind, the power source went completely dark for a split second — completely silent — and then Tanning Vilocek’s world exploded in light.

      The pyramidal power source suddenly emitted a bathing glow that encapsulated Vilocek in a constant warm light, like being directly in front of an overhead projector the moment the on switch was flipped. His eyes didn’t have time to adjust to the light, but his mind immediately responded to the powerful emission, and his enlightenment began.

      Tanning saw the entire history of the world, laid out in front of him like a chronological timeline of events — every moment of every day that had passed on the earth. He saw the rise and fall of great civilizations, and knew the reasons for their successes and eventual collapse. Thousands of years of human history flashed before him and long-lost secrets and mysteries were revealed.

      The location of the Library of Alexandria.

      The building of Stonehenge, The Great Pyramid of Giza, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon.

      He saw Eve in the original Garden.

      He watched the rise of the Atlantis civilization, and the creation of the power source he now controlled, and their horrible fall and self-destruction.

      He saw each and every written document crafted by the hand of man — understanding all of them, no matter what language.

      And it had only been one one-thousandth of a second.

      Tanning’s mind slowed to a crawl as the endless and thorough knowledge of the ages was made aware to him. He took it in and relished each piece of information as it appeared. It was hard to explain, this knowledge. It was not like coming to grasp with something one might read — this knowledge; this ancient intelligence — was as perfectly clear and immediately recognizable to him as a color or shape or smell. The full effect of the crystal’s awesome power was overwhelming and unbelievable beyond his wildest dreams.

      Armed with this power source, Tanning would return to the modern world a prophet — a superhuman being, as omniscient and omnipotent as God himself. People would put their faith in him, and they would follow him.

      They would fight for him.

      As each of these thoughts entered his mind, the answers and solutions to problems he hadn’t even considered made themselves clear — how he would rule over the earth; how he would conquer each enemy that would stand in his way.

      All he needed to do was return to the world and begin his succession to the throne.

      But the source of power at his feet continued to grow and burn its great knowledge into his mind. The neurons and pathways of his brain were lit up and were downloading incredible streams of data every second, and his mind was completely entranced by the emission of light, and yet the rest of his body seemed asleep.

      Or paralyzed, to be more precise.

      He couldn’t move. His feet were locked in place, and the vial he had held in his hand had apparently fallen to the ground at some point. He tried to blink — to will himself to move — but to avail.

      He suddenly wished there was a way to turn off the pyramid’s light. He had only been in its presence for five seconds, but the overwhelming amount of information and knowledge he possessed had overtaken his mind’s ability to function as a command center for his body.

      Tanning was trapped in the gaze of this power source, and nothing he could do would release him.

      His face burned, and the tickling sensation on his body returned, slowly at first, then built to a crescendo of fire underneath his skin. He wanted to scream — to respond physically in some way, but he no longer had the space in his brain to give his muscles orders. The power source was throbbing now — or maybe his eyes were. His vision blurred and sharpened intermittently, pulsating with the beating of his heart. A pressure began to build from the back of his neck, growing larger and encompassing more and more of his head with each passing moment.

      The fiery feeling underneath his skin sent signals to his brain that he could do nothing about. He wanted to drop to his stomach and roll around, to attempt to put out the fires that he was standing in. He could feel the hair on his arms; on the back of his neck, heating and smoking. The blood coursing through his now-defunct body reached a boiling heat, and although he couldn’t move his head down to see, the skin on his body bubbled and even burst in spots, the internal pressure and heat building to an uncontrollable level. The throbbing in his eyes become too much, and his vision turned into a fading blur.

      It had taken him all of half a second to create every possible scenario and outcome in the limitless computational power of his brain, but each led him to the same result: this wealth of knowledge would consume him. More and more information and knowledge entered his brain, and by now his body was a living hell — most of his internal structure had been heated to a point just below combustion, and some of his organs — spleen, appendix — had burst. The pain was unreal and unbelievable, but somehow it still registered in his mind.

      The more the knowledge poured into him — transmitted from the ancient power source — the slower his world became, and the more agonizingly drawn-out his destruction became. His clothes finally caught fire and his eyes, no longer able to provide sight, finally burst outward. The remainder of his skin, bleeding and cauterized, melted and oozed from him like an oily clay.

      His last realization was also immediate and complete: he understood that this device, one created by man, had been created imperfectly. As man was created from His perfect image, so too will be this device, from the image of perfect power and knowledge. Man was created; beautiful, and yet flawed from their own falling. This power source was merely an image of power, an image of what the ancients believed to be God’s omnipotence. But it was created by man.

      It was imperfect.

      And so was he.
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      1:32 pm

      The earthquakes and tremors caused by the unstable breakdown of the crystal had subsided. Throughout the trip back up the passageway, through the city, and out of the underground cavern, Bryce, Wayne, Cole, and Corinne could feel the island slowly breaking apart. It was as if enormous hands, deep below them, were stretching the island and tearing it apart. The groans and creaks of the cavern system, desperately trying to remain sturdy, called out to each other during the team’s ascent. The hollow-sounding cries of twisting and popping rock, rising from below them in the dark, hurried them along through the passageways and rock-cut tunnels.

      Finally they saw sunlight peeking from around a corner in the cave. They picked up their pace, eager to leave the haunting caves and ancient city.

      Three hours had passed since they’d entered the cave. Another fifteen minutes of jogging and they’d reach the island’s airstrip and their ride home.

      About ten minutes later, Bryce halted.

      “What’s up?” Corinne asked. She was holding Cole’s arm as they ran; though he was almost back to normal after being freed from the grasp of the crystal’s glow, he still had clammy hands and seemed cold. His voice had returned to normal, and most of the color had returned to his face.

      They peered over the small rise where Bryce had stopped. Looking down to the city, they could just make out the airstrip and the small hangars that dotted the beach leading to the ocean.

      “See that?” he said. “Looks like smoke.”

      “Coming from that hangar,” Wayne added.

      They knew what it meant.

      “Shit — let’s go.” Bryce sighed and unstrapped his rifle from his back. He tightened his pack and started to run toward the city.

      1:47 pm.

      Bryce reached the hangar and knew immediately that there was something wrong. The smoke was wrong — it smelled of explosives. They stopped around the corner when they saw a large black helicopter parked directly in their path.

      The helicopter was out of place on the overgrown airfield — a perfectly shined, freshly painted mechanical vehicle, its rotor still spinning.

      “Whittenfield!” Wayne yelled. A man appeared at the door of the helicopter and stepped out onto the tarmac. Behind him, the black smoke billowed out and up into the air, mixing with the pouring smoke of the volcano to the north. A second man stepped out of the helicopter behind Whittenfield.

      “Captain Reynolds, it’s good to see you again! You know, we haven’t been able to get a feed from your shoulder cam for quite awhile,” he said as the team approached.

      Bryce kept his grip on his rifle tight and prepared. Something didn’t seem right.

      “There’s not much reception under volcanos,” he answered.

      “Not a problem. I’m sure you’ve made the anticipation worthwhile,” Whittenfield said. He glanced at Bryce’s pack, then to the rest of the group. “Are you — the only ones?”

      “Yes — Vilocek, his team, everyone — they didn’t make it.”

      His eyes sabotaged his frown and feigned concern. “That’s unfortunate. I was hoping he’d be an asset to our team. No matter.“ He quickly changed the subject, “Bryce — do you have it?”

      Bryce looked at his benefactor. He thought of the previous day; of his conversations with this man.

      “What happened to the plane?” Wayne asked from Bryce’s right side.

      Whittenfield seemed confused at first, then annoyed. “What? Oh, that one?” He pointed behind him to the hangar. “You know, we just got here — must have been Vilocek’s men.” And then, looking back to Bryce, his impatience grew. “Bryce? Well? Do you have it?”

      “No.”

      Whittenfield’s jaw tightened. His teeth clenched as he continued. “Well, I see — that’s interesting. Did you at least get a good look at it?”

      “No.”

      Whittenfield inhaled a sharp breath and looked toward Cole, then Corinne. “That’s fine. That’s just fine.” He smiled. “Thankfully, Vilocek has left us with one more piece of this puzzle.”

      Now it was Bryce’s turn to be confused.

      A gentle earthquake rumbled. The helicopter lurched on the runway, and Wayne almost fell to the ground. Cole helped Corinne regain her balance.

      “Whittenfield, we need to go. The crystal — it’s — “

      “Breaking down, yes — I know.”

      He stepped closer to the helicopter. The second man still hadn’t spoken, standing at attention by Whittenfield’s side.

      He was dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, but Bryce could see the taught lines of a hardened body beneath the street clothes — this man came ready for business.

      “Stop. Cole, Corinne — get in. Captain Reynolds and I have some business to take care of.”

      Bryce nodded. The two civilians walked toward the chopper and the second man jumped down to grab them. The helicopter’s rotor began to spin faster, and the noise of the aircraft grew to a low roar.

      As Corinne walked by Whittenfield he reached out and grabbed her shoulder. “I don’t believe we’ve met, young lady,” he said to the girl. As he spoke, he reached into his belt behind his back and withdrew a pistol.

      Still keeping his eyes on Bryce and Wayne, he backed toward the chopper with the gun placed close to Corinne’s head. “Mr. Reed! Get in. Don’t make me tell you twice!” Cole hesitantly obliged, turning and jumping into the helicopter. The other man drew a machine pistol from behind his back.

      “Whittenfield, what’s this about?” Bryce asked. “I told you — we don’t have the crystal!”

      “And you don’t need to! I realized after poking around at Vilocorp that Tanning was on to something. You see, the crystal’s materials exist only in that stone. There’s nothing on Earth that can replace it — but we can get close!”

      “What do you mean, get close?” Wayne asked. He stood next to Bryce with his eyes on Whittenfield.

      “Whatever was injected into Cole’s bloodstream has almost the same makeup as the crystal, right? It means we can work backwards — using Cole as the crystal — to see just what it is that makes that rock tick. Since you’ve failed to deliver the stone to me, you’ve left me no choice but to continue the laboratory work at a much slower rate — but we will succeed.”

      “It’s inevitable, really. Scientific advances continue to uncover the real mysteries of the world around us.” He chuckled. “Wasn’t it only within the last five-hundred years that we’ve come to understand that the earth was round?”

      Bryce stared at the man. He knew Whittenfield had been blinded by greed — this treasure hunt had even blinded Bryce to the his benefactor’s true goal.

      “I believe that with the combined efforts of my team and Mr. Reed, we can expect to release an analysis of the material’s composition within a year.” He looked back to Cole. “All we’ll need, of course, is the test subject.”

      Bryce’s mind flashed back to the video feed he’d seen of the room, back at Vilocorp.

      The young boy, no more than twelve years old, strapped to the table.

      He knew what Whittenfield intended to do with Cole Reed.

      1:52 pm.

      Corinne was watching the exchange with a troubled expression. She hadn’t seen the result of the experimentations in the New Mexico lab, but she still remembered the screams and horrifying sounds coming from the upstairs labs while she was at Vilocorp.

      Whatever Whittenfield was intending to do with Cole, she knew it wasn’t going to be pretty. She decided to act.

      She threw her elbow into Whittenfield’s side and simultaneously stepped with the heel of her right foot onto the top of his left. He moaned in pain, and dropped the gun.

      He fired a wide shot, clipping Bryce’s shoulder. Bryce fell to his knees, grabbing at his wound while aiming his rifle at Whittenfield with his injured arm.

      Wayne jumped into action as well. He swiveled his gun around but noticed that Corinne was still in his shot — Whittenfield had his hand tightly gripped around her arm.

      The second man, however, was not being blocked by anyone else. He was busy trying to help Whittenfield — Wayne lifted the gun and fired two quick rounds. The man fell to the ground outside the helicopter.

      Wayne tossed the gun aside and dove toward the chopper.

      Whittenfield backed toward the helicopter, hobbling on one foot as he tried to maneuver both himself and Corinne into the open bay door.

      Cole was there to meet them — he kicked Whittenfield just below the chin, launching the man backwards. Corinne broke free and ran to give Bryce a hand.

      Wayne moved toward the front of the chopper and grabbed the pilot by his collar.

      “You work for me now! Get this thing off the ground!” he shouted to the overwhelmed old pilot. The man, unarmed, put up no fight.

      Bryce and Corinne entered the hovering helicopter and Bryce turned to close the door. Before the door closed, he saw Whittenfield scrambling for his gun. He picked it up, stood, and faced the helicopter, only ten feet away.

      He lifted the pistol at arm’s length with both hands, aiming directly at the open door.

      And fired.

      Bryce felt the impact of the bullet before he felt the excruciating pain of tearing flesh. His leg gave out, punctured on the inside of his left thigh, and he fell out of the hovering chopper.

      Wayne lunged forward, but his fingers grasped only air.

      Bryce landed in a dusty heap on the tarmac. He groaned.

      Whittenfield walked menacingly over to him. “Well, Captain Reynolds,” he said as Bryce looked up at him from the ground. “I don’t think this is going to end well for you, my friend.”

      Wayne looked through the cabin for a gun, but Whittenfield yelled at him from the ground. “Stop! Pick anything up and I put a bullet right between his eyes.” He kept his eyes on the three in the chopper, but aimed the gun at Bryce’s head.

      “Your mission was a complete failure — I had to finish it myself! Even Jabari couldn’t get the crystal into my hands!”

      “I knew it,” Bryce said. “You had Madu chasing us from the beginning, didn’t you?”

      “Actually, it was Vilocek who put that into motion,” Whittenfield said. “It just happened to play out rather well for me.”

      “So — the notebooks…” Bryce was confused at how this had all come together. “In Iraq…”

      “I sent the notebook to that camp — eventually to get it into Madu’s hands.”

      “You? But — “

      “For you, Bryce. I needed you. It was all set up; to send your team in, then call off the mortar unit. The Iraqi Guards who took you down were waiting just out of radar distance, and were told to inflict as much nonlethal damage as possible on you.

      “You executed the mission flawlessly. Retrieve the notebook and get compromised — but not killed. I needed someone with something to lose; something to fight for. You were already the perfect soldier, but I needed someone who was in your particular situation at home.”

      “My mother?”

      “Precisely. She was the missing piece. Without the promise of saving her — which, I must unfortunately disclose now, was all a lie — you would have been a loose cannon; jeopardizing the mission.”

      Bryce closed his eyes, trying to calm his fury.

      Bryce felt the chill of pure adrenaline wash over his broken body. He chuckled under his breath, his eyes closed.

      “Are you laughing?” Whittenfield asked. “What in God’s name could be funny? You’re lying on the ground with a gun to your head. Your friends can’t help you, and you can’t help yourself! Your mother’s not going to be saved — it’s over!” Whittenfield began to yell as he grew more and more agitated.

      Bryce opened his eyes.

      “Whittenfield,” Bryce said. “You think you have this figured out, but you’re wrong. When we spoke on the phone on the way — you remember that?”

      Whittenfield frowned, still pointing the gun at Bryce. “Of course. What of it?”

      “I never mentioned to you who was chasing us — Madu Jabari. I simply told you his first name, and that there was an envelope with his initials on it.”

      Whittenfield stiffened. “So what? You knew about his involvement then?”

      “That’s when I suspected you were up to something. It’s all coming together for me now — the crystal, Vilocek, Madu Jabari. It’s all played right into your hand. You hoped to pit all of us against each other, and then make off with the final prize. A good plan, actually, but one I think you’ve miscalculated.”

      “And how might that be, Captain Reynolds?”

      “My mother — you weren’t watching her — “

      “And why would I! We had no intention — hell, no possible way to save her!” Whittenfield shouted.

      “I know that, now. And obviously you have no idea that she’s already dead.” Bryce responded.

      Whittenfield stopped. Wayne, listening to the conversation through his in-ear radio, was also stunned.

      Whittenfield backed up a few steps. Bryce pushed painfully to his feet — leaning heavily to the right, trying to keep from putting too much weight on his leg. He stood and faced Whittenfield.

      “I found out on the flight here. Linda told me. My mother’s gone. I — I guess I knew it was coming, I just wasn’t ready for it.” Bryce almost stumbled over his words — it was the first time he’d admitted, out loud, that his mother was gone, and the words stung harder than he’d hoped. “Either way, you don’t have anything on me now — you’re on your own now, Whittenfield.”

      “That’s bullshit. And even if you are telling the truth, I own you. You think anyone’s going to listen to you? Who do you think you are?” Whittenfield sounded desperate, almost pleading.

      “Your biggest bargaining chip is gone, Whittenfield.”

      Whittenfield knew it was over. “But — the money…“ he stammered.

      “I don’t want your money,” Bryce said. “You’ve transferred enough to me already; enough to last for a while. The rest, well, I’ll get it later if I need it.”

      “Later? What the hell are you talking about, Bryce?” Whittenfield snapped back.

      Bryce hobbled a step forward. He was staring down the barrel of the pistol now, still held in Whittenfield’s outstretched arm. He wasn’t afraid of being shot, but he sensed that Whittenfield wouldn’t — couldn’t — pull the trigger anyway. “I’m taking everything. The company, your research, the lab — you don’t deserve it. I’m taking it and opening it to the world.

      “All that talk of being philanthropic; of ‘the good of society;’ it’s a charade. But I’ll change that. Everything we’ve discovered here, and everything you’ve done — good and bad — will be revealed.”

      It was Whittenfield’s turn to laugh. “Really? Taking it? How do you think you’re going to take an entire company from me?” he asked. His hand wavered, and in the split second it dropped Bryce lashed out and caught Whittenfield’s arm. The gun tumbled away, landing under the helicopter. Bryce winced at the pain the movement had caused him, but he recovered quickly and looked back up at Whittenfield.

      “Glad you asked.” He nodded at Wayne, and a gunshot flashed from the large man’s hand. Whittenfield’s body lifted completely off the ground and he flew backwards onto the tarmac. The gunshot hit him in the chest, but he was protected by a bulletproof vest.

      Bryce stepped forward and stood over Whittenfield. “We’re leaving you here. Your crystal is going to break down completely at any moment, and I don’t want to be on this island — or anywhere near it — when that happens.” He reached out with his arm and caught the edge of the hovering helicopter’s landing rail. The three passengers inside the chopper stepped out and grabbed Bryce, pulling him safely inside the cabin.

      Whittenfield found the pistol that had been knocked out of his hand and started shooting upwards at the helicopter. Bryce turned from the gunshots and listened to them bounce harmlessly off the helicopter’s belly.

      A flash of blue light caught his attention. Cole stood next to him at the edge of the helicopter’s door. His skin was glowing with the blue hue, and in his outstretched arms they could see a growing, pulsating orb — like the one they’d seen in the temple library.

      “Cole? How — how are you doing that?” Corinne asked.

      Bryce stepped to the side. The pilot was ascending slowly, now fifteen feet off the ground, while bullets still pinged the bottom of the craft.

      Cole squinted in anger and turned his hands.

      The small orb dropped from the helicopter, straight down — onto Whittenfield.

      The older man was stunned, unsure of what was falling from above. He stared at it, forgetting about the fleeing helicopter, as the orb made contact with his face.

      The reaction was as instantaneous as it had been with the Israeli, though this time Bryce felt no obligation to put the man out his misery. They watched in solemn silence as the shock of the mysterious crystal properties reacted with Whittenfield’s body, causing a slow internal burn that slowly killed him.

      Whittenfield fell back to the ground, writhing in agony, and the helicopter tilted away from the scene below.

      As the doors shut, Bryce shouted over the noise to Cole. “Ok, what was that? How did you do that?”

      “Just like before — in the presence of the crystal, I’m able to, like, summon it or something.” He replied.

      “But there’s no — “ Bryce stopped as he saw Wayne’s ear-to-ear grin.

      “Sorry boss — I forgot to mention that. Back in the volcano, I was reaching for Vilocek’s gun. I also found this —“ he reached into his pocket and pulled out the object. “And I guess it’s strong enough to let Cole do his thing,” he finished, handing the small sliver to Bryce.

      Bryce looked at the tiny sliver, glowing blue with a shimmering light. So we will be able to finish their research, he thought. He closed his eyes and thought through the last 72 hours. There were holes to fill, for sure, but he had a pretty good idea of what was left to unravel with the crystal. And he had some friends from his college days who would be grateful at the opportunity to work on such an esteemed research project.

      Corinne approached him from the opposite side of the cabin. “Bryce, I couldn’t hear everything you were saying out there, but I don’t understand something. You told Whittenfield you were ‘taking everything?’ What did you mean by that?”

      Wayne looked up at the pair as well. “Yeah. Whittenfield Research isn’t a public company.”

      “Right — but what he didn’t realize was that when he gave me the advance after we first met, it effectively made me the highest-paid executive officer of his organization, after Whittenfield himself.”

      “Who’s now, I guess, out of the picture?”

      “Exactly. As such, I now have the responsibility to hire a replacement. I’m not allowed to advance to the role myself, but I can appoint someone else — someone who would be able to carry on the research arm of the company.” He winked at Corinne as he said this.

      Corinne thought about this a moment, then her eyes widened in understanding. Cole also nodded his approval.

      “Ms. Banks, you’ve been through a few pretty traumatic days. Why don’t you take a week or so to tie up any loose ends at the university, then give me a call. I think I might have a job opening very soon,” Bryce said.

      She jumped forward to hug Bryce, but stopped short as she remembered his wound. “Thank you, thank you! Yes, I accept!” she said, elated.

      “Besides,” he said. “I think the four of us are the only people left who know about a certain massive treasure sitting below the Treasury at Petra. Even if we only get a finder’s fee, I’d bet it would be enough to fund a few excursions.”

      They laughed, and Bryce went over the rest of the plans with the group — Cole would gladly help out with the non-invasive experimentation, things like studying the ability to weaponize the crystal’s energy and help with the mental and physical attributes that he possessed. They’d take a few weeks off first, and then hit the ground running on the project.

      He opened his eyes. In the distance, he could see the volcano spilling smoke from its top, slowly awakening from its long-time slumber. Bryce turned to the others in the cabin.

      Wayne held the watch his brother Jeff had given him three years ago; tears welling up in his eyes.

      Cole had his arm over Corinne, her head on his shoulder. Cole was looking out the other window while he played with a lock of Corinne’s hair.

      Finally, Bryce looked down to the sliver of crystal in his hand. They could make so much money from this object — the possibilities were virtually endless. What Vilocek — and eventually Whittenfield — had seen in it was all true. It was capable of so much; such a powerful piece of science.

      But the world wasn’t ready for this.

      Bryce knew how easily one could be swayed; blinded. He had seen it firsthand, and he knew that not even he could prevent it from eventually corrupting someone else. They had the research; the methodologies. They had the resources and the minds to create and learn — they didn’t need this crystal.

      He opened the bay door and dropped the crystal out.

      It sank through the air, disappearing as it blended into the pure blue of the sea below.

      He had just saved the world — for a while, at least.
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      "Hello?" Jen answered the phone in an agitated, yet confused tone. Who was calling at this hour? It was past ten o'clock on a Wednesday night, and Jen normally would have been pouring herself a glass of red wine before bed.

      No response.

      Again, she spoke into the cellphone. Louder and more direct this time. "Hello?" She heard shuffling on the other end; fumbling. Then a breathy sound.

      It sounded like breathing, but no words were spoken. She frowned, taking her phone from her ear and pressing "End." The number flashed once—an unknown caller—and then was replaced by the home screen.

      Weird, she thought. It must have been a wrong number or an accidental dial. Her son, twelve-year-old Reese, would have called it a "butt dial" or something like that. She laughed to herself, placing the phone back into her coat pocket.

      A gust of brisk February air forced Jen to walk faster. Her car was on the other end of the commuter lot, a five-minute walk from the campus. After tonight's lecture, she'd stayed late answering questions and grading some papers before leaving the darkened halls of the Massachusetts Maritime Academy.

      Mark Adams, her husband, hadn't called, meaning everything with Reese was going well. She expected Mark to be dropping their son off at her place tomorrow after work, though she knew he'd be about an hour late, as usual.

      The lot was dark. Only a few dim streetlights bathed the black asphalt in a drab yellow glow. She could hear her heels—an unfortunate necessity for tonight's formal lecture—clicking on the hard pavement, but no other sounds interrupted her thoughts.

      She was tired.

      She'd been awake for almost thirty-six hours researching, planning, teaching, and finally delivering the lecture she'd spent months on. It had been received well, to  thundering applause from scientists, professors, and a few higher-level graduate students. She was proud of herself, but it was time to sleep.

      The small Honda Accord appeared out of the darkness as she approached. Man, how long have I been here? she thought, noticing the water streaks of a long-gone mist dried on her windshield. The top of the silver sedan was covered in a shining glitter of frozen specks, remnants of the brief snowfall they'd had earlier that day.

      She reached into her other coat pocket, looking for her keys. Her cellphone chirped again and began vibrating.

      Again? Who is it this time? she thought as she saw another unknown number flash on the screen.

      "Hello?" she called into the phone, this time her annoyance coming through in her voice.

      "Jen? Hey. It's Mark."

      She reached her car door and frowned. A shadow danced behind her, and its reflection on the window caused her to jump. She whipped around, not knowing what to expect.

      The lights were playing tricks on her. A cat, bounding across the parking lot chasing some unknown prey, disappeared behind an SUV. She let out a sigh and spoke again into the phone.

      "Mark? Hi — sorry... it came up as an unknown number. What's up? Everything okay?"

      "Well, no, Jen. You need to come over here. Hurry. It's Reese."

      Her heart immediately began to rise in her throat. Of all the calls she hoped she'd never get... She grabbed at her keys, hands shaking, this time clicking the unlock button before they were even out of her pocket.

      The car clicked as it unlocked, and the headlights flashed twice in sequence. She reached for the door, preoccupied with the phone call, her mind racing in terror. "Mark, what happened?" She tried not to panic, telling herself that his asthma must just be flaring up again, or that he had a bad scrape.

      But her motherly instincts knew better.

      “I—I came home, after I went to grab ice cream. He just wanted ice cream." Mark's voice was shaky, almost in a panic. "I mean, I was only gone for ten minutes. I should have made him come with me," he stammered.

      Jen listened intently as she pulled the handle. The creak of the door was accompanied by the dome light flicking on as the door opened.

      The interior of the car was immediately illuminated, and her eyes had to adjust to the sudden change in light. As they did, they noticed something that caused her to stumble backwards, tripping in her heels.

      On the other end of the phone, Mark continued talking. "Jen, I'm so sorry. Reese's gone. I came home, and he wasn't here."

      But the words didn't register in her mind, at least not yet. Jen was staring, horrified, at the man in the driver's seat of her car. 

      A man she worked with: Dr. Elias Storm. 

      He was motionless; not breathing. Jen began to hyperventilate, a tightening scream working its way up her throat. She dropped the phone and let it bounce away. 

      Then she noticed the blood. Deep crimson covered his body and the rest of the seat as well as most of the dashboard and windows. It also covered his face, dripping from his eyes. 

      His eyes. 

      Protruding from Dr. Storm's eyes, partially embedded in the man's skull, were two long metal rods. The kind of support rods they often used in the lab to prop up fossilized test subjects. They glistened in the dim lamplight, and the horrific scene finally took its toll on Jennifer. 

      She collapsed onto the pavement, blacking out on the hard ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “Jen. Jen? Are you okay?”

      The voice was melodic, floating somewhere in front of her eyelids.

      “Jen, wake up. They need to ask you some more questions,” the voice said.

      She nudged her eyes open. Blinking, she saw Mark standing in front of her with a cup of coffee.

      He handed her the cup. “Hey, there you are. Sorry to wake you. I know you need to rest, but Officer Rodriguez needs to verify a few things with us. Is that okay?” They were separated, but she and Mark were still legally married.

      She nodded in response to the question, sipping from the coffee. Its acidic burn as it slid down her throat didn’t phase her. How did I fall asleep? she wondered. After the events of that night, it was amazing she had calmed down at all.

      She was curled up on the couch in Mark’s apartment. A blanket had appeared over her feet, and now Mark and the two police officers—Rodriguez and Sanderson, she remembered—were seated across from her on kitchen chairs.

      “Thanks, Ms. Adams.  I understand it’s been a rough night for you both. I just need to make sure we haven’t forgotten anything.”

      Again, she nodded. Breathing deeply, she forced herself to recollect the events that had transpired four hours ago.

      The parking lot. First, the strange unknown caller.

      Then Mark’s frantic call.

      Walking to her car.

      Dropping the phone as she saw her colleague.

      And Reese was gone.

      It didn’t make any sense; any of it. Who would take our son? And why? Did it have anything to do with Dr. Storm’s death? These were questions for the police, to be sure, but they had not left her mind since she woke up during the car ride to Mark’s apartment.

      “Ms. Adams,” the Officer Rodriguez said. “About that unknown caller — you said you answered the phone, correct? And that no one was on the other end?”

      She thought for a moment before responding. “Right, I guess. I mean, I thought I could hear breathing.”

      “And when Mark called, that number, too, came up as ‘unknown?’”

      “Yes.”

      He jotted down some notes, the other cop just staring straight ahead.

      She knew they were doing their job, trying to help, but it was still uncanny how calm and collected they seemed. Though there were no mirrors in sight, she could sense how frazzled she must look. Her dark brown hair, normally trained and collected conservatively into a bun or single ponytail, was sticking out in every direction, even drooping down into her eyes.

      The officers asked a few more questions, ones she knew she’d answered at least twice before. They checked their notes, comparing them, and then stood to leave. Mark stood up as well and walked the cops to the front door.

      “Mr. Adams, Ms. Adams—” Officer Rodriguez looked at each of them individually, “we’re going to maintain surveillance on your block, just to be safe. As you know, there’s already at least three patrol units out searching for your son.

      “I know it’s extremely difficult for you right now, but with the possible connection to the murder, we can’t allow either of you to search on your own.”

      The pair nodded in unison at the officer’s masked order. Where would they look, anyway?

      “Also, we feel it would be safer for you both if you were in one place. Is—is that going to be a problem?”

      Jen glanced at her husband. “It should be fine. Thank you, officers. For everything.”

      “Very good. You have our number. If you need us, don’t hesitate to call.”

      The door clicked closed behind them, and Mark returned to the small living room. Without saying a word, he fell into the old couch next to Jen.

      Both of them silently stared down for a moment, and Jen could sense her tears beginning to well up again.

      Before they fell, Mark wrapped his long arms around her. Their past was their past, and now she needed him; needed anything. She let herself be consoled for the first time in years. Never in her life had she felt so vulnerable.

      She heard Mark draw a quick breath in, about to speak. “Jen—”

      He paused.

      “There’s something else. Something I didn’t show the police.”
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      Detective Craig Larson clenched his teeth in frustration at the unbelievable amount of people that had converged on the downtown department store. He was in one of the many toy aisles at the back of the store, searching for that perfect gift for his only grandson’s birthday.

      Unfortunately, it seemed everyone else in the Georgetown area was as well.

      This is ridiculous. It’s not even close to Christmas.

      He should have stayed home and done the shopping online, like he did for most things. At 57, an age his colleagues claimed was “esteemed,” he sometimes had a hard time with the idea of online shopping. It felt impersonal, or at least too easy.

      He was part of a generation that still believed in the value of personal relationships, communication, and taking the time to truly get to know a friend. Online shopping—as well as a slew of other similar activities like texting, online dating, and social media—felt like a violation of that belief system. It felt wrong somehow.

      Yet Larson was slowly getting indoctrinated into the culture of an interconnected world. At his daughter’s prodding, he’d finally set up a Facebook account and was soon hooked. He’d even sprung for an iPhone when his contract upgrade had come up for renewal.

      Still, he had promised himself that today he would actually get up, get in his car, and go out and shop for his grandson. He was turning six, and as his only grandchild, he was also his favorite.

      He dodged a younger couple standing smack-dab in the middle of the aisle, apparently oblivious to his presence. Two screaming kids playing tag nearly collided with him as they raced around the next corner.

      He felt his phone start to vibrate before he heard his ringtone—a throwback rotary-style sounding ring—and reached into his pocket to grab it.

      “Larson.”

      It took him a second to place the voice on the other end of the phone—familiar enough for the speaker to not introduce himself, yet the man’s name didn’t come immediately to mind.

      Finally Larson recognized the accent and realized who it was. Gregory Durand from London.

      “Shit, Greg, how are you?”

      “Fine. Listen, Craig—I’ve got something for you. A kidnapping case.”

      Detective Larson frowned. “Kidnapping?”

      “Right. A child; twelve-year-old from somewhere outside of New Bedford, Massachusetts. I have a friend of a friend who’s a cop there, and he called it up.”

      “And it got all the way to you?” Larson asked.

      “It did, but not because of the kidnapping. He was taken, but the mother found out about it at the same time she found a dead guy in her car.”

      “What do you mean, a dead guy? And who was this kid?”

      As he listened, Larson snapped his head up and peered out through a store window.

      “Yeah, a homicide. And it was the kid who was taken,” Gregory Durand said on the other end of the line. “Not by force, we don’t think, and we have no reason to suspect that the kid’s in any real immediate danger. The guy who was killed was her boss, some old professor at the university where she worked. But he had a brother, another scientist who fell off the grid years ago. We think he might have had something to do with it, and so by extension she might as well. Don’t worry about the mom or husband, though. I was hoping you could help with this kid; see if you can dig anything up about the people who took him.”

      “Right, but do you know who took him?”

      “Not yet, but it’s a bit odd. The whole thing was orchestrated well, and aside from the brutality of the murder, it’s very much like they targeted this lady, Jennifer Adams. My boss isn’t taking any chances, and he wants to make sure it stays out of the media.”

      “Of course.”

      “Of course. So I’m asking for your help.”

      “I see. Why me?” He sighed. He’d been a member of the Washington police force for almost forty years, and his political connections had stacked up nicely in his favor over the course of his distinguished career.

      It seemed, though, that the older he got, the more inane the requests became. Kidnappings, car thefts, mall heists—things that in his field, at least, were considered to be the private inspector’s version of “rescuing a cat from a tree”—worthless.

      What had happened to his golden years? Car bombings, tracking terrorist infiltrations, hijacked airplanes? He was the best at what he did, and age had nothing to do with it.

      “Look, Larson, I know you’re the guy we need. Like I said, my boss told me to call you. He said this was something that fell within your ‘jurisdiction.’ It didn’t seem like he meant just your geographic area, either.”

      Detective Larson knew he didn’t. He was usually told things were in his ‘jurisdiction’ when they were political favors. Situations that required more thinking on his feet, problem-solving, and espionage activities that were not exactly considered kosher in the law-enforcement business.

      He frowned, then responded. “Okay, right. A kidnapping.” He hung on the word a bit longer. “A kidnapping that falls into my jurisdiction. Gotcha.”

      “Good. I’m glad you’re on board. I’ll email the details to you as soon as I can. I’m on my way back to London now.”
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      “They what? They left a ransom note?” Jen’s voice was shaky, strained from the stresses of the previous few hours.

      “I know. I panicked. I didn’t know what to do, and I thought the cops would put Reese in more danger. The note says—”

      “Of course the note says no cops, Mark. They always do!” Jen was standing in the kitchen, pacing in nervous anxiety as Mark sat at the kitchen table. The kidnappers’ ransom note rested in front of him, the only clue to their son’s whereabouts.

      Mark was characteristically calm, even under the present circumstances. “Jen, calm down—”

      “I’m not going to calm down!” she almost yelled, turning to face him. “Reese is gone, and you didn’t think it was important to mention that whoever took him left a ransom note?”

      He sighed, trying to explain. “No, I just thought that we should try to talk to someone else, maybe someone they won’t be able to track.”

      “We don’t even know who they are! Who are we going to talk to? Even if we went back to the police now, they’d bring us both in for not telling them about the note sooner,” Jen said.

      “I know, I know,” Mark said. “Look, let’s just see if there’s anything we can piece together. They’re obviously looking for something. Was there anything at work you were doing, something—”

      “No, I already told you it was routine stuff.” Jen couldn’t help but interrupt. Her nerves were starting to get the best of her. It was hard enough to try to forget the brutal murder that had taken place earlier that night; now it seemed possible—likely even—that her son could somehow be caught up in all of it too.

      She walked back over to the table, sliding the ransom note around in front of her and read the chilling words aloud.

      “We have your son. No police.

      Find Dr. Storm’s answer. You have four days.”

      There was no byline.

      Unlike most ransom notes she’d seen on television, this was simple copy paper that had been through a typewriter. Other than its message, it was almost indistinguishable from a normal office memo printout.

      But the importance of the note was not lost on Jen and Mark. They knew it was real. Their son had been taken almost precisely when Dr. Storm had been murdered.

      They had searched on both sides of the paper for a mark of some sort, any type of anomaly that might lead them toward an identity, but there was nothing to be found. Even the typed words were without fault, a difficult feat for even the best typewriters still in existence.

      “We need to go to my office,” Jen said, abruptly glancing up from the paper.

      “What? Jen, we can’t,” Mark said.

      “We need to. There’s obviously something that I’m missing; something that Dr. Storm was working on.” She frowned, brainstorming out loud. “Maybe it has something to do with our last project, the studies we were running out of Pennsylvania.”

      “Jen, they’re going to be watching. Even if they aren’t keeping an eye on the university, the police will be searching Dr. Storm’s office. And the cops…” Mark’s voice still sounded steady, but Jen could hear the hidden pangs of distress. He was certainly struggling as well.

      “No. Don’t you see? They want me to find it, whatever it is,” she said. “They gave me four days, Mark. Four days to figure out what the hell Elias was working on. They need me to get it for them, and if that’s the only way to get Reese back—”

      Before she could finish the sentence, her voice cracked, and she began to choke up. Mark reached out his hand to comfort her, but she pulled away.

      “I’m going to the lab, Mark. I’m going to figure out what they’re looking for, and I’m going to get Reese back. We can get in from the back of the lobby. The police aren’t going to be watching that side of the building.”

      Mark knew he couldn’t stop her. She was as stubborn as he was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Larson’s laptop dinged as soon as he walked in the door.

      The email was from Durand, sent through a secure address from his office in London. It was a forward of a short thread between Durand and his boss.

      

      >>Subject: Fwd: Re: Larson

      >>From: . Vertrund, Investigative Head, NETA

      >>Get him on it. I’ve heard of him, and he’s probably got the connections through to the top that we need on this one, but keep it quiet. We need in, if it’s going to fall the way I think it is.

      >>I looked at the file Diane sent over. If it’s related, it’s probably going to blow up. Make sure Larson stays out of the way.

      

      He scrolled down through the remainder of the thread.

      >Subject: Larson

      >From: G. Durand, Assistant to the Investigative Head, NETA

      >I need your approval on this one, boss. Craig Larson’s an old friend of mine, and I’d like to have him look into something for us. Last night a kidnapping coincided with the murder of a professor in Massachusetts.

      >Diane got a flag on a name related to the case: Dr. Elias Storm, who’s got a brother in the system. The kidnapping victim is the son of a woman who worked for Dr. Storm, and I just want to cover all our bases here.

      >Obviously we can’t make much noise, as it’s a little out of our area, and we don’t want to get the cops over there riled up. Larson moves under the radar, and he’s the ear we’ve got for this.

      

      So the Brits wanted information too. Whatever this thing was, they wanted someone with connections helping them out.

      Political connections.

      Larson knew that could mean anything, but at the very least he understood that if the British intelligence community was interested in something that had happened on American soil, the Americans surely would be interested.

      But Durand trusted him, and he had no reason to betray that trust.

      He had no political enemies in England, and he didn’t have any loyalties to the current governing administration of his home country. He’d do exactly what Durand and Vertrund asked; he’d snoop around a bit and see what was going on. If there was anything interesting to find, he’d figure out what to do with it then.

      Detective Craig Larson turned on the small 4-cup coffee pot in his kitchen. It was going to be a long night.
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      The car was silent. Neither of the pair had spoken a word since they’d left the apartment.

      Mark Adams knew better than to break the silence with his wife, too. Jen was on edge, terrified, and hadn’t slept in more than a day, and besides, he didn’t have anything useful to say.

      It’s my fault Reese’s gone, he thought. He knew it wasn’t really true; if he had been home, he might have been injured—or worse—and Reese would have been taken anyway.

      He rubbed his eyes. He had taken a nap for a couple hours after work, before Reese had gotten home from school, but the events of the evening seemed to have erased any sleep he’d had and replaced it with anxiety and fatigue.

      The car, Mark’s beat-up ’97 Ford pickup, sailed off of Main Street and onto Academy Drive, the main road leading through and around the Massachusetts Maritime Academy. He circled the lot once, trying to find a secluded spot to park. Jen looked through the window out onto the well-manicured grounds, still smelling the faint scent of lawn clippings and light dew from the evening’s humidity.

      The school, established in 1891, rested on a small peninsula on Cape Cod that jutted out into the bay, about an hour south of Boston and just under an hour east of Providence. Specializing in Marine Transportation and Marine Engineering, Mass Marine had been established to serve the merchant marine transportation industry as well as the United States Navy. To this day, the Academy worked closely with the Navy for the commissioning of officers for the nation’s marine vessels.

      Jennifer Adams was brought on as an associate professor for the new Energy Systems Engineering program the school launched two years ago. Her job included teaching undergraduate and graduate courses and assisting the tenured professors in her department.

      Mainly, however, her time was usually spent assisting Dr. Elias Storm in researching submarine geothermal energy production. During her own graduate years, Jen had been recognized—and recruited—by Dr. Storm for her breakthrough work designing a structurally sound prototype for energy extraction in high-pressure environments. A week after she had her diploma in hand, she found herself side-by-side with one of the world’s renowned and leading experts on underwater energy production. The two years at Mass Marine working in the labs with Dr. Storm were some of the most challenging, rewarding, and exciting years she’d ever spent, and she loved it.

      Until now.

      It felt unbelievable, knowing someone close to her had died, but she didn’t quite realize it yet. Walking into the building with Mark, she felt like Dr. Storm would be bustling about, hurrying through the halls like a doctor in an emergency room. He would stop, as if deep in thought, quirk his head sideways, and grin when he caught sight of his younger research assistant. “Jen! Hello, I’m glad you’re here—” he would say, and before she could hear the rest of his sentence, he’d be off to another corner of the building.

      But not tonight.

      Tonight, they were alone. The walls seemed to loom over them, the darkness pressing down. She felt smaller.  Are we even in the right building? she thought. She’d never been in here this late at night, before even the cleaning crews arrived.

      Rounding the first corner, they came to a long hallway. Storm’s office was on the right, the fourth door down. Before they reached it, Mark and Jen could see that this section of the hallway had been roped off with police tape.

      “Someone’s already been here,” Mark said.

      “The cops, I’d guess,” Jen said. “Maybe they just checked it out for evidence. They wouldn’t know to look for anything else, would they?”

      “Probably not. But still, I don’t want to get caught with my pants down. If they come back—”

      “They’re not coming back, Mark. At least not tonight. There’s no reason for the police to watch an empty office, especially since the murder’s already happened. Come on.”

      She started away from the intersection of the two halls and continued toward the professor’s office. Reaching the police tape, she hesitated for a moment, then ducked underneath the line of plastic caution ribbon. Storm’s office door had been left open, and she could already see as she entered that the police had rummaged through the file cabinets, desk drawers, and shelving units lining one side of the large room.

      “Looks like they didn’t clean up after themselves very well,” Mark said as he appeared by his wife’s side. “I wonder if we should have brought gloves or something. I don’t know if they’ll send forensics or not, but I definitely don’t want to be associated with this.”

      Jen frowned, then dismissed the idea. It was so like Mark, she thought. Always afraid to get his hands dirty. He was more anxious of getting involved with things than he was in finding a solution to a problem. Maybe that was part of why his career had never really taken off.

      Mark Adams was a good security expert. Great, even. He’d been in charge of a few projects for his current company that had brought them to the forefront of the computer security and intelligence world, and he’d been the man behind most of the research and development. His boss, however, had taken most of the credit, while Mark received a small bonus and a pat on the back from management.

      It had seriously pissed Jen off. They had just finalized the separation, and tensions were high as they balanced their now-single lifestyles with their parenting duties. Jen remembered screaming at Mark—the frustratingly well-tempered man that he was—and accusing him of being a pushover. He’d argued, albeit weakly, that it “wasn’t his place,” and “he just wanted to be a good employee.”

      And he’ll always remain just a “good employee,” Jen thought to herself that night. He was the same gentle, helpful man she’d fallen in love with thirteen years ago, but what she quickly discovered that what she’d originally labeled as carefree resolve was really a lack of willingness to make important decisions.

      Jen had basically run the entire relationship, and the effect was a broken family.

      Snapping her focus back into their current world, she took another few steps into the office and glanced around. For the most part, aside from a few empty styrofoam coffee cups and the caution tape left by the police, everything was as she remembered. Books lined the shelves to her right—chemistry, physics, and a few geology numbers. On the man’s desk, which was usually kept spotlessly clean and free from clutter, sat an amethyst geode and a trilobite fossil. Papers were strewn about. They were documents and reports that Jen recognized from her work with the man.

      “I don’t see anything out of the ordinary,” Jen said. She wasn’t sure what they’d find, or if they’d find anything at all.

      “What kind of project were you working on?” Mark asked. Since they’d been separated for over a year, he hadn’t kept tabs on her career. “There has to be something important; something they’d do anything to find out,” he said.

      “No. Nothing. I mean, we were just doing standard research. Underwater geologic mapping of thermal activities, that kind of stuff. We were working long hours, though, since it’s getting to be the end of the semester, and his course load was getting hectic.”

      She reached toward a stack of papers on Dr. Storm’s desk. Storm was characteristically organized—unlike Jen—and the shuffled stack of loose documents was obviously left by a careless police officer from earlier that night. The top few pages were student assignments, ungraded, followed by a few internal office memos. She almost laughed at the sight of them. Storm was old-fashioned in every way. He would print out almost every email and memorandum and file it away in the long row of filing cabinets on the left side of the room.

      Mark was rummaging through the top-left file cabinet now, being sure to use a pen he’d grabbed to slide through each document. “Mark, don’t. There’s nothing there. It’s all old stuff. Graded assignments, letters, stuff like that. I can’t imagine there’d be anything of value—”

      She stopped short as her eyes stared down at the pile of papers she was shifting through.

      “What’s up?” Mark looked up from his cabinet to see what Jen had found.

      “It—it’s a letter. At least an envelope. It’s empty, but it’s addressed to Dr. Storm.”

      “So? Who’s it from?” Mark asked.

      “It’s also from Dr. Storm,” Jen said.

      “You mean, like he sent a letter to himself?”

      “I think so.” Jen opened the empty envelope further to take a peek inside. It was empty, but she ran a few fingers through the inside, just to be sure. “The return address, though, is from some town in Pennsylvania. It says ‘Dr. Storm, Aberdeen, Pennsylvania.’ That’s not where Dr. Storm lives—lived—though. He’s got a house just off the coast here.”

      “Hmm, interesting. Well keep it, now that you’ve got your prints all over it. Let’s keep looking.”

      Mark went back to rifling through the file cabinets, but stopped a few seconds later. “You hear that?”

      “What?” Jen wiped her balmy hands on her jeans—she didn’t even remember changing into jeans—and looked up. “I didn’t hear anyth—”

      “Shh! Listen!” Mark crouched, and Jen copied the movement.

      The sound of footsteps, light but quick, echoed down the hall and into the room. One set of footsteps or two? Jen found herself thinking.

      The pair turned to face the door, and Mark reached out to shut off the office light.

      “Don’t,” she whispered. “If someone’s coming, they’ll know we’re in here. Get behind the desk. It’s solid wood, and you can’t see underneath it,” she added.

      Mark followed the order, and Jen tiptoed around to the backside of the shelving unit. It was a floor-to-ceiling model, no doubt from Ikea or another large big-box store. Storm wasn’t the vain kind of man who cared much for fancy furniture or expensive adornments. The shelving unit stood about a foot away from the back wall, and there was just enough room to wriggle her small frame into the space between the wall and the side of the shelf.

      It’s not going to hide me for long, especially if they come into the room. Jen held her breath as the footsteps got louder.

      The footfalls stopped just outside the office door, and she thought she could hear whispers. She couldn’t make out the words, nor place exactly where they came from.

      She looked down at Mark. His head was poking out from under the massive desk. He’d pushed the rolling office chair back a bit and crouched into the space beneath the desk top. He wasn’t a large man—thin and just at six feet tall—but she was surprised at the amount of space left over under the desk. She wondered if it may have been a better idea to share his hiding spot.

      Too late now.

      The voice outside the door whispered again, and Jen heard someone stretching the police tape away from the door.

      Again, the whispers.

      “—night vision,” was the only word she could make out.

      The lights in the office, as well as throughout the hallway, immediately flicked off.

      Jen panicked. As the initial shock of darkness wore off, Jen noticed a light glow spilling into the office window from some outside source. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to maneuver through the room.

      They’d cut the power to the building, and they were coming in! She dove forward, trying to get behind the sturdy desk. There wouldn’t be time to crawl underneath, but at least she’d be offered more protection.

      Shouts, now. “Stop! Come on out. I know you’re in there!” she heard a man’s voice say. British? She couldn’t tell.

      Mark grabbed her hand. Squeezing, he shook his head. “Don’t,” he whispered.

      Jen ripped her hand out of his. What the hell am I supposed to do? she thought as her eyes caught his.

      “Again—Ms. Adams, I need you to step out from behind the desk. I’m not here to harm you, but I need your full cooperation.”

      A panicked expression came over Jen’s face as she mouthed silently to Mark. “The police?” He shrugged, and his eyes widened as Jen stretched an arm above her head.

      “Jen, stop! Get down!” Mark whispered aloud.

      She ignored him and raised another arm over her head and above the top of the desk. Slowly, she stood, her back to the door.

      “That’s it, Ms. Adams. Turn around slowly and walk over here. We need to have a little chat,” the man behind her said. Definitely British, she thought again. Too refined to be Australian.

      Jen turned around. Standing in front of her was no policeman. The man, dark-skinned, was dressed head-to-toe in black body armor, complete with an assault rifle pointed directly at her. His face was emotionless, though his eyes were covered by wraparound black goggles. Without speaking, he jerked his head and gun simultaneously, motioning for her to walk toward him.

      She did. A second body appeared in the narrow doorway, this one leaner, like a woman’s. Sure enough, as Jen approached them, she could see that the second military officer was female. Her face was fair-skinned and smooth, with full lips, but that was all Jen could see of her. Like the first man, this woman’s face was mostly covered by a large set of night-vision goggles.

      “Come outside with us. We need to discuss something. You came alone?”

      Jen thought for a second. They didn’t know Mark was here. Or did they? She didn’t have time to ponder the question.

      “Y—yes. I’m alone.” She hoped Mark could hear her. She didn’t want him overreacting and getting them hurt. Whatever this was about, they obviously wanted to speak to her, not kill her. If Mark was his usual self, he’d stay under the desk until everyone had left, and then he’d sneak out and try to phone for help.

      The woman spoke this time. “Good. Let’s go.” Her voice was as cold and hardened as a war criminal’s, and her grip around Jen’s arm matched. She yanked Jen through the door and began walking down the hall. The large black man followed behind them.

      “Who are you? How did you find me here?” Jen asked.

      The woman didn’t respond. She didn’t even glance in Jen’s direction.

      “We didn’t want to get the police involved, Ms. Adams,” the man said. “Unfortunately, we believe there’s more to your son’s kidnapping than what you’re currently aware of.”

      So they knew, she thought.

      “You’re going to come with us. We have a secure facility just outside of town where we can debrief.”

      As he finished his sentence, Jen heard a scuffle and a muffled shout from behind them. She whirled around to see a third soldier, this one a young man, blond, running toward Dr. Storm’s open office door from the other side of the hallway. Mark was also running—directly toward Jen.

      “Jen! Let’s go!” he shouted, almost caught up to them. They were about twenty feet away from the intersection with the other hallway, and therefore about 100 feet from the exit.

      There was no way they could outrun them.

      Mark was going to get them killed. She struggled to free herself from the death-grip of her captor, the iron lady. It was no use; the woman was unbelievably strong.

      Mark was getting closer.

      What is he going to do? She thought to herself as the large man turned and prepared for a fight. He’ll kill him. The man outweighed Mark by at least fifty pounds, and he was certainly better prepared for a skirmish.

      It didn’t matter.

      Before Mark could get any closer, a loud gunshot reverberated through the hall of the dark school. Mark’s body was flung forward with a jerking motion, dropping to his hands and knees onto the marble floor. Behind him, Jen could see the third soldier still aiming down the sight of his smoking assault rifle.

      Mark looked up at Jen quickly, teeth clenched in defiance, then collapsed all the way onto the cold tile.
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      Detective Larson’s evening was not going very well.

      He’d promptly called up his second-in-command, Ken Dawson, after talking with Durand on the phone and reading through the email thread. Larson briefed him on the phone call he’d gotten earlier as well as on the email that had come through about fifteen minutes ago.

      Ken agreed that it sounded like the English were out to make a power play somehow. The problem was, that was about all the information they had so far. Neither could figure out exactly what the connection was between the kidnapping, the murder, and why the British intelligence agency was interested.

      Ken hung up, agreeing to head over to Larson’s apartment. While Larson waited for him, he poured himself another drink: Jack Daniel and Coke, his third that night. He flipped on the TV to catch the end of the evening news as he waited and sipped his beverage.

      Kidnapping, the murder of an old professor, British intelligence. What the hell did they all have in common?

      He swirled the ice around in his glass and thought about the problem until Dawson arrived. The knock on his apartment door fifteen minutes later alerted him that he’d been drifting off. As he rose to let the younger man in, the front door opened, and Dawson walked straight into the entryway.

      “Well shit, Ken, why don’t you go and give an old man a heart attack?”

      Dawson was about ten years younger than Larson, but he’d been Larson’s right-hand man for about as long as either of them could remember. They’d been on cases together, trained people together, and their families even vacationed together once a few years back. Their relationship now was interesting––stronger than ever, but as Dawson was gearing up for the pinnacle of his career, Larson was winding down for retirement.

      “Haha, right. I’ll be damned if you die before the rest of us, Craig. Eating right, no smoking, and—” he glanced down at the highball glass in Larson’s hand “—up until tonight, no drinking either.”

      “Ah well, you know. I guess I just decided that life isn’t long enough. Speaking of, need a drink?”

      “Vodka, if you got any. Any news?”

      “Nope, not unless you brought some with you,” Larson responded. He motioned for Ken to sit down at the kitchen table and went to make his drink.

      “Well, I found that folder I was talking about, but it’s old. I’d used it as reference material not too long ago for a case, so I had it sitting around. But everything inside is dated at least twenty years ago. I’m not sure it’ll be much help.”

      “At this point, I think anything would be helpful. Greg’s tone was a little hesitant, almost reserved. We can assume something’s heating up. Anything in that folder about Dr. Mitchell Storm?”

      “Storm, right. He was an environmentalist from way back in the day, but no one’s really heard from him in, like, thirty years. He worked on some projects that led to very important research in geothermal technology, geology, and even nuclear power. I only remember the name because one of his projects led to an immediate interest from governments and research corporations around the world.” His voice trailed off as Craig handed him his drink. He sipped it, winced, then smiled. “Perfect. Thanks. Anyway, these guys all wanted a piece of what he was studying.”

      “Which was?” Larson asked.

      “No idea. You can flip through the folder yourself. It just has a few clippings from trade journals about the Storm brothers and their research. It’s a bird’s-eye view though; nothing incriminating, and nothing of interest.”

      “To you.”

      “Ha. Right. Nothing that I’d bat an eye at.”

      Larson flipped through the folder, verifying that nothing inside was of much use to the case.

      “It seems odd that the attacks involved the same person: Jen Adams. She was working very closely with Dr. Elias Storm from that university. On what, we don’t know. He was considered rather tame compared to his older brother. Could be that Elias was continuing the research on something Mitchell started back in the seventies or eighties, before he fell off the radar.”

      “Hmm. I get it, but I’m just not seeing the connection. If this Dr. Elias Storm was in fact working on something that his brother had started years ago, it makes sense why they would kill him. Maybe he wouldn’t give them information or something like that. Then they turned to the only other person who would know what he was doing––Jen Adams—and went after her by way of kidnapping her son.”

      “Right, go on.”

      “But that does not explain why the British cared about it. I just don’t see how it fits in,” Larson said.

      Dawson frowned, then spoke. “Well, you said Durand called in a favor, since one of his acquaintances apparently heard about the attack from local police. Maybe they’re not interested yet. Just covering all their bases.”

      “No, you and I both know these agencies don’t chase weak leads very long. For it to blow up this quick, they have to be thinking something. They’re all related somehow, and I need to figure out what it is. Greg’s a friend, but he’s not going to screw himself over just to give me the full scoop.” Craig left the kitchen and came back holding his MacBook Pro. He sat down in the chair across from Ken and slid the computer over so both men could see the screen.

      Larson typed a search query into the bar at the top of the browser and pressed enter. England America Mitchell Storm. He quickly scanned the first three pages of results, finding nothing of importance. He changed the query, adding the word research.

      Still nothing on the first three pages. On the fourth page, however, he paused and clicked on the fourth result. A webpage opened. It was a poorly designed blog from what seemed to be a conspiracy theory nutcase.

      Abandoned American Research Station Sold to British was the title of the post. The post was written around two letters the author had allegedly come across at his office during his working days, but he was trying to build a case on a severe lack of logic and no hard facts.

      “…Mitchell Storm worked with the Agartha crew among British and American private companies for three years before resigning from the program, eventually moving to the backcountry to Canada.”

      “Agartha,” Dawson said. “Interesting name for a research station.”

      The article didn’t link to any other sources, nor did it cite any in the content. Further, the author seemed to have forgotten what the title of his own post, never mentioning more about the “research station” or “Agartha.”

      “Well, that’s a bummer,” Dawson said when he had finished reading the post.

      “You’re telling me. This nut job is the only thing even close to real information, and there’s no way we’re getting anywhere by tracking him down.”

      “Even if it was a good lead, I’m not sure I’d want to track him down.”

      Dawson and Larson perused a few more of the posts—collections of “research” on Area 51, scraps of newspaper headings that the author claimed were forgeries, and other bits of old-fashioned American propaganda.

      Larson stood and searched the apartment for his cellphone. He dialed a number and waited for a response.

      “Greg? Hey, did I wake you?”

      Dawson looked toward Larson as the man continued his conversation.

      “I don’t care. Listen. We need more. What—” he paused a moment. “Of course the line’s secure; you think I haven’t been doing this job for thirty years?” Again, he paused as Gregory Durand spoke on the other end of the phone. “What? What are you talking about?”

      “What is it?” Dawson asked, now standing at the doorway to the living room.

      “Durand. What do you mean ‘you sent in a team?’”

      He frowned, then hung up the phone. He slammed it down onto an end table and stormed back into the kitchen, a wide-eyed Dawson waiting patiently for an explanation.

      “We need to move. Durand’s group apparently sent a team to the states right after we talked last. They don’t want this getting out, and he said it’s a matter of ‘national security.’ Apparently I’m not enough of an asset to them. They had to take matters into their own hands.”

      “But what do they want to do? What do they want you to do?” Dawson asked.

      “Ken, I don’t think they’re wanting me to do anything other than pick up the pieces. Durand got me in this thing before the rest of his organization got wind of it. I’m pretty sure we’re lucky to know about it at this point. We’re not getting anything else from them. We want this, it’s on us.”

      “Okay, we can work around that. When’s this ‘team’ supposed to get here?”

      Larson stared at the younger man in his living room. “They’re already here.”
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      0226 Hours

      Jen heard a loud groan. Her husband. She stood and walked over to his bed; a hospital gurney set up in a makeshift operating room. The powerful lighting in the room projected shadows along the warehouse walls—brick, no doubt old. She took in the surroundings. Why a warehouse? Who are these people?

      The old brick building loomed overhead. Though the room they were currently in was small, the walls climbed almost a hundred feet straight up to meet the sloping corrugated steel roof of the structure. The door to the room was also modern reinforced steel. It was an odd juxtaposition, but Jen had a feeling there was a reason for the setting. No doubt this place looked innocuous from the outside.

      Mark Adams was lying on the bed wearing a hospital gown and trying in vain to scratch an itch on his shoulder, but finding it impossible to lift his arm. A military doctor, Dr. Pritchett, was bustling about in response to her husband’s waking.

      That ass, she thought. “You okay? What the hell was that?” she asked him.

      Mark just frowned. “That bastard shot me!” he said.

      “Well no shit, Mark, you ran from a man with a loaded gun. I told you stay down.” Her voice shook; she knew she couldn’t feign anger with him. After everything that had happened, she was in no place to lose another person close to her.

      They needed to find Reese.

      “Well, I wasn’t going to just sit there and let them kill us. If he would have just said he wanted to talk…” his voice died as the metal doors to the small warehouse’s inner room opened.

      “Good evening, Mr. and Mrs. Adams. Excuse me—you prefer ‘Ms.’?” Jen didn’t know how to respond to the question.

      She recognized the man’s voice was the same as their captor’s from the university: British, deep, posh, and educated.

      She turned to look in the man’s direction and almost choked. The man in front of her was absolutely huge—at least six-foot-five and made of pure muscle. The hulk of a soldier walked up to the bed, and only then could Jen see that he was being followed. When she’d seen his outline in the hallway at the Academy, she noticed he was a large male figure, but seeing him in the surgical light of the warehouse was shocking.

      A woman—the same one she’d “met” before—strode up behind the large man. She was almost as tall as the man. A small torso and short, skinny arms rippling with well-formed muscle made her look like a runway model-turned-mercenary. God, who are these people? Jen thought. The woman nodded once, curtly, and stood at attention behind and to the left of her commanding officer.

      “Thank you for your cooperation thus far,” the man continued. Jen couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or not. “I’m terribly sorry to have to have met under these, well, circumstances, and I am especially sorry for your shoulder. How are you feeling?” He faced Mark.

      “It’s, uh, well it hurts like a bitch, but I guess I’m fine.”

      “The rubber pellets we used are meant to stun, but not seriously injure. I’m glad you weren’t closer when I fired. Either way, I’m sorry we had to use force. We just cannot allow any unnecessary setbacks.”

      “What’s going on? Who are you?” Jen straightened. She sensed she needed to be as straightforward as possible. “If you don’t know, my son—”

      The man held up a hand, and Jen immediately fell silent.

      “Yes, yes. Your son, Reese, has been kidnapped. We’re aware of the situation. Actually, that’s what we’re all here for.” He stretched an arm out to signify a look around. “This is a warehouse my superiors purchased for inconspicuous rendezvous such as these. It’s completely safe, and you have nothing to fear.

      “My name is Sergeant Daniel Carter, and this is Lance Corporal Rachel Saunders. We’re with the British Royal Marines, Amphibious Task Division.

      “We’ve been tracking the group that we believe kidnapped your son and killed Professor Storm. They’re a mostly underground unit, completely self-sufficient and irrelevant to the outside world.”

      Jen looked confused. “You think some radical religious group took my son?”

      The woman, Rachel Saunders, spoke. “Not religious, Ms. Adams. This group, at least from what we can tell, seems to be focused on environmental targets.”

      “Environmental? Like trees and Earth and Mother Nature crap?” Mark asked, now fumbling with the bed-raising lever.

      “Well, somewhat, yes,” Carter responded. “They’re interested in preserving the Earth in its natural state. We don’t know much about them except that they’ve been dormant—as much as we can tell—for the last thirty years after a brutal massacre in the seventies. They killed thirty-seven men and women, all scientists and engineers.”

      Jen’s heart raced. “What? They killed all of these people? And Professor Storm?”

      “Ms. Adams, we have no reason to believe they’ve harmed your son. Honestly, they have no need for him, except to get to you.”

      “To get to me? What the hell does that mean?”

      “I don’t know. We don’t know what exactly they want. But you worked with Dr. Storm, and one of these people who were murdered was Dr. Storm’s brother, Mitchell Storm. For whatever reason, it seems the group wants you to find the information they think Dr. Storm was withholding.”

      Jen shook her head. “No, that’s not right. I mean—I don’t—I have no idea what they want from me. And Dr. Storm didn’t have a brother… at least not one he ever mentioned.” She realized then that she didn’t have a clue as to what her late boss’s family life was like. Other than knowing he was unmarried, she really didn’t know much about his personal life.

      “Yes, Jen, he did have a brother. And he was very wound up in this group. At least until they cracked and killed his research team at their small firm. Look, we’re still trying to piece this together as well. But we need your help. You’re obviously a part of this puzzle for some reason,” Carter said.

      Rachel Saunders picked up where Carter left off. “We need you to come with us and help find what they want. We know this group. They’re completely under the radar when they want to be. We know they left you a message to find this—whatever it is—for them, and we don’t think they’re going to interfere with you while you find it,” she said.

      “Chances are they’re holding your son over your head to motivate you; to make sure you know how serious this is. But they won’t do anything—or even show up—until you find their prize.”

      “Ms. Adams—and you, Mr. Adams—we’d like for you to find this missing link, this item they’re looking for. We’ll get your son back, but if you can make them happy by delivering on their expectations, it’ll be much quicker, and we might have a chance at catching them.”

      Jen looked at Mark, who gazed back at her in disbelief. It was all too much to take in. How in the world was she supposed to find something if she didn’t even know what she was looking for?

      “Can’t we just wait and see what the police figure out?” she asked. She knew it was a pitiful question. Still, the panic and hysteria she’d been feeling had now seemed to settle into a comatose state of numbness. She didn’t want to move. She didn’t want to find some stupid artifact these murderers were after. Especially since they’d be looking in—

      “Wait,” she said, before anyone could respond to her previous ridiculous question. “You never said where we were going. Do you know where we’re supposed to be looking?”

      The two soldiers shared a quick glance at one another, and Carter turned to respond to Jen. “Yes. We think they’re after a specific piece of research your professor was working on prior to his death. And have reason to believe it’s in an undisclosed location in the Atlantic Ocean.”

      The Atlantic, she thought. “So, like an island. The Caribbean, maybe?” she asked.

      Carter smiled a half-grin. It appeared and disappeared within a second, and it was first time she’d seen a hint of emotion other than stoicism from the man. “Something like that. We can talk as we prepare. The other half of my team has already been dispatched and is preparing for the briefing.

      “Mark will be in good hands as well. My doctors are the best in the world, and so are their drugs.” He winked at her husband, but Mark just squinted as he was reminded of his sore back. “Let’s get you two outfitted and ready, and we’ll meet back here at 0300 hours—that’s half an hour from now. We’re catching a flight to Miami, then leaving from the base there. We’re all tired, so I’ve scheduled some downtime for us before we launch.”

      Before they could respond, the pair of soldiers turned and left the room. The doctor, as well, had left.

      Jen thought about this turn of events. She wasn’t relieved; there was still so much confusion and strangeness surrounding it all. What the hell is all of this? Most importantly, though, her son was still missing. Mark was still trying to sit up in the bed, and she walked over to help him.

      She had no idea what was going on around her, but she did know one thing: she needed to keep moving, to keep pressing on. The longer she waited and the more inactive she was, the stronger the images and memories of Reese flashed through her mind.

      If she had to, she’d give her life to make sure her son wouldn’t become just a memory.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      The man didn’t come this time.

      Instead of the tall red-haired man, Reese Adams was surprised to see a woman enter his room. The woman was also young, like the red-haired man, but she was blond, and much shorter. He immediately didn’t like her. She reminded him of the people Mom worked with; the ones who didn’t have kids and probably didn’t like them much, either. They didn’t understand kids, and they treated him like he was four.

      She slid a chair out from underneath a desk against the wall and sat down next to the bed. She was wearing a white lab coat, and when she sat down, the back of it crinkled out of the hole in the back of the chair. She placed a clipboard on her lap and produced a pen from her lab coat pocket.

      “Good morning, Reese. Were you able to sleep?”

      He nodded. He had slept, as much as he’d tried not to.

      “Did you eat?”

      He nodded again. Wouldn’t they already know this?

      “And how do you feel now?”

      What kind of questions are these? He didn’t know how to respond, so he just blinked. The woman didn’t seem to care, and she kept asking more questions.

      “How old are you, Reese?”

      He answered this time. “Twelve.”

      “And do you have many friends at school?”

      “Where’s my dad?”

      “Reese, we’re keeping you here for your own safety. We explained that to you already.”

      “But I don’t remember… I don’t remember what happened. I was at home with Dad…”

      “I know you’re confused, Reese, but if you just answer my questions—”

      “I don’t want to talk to you. I want to go home.”

      The woman sighed and looked toward the door. He thought she might get up and leave, but she stayed seated. “Do you know why you’re here, Reese?”

      He shook his head. Of course he didn’t. He couldn’t remember anything.

      “Did your parents ever discuss their work with you? Did your father mention anything in particular about what it is he does for a living?”

      Reese didn’t know if he should answer. He hadn’t said much so far, and it was getting to the point that he didn’t even know how long he’d been in this room. In fact, there wasn’t much at all about last night that he remembered. He was with his dad, about to watch a movie, and then…

      A while later he woke up here. But he didn’t know if he had awoken from sleep or if he’d been here all along, just unable to remember. He remembered a few things, like the two men’s faces who’d brought him here, and the granola bar and glass of milk he’d been given, but that was about it. He’d been in this room ever since. The walls, bed, and mattress were all a stark white color. The bed—where he found himself when he woke up—was pushed into the corner of the room, situated so that his head was against the far wall, and he could see the single door on the other side. He had only been awake for about two minutes when this door opened, and the red-haired man entered.

      The man asked Reese a bunch of questions. Most were about his mom, but also about his dad, what they did for work, and even a few about his pet lizard. Reese had tried to answer them the best he could, and after almost every question he asked about his mom and dad. Most of the time the man just smiled, a huge toothy grin full of perfect teeth, and sometimes he just said, “We’re looking into it.” No matter how many times he asked, though, the man wouldn’t tell him where he was or how he got here.

      The woman asked the same question again. “Reese, I need to know. Please give me any information about your father’s work, or your mother’s, for that matter. Anything is helpful to us.”

      He looked down at his lap and shook his head.

      After a minute, the woman wrote something on her clipboard and left the room.
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      “Anything?”

      “Nothing yet, but I’m not even sure he knows anything.” Sylvia Etienne-Gray frowned, then looked up at her boss. “Are you sure this is right? How do we know he has what we’re looking for?” As soon as the words came out of her mouth, she flinched. She knew better.

      Graciously, her boss let the question slide. “We know what we’re looking for. That’s all you need to be concerned with at this time.” Sylvia saw his nostrils flare slightly and sniff. He was thinking about something else, but kept it to himself.

      She thought about asking what it was. Thought about asking if he was okay. She was glad she didn’t.

      Jeremiah Austin wasn’t the type of man to show his emotions, nor did he appreciate it in others. Sylvia knew intimately that a legitimate show of emotion from him was extremely rare. His staff had worked with him for years and also knew that when their boss was in the room, it was all business.

      Sylvia thought one of the more ironic things about him was that he had what most people would call a “baby face”—soft features, soft complexion, and an overall charismatic look about him that drew people in. It was what initially drew her to him and had a lot to do with her falling in love with him, though she could never tell him that.

      She knew he didn’t love her back; he couldn’t. She was okay with that. He didn’t have time for anyone else anyway, so she wasn’t ever afraid that there would be another woman. He lived and breathed his work—was consumed by it—and she was just a tool, a way to de-stress once or twice every week. It wasn’t perfect, she knew, but the frustration of it all seemed to add to the effect.

      “He didn’t seem as talkative with me. Maybe you’d like to try once more?” Sylvia asked.

      “I will, but not now. There’s no rush—at least not with him. See what else you get out of him, but wait about an hour. I know he’s tired, and there’s no reason to work him up any more than he already is.”

      Sylvia nodded, and turned to go.

      “Grey—”

      She loved it when he called her that. She swung around, and was annoyed to find that her breath caught in her throat for a split second. She felt like a schoolgirl. What the hell is wrong with me?

      “Be patient; we’re getting close. I know you’re as excited as I am, but we can’t lose sight of the goal.” He stopped for a moment. “Also, stop by my office in a few hours. There’s something I’d like to discuss with you on a more personal note.”

      She nodded, trying to stifle the smile creeping onto her face. She knew exactly what he meant and had been waiting for two days to hear it.

      

      Jeremiah Austin watched her go, admiring her posterior as she trotted down the hall. He let the slightest of smug grins come over his face and briefly thought ahead to their meeting. He was tempted to move it up to right now, but he knew that work was more important.

      Much more important.

      He ran his hands over his suit, pressing it smooth again, as if he was about ready to walk into a meeting—a habit he’d gleaned from an old mentor many years ago. He forced himself to smile, showing his teeth and all, and stepped back into the room where Reese Adams was being held.

      “Hello, Reese. I was hoping we could speak some more about your mother.”
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      0514 Hours

      “You can’t be serious,. Is that a submarine?” Jen asked Carter as he led the way down the concrete path.

      “Indeed it is, Ms. Adams.”

      They were standing on an obscure concrete dock behind a U.S. Coast Guard office, across from the cruise terminal in Miami. In front of them, floating ominously two-thirds underwater, rested a jet-black submarine.

      The four of them—the British Sergeant, the quieter Saunders, and Jen and Mark Adams—had taken a commercial flight from Boston and landed an hour ago in Miami. In the airport, they met up with two men Carter had introduced as “his contacts”—Mr. Vertrund and Mr. Durand.

      Now, the civilians and the two military personnel were joined by Carter’s remaining team members, Stuart "Hog" Nelson and Lance Corporal Gerald Mason, Jr. Daniel Carter stood in front of the loading ramp and delivered the introductions.

      “Good morning. Behind me is the Austere-class submarine the Aura. She was completed earlier this year, based on designs from the previous Astute-class. BAE Systems rigged her up as a much-smaller copy, added the dry-dock access hatch you see protruding from the deck, and replaced most of the weapons outfit with enhanced diving apparatus.

      “The sub is capable of diving and maintaining for about two weeks without resurfacing; because we’re going light on crew, we expect to be able to increase this to over four.”

      Jen felt her stomach rise to her throat. She squeezed Mark’s hand tightly. When did I start holding it? He asked the question for her.

      “Uh, yeah, excuse me, Mr. Carter?” The tall soldier frowned. “Should we, uh, expect to be underwater for that long?”

      “Absolutely not. Once we embark, I’ll detail you all on the mission specifics. I highly doubt we’ll be stretching her to the limit. For safety reasons, we’ll dive slowly, reaching our destination by midday.”

      Mark and Jen simultaneously breathed a sigh of relief, but there was still a look of confusion on their faces. Why do we need a submarine? she thought. And why would the answer I am supposed to be finding be located underwater?

      Before she could ask anything else, Carter ushered his team and Jen and Mark into the awaiting submarine, while the two diplomats on the dock waved them along.

      Inside the sub, Jen found herself fighting the effects of claustrophobia. The ship was larger than she had initially imagined, but the added struts and thicker walls—designed to allow maneuverability at much greater depths—seemed to press inward. She didn’t necessarily have a distaste for small spaces, but this situation was a bit out of the ordinary for her.

      She and Mark were led to their bunk by a short, squat crewman, Private Malcolmon from Iowa, as he’d introduced himself. The “bunk” was little more than a closet-sized hole in the main corridor, with two bunked beds stacked on top of one another. A four-inch deep steel drawer was secured beneath each of the two bunks for their “effects,” as Private Malcolmon instructed.

      Jen glanced at Mark, but his only response was a quick nod. He jumped to the top bunk and called down, “I’ll take this one, if that’s alright.”

      They hadn’t been given much time to pack, so Jen stuffed their one duffel bag—meant to hold both of their belongings—into the crack of the mattress at the foot of her bed and stood again to face Mark. “Let’s go find Carter. I want to figure out why in the hell we’re in a research submarine about ready to take a vacation.”

      They walked up the corridor and found Carter conversing with another crewman. “Sergeant. A word?” she interrupted.

      He turned to face the pair, immediately ending his previous conversation. The crewman, obviously a lower-ranking officer, swiveled around and left.

      “What may I help you with, Ms. Adams?” His words were military—short, punchy, and direct—but his demeanor suggested empathy, as if trying to put her at ease.

      “I just want to know what’s really going on, Sergeant. This submarine, the crew,  it all seems so quickly put together, and how does our son fit into it? And why were you there at the university?”

      Daniel waited a moment, then answered. “Listen. I know this is confusing and a little nerve-wracking for the two of you. But please hear me when I say that your son is fine. We’re going to find him—”

      “How can you say that? How do you know?”

      “This mission isn’t something we’ve hacked together overnight. My team, backed by the Royal Marines, has been planning an advance on this organization—the one we believe has taken your son—for well over six months now.

      “We expedited things when the situation escalated. Your colleague’s death, your son’s kidnapping—we believe the organization we’ve been tracking is about to make a move. When we found out about the kidnapping and murder of Dr. Storm, we got involved to get more information and to protect you and your family.”

      “Yeah, you mentioned that already,” Mark said. “Who are these guys?”

      “The group calls themselves Nouvelle Terre, or ‘New Earth,’ but they’re believed to be a loosely-connected group of people who maintain little contact and little interaction with each other. They’ve been difficult, to say the least, to track down, but because of recent events, they’ve left themselves more vulnerable. The group is mostly American ex-patriots, though we don’t know how many. The few we’ve identified are wealthy and heavily invested in the private sector. The common thread between them all, including who we believe to be their leader, is their interest in environmental causes.”

      “And what exactly is this cause they’re interested in?”

      “We don’t know. The targets we’ve identified have each emptied many of their corporate and personal accounts in the last few weeks, and we’re not exactly sure what they’re planning.”

      “But it involves something in the ocean?” Jen asked.

      “Yes. A project—” he paused, then looked toward the bridge. “Listen, that’s all I can tell you for now. There will be an official briefing at 0600, when we dive. I suggest you two try to get a few hours of sleep until then. You’ll want to be rested.”

      Before either of them had time to respond, Carter turned on his heel and walked toward the bridge.
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      0600 Hours

      “Thank you all for being here,” Carter said from the makeshift podium in the sub’s lounge area. Jen caught the satire in his voice. She assumed most, if not all, of the crew were military, and therefore were assigned to this mission. She could see Carter’s crew members, Hog, Gary, and Saunders, all gathered together at the doorway to the lounge.

      They made an interesting group. Hog was perhaps one of the strangest looking men Jen had ever seen, tall and lanky in a comical way, with rounded eyes that seemed to bulge out of his head. Maybe it’s the pressure.

      Saunders, the woman who’d accompanied Carter in her and Mark’s “meeting” back at the university, was standing next to Hog, which only helped to underline the woman’s beauty. Standing almost six feet tall, she was almost equal in height to her commanding officer. Dark-skinned and rock-solid from head to toe, Lance Corporal Saunders looked like the domineering muscle of the four-person team.

      Next to Saunders was Gary Mason. Mason, as far as Jen could tell, was just along for the ride. His demeanor, posture, and overall disposition was of nonchalance and indifference. When she’d bumped into him in the corridor, he just rambled some incoherent babble in a thick cockney accent. He was shorter than his two teammates and his commander, with a shaved crewcut hairstyle.

      “The current orders are as follows.” Carter reached into his pants pocket and withdrew a folded slip of paper. “We are to embark on an exploratory mission in international waters, north of Puerto Rico, in what is known as the Milwaukee Deep. We are expected to locate a submerged research station and provide reconnaissance and intelligence to the United States and the British Royal Navy.”

      He looked around to ensure he still had their attention. Jen’s eyes were riveted on Carter.

      “We’ve been under way for about thirty minutes now. That gives us enough time to run through the general operations protocol and to get some rest. Further, we have our first scheduled rendezvous in three hours. Be back here at 0900. I expect all of us to have met with the crew here, received any necessary instruction”— he looked toward the boat’s XO —“and gotten settled in by then.”

      “Here’s how it works. Everyone on board has a job to do—my team, myself, and you as well, Jen and Mark. Obviously this is not a normal mission. Therefore, we don’t expect you to be thoroughly versed in your particular area. However, I’ve assigned you each to a certain part of the ship and will introduce you to who’s in charge there. While we are at sea, you will be under their direct supervision and shall follow their orders. Help out when and where you can and try to become part of the team as much as possible.”

      Jen and Mark nodded simultaneously as a member of the crew stood up and joined Carter at the front of the room. Carter introduced the man as Chief Petty Officer Warren Hynes, Steward of the ship. He had a thick Australian accent, crewcut blond hair, and huge blue eyes, and Jen understood immediately why this man was perfect for his job. He looked like a man fit for a role in Gilligan’s Island—completely at ease on board a seafaring vessel.

      “Good morning, and welcome aboard. As Sergeant Carter said, I’m Chief Petty Officer Hynes, and I’ll be your steward while you are with us. If anyone needs me, feel free to track me down. My cabin is down the hall, past the first entrance to the galley. Usually, each of us has both ship responsibilities and fighting responsibilities, but for the time being our civilian guests won’t have to worry about the latter. As long as everything goes to plan, neither will we.

      “Jen, you’ll go with Petty Officer Carl Jenkins, head cook in charge of the mess hall and galley. He’s one man short this time around, so you should be able to jump in right away. Mark, you’re with Lieutenant Miranda Lopez, our Logistics Officer. Mostly you’ll be handling things on a case-by-case basis, keeping track of supply, helping out wherever you can, that sort of thing.

      “That’s pretty much it for now. Anyone have any questions?” He paused for about a second to wait for a response, and then called on Petty Officer Jenkins and Lieutenant Miranda Lopez to stand and escort them out of the room.

      Jen stood up, followed by Mark. She was now supposed to take on a role helping out the chef on board a military submarine as if she was just one of the crew. She felt so out of place here, on a military submarine about to sink to the bottom of one of the deepest parts of the ocean, apparently to find information that would lead her back to their son.

      Unlikely.

      Her skepticism seemed to be matched in Mark’s voice. “Jen, does this make any sense to you?” he asked.

      “No, I mean—of course not,” she responded. “Why would it?”

      He shook his head. “It’s just that less than twelve hours ago, we were sitting in the apartment trying to figure out what to do next. We get, uh, overtaken at the school, and now we’re here, halfway across the country. It seems so fast, you know?”

      She thought about this for a moment. “I don’t think Reese’s kidnapping was the start of this. Clearly there’s more going on. I know this mission wasn’t something that was slapped together last minute, and I want to find out what they know.”

      They reached the rectangular doorway at the edge of the room, slowing to step deliberately over the tall threshold. Whatever this was, it wasn’t just about her son.
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      0900 Hours

      Jen and Mark sat in the same room they’d left three hours earlier. Time had crawled as she’d learned safety procedures, basic military sub lingo, a few crew members’ names (all of which Jen had forgotten), and taken a twenty-minute “nap,” during which she had stared straight up at the bottom of Mark’s bunk.

      He’d fared no better. The pervasive, unwavering reminder that their son was missing was constantly on his mind as well, and he’d spent the time getting acquainted with the procedural operations of the sub, going through the motions, and nodding his head every few seconds.

      Both were exhausted. Jen hoped this “rendezvous” would end quickly, giving her at least a few hours to try and sleep. She wondered if she could shut her eyes here, in the chair, and catch a few seconds of rest—

      “At attention, crew,” one of the enlisted crew members called out.

      Her eyes snapped open as Sergeant Daniel Carter entered the room. 0900 on the dot, she noticed.

      “At ease. Thanks for being here. Irons, do you have the comm-link?” he asked one of the enlisted men.

      “Aye, sir. It’s on three, just hit the—”

      Carter already had the television screen powered up and on the right channel before the young man could finish. The monitor blinked, and a fuzzy picture of a decadent office slowly came into focus.

      “Good morning,” a man’s voice spoke. The sound came from speakers hidden somewhere in the room. “I do appreciate your willingness to serve today. It’s been an interesting day, as I’m sure you’ll all agree.” The man sat behind the desk in the office. Jen sensed the presence of a few aides or advisors standing close to the desk; human-shaped shadows wriggled over the carpet and curtains.

      “My name is Gregory Durand, Assistant to the Head of the National Environmental Terrorism Agency. We are a British intelligence organization tasked with discovering and neutralizing terrorist threats to the nation and world. I know that you do not see any American forces amongst yourselves. I do apologize, but it is for your own security. This matter you will be attending to is one of national security, both for the British and American governments alike—a matter that has escalated in the past few hours to one of the utmost importance. Unfortunately, it also means that if American Special Forces were somehow seen embarking on any sort of mission in the target area, it could prove to be a difficult situation to clean up. The media would be all over it within two hours, and…” the man sighed, clearly exasperated at even the thought.

      “I do, however, trust the abilities of you all more than you know. I want you to know that I fully support the mission and wish nothing more than your success and safe return.”

      Carter gave the man—his current commanding officer—a single nod, thanking him for the compliment. Durand continued addressing the room. “I understand that Sergeant Carter has briefed you on the mission. You are to locate and secure the package, a boy named Reese Adams. His parents, as I’m sure you know, are Jennifer and Mark Adams, and will be accompanying you on the mission.”

      A few faces turned to look at Jen and Mark in the center of the room. Durand paused, but then answered the question every one of the military men and women—and Jen and Mark—had on their minds.

      “Mr. and Ms. Adams are really with you all, though, because Jen’s presence is crucial to the success of the mission. The group that kidnapped Reese wants something in return; something only Jen has, apparently. We don’t have any intelligence as to what that something might be, but I thought it best that she accompany your team to the station in case there is something there she can use. At that point, if it comes, the military team will provide support and attempt to eliminate whatever threat they find.

      “We’ll be keeping you updated throughout the mission with any information we find, Sergeant. And Ms. Adams, understand that we will find your son. We will get to the bottom of this, and I only ask that you lend us a hand in the meantime.”

      She nodded, as if the man could see her as well. She had so many questions, though. So many pieces to this puzzle. Hell, she didn’t even know what the puzzle was supposed to look like. Mark squeezed her hand.

      “Let’s talk about details. I know Carter told you where you’re heading, but he did not address any specifics. I’ve kept a few things to myself until this moment, but also understand that what I’m about to tell you may be completely irrelevant.

      “It turns out that the base you’re heading to was a United States government-funded research station built in 1974, redefining the possibilities of modern undersea exploration. It was built on a geothermal hotspot, and that’s how it was powered. A desalinization plant was built next, an engineering marvel that allowed a team of researchers to stay for extended periods of time on-site. Finally, all of this was encased in a dome made out of a synthetic material that pushed against the immense pressure of the waters surrounding the station. There’s more to it than that, obviously, but I wanted you to understand the basics before you arrived.

      “You’re going to be docking at the station around 1200 hours, as your captain tells me. There won’t be any surface light reaching to these depths, so you’ll be taking a slow, careful crawl around the dome’s western and southern fronts—the sides that aren’t jutting up against the cliffs of the Puerto Rico Trench. You’ll then find one of the two docking stations,  and at that point you’ll dock, equalize the pressure in the sub’s holding bay, and then pump out the water from the station.”

      Jen’s mind was racing at this point. A government research station located at the bottom of the ocean? One large enough to house people? And the fact that it’s still there…

      She wondered if Durand was reading from a prompter screen or if he’d memorized these statistics. Either way, it was impressive, the scope of this project. Both the building of the base in the first place—over forty years ago—and the fact that they were supposed to revisit it today.

      Then she remembered one of the first things he’d said—that the station was established to conduct geothermal research. That was her specialty ever since she’d started working with Dr. Storm. Maybe that had something to do with what the kidnappers wanted from her.

      He wanted me to lend them a hand in the meantime. That meant that whatever this was about, her son was only a small piece of it.

      “Also, we’re not sure how much this group, Nouvelle Terre, knows. We know that one of their members, Jeremiah Austin, at one point in time, was involved with some of the building of the research station. He worked with Dr. Mitchell Storm, the brother of the late Dr. Elias Storm. So far, that’s the only tie we have, but it’s a strong one. It seems like the organization wanted to get to Dr. Storm’s research by way of his brother. When that soured, they most likely went for Jen Adams, the next logical person who would understand what Dr. Storm was working on.”

      She let all of this sink in. Dr. Storm’s brother was somehow involved. Someone who worked with this terrorist organization years ago, and now they want to finish the project.

      Her boss, Dr. Elias Storm, didn’t know anything—or at least didn’t talk—and he’d paid the price for it.

      They were using her. They took her son, and now she and Mark were on this wild goose chase together.

      “I know what you’re probably wondering,” Gregory Durand said. “Why are you heading toward a research station at the bottom of the Atlantic? We believe that Nouvelle Terre is acting out in the interest of securing what they want quickly. Since the last we’d heard from them was immediately following the completion of this base, and with the close ties between the research performed there and what Nouvelle Terre’s all about, we think it might be a good lead. It won’t be the endgame. Reese is no doubt being kept wherever the organization’s headquartered. However—”

      The monitor and speakers crackled and died. Carter looked toward the young crewman who had apparently set up the communication link, but the soldier shrugged. The screen turned to fuzz, the connection obviously lost. Carter looked unswayed. He continued delivering the speech, skipping to the end.

      “My team will be joined by a few more civilians, all experts in their fields and certainly assets to the mission at hand. If, for whatever reason, Jen is unable to aid in locating whatever it is she’s here to find, these three people will jump in to assist. First, there’s Sanjay Pavan, who Jen will most likely recognize as the esteemed marine archeologist.”

      Jen did recognize the name. Dr. Pavan wasn’t just a well-respected marine archeologist. He was the marine archeologist, the rare breed of expert who was as comfortable in front of television cameras and media moguls as he was behind a microscope. He was Indian-American, dark-skinned, and very handsome, which no doubt played a role in his fame. Before Sanjay, most people had no idea such a career as marine archeology existed.

      How did I not see him?

      Jen’s eyes wandered around the room until she found the short man standing against the back wall. His thick, dark eyebrows were curled—his signature look of contemplation—and he bowed his head ever so slightly when their eyes met.

      “Also aboard, we have Lindsay Richards, an American geologist and oceanographer, and her understudy, Erik Statnik.”

      Jen recognized Lindsay’s name but couldn’t picture her face or recall the university she was from. She found the woman—blond and plump—sitting at a table with the man she assumed was the understudy, Erik Statnik. Statnik’s features were as stark as Lindsay’s were soft. His rectangular, chiseled face and drooping eyes made him look years older than he must have been, and his crooked nose gave him a ghoulish appearance. Still, it was Erik, not Lindsay, who mouthed a “hello” toward Jen.

      Another crew member ran into the conference area. “Sergeant Carter, sir, we’ve got a problem. The navigator’s picking up a signal about 1,000 meters from here.”

      Carter frowned. “What kind of signal?”

      “Sonar places it just slightly larger than our vessel, sir, and it’s heading directly toward us.”

      At that, the crew members and soldiers spread throughout the room immediately leapt to their feet and assumed their stations. A few of the crew ran back to the bridge, no doubt involved in the sub’s operations.

      Panic overcame Jen. Were they being attacked? She’d never been on a submarine before, and she thought the immense blackness of the waters pressing in on them was terrifying enough.

      Carter looked at her and her husband. “Stay here for now. Everything’s going to be fine. We have no reason to believe—”

      A loud snap followed by a wrenching, twisting sound reached their ears. Shouts arose from the depths of the sub, and Jen felt her stomach drop.

      The sub lurched forward then back, and she almost lost her balance. She grabbed the side of a table nearby to right herself and looked up. Carter had already left the room.

      “What the hell’s going on, Captain?” She heard Carter call out from down the hallway.

      Mark reached over and grabbed her elbow. “You okay?”

      She looked at him to respond, but noticed a deep gash across his face and temple. “Oh my God, Mark. Your face!” He reached up and wiped at the seeping blood. His eyes widened, as if unaware that he’d been injured.

      “It’s okay. I can’t feel it. Must have hit my head on a chair during the—”

      Another snapping sound, more shouts. This time, the sub seemed to drop like a rock—at least twenty or thirty feet straight down. Jen felt like they were on an airplane going through intense turbulence. She closed her eyes, but still almost threw up.

      When the sub righted itself once again, she persuaded her eyes open and found the cafeteria/meeting room in shambles. Plastic trays, chairs, and cups were strewn about, and two of the tables had broken and collapsed in on themselves.

      Mark had also recovered, and with one hand on his wound and the other still gripping Jen’s arm, he pulled her out the room. “Come on. Let’s see if we can figure out what’s going on.”

      They ran through the hallway, ducking and jumping through the small rectangular doorways that segmented the sub’s interior. They reached the bridge, but Carter met them at the door before they could enter.

      “Stay out here, you two. It’s too crowded in there anyway.”

      “We just wanted to see what’s up. Is everything okay?” Mark asked. He spoke fast, breathless.

      “No. Well, yes. We’re in no danger of sinking, but the hostile sub did significant damage,” the Sergeant responded.

      “What do mean, hostile sub?” Jen said. She tried to remain calm, but the words tumbled out frantic and panicked.

      “Well, what we do know is that there’s another sub out there, and they fired something across our bow. It hit, but was deflected, thank God. However, the second shot was nearly exactly the same. It hit and was deflected.”

      “So… what does that mean?”

      “It’s not easy to do. Two boats, both moving—yet glancing a shot just short of devastating? It wasn’t an accident.”

      “Why would they want to hit us?” Jen asked.

      “No idea. We’re still trying to get a visual so we can see who they are, but the only thing the captain can think of is that they didn’t want to sink us. They wanted to disable us.”
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      “Dive. Dive, damnit!”

      She heard a loud, gruff voice—the ship’s commanding officer—yelling to dive. Faster, deeper, all at the same time.

      They were still standing just outside the bridge, but Sergeant Carter had left to see to his team.

      Why did someone want to disable them? And who?

      Jen had no idea what was going on, but she stood riveted next to Mark nonetheless, trying to pick up any clues from the crew controlling the ship.

      “We are, sir. We’re almost at target depth, but…”

      “I know we lost power to the bilge, and we’re taking on water. It doesn’t matter now. We dive, we dock, or we die.”

      Jen knew the CO wasn’t trying to sound clever. On the contrary, he sounded terrified, trying to make the best of the situation. She also knew that if the CO was concerned, there was probably reason for them all to be concerned.

      “Did he say we’re taking on water?” Mark asked. “We need to find Carter.”

      Jen felt panic rising in her throat. It was a feeling of complete helplessness. She imagined the depths of the ocean pressing in on them, waiting.

      They leaned in to the door separating them from the bridge. Jen pushed an ear to the door and tried to hear the rest of the conversation. Without meaning to, her hand brushed against Mark’s. He held it firm in his own.

      “Captain, we’re at target depth now. She’s holding fine, but again, we can’t—”

      “Yes, I understand. Just find that station.”

      “Affirmative.”

      At that moment, Carter called out from behind them in the hallway. “Jen, Mark, come here. You should see this.”

      They followed Carter toward the front of the sub, farther forward than even the bridge. As they neared the extreme front of the sub, Mark suddenly understood where they were.

      “It’s an observation deck,” he said. “They fitted reinforced plexiglass or something to the front of the sub so you can see out the front.”

      “The nose of the submarine is actually glass and silicone, heated and stretched, then shaped, and finally supercooled quickly enough to form a strong bond. A computer-controlled laser array used 3D mapping software to analyze the shape and find any weaknesses, divots, or anomalous surfaces.”

      “Sounds expensive.”

      “It was, but then again, your country’s space program isn’t funding manned rocket missions these days, so this project was almost fully funded within a year.”

      “You mean NASA?” Jen asked.

      “Yes. They are hoping to deploy these types of viewports on future manned space explorations and unmanned telescope missions. Keeping the main components of a telescope camera indoors rather than in the vacuum of space and away from fast-moving microscopic particles is expected to have a positive effect on the lifespan of the lens and other apparatus.

      “Anyway, they wanted an actual prototype that would emulate some of the environmental constraints—pressure, temperature, etcetera. Deep-sea exploration isn’t perfect, but it’s the closest we’ve got.”

      Jen was impressed, but she had not forgotten what had just happened to them. They’d been attacked almost five miles underwater, and they had no idea if the enemy sub was coming back.

      “Carter, what happened up there —”

      “Don’t worry about it. Our CO is a very qualified captain, Jen.”

      “But the pressure…”

      “I understand you’re concerned.” He began to turn away, then stopped. “Here’s what I was taught. If something happens on an underwater vessel, and you’re alive long enough to know about it, you’re most likely going to be able to do something about it.”

      While it wasn’t exactly comforting, it did help calm Jen’s fears about being crushed to death in an underwater tube. Carter waited for them to ask more questions for a moment before turning again and walking toward the glass dome.

      They entered the tiny chamber, and Jen was confused. “It’s dark. I can’t see anything.”

      “Right. The captain will turn on the floodlights when they start searching for that docking station. Our technology is more advanced now than the docking station, and considering the fact that it’s unmanned, we’ll be  able to find it best by simply using our eyes.”

      Jen heard a tiny click from outside the chamber, and suddenly the room was lit in an eerie yellow glow. The three of them turned to face the glass bubble at one end of the room and peered out.

      What stared back at them was one of the most amazing things Jen had ever seen.

      The research station, reflecting the sub’s floodlights, seemed to sparkle and shimmer, and the glistening of small marine objects and debris added to the effect. The station’s semi-translucent outer shell was reinforced with some kind of mesh, but it was impossible to tell just how thick the walls were.

      An unimaginable number of small polygons, about two feet in diameter, made up the shell’s outer layer, giving the dome its rounded appearance.

      The size was the next thing she noticed. It was massive—absolutely gargantuan. It rose from the depths below them as if out of nowhere, and it continued on up above their field of view. It must have been over twelve stories tall. The dome could easily house entire buildings. She wondered if it might have at one point in time.

      “Oh wow,” she said. Mark and Carter both stood mesmerized as well, neither having anticipated the sheer scope and magnitude of an engineering marvel like this.

      “Wow is right,” Mark said finally. “It’s a shame this has to be top-secret. The world wouldn’t believe something like this could exist.”

      The sub was facing the dome, but easing sideways through the water, keeping its nose and the observation room centered on the research station.

      “Captain Volstik will do a full turn around the station, locate at least one of the docking stations, and then his crew will maneuver for the docking. We’ll have a great view from here, since our docking port is topside, directly above our heads. Once we dock, though, we’ll have quite awhile before we can enter.”

      “Why is that?” Mark asked.

      “Well, we can’t know for sure, but we’re expecting this place to be flooded. It’s been sitting down here for over thirty years with no maintenance or upkeep. In order to completely pump it out with the equipment we brought, it would take weeks. We’re hoping, though, that it’s not entirely filled with seawater, or that some of the compartmentalizations the builders included are still doing their jobs and keeping part of the base watertight.

      “Whatever the case, we’re expecting to pump at least the first and second compartments in—that’ll take around twelve to fifteen hours—and having those levels dry should give us enough space to work and get what we need.”

      “Assuming we find what we need,” Jen said.

      “Right. And we will. Don’t worry, this will all be resolved soon, and we’ll get Reese back.”

      She wasn’t reassured, but at least she understood part of the plan. Enter the station, find whatever clues or pieces of the puzzle they could, deliver that to Nouvelle Terre, and get Reese back.

      Easier said than done.

      A voice crackled over the intercom, preparing the crew for docking. Jen looked out at the station stretched across the panoramic view, trying to find the docking port.

      “There it is,” Carter said. He lifted a hand and pointed toward the far edge of the dome, still not yet in full view.

      Jutting from its base was a rectangular port, pushed out like the entrance to a storm shelter outside of a farmhouse. They watched it roll toward them, the submarine making minute adjustments in her bearing as they closed in on the bay.

      Another message over the intercom crackled, ordering the docking crew to take over. Carter explained that once they got nearer to docking, the docking crew would guide the sub in by hand, using sensitive thrusters to correct and control their motions.

      Before they reached the station, however, a looming shape appeared in between the sub and the dome.

      The dark shadow slipped in front of their ship, obstructing their view.

      “It’s the other sub,” Mark whispered. His voice had dropped as if trying to hide from the black sea monster in front of them.

      “Damn. It is. They were trying to disable us; to get us to dock. That was the plan all along. They’ll probably dock on the other side now that they’ve got us where they want us.”

      “But I don’t get it. Why’d they shoot at the sub?” Jen asked Carter. “If they wanted to kill us, they’d have just sunk us in the first place. Now they just wanted to make sure we docked.”

      The captain burst through the doors of the observation chamber, his duties for the time being completed. He’d apparently heard Jen’s question. “Because they wanted to make sure we made it here, but that there was only one way off the station: their sub.”

      “Wait, you mean we’re—”

      “Yes. They fired a perfect shot, disabling most of what makes this ship a submarine. We can dive, and we’ll have air and food for weeks, but none of that matters anymore. Our maneuverability’s been blown to hell, and we can’t pump out the water from the rise tanks. We can’t resurface.”

      This cold truth settled over Jen and Mark. Carter knew this already, and he still gazed silently out the window.

      They were stranded at this research station under five miles of Atlantic ocean, and the only humans around weren’t their friends.
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      “The air isn’t toxic; you should be good to go.”

      The young crew member, Lieutenant Johannes, turned to face Carter and Jen. “Actually, it seems pretty healthy. It’ll feel thinner, like you’re standing on top of a mountain, but it’s completely breathable.”

      “Are you surprised?” Carter asked.

      “No, I guess not, at least about this. I mean, we were prepared for the worst, but without anything to breathe the air down here there would be no way for it to go bad. We did think we’d have to pump the water out, but with the sub’s structure almost compromised, it’s great we don’t need to keep you on board for that long.”

      The captain scoffed from inside the sub’s docking hatch. “Well, you can have all the air and dry ground you can find. I’m happy staying right here.”

      “That’s the plan, Captain,” Carter said. “Keep working on the sub; try to restore surfacing capability. We’ll see what we can find, and we’ll be ready to go in less than twelve hours.”

      Jen saw Mark emerge from the sub’s hatch, stepping around the large captain. “We ready to go?” he asked Jen. He took a quick look at the other three civilians in the room who had recently joined them, Dr. Sanjay Pavan, Lindsay, and her understudy, sizing them up. Pavan looked concerned, but otherwise stoic. Lindsay looked a little more distraught, but still holding things together.

      Erik looked as if he hadn’t registered anything that had happened in the past twenty minutes. His gaze was steady, looking at the skipper, intense but not intimidating, intrigued but not frightened. When Jen met his eyes, he tried his best to give a confident nod.

      “All set,” she said. “I’ve got the papers from Storm’s lab and the toolkit I packed beforehand. Although I still wish we could go without those guns…”

      Carter and his team had each outfitted themselves with British-made assault rifles, sidearmed with a pistol and a hunting knife. They were dressed in fatigues, a suit of body armor covering their torsos.

      “Don’t worry, Jen. This is just a precaution. As I said, we’re out in twelve hours. If the sub’s not ready to go by then, we stay inside until it is.” Carter’s voice was confident, as if there was no doubt in his mind what answers lay ahead. She knew he was a career soldier, gifted in tactical and strategic management, but this particular mission wasn’t like anything they’d ever done before—he’d said so himself.

      When they’d docked at the research station, the preliminary team had disembarked first, checking the small docking chamber’s air for the necessary amounts of nitrogen, oxygen, and trace gases that made up breathable air. They had yet to open the hatch connecting the docking chamber with the rest of the dome, but a specialized imaging camera had determined that there was no wall of water on the other side, waiting to crush them when they opened the door.

      As a secondary objective, the small camera was also deployed to seek out any infrared heat images—or, as Carter had explained, other people. The other sub hadn’t been seen docking, but Carter’s team wanted to be as careful as possible before exposing unarmed civilians to a strike team.

      The sub’s captain and his twelve crew members would stay back, repairing the ship and getting it ready to leave. There was routine maintenance to see to, as well as the damage that had been dealt by the two torpedoes fired on them. The mechanic on board was optimistic, however, and diagnosed the issues as small setbacks that could be mostly fixed within eight to ten hours.

      Mark joined Jen in front of the chamber hatch, behind Carter. Carter and his team waited until the sub’s hatch was closed and sealed, and then Saunders and Hog Nelson stepped forward to open the airlock door.

      “Ready when you are, boss,” Saunders called out.

      “Go for it,” Carter said, as stoic as ever.

      The remaining team member, Gary Mason, raised his rifle and pointed it toward the hairline crack between the door and the thick steel-reinforced wall.

      Jen heard a pop, followed by a loud hissing sound, and the two marines pulled open the heavy door.

      The whooshing sound resided, and Mason pushed forward and through the entrance. He looked left and right, then nodded once. The rest of the marines, followed by Carter, the scientists, and finally Jen and Mark, entered the newly-opened research station.

      Jen found herself in the middle of a vast hallway that stretched both directions in a curving arch.

      “This must be the outer compartment,” Carter said. “They built in failsafes in these airlocks; redundant doors that can close in case of a water breach. This hallway will have reinforced locks at intervals from here to the main entrance chamber, and there will be another just like it from the other docking station.”

      “Which way do we go then?”

      “Left. I think the main power grid is controlled by a small room at the north side of the base. We docked at the south station, so—”

      Suddenly a deep boom reverberated through the round hallway.

      “What the…” one of the marines jostled for position, ready to fire on the approaching enemy. But nothing came toward them around the bend in the hallway.

      “Oh, shit—” Mark grabbed Jen’s arm and pushed her out of the doorway. A blast of heat barreled through, spreading and dissipating down the hall. The soldiers dove to the floor, but Carter wheeled around to the wide-open hatch they’d entered from.

      “That was an explosion! Help me get this door,” he shouted. Mark jumped up again, helping the man with the thick door. Jen turned to look out just as the door slammed shut. All she saw was fire, followed by—

      “Hold on!” Carter yelled. They heard another dull crash as water smashed against the hallway wall. The whole dome seemed to bend as if warping in on itself. The floor shook, and Carter and Mark fell back to the hallway floor.

      Jen’s cheek was up against the cool concrete, her eyes squeezed shut. She could almost feel the immense pressure of the sea—five miles of deep-black saltwater—pushing in on her, the only thing separating it from her a twenty-inch thick wall. Without opening her eyes, she reached out to find Mark’s hand—any hand—and waited for the shaking to stop.

      

      “What happened out there, sir?” Mason was sitting, his back up against the interior hallway wall. “Did you see anything?”

      “Yeah. It blew up. It’s gone. The sub, I mean. It’s completely gone.”

      Lindsay Richards gasped, and Dr. Pavan sucked in a quick breath of air. The three marines were seated next to each other, their eyes intense, ready. They held their guns in their laps, but their hands were tightened over the stocks, their fingers near the trigger.

      “There was a wall of fire and then a bunch of water. I can’t believe we got the door shut in time,” Mark said.

      “But why?” Jen asked. “How?”

      “It must have been the other sub—the one that disabled us before,” Carter answered. “There’s no other way. No sub would just explode like that. They must have known we were inside the station and then opened fire…”

      Things had gone from terrible to much, much worse. Jen’s mind was reeling, trying to make sense of the events of the past twenty-four hours. Reese, Dr. Storm, now this—

      “We need to keep moving; we can’t stay here. That other sub—whoever disabled us and blew up our ride—isn’t going to just head home. We’re too isolated out here. They saw us dock, and they’ll probably be heading to the other docking station now. The airlock behind us won’t open again since it’s been compromised.” Carter’s voice was back to its normal stoicism.

      Jen wondered if it was a façade, if he was as frightened as she was.

      “We’ll get to the power station at the main entrance and see about getting some lights on. Since we haven’t seen any sign of leaks so far, I’ll assume we can still get power to the main complex. Come on, let’s go.”

      He didn’t wait for the group to stand up.
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      The group of soldiers and civilians jogged in silence around the circumference of the great underwater dome. Mark couldn’t help but marvel at the amazing technology required to create such a monstrosity this far under the ocean’s surface. Even the math seemed too miraculous to be true. There was no way modern technology could effectively build the walls thick enough using just steel or concrete; he knew they must have been some sort of alloy or a combination of materials.

      Back on the sub, he had seen a schematic of the research station. The hallway they were in now ran around half the circumference of the upper section of the dome—Level Three, if he remembered correctly—connecting the two docking stations to the main entrance and power grid. The entire structure was split into fourteen levels, numbered from the uppermost level to the lowest, each using the nomenclature of French colors. He also knew the docking stations—two each, both capable of docking two submarines at once—were situated on the trench side of the dome, one toward the southernmost end, the other farther north, connected by this hallway on one side of the circular dome.

      The dome around the research station was designed to withstand the immense pressure of five miles of seawater pressing down on it. Between this hallway and the ocean was an open space of about five feet where the air pressure was maintained and controlled. Outside of this, separated by another thick wall, was another open space, built for redundancy and added support. Finally, the outermost layer of the dome was a series of hexagon-shaped frames, each with a width of about two feet, that connected to each other and formed the outer structural support.

      He tried to imagine what it had been like to build this place. The sheer manpower required must have been staggering. It seemed solid, too. If he hadn’t known better, he wouldn’t have believed they were underwater right now. It was a real shame this place was kept secret for so long.

      Jen was running next to him, her gait steady and light. They were no longer holding hands, and Mark realized they hadn’t held hands or had any physical contact whatsoever since they’d split up over a year ago. While they were still on speaking terms, the relationship was still strained and awkward. They had mostly tried to keep things light around Reese, not talking about the separation or “the situation,” as they called it.

      Mark thought back to that fateful night, about a year and a half ago. They were both completely absorbed in their work and found themselves sharing time with Reese like a relay team. Jen mostly worked during the day at the university and would come home in the early afternoon to swap out with Mark. She would hang out with Reese while Mark worked, and they’d start the process over again each day, their lives dancing around each other without connecting.

      His work had been demanding more and more of him. Reese was almost eleven years old and had begun acting out in all new ways, and Jen had started working more closely with Dr. Storm on his research.

      Mark didn’t drink—had never tasted alcohol in his life—but he found himself going out more often with the guys after work. They would grab a few beers and vent for a few hours before heading home, usually well after midnight. It became part of the routine, and Mark knew Jen didn’t care one way or another. She was too caught up in her work to notice, or so he thought.

      He pulled up to the house at around 2:30 AM and saw that the kitchen light was on. He entered and saw Jen sitting at the table; she’d waited up for him. They argued, it escalated, and it ended with Mark’s leaving and staying at the office for the night. He considered coming home the next night, but instead just e-mailed that he thought it was better if they “took a little time…”

      That was the catalyst. Two days later, when Reese was at a friend’s house and Jen was supposed to be gone at a conference, Mark was visited by a female acquaintance who’d approached him at the bar. She had been outgoing to say the least, and Mark was turned off by her attempt to play the “troubled mysterious” role. When she followed him home that night, he’d considered calling the police. His personality got the best of him, however, and he invited her in to talk.

      She was half-naked when Jen walked in on them in the living room. He froze, unsure of how to respond. The silence and hesitation told Jen all she needed to know, and she had just turned around and left; no words were exchanged.

      It took three weeks for them to talk again, but only because Jen needed Mark to go pick up their son from camp. He’d kept Reese for the next three days, and they talked again briefly through text message after that. Things continued like that up until last night, when he’d called her for the first time since.

      He sighed, wondering why he’d done it. He didn’t even remember the woman’s name he had almost slept with. It was a moment of weakness, but Mark also knew it went deeper than just that. If only she knew…

      As they neared what seemed to be the end of the long hallway, Mark pushed the thoughts back in his mind. They came to a door that looked like it had been cut out of the concrete, blocking their way forward. Carter reached it first and turned the handle. It was unlocked. He pulled it open, and Saunders and Mason ran inside.

      “Clear!” The rest of the group entered, Carter walking in last and closing the door behind him. It was dark, but a flashlight appeared from one of the soldiers’ packs, and Mark could tell immediately where they were.

      “It’s the power station,” he said.

      “Can we get the lights on?”

      “There should be a fusebox somewhere; anyone see it?”

      Before they could respond, Dr. Pavan flipped a switch inside a metal wall housing. They heard a hum, and the small power station was quickly bathed in a warm amber light. He waited to see if the fixture would get any brighter, but Jen called their attention to the other side of the room.

      “Oh my God,” she said. They huddled around her and Mark noticed that one wall of the power station was made of glass. The light wasn’t coming from the inside of their room at all; it was coming from beyond this glass wall.

      Stretching below them was an immense open space dotted with small buildings set around an interior circle. Inside this circle, there seemed to be some kind of plant set in rows…

      “It’s a farm,” Saunders said.

      “Come on,” said Hog. “Let’s get down there. You guys see stairs anywhere?”

      There was a door in the other side of the small power room they were in, and the team followed Hog out and into the other hallway. About fifteen feet away, a tiny stairwell branched off to the right and down. Hog looked back and got the go-ahead from Carter.

      The stairwell did indeed end one level below—Level Four, the same level as the open field—and they started walking toward the central circle of small buildings. Mark saw that one of the larger buildings was a barn, modernized in some ways but still sporting the characteristic arched roof. Next to it, he saw a small silo and what looked like a combine.

      “Whoa, check this out,” Mason said. “Look up. The upper floors are open in the center, like the one we just came from.”

      Sure enough, Mark looked up and saw more levels above their heads, each a giant circular hallway forming concentric circles stacked on top of one another, like rings that got smaller and smaller. Each level had windows that looked out onto the open area they were in. At the very top of the dome, a semi-transparent bubble hung from the ceiling like a futuristic chandelier. It was bright enough to provide the light currently lighting the dome’s interior. He felt like he was in an absolutely massive hotel atrium. The only thing missing were tall glass elevators.

      The open space was huge, and it took them a good five minutes to reach the center. Along the way Mark took in the massive dome’s interior, open at this level to the ceiling. It was like being inside a glass bowl—a huge glass bowl.

      Mark looked across the open expanse and saw a rock wall jutting from the ground opposite their location. The wall extended from the floor of this level to the roof of the sloping bowl, enclosing nearly a quarter of the level behind natural rock. They’d used this wall as an anchoring point; an earth-made foundation for the research station.

      “Is that corn?” A question from the team caused Mark to look out over the open field on this level’s floor.

      “It is,” Mark said. “And it looks like those stocks have actual corncobs on them!” He ran up to the first row of corn, eyeing it suspiciously. The team walked up behind him and began inspecting the crop for themselves.

      “Do you think they’ve been preserved somehow?” Jen asked.

      “For thirty years? I doubt it. Maybe it was planted, and then just kept growing, year after year?” Mason said.

      Mark responded. “No, there’s no way. This crop is fresh, and it’s tilled properly. Everything’s still neatly in a row, and besides, without light, nothing can survive…” He squinted up at the source of the bright light above him. “Maybe that light up there’s a UV bulb, or something that emits Vitamin D. That makes sense, considering they’d need an alternative source of sunlight to grow anything here.”

      Saunders spoke from in front of them. “Right. There could even be some kind of fiber optic cable that transfers UV light from the surface down to the light source.”

      She walked along the field of corn and now peered around a corner. “Hey, they’ve got greenhouses here too, it looks like. Three, at least from what I can see.” She was looking back next to the stairs they’d descended. The group joined her, and for the first time Mark noticed a track—sort of a miniature railroad track—extending in both directions under the stairs. He’d been too preoccupied with the immensity of the space to have noticed it before. He followed the track around to where Saunders had pointed, and saw that the track curved right around the large greenhouses, complete with a small station situated outside the largest glass house.

      “Unbelievable,” he whispered.

      Jen heard him. “Seriously. This place must have been a full-fledged operation back in the day. I can’t believe all the work that must have gone into it. Greenhouses, corn fields, railroads? It’s insane.”

      “It is,” Hog added. “I still can’t believe the corn’s alive, either. My uncle’s a farmer. I’ve seen how much work it takes to keep this stuff alive year after year… and this has survived how many years? Without light?”

      Suddenly another voice entered the conversation from somewhere behind them.

      “Yes, yes—but you assume… there was no light here.”

      Carter and the three other soldiers whipped around, their guns drawn. At first Mark couldn’t see anyone, and then he saw movement next to one of the smaller buildings at the outskirts of the circle. A man stepped out from behind a crate, short and squat. His hair was disheveled, as if he’d just woken up from a nap. Strangely, though, he was wearing an oxford shirt and khaki slacks. Aside from his hair, he looked like he had just gotten off work and decided to go for a stroll through the cornfield. He was quirky, awkward, and had a winking twitch every few seconds.

      “Stop!” Carter shouted. “Don’t take another step forward. Tell us who you are and what you’re doing here.”

      The man frowned a moment, twitched, then answered. “El…Elliot Bingham. Facilities—Facilities Technician—here. Maintenance, other stuff.”
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      Carter didn’t drop his gun, and his team of soldiers didn’t either. They stared down the newcomer, the small, odd man who had suddenly appeared behind them. Carter stepped forward toward the man and repeated his last demand.

      “What are you doing here, Mr. Bingham?”

      Elliot twitched. “J—just walking. Walking. Checking. Fixing? Working.”

      Jen scrunched her eyebrows. This man was clearly suffering from some kind of psychological deterioration. Before she could question him to discover more, Lindsay spoke up.

      “Mr. Bingham, are you alright? You sound…confused.” Her words were blunt, but they were the words each of the team members was thinking.  Nelson scoffed and breathed in sharply.

      Carter cleared his throat. “Yes, Mr. Bingham, are you feeling okay?”

      Bingham looked from Carter to Lindsay and back. “Yes. Yes sir. Good. I am good.” He smiled, an odd smear of confusion and squeamishness. Nelson stepped up behind the man and eyed Carter, who gave him a slight nod.

      Nelson quickly searched the scientist, finding only an ID badge, some keys, and a small flashlight in the man’s pocket. He held them out for his boss to peruse, but Carter just dismissed them and continued his line of questioning. Saunders and Mason lowered their guns slightly.

      “Mr. Bingham, can you tell me why you’re down here? What brought you to Agartha?”

      Bingham stared blankly.

      “Can you explain to me what Agartha Base—this place—is for? What were you studying here?”

      Twitch.

      Carter frowned almost imperceptibly, but didn’t drop his eyes from the scientist’s face. “Can you at least tell me where we are? We’re on the main level, right? Level Four: Rue d’Argent, correct?”

      Bingham suddenly focused on Carter’s face when he heard the French words. “Yes, yes!” He responded, growing excited. “Rue d’Argent. Main.”

      “Ok, wonderful. We’re getting somewhere. And what’s on the other levels, Bingham? Do you know where we can find a map?”

      “Map? Map. Map—find a map. Where’s a map?” Bingham’s face contorted again in thought. “A map! Yes! Come, come—a map!”

      Carter shook his head, but followed the scientist to a small white building directly in the center of the open level, next to the corn field. The rest of the group followed behind, Jen and Mark walking next to one another followed by Drs. Sanjay Pavan and Lindsay Richards, her assistant Erik Statnik in tow, and finally the three soldiers of Daniel Carter’s team: Gary Mason, Rachel Saunders, and Hog Nelson.

      They reached the small shack, and Mark could see what it had originally been intended for. The whitewash on the wooden walls was peeling, but it still had an almost whimsical feeling about it. It was designed to look like a 1960’s cottage, complete with a small porch, a front door, and two shuttered windows perched on either side. About a yard in front of the porch stood an informational sign—a large map of the interior of the dome much like those found in theme parks or in museums.

      Mark could see that the sign was in almost pristine condition, save for a little fading here or there. Realizing that there was no weather to wear the structures down here, he knew that his original assessment of the light source above them—something emitting UV light—must be accurate.

      Carter had stepped up to the sign and was now tracing the outline of some of the areas on the main level with his index finger. Mark saw the corn field, greenhouses, and railroad drawn on the map, as well as the rock wall at the bottom-right corner.

      Further, Mark saw that there were areas of the station they hadn’t even considered. There was a section for geothermal testing—a section that also doubled as the station’s main electricity and power supply—but there was also a large section devoted to housing. Apparently the governments involved in the station’s construction were interested in long-term research, and it was quite possible that live-in quarters and including necessities were cheaper than regular travel back and forth to the surface.

      “Look at all of this,” Jen said quietly. She was poring over the map with scrutiny, trying to take it all in and commit it to memory.

      Mark knew she was in awe; he could see her scientific brain churning each and every detail. For her and the other scientists, this place must be a goldmine, he thought. Research station or not, this place was a Library of Alexandria in futuristic, theoretical technology and self-sustained living.

      A code some sectors of the modern developed world were desperately trying to crack.

      If only this place hadn’t been classified, Mark thought.

      “Look—” Carter said. His finger had landed on the rock wall and tunnel that Mark noticed earlier. He glanced up and saw the real-life version looming closer to them now. He explained that the tunnels only had a few entrances and exits in the station, one on this main level and another large one Level Nine: Rue Vert. “This tunnel has an access point on this level, behind the housing district. It’s actually right next to where we docked, but the catwalk we were on took us the wrong direction. Does it say anywhere exactly where the cave dumps out?”

      Dr. Pavan had walked to the other side of the map and answered Carter. “Yep. It does. This side’s a cross-section of the entire base, including the route the tunnel takes through the rock.”

      The group joined Sanjay on the opposite side of the map as he continued. “Just below that is a level that’s been crossed out for whatever reason. Level Ten: Rue Or.”

      Jen frowned at the naming convention. She understood the rudimentary French used, but it didn’t seem completely correct. Rue Or, not Rue d’Or. She shrugged it off. After all, she was an aspiring volcanologist, not a linguist. And although she had French-American roots, her upbringing in rural Arizona didn’t help much.

      Carter spoke up. “Okay, folks. Let’s get a plan together. We need to find whatever it is these assholes want and get a comm link set up to get another ride down here. These first three levels, starting at the top of the base and moving down, are pretty much just the catwalk we entered on and access to the lighting fixture. This level, Level Four, is the main scientific area, and levels five through nine are different research levels.”

      He glanced at Elliot Bingham, who seemed preoccupied with the ground but stood idly by the rest of the team members. He read through the descriptions of each level, finishing with the bottom four. “Looks like levels Ten through Fourteen are just maintenance—waste management, energy production, and other operations stuff.”

      He stepped back from the map, deep in thought. “Anyone have any bright ideas? Where do we start?” He looked at Jen.

      She felt the question was directed toward her, but she had nothing. “I—I don’t know. I guess—” she thought hard, her eyes focusing on what looked like a large propane tank at the center of the field next to the small information shack. It was decorated and larger than most she’d seen; shrubs and bushes poked from the dirt around it. She wondered what it was intended to service, and why it needed to be so large and out in the open.

      Pull yourself together, Jen thought. She took a breath, looked at the map, and spoke. “We need to get there,” she said, pointing at one of the lower levels. “If they’re looking for something I’m an expert in, it’s going to be down there. The levels of the station dedicated to geothermal research.”

      A loud crack sounded from the stairs back at the lighting control room.

      “Move!” Carter yelled. Without hesitating, he dove behind the small shack and was followed by his team and the rest of the scientists. Elliot Bingham sprang into action as well, surprisingly spry. He ducked a little and hopped to the cluster of soldiers and scientists behind the building.

      “That was a gunshot,” Saunders said. “Who the—”

      Before she could finish the expletive, the air exploded with the sound of automatic rifle fire. The shots rang out from far away, but Mark wasn’t sure he could hear any of them landing—at least not close to them.

      “Saunders! Mason! You two are on the opposite wall. Nelson, with me. The shots are coming from the stairs leading down to this level—on three, lay down return fire in that direction. That should give us enough time to get the civs out of here. You guys—” he turned toward Mark, Jen, and the other scientists, “when you hear my team fire, I want you immediately taking off toward those caves. Head straight for the houses over there and try to use them as cover. Got it?”

      Before Mark could answer, Carter had stood and was preparing to fire at their attackers. Nelson remained on one knee, ready to turn and fire around the side of the small information building.

      “Three!” The four soldiers opened fire simultaneously, and Mark quickly pulled Jen up and pushed her forward.

      “Run!” he shouted at her back. Jen seemed to already be halfway across the corn field as Mark started his pursuit. He didn’t think to look back at the others, hoping they’d follow him.

      Their run was cut short as Jen reached the perimeter of the housing district. The backs of whitewashed houses, each one story tall and identical to one another, stretched to her left and right. A picket fence—no doubt a vanity decision to make the inhabitants feel more at home—ran along behind each of the houses. It was here that Jen stopped to wait for Mark.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, sucking in air. “I was just trying to—”

      “Forget it. Keep going, Jen,” Mark responded as he caught up to her. His lungs were full, and he felt as if he could run forever. He wondered what—other than oxygen and nitrogen—was being pumped through the air here. He helped her over the small fence and turned to wait for the others. Dr. Pavan was huffing, but he was doing much better than the pudgy Lindsay, helped along by her taller, fitter assistant, Erik.

      The soldiers were still firing potshots, but Mark couldn’t tell if they’d made any progress or not. Their cover—the small white building—was blocking his view of the stairs, and he didn’t care to stay in the open for much longer. He turned back to follow Jen, hopping the fence and turning left around the closest house.

      He met Jen at the street of concrete that ran in between the two rows of houses and stopped to catch his breath. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine. Where are the others?” she asked.

      “They’re right behind us, but we should keep moving.”

      Jen nodded, but waited until she saw Dr. Pavan’s thin form emerge from behind the house. Without hesitation, she turned again and ran, leaving Mark to catch up. He heard the sound of gunfire again, but this time both parties were too far away for him to discern which team was shooting. As he began to follow after Jen, he had one final thought. Where’s Elliot Bingham?

      The man had simply disappeared after Carter’s instructions. Had he taken off earlier?

      Mark didn’t bother to wait for the answer. He followed Jen up the short street and toward the dark opening of the cave.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      A moment after the civilians left, Carter ceased firing and took stock of the situation. The enemy was still far away, but he could count at least six—probably eight—soldiers. They were dressed similarly, wearing military fatigues and working in tandem.

      Carter was actually astonished they hadn’t been taken out, or at least suffered a casualty. Their group was half civilian, and they’d all been taken by surprise. The missed first shot meant that whoever was attacking them now was prepared for a close-range mission, not shooting them from half a mile away.

      He peered around the corner of the house again to get a better look. They had taken cover under the stairs during the counterattack and were now getting into a covered firing position. Carter looked to his three team members who were still taking turns firing a few rounds toward their opponents.

      “Before they get set up again, Saunders and Nelson, get to the houses and cover me and Mason. Mason, keep returning fire with me until they yell for us. We’re far enough away, and I don’t think they’ve got the firepower to get us from there.”

      Mason nodded, and Saunders and Nelson retreated.

      We don’t have the firepower, Carter thought.

      Soon Saunders and Nelson shouted for them to follow. “You’re covered, boss. Let’s go!”

      Carter and Mason turned away from the small building and ran toward their team at the line of houses. When they arrived, Carter looked up and down the street, sighed, and stopped. “Are they already in the caves? Either of you see the others?”

      “Nope.”

      “Nope,” Nelson added.

      Carter nodded. “Okay, well let’s assume they made it. Head out.”

      He took the lead, jogging through the street, trying to stay close enough to the houses that their would-be killers couldn’t spot them. He knew the small building would have blocked their retreat, and this housing district would provide ample cover, but he wasn’t about to take any chances.

      Carter held up a hand at the mouth of the cave. It had taken them a moment to spot it. He’d expected a large, gaping hole in the stone wall, but he knew they were in the right place when they reached it. The hole was about five feet wide and six feet tall. However, it was literally the only hole they’d come across. The entire face of the wall was smooth, and save for a few pockmarks and indentations here and there, it was almost perfectly flat.

      The others stopped behind their leader, and Carter turned on the flashlight mounted to his gun. Peering inside, he could see that the cave went straight for about one hundred yards and then curved slightly up and to the right. He hesitated, but then let out a soft whistle.

      Nothing.

      He took a few steps into the cave opening and whistled again.

      Still nothing. This time, he used his voice. “Hey. You guys in here?”

      He heard nothing in return, but continued walking slowly forward. He motioned for the rest to follow.

      Every twenty feet or so, Carter stopped and softly called out to the other team. He didn’t want to yell, unsure of who might hear, inside the cave or out, but he risked raising his voice a bit more. “Can anyone hear me in there?”

      “Carter?” A woman’s voice.

      “Jen, is that you?” Carter pointed his gun down the walkway, the flashlight beam illuminating the smooth interior of the cave. Still, he saw nothing but darkness stretching in front of him.

      “Yeah. Keep coming, you’re almost in. The path keeps bending up and to the right, but then it drops quickly down and veers back left. We’re just past that, in a sort of—clearing.”

      Carter and the three soldiers picked up their pace and got to the bend Jen was referring to. It indeed dropped quickly; if Carter hadn’t known about it, he might have tripped or twisted his ankle. The path turned left, and he let his flashlight beam lead the way.

      Turning into the new direction with his gun pointed forward, Carter finally saw the others. They were in a large cavern about twenty feet across and with a ceiling reaching about thirty feet high.

      “You guys alright?” Jen asked as he entered the clearing.

      The three others came in behind him, and Carter nodded. Realizing that they probably couldn’t see him, he verbalized his response. “We’re fine. I don’t think we hit anyone, but they certainly know we’re armed.”

      “And where we are,” Saunders added.

      “Maybe,” Carter replied. “They couldn’t see our retreat, just knew that we stopped firing. They’ll take awhile to search the main level before they get to these caves, so we’ve got some time.” Then, turning to Jen, Mark, and the rest of the crew, he asked, “Anyone see anything new? Find anything?”

      “Nope, not yet,” Mark said. “We just got here too. Had to move slow without light, but once we got to the bend, we had a little help.”

      Carter’s flashlight lit up Mark’s face, so he saw the man’s expression change to concern. “Bingham was already here—must’ve slipped back to the houses shortly after we started getting shot at. He showed up with his tiny flashlight at the bend and told us to follow him here.”

      It was only then that Carter noticed the smaller scientist at the edge of his flashlight’s peripherals. “Bingham,” he said. “Good to see you here. Thanks for helping my guys.”

      Bingham twitched but didn’t say anything.

      “Okay, let’s get to the geothermal level,” Jen said, ending the awkward silence.

      Mark stepped in. “Jen, wait. Maybe we should stop and rest; think about this a bit?”

      Jen’s expression betrayed her emotions. “No, Mark, we need to—”

      “I agree.” Carter’s voice boomed out, taking on the leadership role he was well-suited for. “We should take advantage of the fact that they don’t know our exact location. We can work our way through the caves a bit later, but we all could use some rest.”

      With that, Saunders, Nelson, and Mason walked around their commander and moved toward the other side of the cavern. They flipped on their flashlights and propped their guns against the cave wall. Their flashlights created a lantern effect, providing a dim orange glow that lit up the entire room. The three soldiers sat down.

      Jen didn’t try to argue; she moved away from Mark and joined Dr. Richards and Dr. Pavan. Carter thought for a moment and delivered instructions. “We’ll stop here for a few hours, then work down the cave system and have a longer rest later. There we’ll do shifts; one hour apiece for my team, and you all can take turns as well if you’d like. Try to get some sleep. You’ll need it.”

      “Sergeant, who shot at us?” Mark asked. He’d taken a place against the side walls and was now sitting on the cave floor as well.

      “No idea—looked military, definitely trained. I counted six to eight, but they were moving well.”

      “You think they were on the sub that shot ours?”

      “Most likely. There’s nothing but a lot of seawater around here. I doubt there are too many other boats floating through the water. They probably wanted to get us here first, then control the situation inside the base. That’s why they disabled the sub, let us dock, then followed us in.”

      Mark kept up his line of questioning. “Do you think they were Nouvelle Terre?”

      “Doubtful. They were probably hired by them, but who knows. This is, after all, a government research station—could have been any other government that doesn’t want this place to exist anymore.”

      Carter remembered that their team now had a new member, and he walked up to Bingham. The man was sitting cross-legged on the floor, eyes open wide. “Bingham—Elliot,” Carter said. He tried to calm his voice, soften it a little. “Thanks again for getting everyone here. Can I ask you a few questions?”

      Bingham nodded silently.

      “Elliot, can you tell me more about this station? About the work you did here?”

      Bingham didn’t respond.

      “Can you talk about the other scientists? Who did you work with?”

      Bingham looked up at Carter and whispered. “Who. Who? Who did he work with? What did he work with? How…” The man lolled back and forth, but continued. “They left.”

      “Who’s they?” Carter tried to keep his voice down, not wanting to excite the scientist. He wasn’t worried about the others. They’d certainly be able to overhear his conversation in the vacuum of the cave, but it was better that way anyway.

      “They—they left. The twelve. Gone.”

      “Twelve? Twelve who? Scientists?”

      “Twelve scientists.”

      “And they left. They took that last submarine and left?”

      “They left,” Bingham said, nodding. His eyes were closed now, deep in thought. “They left. Gone. Eighties. Nineteen-eighties.”

      Jesus, Carter thought. This man’s mind must be mush. There were more—a skeleton crew—that just left him behind. Bingham must have known something about how to manually open the docking station and launch the sub. They left him here—alone—for something like thirty years.

      Or he just drew the short straw.

      But it doesn’t make sense, Carter thought. If he had to stay behind, why? Why did one of the scientists need to stay back to keep the base operational?

      He looked toward the strange scientist again and knew the truth. The man had been through his own version of hell. He’d been marooned here, a vast, empty space devoid of human life and interaction. He’d kept the place functioning well enough, but Carter knew that most of this work would have been rote chores, almost routine.

      He felt sorry for Bingham. No one deserved this.

      Carter took up a position facing the tunnel they’d entered to. Saunders was there, and had fallen asleep waiting for Carter to take first watch. He ordered the lights to be flicked off, and the eerie darkness descended around the group, seeping into every crack and space in the cavern.

      Carter watched the darkness in front of him for some time, listening intently to nothing. The deep quiet of the suboceanic cave was daunting, enveloping. The black swirls of nothingness haunted his vision, but he refused to close his eyes.

      He thought more about Bingham and tried to piece things together.

      He thought about the team; the scientists and soldiers he was tasked with protecting. He thought about Jen and Mark, the estranged couple who’d suffered unbelievable psychological pain in the past day. They’d lost a son, and he had no idea if they’d be able to find him. For them, their struggle was just beginning. They were blocking out the pain of loss, replacing it with resolve, vigor, willingness to fight, and a bluntness toward the consequences.

      He knew that their psychological torment, while generated and exacerbated by nothing more than chemical reactions in their brains, was a very real torment. Their pain was as excruciating and tortuous as its physical counterpart.

      Carter knew the pain all too well.
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      “Craig,” the voice on the other end of the phone said, “that can’t work.”

      “I understand where you’re getting held up.”

      “No. You don’t, Larson. It’s not feasible. What you’re implying is that we’ve—”

      “Implying?” Larson shot back. “I’m not implying anything. I’m asking you. We need this. You asked for my help first, remember?”

      There was a brief pause. Larson could hear Malcolm Vertrund’s deep breath. “I know. I did. I called you, but here’s the deal. I’m getting a lot of pressure to wrap this thing up quick—like yesterday, and you’re telling me you don’t even have a lead?”

      “I’m not telling you that at all,” Craig Larson said.

      “So you’ve got something?”

      “I’ve got a little. Probably what you already have. I’ve been doing research. You know, looking into the organization and trying to piece things together. They did a pretty good job of tying up their loose ends, covering their tracks.”

      “What did you find?” Vertrund asked.

      It was Larson’s turn to hesitate. “My assistant found something yesterday. It’s not much, but it at least gives me an idea of what they were trying to do back in the seventies.”

      “They were studying the effects of nuclear radiation on biospheres, I thought.”

      “They were. Seems like they were at ground zero during the Three Mile Island meltdown; not sure if it’s related…”

      Vertrund didn’t react, so Larson continued. “Anyway, they moved—set up shop somewhere else—and we don’t have anything on them after that.”

      It was a blatant lie, but Larson needed to hear Vertrund’s response. “Okay, well, just know that I’m trying as hard as I can to get you into the database. It’s a chain-of-command thing, and…”

      “And I’m not high enough on it.”

      “Listen, Craig, it’s not like that—”

      “It is, if that’s the answer. That’s exactly how it is. That’s fine, Vertrund. I charge by the hour, and I’m going to find what I’m looking for.”

      “Craig. Stop. Slow down. What I’m telling you—I can’t believe I have to spell this out—what I’m telling you is this: this thing is big. Bigger than both of us. It’s over your head; it’s over mine. I’m getting pressure to wrap this up and move on.”

      “You mean you’re getting pressure to wrap this up without finishing it. That’s your government at work, Malcolm.” Larson could almost see the younger man cringe at the detective’s emphasis on your government.

      “Fine. Think what you want. I’m telling you what I know. You’re hitting a brick wall here, and you need to redirect your efforts if you want in. I can’t help you anymore unless you’re going to help me.”

      Larson held the phone out away from his ear, thinking. He frowned, then placed the earpiece back on his head. “I understand. Thanks for your time.”

      The phone went silent, and Larson sighed. He turned off the phone, and placed it on the counter in front of him. Standing, he looked across the counter at Ken Dawson. “I think we’re further behind than we thought.”

      Dawson rose from the armchair and joined Larson in the kitchen. “How far behind did you think we were?” he asked, a smirk growing on his face. “Sounds like our friend isn’t going to be much help.”

      “He’s not. He wasn’t going to be. But we’ve got what we need.”

      As was often the case when Dawson and Larson worked together, the younger man was a step behind. He looked visibly confused, but Larson let the awkwardness sink in before he explained.

      “Vertrund and whoever’s giving him orders want us to slow down. You and I both know we’ve got information that can lead to our bringing anyone in who’s even remotely connected to Nouvelle Terre.”

      “Right, but—”

      “But Vertrund knows that too. That article you found isn’t written in Sanskrit, Ken. It’s pretty clear that we’re playing with something here that’s going to be a big deal if it gets out. We know, and we found it after looking for a day. You’d better believe they know about it too.”

      He paused to make sure Dawson was following. “But Vertrund didn’t say that. He didn’t even let on that he knew I was lying. He wants us to think we’re the only ones who are a little concerned about what Nouvelle Terre might really be up to.”
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      The darkness chilled her to her core.

      Dr. Lindsay Richards was not a fan of dark spaces, creepy halls, haunted houses—pretty much anything dark. She hated Halloween, and she had a nightlight in each of her rooms at home.

      As an adult, and as an academic, she knew this fear was nothing troublesome. It wasn’t a fear that manifested itself often. She was fine in dark theaters, walking at night, and in other normal circumstances. It was the odd time when the darkness itself played a larger role. She liked to think she was most scared when the reason for the darkness was the darkness itself.

      She’d grown up wanting to be an astronaut, but when she visited a space museum as a child, her father had taken her into a planetarium. They’d stared at the constellations and dancing stars and comets for an hour, but when the guide plunged the room into pitch black and spoke about black holes, the vastness of the universe, and the sheer nothingness of deep space, she was positively terrified. She’d clutched her father’s arm and began to cry. Logic told her it was just a dark room, but it was revolting.

      Now, Lindsay could feel that same fear creeping toward her. It had been enveloping her since they’d stepped into the cave system. She knew better than to speak up, especially now that their lives were in danger. Nonetheless, she knew she’d be getting no sleep.

      She tried to force her eyes closed and mouthed the lyrics of an old folk song that she’d been taught as a girl.

      She was through three verses, and her nerves were starting to cool down, when she heard a voice that was not inside her head.

      “Leave, left, leaving. Go, went, going. Stay, stayed, staying…”

      It was a whisper, but she jumped anyway.

      The voice was right next to her head. She thought it was directed at her. No one else seemed to hear it. She thought about saying something out loud to the group, but didn’t want to come across as crazy as—

      Bingham.

      She recognized the incoherence and could even hear the singsong lilt of the man’s voice. It was so soft—almost impossible to discern.

      “Restent, restant, resté…”

      The voice continued, right in her ear, in French this time.

      “Elliot?” she whispered, as quietly as possible. “Is that you?”

      There was a pause. “Going, leaving, staying…”

      She rolled to her side and squinted into the darkness. It was hopeless. The darkness was all-consuming; she could see nothing. She whispered again, a bit louder this time.

      About twenty feet away, the faintest of lights emanated an orange glow along the cave wall. It was near the exit to their cavern, the side of the path they’d not yet traveled. As she watched, the light danced and flickered a bit brighter, then disappeared. It reappeared again a few yards farther down the path. It was leaving the cavern.

      Does no one else see this? she wondered. The guard must have been looking in on the sleeping group—or was also asleep.

      Lindsay considered her options. Wake everyone, admit that she was afraid of the dark, and risk pinning herself as crazy, or at least childish? Should she try to make her way to the opposite entrance, where there would be at least one soldier still awake? Carter had said there would be someone on watch throughout their few hours of rest.

      Or should she just follow Bingham a bit, to see if he was just wandering around aimlessly? He was harmless, she knew. His facial expressions and odd twitch, combined with his roundabout way of talking, made her think that he was merely an unfortunate individual who had suffered the effects of long-term isolation. She was no psychiatrist, but the symptoms were all there. Certainly this environment, being alone, and the man’s active academic mind would have been the perfect breeding ground for the claustrophobic-like psychological effects that he was experiencing.

      Plus, he’d helped them thus far. When they were standing in the middle of the main level wondering what to do next, Bingham appeared and offered—after Carter’s stringent line of questioning—at least a few answers they needed.

      Then, when they were shot at and were forced into these godawful caves, it was Bingham who showed up with a flashlight and helped them into this spacious cavern where they’d be temporarily safe.

      What do I have to lose? she thought. Jen Adams is clearly the lead scientist here, and the others look at me as if I was an afterthought. They probably despise Erik, too, and question his value on this trip.

      Lindsay sat up. It was decided. She’d follow Bingham a little farther into the cave, just to see if she could gain some insight into his behavior. At the very least, she hoped to explore ahead a few hundred yards. In her business, knowledge was power, and knowing more than the others could help put her ahead.

      She stood to her feet, surprised again at how easily she found herself breathing. She wasn’t obese, but she certainly could stand to lose a few pounds. Back home, she would have at least needed to catch her breath after standing up from lying down on the floor, but here her body seemed to perform well.

      Two hundred feet, then I stop, she thought, countering her initial decision of a few hundred yards. I walk, I focus on Bingham’s light, and I come back when and if he gets too far away. By thinking herself through the individual steps, Lindsay knew she would be able to stave off the gripping fear of the darkness around her.

      She stepped toward the fading light down the path and began reciting the words of her song in her head.

      About thirty or forty feet, the tunnel bucked and turned sharply to the right. She followed, arm outstretched against the cold stone wall, as the path began descending.

      The light ahead of her flickered and died.

      She almost panicked, feeling her heart catch in her throat. Can I get back if there’s no light? Before she needed to explore that option, the light came back on.

      It was closer to her now—or was it just an illusion?

      She stepped forward slowly, trying to steady herself and calm her nerves.

      “Bingham,” she said, her voice clear and strong. “Are you okay? Is that you?”

      The light swung around and dissipated a little. As her eyes adjusted again, she saw that it was now illuminating a shadowy silhouette. Bingham was carrying the light in front of his body.

      She followed along again, growing anxious as she closed the distance. Bingham’s going slowly, she thought.

      Lindsay saw the shape hesitate, then turn sharply left. The light ducked out of sight, and Lindsay picked up her pace again. “Bingham, wait up,” she said. She reached the intersection in the path. She’d have to remember this for when the others arrived. If Bingham went left, the path to the right must be a dead end.

      She turned left, stepped forward, and stopped.

      Where was the light?

      Was she looking at the wall? She reached out, but felt nothing. Clearly, Bingham had gone this way—she saw him turn and head this way. She waited, expecting the light to turn back on again as it had done earlier.

      Finally. She saw the orange again about a hundred yards away. He must have seriously picked up his pace after he turned in here.

      She focused on the light, unsure of whether or not she wanted to continue following.

      A second light flicked on to her left, about fifty feet away.

      What the—

      Lindsay took a step back and saw a third light spark twenty feet in front of her, slightly to her right. Her voice caught in her throat.

      More lights came on, and Lindsay could now begin to see the shadowy outlines behind them.

      She screamed.
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      Reese’s face haunted her sleep.

      Jen rocked silently back and forth on the cave floor, trying in vain to get some rest. She’d drifted in and out of sleep for the past forty minutes, but she could almost feel the adrenaline coursing through her veins. She wouldn’t be able to sleep until this was over.

      Reese was gone.

      The thought still chilled her; numbed her. Could it really be true? He had been abducted, that horrible, disgusting word that happened to other people’s children.

      It wasn’t Mark’s fault. She knew it, but wanted to believe that it was. Needed to.

      He was a wonderful parent. Better than she was. Reese liked him more, too. It was strange, really. Jen’s approach to loving their son had always been to protect, to comfort. She’d gone out of her way to defend him, trying to ensure the boy would never feel pain.

      On one hand, she knew it was frivolous—only a way of vicariously living through her own childhood to try to heal scars that her son didn’t share. On the other hand, no parent wanted their child to suffer, so she wasn’t crazy, right?

      She knew that she and Reese had really started to grow apart when she and Mark split up. It was devastating for him to not have dad there constantly. He came home to an empty house—both Jen and Mark were busy at work—but Mark always seemed to know how to connect with Reese. He always seemed to know exactly what he wanted, and he always had a better work/life switch.

      Jen, by contrast, couldn’t ever fully remove herself from work. She’d taken over much of Dr. Storm’s lecture schedule, and she was putting in overtime almost every week in the research labs. She’d always told herself that it was fine. She loved her work.

      But now he was gone.

      If she—they—couldn’t find him, what then?

      Jen’s mind raced through the terrible possibilities, not fully feeling any of them. She’d been trying desperately since they’d left her office to keep her “academia” hat on. She needed to be analytical, calculating. The others didn’t need an emotional mother. They needed a professional scientist.

      She felt a hand come to rest on top of hers. She gasped and yanked her hand back.

      “Jen. Sorry, it’s me. Mark.” Mark’s voice whispered crisply through the cool cavern air.

      “Sorry. I know, it was just—sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it. You okay?”

      She hated him for asking it, but loved him for it all the same. What was that supposed to mean, anyway? Of course not.

      “Yeah. I’m fine.”

      “Listen, I wanted to, um, apologize…”

      “Mark, please. You don’t have to do this. God knows it was as much my fault, and Reese—” she couldn’t finish the thought.

      She didn’t reach for Mark’s hand, but she also didn’t pull hers away when he reached out again. His hands were warm—they always were—but the warmth this time radiated an energy that she needed more than ever.

      He was a frustrating man. Unbelievably good-looking, or at least she thought so. Tall, brown-eyed, and fit, he had always been in excellent shape, and never seemed to try. He was soft-spoken, calm, and collected, to the point that a lot of people seemed to think of him as a pushover. And why wouldn’t they, Jen thought, with my personality to go with it? She was as fiery and driven as he was nonchalant.

      Before they were married, Mark had expressed his ambitions, hopes, and dreams with her one night over drinks. It was an extremely rare event for Mark—drinks and talking about his career—but it was delightful for Jen, and she knew that he would make a great father and husband.

      Those first months were an absolute thrill. Like a fairy-tale romance, Mark wooed her with surprises, dates, and trips, and within a few months they were living together. Reese was born a short while later, and they had a whirlwind first year as they moved, changed jobs, and settled in Massachusetts. She often thought of the simpler times, laughing to herself that a newborn child and young marriage could ever seem simple.

      “Jen.” The word was hushed, but louder than the rest of their whispers had been. Jen looked up to see nothing; the black of the cavern was absolute. She frowned, but knew Mark couldn’t see her either.

      “What?”

      “I know—” he paused. “We’re both in this together, okay? You know me, and I know how stubborn you can be, but we’re going to get through this, okay?”

      She nodded again.

      “We’re going to figure this out, then we’re going to get Reese. I promise.”

      Jen’s nostrils flared out, but she didn’t speak. Was it just calming to hear his voice, as frustrating as he was?

      “We’re going to get Reese, and we’re going to go home. Do you believe me?”

      She didn’t know what to believe. She wanted to believe it, but she’d always been a realist.

      “Yeah. Yes, I believe you.”

      “Good. Now do me a favor, and try to get some—”

      Mark’s voice was cut short by a piercing scream. The sound reverberated through the cave, echoing around each corner.

      Jen shot up into a sitting position. She heard stirring next to her; a sleeping body was jostled by the noise. From somewhere in front of her, she heard a whisper, and then a sharp yell.

      “What was that?”

      The sound of Carter’s voice. Before she could react, she felt a hand—Mark’s—reach out to hers and pull her up.

      “Come on, that was one of us!”

      A light exploded on; one of the gun-mounted flashlights the soldiers were carrying. Jen’s eyes screamed in pain, and she squeezed them open and shut to adjust her vision.

      Another light came on, and the cavern was bathed in an orange glow. Jen looked up to see the soldiers scrambling toward the path, following in the direction of the scream. Dr. Pavan and Erik looked like they’d been woken up from a hangover; their eyes bloodshot and sleep-deprived.

      “Come on, Jen. Follow Carter down there.” She felt a slight nudge on her lower back, firm but gentle. “We’re sticking together, and they’ve got the firepower.”

      She recognized Mark’s voice, but his attitude was different. It was controlling, confident.

      As she stumbled forward to follow Dr. Pavan, she caught a glance at her husband. Mark’s eyes were set straight forward, focused on the path. His expression revealed nothing, no emotion whatsoever.

      She’d never seen him like this.

      What had changed? Was it because of Reese?

      Jen didn’t have time to wonder. Suddenly Mark was in front of her, pulling her behind him. She shook off her delirium and followed the man into the darkness of the tunnel ahead. Orange light from the soldiers in front of them guided their way, but it was all she could do to keep pace.

      Carter stopped abruptly.

      Jen and the others nearly bumped into the soldier as they all spilled into a large, looming cavern.

      The room they were in dwarfed the cave they’d slept in earlier. It was easily twice the size, both walls recessed about thirty feet from the opening they were standing in. The ceiling reached twenty feet over their heads, creating the feeling that they were in a large cellar. Jen approached the backs of the other team members, trying to squeeze her way into a better view.

      She was immediately sorry that she did.

      In front of them, sprawled out on the cavern floor, was Dr. Richard’s body. It was stretched and splayed out on the stone like it had fallen from the ceiling, and her arms and legs were twisted into an awkward pose.

      Jen gasped, and Mark cursed behind her.

      “W—what happened here?” she heard herself ask.

      No one responded.

      Carter stepped forward farther into the room, trying to get a better view. Jen watched him scrutinize the scene, examining every detail. She couldn’t see Lindsay’s face—it was turned the other direction—but she could tell she was dead.

      “Come here. Check this out,” Carter said.

      The others gathered around Lindsay’s body, and Jen could soon see why they were summoned. Lindsay’s clothes were torn in places, the shreds of garment pulled in different directions.

      “There are scratches on her skin,” Carter said, “four parallel lines.”

      Jen saw what he was talking about. In the places where Lindsay’s clothes had been shredded—her stomach, right shoulder, and left leg, mostly—Jen could see rows of lines running the length of her body. They didn’t seem deep, but there were a lot of them, and there was blood pooling in each track.. The scratches were layered on top of one another, as if she’d been scratched from many different directions at once from many different sources.

      “Ugh. Look at her neck,” Nelson said. They all looked toward Lindsay’s head. It was broken, a telltale bump protruding from just below her skull on the left side of the woman’s neck.

      “Hmm. Looks like that’s how she died. These scratches are pretty bad, but she shouldn’t have succumbed to them alone.” It was Carter’s voice again, but this time it was softer. It was still intense, but it seemed somewhat clinical, as if the man was simply theorizing about an excavated corpse, not examining a deceased member of their team.

      Jen couldn’t speak. The numbness that had consumed her earlier was back again, and this time it seized her vocal cords as well. She stared at the lifeless body, not feeling anything. She was scared, but her mind wouldn’t let her feel the fear. She wanted answers.

      Mark’s hand covered his mouth, but he was also silent. Carter and the other soldiers inspected the body for clues, but came up short. “Looks like she was attacked. More than one, I’d suspect, but who knows by what. She must have struggled—that’s probably when she screamed—and then they broke her neck.”

      “Or she fell,” Saunders added.

      “From what though?” Carter asked.

      “No idea. Maybe she tripped?”

      They looked again at the body, trying to make sense of things. After a minute, Carter looked up at the team. “You all okay?”

      Nods all around. Dr. Pavan, Jen saw, was pale—noticeably so even in the orange light. She turned to Erik, Lindsay’s assistant, and saw that the young man was in shock.

      She nodded for Carter’s satisfaction, but made her way to Erik’s side. The man stared down at his boss’ body with an empty, limp gaze. “She was tough, but nice,” he said. “Took care of us—the research assistants—but I didn’t know her very well.”

      Jen realized it was the first time she’d heard the guy speak. His voice was heavily accented with an Eastern-European lilt. His eyes suddenly looked younger, as if he was Lindsay’s son.

      “We need to move. Guns up, quick. No idea what happened here, but we can’t stay.” Carter’s tone was back; strong and in charge. Saunders, Nelson, and Mason each snapped to attention, their guns drawn and ready.

      Jen shuddered again as they left the scene. She thought back to the ransom note left in her apartment.

      Four days.

      It had already been two.
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      “Okay, here’s what we’ve got.” Ken Dawson spread out the papers, stacks of them, on the large table in Larson’s study.

      Dawson was continually amazed at the living situation of his older counterpart. He’d known the older detective long enough—and was close enough to him—to have visited the apartment in Washington, D.C. numerous times. The place was almost bare: necessary furniture and appliances were found in their proper corners, but the decorations were stark. No pictures hung from the walls, and no curtains covered his windows. What surprised Dawson, however, was what Larson spent on the things he did want in his apartment.

      The man’s two prized pieces, a leather armchair and an oversized mahogany table, were the only two things of value in the whole place. They both sat in the man’s study, constantly collecting dust. Their luxurious look and expensive, handcrafted feel was even more out of place due to the lack of care Larson seemed to take in everything else. His carpet, old and worn, ran throughout the entire apartment—even the kitchen and bathroom—and it jutted up against brownish walls that perfectly matched the carpet.

      The apartment was a disgusting blob of brown that seemed to consume whoever walked in, though Dawson did like the effect after hours of late-night research. It became almost comforting, floating through the large, empty rooms, whose floors, walls, and ceilings were indiscernible from one another.

      “Give me the breakdown. Anything new?” Larson asked. He shuffled through a stack of papers that had slipped out of a manila folder on the edge of the broad table.

      “Nope, not yet. I’m still looking over the Three Mile Island meltdown, just in case. I think we’re pretty much at an impasse with this stuff.”

      “Okay, fine. Let’s dig through it again. Start at the beginning.”

      “Right.” Dawson took a deep breath, reached for one of the stacks of papers and folders, and opened the first. “Nouvelle Terre’s initial project records began with ‘biosphere projections’—general overviews of predictions regarding microcosmic biospheres. They expanded to include sociological programs—” he passed his hand over another stack of folders, “and even dipped into the humanities.”

      “They were studying nuclear waste at Three Mile Island?” Larson asked.

      “Yes. They had a few test sites set up back when they were ‘above ground.’ But a year later—1980, I think—they wiped everything clean. Up and left.”

      “Where’d they go?”

      “No idea. It doesn’t say in public records, and most of the documentation I can find seems to imply they disbanded. Whatever the case, they did a great job of staying under the radar. The next time they popped up—ten years later—it wasn’t ‘they,’ but just a key team member here or there, all working on separate, unrelated projects around the world.”

      “And Jeremiah Austin? He pop up anywhere?”

      Dawson moved to grab another folder from the top of one of the smaller stacks. “Not really. Brief mentions in academic papers, one journal entry from Elias Storm, that’s it.”

      Dawson scratched his head. Larson still hadn’t let on why he wanted Dawson to keep repeating the same stuff, over and over again. They’d been through it almost five times in the past two hours. It was getting late, and—

      “Elias Storm mentions Austin once, but he doesn’t ever mention his own brother,” Larson said.

      “He doesn’t. Not in this journal. Maybe there were others?”

      “Maybe. But think about that. If he had contact with Mitchell, he’d probably mention it in his own personal writings. If he didn’t, don’t you think he’d wonder why?”

      “And write about it?”

      “…And write about it. I think he would have said something to that effect, like he was wondering or concerned or something. But he didn’t. Not even so much as an acknowledgement, here, at least, that he had a brother.”

      “Because they had a falling out,” Dawson said.

      “No. Because Elias knew what his brother—and Austin—was working on. He knew what was at stake. We don’t, but he did. And Nouvelle Terre figured out that he did, and they killed him for it.”

      Larson frowned, then spoke again. “I think our friend Vertrund knows too. I think he’s staying ahead of us on purpose. He needs me to figure something out, but he can’t tell me.”

      “This thing isn’t about energy, is it? You said so yourself. Nouvelle Terre was never interested in energy. They’re still not, are they?”

      “They are, but only to get what they want. It’s a means, not an end. If Vertrund’s one step ahead of us, Jeremiah Austin is one step ahead of him.”

      “How do you know that? We don’t even know where he is. Shit, I don’t even know what the guy looks like!”

      Larson shuffled through some old newspaper clippings as he spoke. “Vertrund was playing us, but he was playing us well. He knew I’d understand this better than anyone, but he didn’t want to let on that he did.”

      He found what he was looking for and pulled it out of the pile. “Vertrund needed me to know who we’re dealing with, but he couldn’t let on to his superiors that I’m in on it. He couldn’t let them know, without putting himself at risk, that I’m closer to this than they’d like.”

      Dawson was thoroughly confused now. He stared at Larson, not sure what to expect. The older man held up the clipping, and Dawson could see that it was starting to yellow on the edges.

      “This was taken in 1969,” Larson said as he began unfolding the document. He held it out to him.

      Dawson reached for it and had to choke back a laugh. “That’s—that’s the president.” It was, but it was a young president—long before he’d even considered a run for political office. He had to be in his early twenties, judging by the thick crop of dirty blond hair that sat disheveled on his head. His characteristic grin—toppled down on one side, giving him a mischievous and nonchalant look—extended wide across his face. Dawson took in the picture and recognized the man immediately, but stopped when he saw the other figure in the picture.

      “This is you?” he asked Larson. Again, the image was of a much younger picture, but the features gave the man away—distinct, rigid jawline and a short-cropped military cut above a dark-skinned, fit body.

      “It is. I knew him—briefly. It was a summer vacation home my parents took us to each year. The president—Harry, then—lived across the lake. We struck up a friendship fishing and swimming, and going out to town on the weekends. This picture was taken after some movie star rolled through. We went to see them, and there was a newspaper that caught us in the background. The picture wasn’t used for much, just a biography when Harold made it to the White House, and I wasn’t ever named as his sidekick.”

      Dawson was appalled. “You know President Mathers?”

      “Knew. That’s not the point. I didn’t know him well, anyway. But he had a friend—a cousin, actually—an older boy who’d come down every now and again. A few times that summer. I never met him, but I saw him once. Harold said he was at college, but came out there to get away from it all.”

      Dawson closed his eyes. “Who was he?”

      “A cousin, like I said. Distant—almost not even relevant. But he was smart, and Harold was smart, so I guess they hit it off. Harold really looked up to him. Jeremiah. Jeremiah Austin. Saw him once, then he was gone. But Harold raved about him constantly after that. Said he was ‘going places,’ that he was the ‘smartest kid he knew’ and such.”

      Dawson cringed. “You’re telling me the President of the United States and Jeremiah Austin are cousins?”

      “Afraid so, Ken. That’s what we’re here for, though. To figure this thing out and stop whatever it is Austin’s trying to do. The president needs it to be done so he can sweep it under the rug and not have a political—and personal—mess on his hands, and Vertrund needs us to do it because if anyone else finds out—”

      Dawson understood. He nodded, and stood from the table. “It’s late, Craig. Get some sleep. I’ll be back tomorrow, after I get done at the office.” He glanced at the two empty highball glasses that had collected condensation rings around their sides. “I’ll bring the fuel.”
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      “We need to head up; get to that geothermal station on the main level,” Carter said.

      The group was back in the tunnels, having left the cavern—and Lindsay’s body—behind. Carter knew it was the right decision. It was, after all, the original plan.

      They’d been attacked by an overt force, and now by an unforeseen one. Was it the same one? Were they being toyed with one team member at a time?

      Carter tried to imagine the woman’s final thoughts. He wasn’t much for sentimental reminiscing; he just wanted to gain insight into her untimely death. It was brutal, that was certain. But was it purposeful?

      Were they not alone in these caves? Maybe there was something tracking them. Maybe there was something about this place that none of the previous inhabitants—none of the builders even—knew about.

      He was getting ahead of himself. As a trained military officer, he was strategic-minded. When his subordinates thought through current situations, Carter thought three steps ahead. This mission was no different. He’d been thinking strategically since they’d disembarked.

      He’d thought of the big questions.

      Would they find whatever it was they were looking for?

      Would they be able to retrieve Jen’s son?

      Would they be able to stop whatever it was Nouvelle Terre was planning?

      But he also thought through each of their situations in terms of cause and effect breakdowns. If they did A, would the enemy do B? And what if they didn’t? What were the alternatives? What were the pros and cons of each move?

      He thought through these situations with the resolve needed by an officer of his command, but he also knew it made him cold, impersonal rather than charismatic, calculating rather than empathetic.

      But he didn’t care.

      He wasn’t good at what he did because his units liked him; he was good because he got the job done.

      This was no different. It was a job, one that had defined objectives and specific deliverables, and he’d die before he gave up on them. He had nothing else in this life to lose, so he’d do what was required. A sharp stab of pain lanced through his body, but he just as quickly pressed it back down. He’d been told these psychological exertions were precursors to a more chronic form of PTSD, but he wouldn’t let something like that get in the way of his line of duty. He’d been down that road before.

      Their current situation was unfortunate, but not mission-critical. They’d lost a member of their team, but it was a C-team member, at best. Dr. Richards, he knew, was here as a secondary backup to Dr. Pavan.

      A backup to the backup.

      If Jen couldn’t figure out what Nouvelle Terre wanted and deliver it, Dr. Sanjay Pavan—by all accounts an equally accomplished scientist—would. They’d move heaven and earth to get the job done because Nouvelle Terre had done their job extremely well.

      They’d created an incentive for Jen that was impossible to ignore.

      Jen spoke up from behind him as he walked. He’d almost forgotten he’d delivered an instruction.

      “Carter,” she said. “I disagree. I think we need to stay here.”

      Carter slowed, but he didn’t stop moving.

      “We should at least try to figure out what attacked Lindsay, right? I mean, it’s still out here somewhere.”

      He paused, trying to formulate a response.

      “If we get to the upper levels and this—whatever it is—follows us there, we’ve got two problems.”

      Carter finally stopped walking. He turned to Jen and the others. “Yes, but only one of those problems will attack us. We need to get a jump on finding what Nouvelle Terre’s looking for.”

      “But—”

      Carter saw Jen’s husband frown at her, silently pleading with her to stop arguing. She hesitated, but then resumed her stubborn reasoning.

      “Listen, Carter… Sergeant Carter…we’ve got to figure out what attacked Lindsay, and that’s going to be here. This cave system isn’t large, remember? We should be able to—”

      “We’re moving.” Carter’s nostrils flared, but he didn’t argue further.

      Jen opened her mouth to speak again, but was cut off by Dr. Pavan’s loud shout.

      “Hey! Over here—look at these!” The man was standing on the side of the cavern, scrutinizing the cave wall. “Can someone shine their light over here?”

      Saunders pointed her flashlight toward Dr. Pavan, illuminating the entire section of wall. She stepped forward, trying to see what the scientist had gotten excited about.

      Carter couldn’t see anything either, but he stood his ground.

      Erik and Jen both approached the wall as well, and it was Erik who spoke first.

      “They’re scratches. Just like the ones on Lindsay.” He swallowed hard at speaking his former boss’ name.

      “They’re all over this wall, and some of them are deep,” Jen said.

      Carter was intrigued, but only momentarily. “It doesn’t matter. We need to get to that power plant and see what this is all about.”

      “No, Carter,” Jen said. “I’m staying. This wall—those scratches on Lindsay—they’re not normal. These marks were caused by something, and we’ve got the evidence right in front of us to figure out what it is.”

      “Why don’t we split up?” The group looked toward the speaker—Mark Adams. “We could split into two groups, one staying here, and one heading toward the power plant. There’s also a geothermal station on Level Four that I saw on the map. It’s probably tapped into the same plant, but it’s no doubt going to be more hospitable.”

      Carter considered this option. He didn’t like it, but it was better than staying in one place. Jen would of course stay behind, as well as Dr. Pavan. Aside from examining the level surrounding the power plant, his mission was to find and eliminate the hostile force pursuing them. He’d need as much firepower as possible for that.

      “Okay, fine. Mark, Erik, you’re with me. Mason and Saunders, you too.” The group began shuffling around, half of them preparing to leave with Carter.

      “The rest—Jen, Dr. Pavan, Hog—you stay back. We’ll head to the main level first and make our way down using the stairs. Anything moves from that direction—” he motioned with his head down the tunnel,“shoot it. Ask questions later.”

      He nodded once, checked over the two groups, and turned to leave. He caught Mark’s eyes as he turned—wide and surprised—and knew that the man hadn’t intended this outcome.

      Jen, however, seemed fine.

      “Great. Dr. Pavan, what do you make of these marks?”
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      “So you’re a computer guy, then?”

      “Yep. Been working in computer security for my entire professional life; just moved into management a few years ago,” Mark responded. He focused on the back of the soldiers head as they moved upward through the cave system.

      Mark had been fielding questions the entire half hour they’d been walking, except for when they stopped in the large cavern where Lindsay’s body lay. The civilians wanted to bury her, or at least move her body somewhere else out of respect, but Carter knew that wasn’t an option. The ground was solid rock, and they didn’t know these tunnels well enough to know what “out of the way” meant.

      Carter approached the sprawled figure, eyeing around it for further evidence, but saw nothing. He peered around the room, looking for any sign of life or activity.

      Satisfied, he nodded once, and the team continued their ascent.

      Immediately after leaving the large cavern, the line of questioning continued. They asked Mark about his professional and personal life, about Reese, and about Jen. Erik seemed especially interested, but even Carter asked him a few questions. The only seemingly uninterested one of the five was Saunders.

      Mark could see her slender figure in front of Mason sliding along at a steady and effortless pace. He wasn’t attracted to her, as she was cold and seemed apathetic about his personal situation, but he noticed that she wasn’t a physically unattractive woman.

      Mason asked another question. “So, you work at a government place?”

      Mark knew the soldiers—at least Carter—had been briefed on all of the civilians’ professional and personal lives, so the questions did seem a little forced. Is Mason trying to make friends? Mark thought.

      “Uh, well, yeah, I guess you could say that,” Mark responded, caught a little off guard. “We weren’t originally. Most of our contracts were private sector security or IT companies. About three years ago we pretty much sold out to the government, though. But they don’t have a controlling interest, and we don’t do any contracting outside of their projects anymore. They send us work, sometimes their own, sometimes from companies they work with, but it’s always sourced through them.”

      “Hmm.”

      Mark wasn’t sure if he was being asked another question—implied in Mason’s silence—or if his answer had satisfied.

      He decided to ask one of his own.

      “What about you guys? What brings you to the States?”

      Mark quickly rephrased his question. “I guess I mean, what brings you here—under five miles of ocean to help a scientist find her kid?”

      Carter answered this time. “We were given orders from the top. My team and I usually operate like a special forces unit, and this time around the orders came from somewhere above my pay grade.”

      Mark thought about this answer a moment. “Were you stationed around here? Or in the US?”

      Mason answered. “Nope, we were on leave. Happens all the time though. ‘Leave’ to us just means, ‘get ready to leave again.’”

      He didn’t give more details, so Mark dropped the subject and kept walking. Within minutes, they reached the cave opening on Level Four, and Carter held up his hand.

      “Hold up here. Mason, why don’t you see what’s going on out there.” Mason stepped forward and crouched in the cavern entrance. Saunders fell in beside him, her gun pointed outward.

      Erik and Mark waited behind the three soldiers until Carter walked out onto the concrete street of the housing district. He moved swiftly toward the first of the white houses on their right. Moving past the first floor windows facing the cliff, Carter stopped at the end of the house’s wall and looked around the corner.

      “I don’t see anyone,” he said softly. He was one hundred yards away but his voice carried easily through the air. The two other soldiers waited a few seconds, then Saunders told the civilians to move toward Carter.

      Mark and Erik jogged side-by-side toward Carter and joined him at the side of the house, finally followed by Mason and Saunders.

      “Let’s stay between this row of houses and the cliff until the housing district ends, then we’ll move along the tracks toward those buildings in the distance.” He pointed with his gun at the large, rectangular buildings—four in all—about four hundred yards away. He started running next to the line of houses until he reached the end and crouched next to the track that encircled the entire level.

      The others followed, with Mark next to Erik, followed by Saunders at the rear. They reached the buildings and Mark could see that they were each labeled with a large black number on their sides. “4” was directly in front of them, with “5” next to it. He assumed they were in a section of the base that handled part of the food requirements, as he became suddenly aware of a faint fishy odor in the air.

      “Smells like dinner,” Mason said.

      “These are all fish hatcheries. It’s a seafood farm,” Carter said, walking toward the first building in the block—“1,” which sat adjacent to “4” in front of them.

      “Alright, let’s get to that geothermal station,” Saunders said. It was the first time she’d spoken since they’d left Jen and the others behind, and Mark could tell she wasn’t interested in poking around any longer than they needed.

      Carter reached the end of building “1” and stopped to look around. They still hadn’t seen—or heard—anything of their earlier attackers, nor had they found any more evidence of Lindsay’s mysterious killer. Carter wasn’t taking chances though, and he waited a full thirty seconds before stepping out toward a small building set a few paces away from the fish farms.

      Mark noticed immediately why Carter had chosen this target. The building, raised from the floor of the base by cinder blocks, had large pipes shooting outward from the base of the building and into the ground. They were the same type of apparatus that housed his company’s long-distance cabling, meant to help them communicate on a closed network across the entire campus.

      It was a communications building—small, but most likely home to some sort of station-wide schematics, internal diagrams, or something else that might be useful.

      “Mark, come inside with me and Erik. Saunders and Mason, stay behind and keep watch for anything suspicious. I don’t want us to all get caught inside that building. We’ll be sitting ducks.”

      Mark and Erik followed closely behind Carter and entered the small shack. It was dusty and dark, but Carter found a working light switch. Dust covered everything, but Mark could see lights blinking on and off below the thick layer of silt, and he could smell the heated electronics. This place is on and working.

      He immediately started looking around. Stacks of processors sat along one wall, surprisingly small considering the decade in which the station was built, and rows of computer monitors sat on a waist-high table along another.

      “Know what any of this junk is?” asked Erik.

      Mark didn’t answer, but began dusting off one of the monitors. He reached below the table, slid out a keyboard, and began to examine the screen. He typed in a string of commands, then another. And another.

      “It doesn’t seem to be responding. I’m not sure what it’s waiting for.”

      “A password, maybe?” Erik and Carter watched over his shoulder, staring at the blinking cursor on the otherwise blank screen.

      “No. At least I don’t think so. It’s a command prompt screen, like DOS or BASIC, but it’s not responding to the usual commands. Maybe it needs—”

      “Hey, check this out,” Erik said from behind Mark. He spun to see the large man flipping through a book on the other side of the small room. “I found a manual or something.”

      Mark joined him, and together they looked at the front cover. The first page was faded almost beyond recognition, but they could see the pale outline of some kind of computer company logo.

      Erik flipped the page, the flimsy manual almost falling apart in his hands, and Mark gasped.

      “Look,” he said, pointing at the bottom of the left-side page. “It’s a copyright page.”

      Carter spoke from behind him. “Does that say ‘Copyright 1998’?”

      “It does,” Mark said. “All rights reserved.”

      “Wait—why does a research station that was built in the seventies have a computer manual from the nineties in it?” Erik asked.

      “For the same reason there would be modern computers down here. Because, Erik, this place wasn’t abandoned in the eighties, like we thought. There’ve been visitors since then.”

      Carter seemed to be focused on the stacks of binders and manuals resting on the table behind Mark. Mark’s eyes wandered over, and noticed the titles on some of them.

      “Look at this. ‘Energy Systems, Agartha: Storm.’ You think that’s Mitchell Storm?”

      Carter reached for it, dusted off the cover, and flipped it open. “Yes, you’re right. ‘Mitchell Storm, Three Mile Island.’”

      Erik spoke from across the room. “I’m sorry, wait. Three Mile Island, the site of the nuclear meltdown?”

      “Right. In the ‘70s, in Pennsylvania,” Carter said. “We know Storm was working there at the time of the meltdown, but we have no idea what happened to him after. We assume he went to work for Nouvelle Terre.”

      Mark turned a few pages, then read the section heading aloud. “Energy Control Mechanisms and Maintenance - Section I. I think this is a good bet. Mark, want to take a look?”

      Mark didn’t know anything about energy systems—certainly not geothermal or nuclear reactors—but he grabbed the binder anyway. He read for a few minutes while Erik and Carter glanced through other binders on the table. “It says the geothermal plant will be a core component of the base, basically stretching from the lowest levels—Ten through Fourteen—to the main level.”

      He read on, trying to make sense of the highly technical drawings, graphs, and text. “I think the plant is the main reason the base was built. There’s a quote here: ‘Agartha Base, referencing Alexandre Saint-Yves d'Alveydre’s account of the subterranean world of the same name, will feature an enhanced machinery component larger in size, scope, and energy output than any other modern power facility of similar design.’” Mark paused for emphasis and looked up at his captive audience as he read the next part. “‘Agartha Base will, assuming positive test results, be capable of powering the equivalent of a major metropolitan area without the need for redundant or chained systems.’”

      “This base, then, is a prototype?” Erik asked.

      “I don’t know. So far though it doesn’t seem like it. This place has been running continuously for over thirty years, self-contained, energy independent, and without any major breakdowns. My guess is that this is the real deal.”

      “Hold on,” Erik said, flipping back a page in the binder. “This is not right. I mean, this is different than what I have seen.”

      Mark didn’t understand what he was talking about, but he let the man finish. The diagram in front of them was a cross-section of what looked like the base; all levels were stacked on top of one another, and with their round circumferences, the cross-section of the base had the appearance of a giant sphere, the top half of which was above ground, and the bottom half built directly into the Earth’s crust. The bottom four levels—like the map from the main atrium—contained a large machine in the center of the sections. The machine here in the book, however, was much larger than the one referenced on the map.

      “I have seen a geothermal plant. This is one. See how it continues down, below the station? It is built into the crust itself, and is therefore more efficient.”

      Mark and Carter saw what Erik was talking about. The plant they were looking at was shaped like a cone, upside-down, with the point of it pointing straight downward.

      “This is incorrect, though. It is not useful to build one with a point like this. It makes no sense.”

      “Well, I’m sure they knew what they were doing,” Mark said.

      “They did, but I am not sure that the builders intended this machine to be used explicitly for energy production, at least in the traditional sense. I studied for a semester at a geothermal power plant in Siberia. A traditional plant will essentially have one pipe that carries water or steam up into the plant and another that injects the water back underground.”

      “What’s the point?” Mark asked. “Maybe this one’s more powerful?”

      “A larger pipe doesn’t necessarily lead to more energy withdrawal. Further, this is a completely different design. It almost looks like a corkscrew. I cannot believe it is simply a larger version of a geothermal power plant.”

      “Okay,” Carter interrupted. “Impressive. But what does Nouvelle Terre want with it?”

      Erik opened his mouth to offer an answer to Carter’s question, but a man’s voice yelled from outside. “Carter! Move out—we’ve got company!”
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      Dr. Pavan had spent the last five years of his professional life on the lecture circuit. He wasn’t able to pull down the same amount of money as a guru motivational speaker, but in his field—marine archeology—there was enough grant money floating around that enough of it seemed to come his way.

      During his tenure at Dalhousie University in Nova Scotia, he’d taught a total of three classes—graduate Archeological and Geological Oceanography, three semesters back-to-back—and spent the rest of his time traveling for guest lectures.

      When he’d discovered a new form of marine plant life, a bacteria that thrived equally well in deepwater vents reaching temperatures of over five hundred degrees Fahrenheit as it did in the chilled waters surrounding them, he chose to write his paper, to the dismay of many of his esteemed peers, in the nonacademic vernacular.

      Essentially, the paper was an article fit for the cover story of a Popular Science magazine. Not surprisingly, that magazine approached Dr. Pavan and offered him a hefty sum to write another article, this time “distilling the information to make it accessible to the common hobbyist.”

      He complied, and soon found himself the author of multiple pieces of popular nonfiction in competing industry magazines, trade publications, and the guest of a few TV talk shows. His fame in the academic oceanography world soon grew, as did his monthly income and celebrity status.

      When he was approached by Daniel Carter and his team, he wasn’t sure to what extent he’d be useful to the mission. There was the obvious need of scientific knowledge, but most of the details he’d received were vague or altogether completely unstated. His interest in the mysterious, unknown properties of the deep ocean were what finally tipped the scales. Aside from that, his publisher, who only knew that Dr. Pavan’s leave of absence would possibly end in a commercially-viable book, urged him to take the assignment.

      So he was here, under five miles of ocean, walking around freely on a patch of dry ocean rock. His initial shock of the locale was quickly replaced by the sheer amount of research he’d be able to do.

      His half group—Jen, Nelson, and himself—had been studying the rock outcroppings for almost an hour. Nelson wasn’t much help, and after fifteen minutes relegated himself to fiddling with his gun at the opposite side of the cavern. He and Jen continued their scientific banter.

      “Do you think the scratches here are the same? They seem to have similar properties,” Jen said.

      “I do. The substantive evidence we have here—albeit not much—seems to indicate that. What I do not understand, however, is why they are here.”

      “Well we’re assuming they’re here for the same reason they’re all over Lindsay’s body?”

      “Yes. But again, why? Why did they end up on this wall if they were attacking Lindsay? And if not, why did they end up on Lindsay?” Dr. Pavan asked.

      “Again, let’s consider what we have,” Jen offered. “We know they exist in streaks of five parallel lines, each streak crisscrossing one another in seemingly random ways. Some of the streaks are made up of lines that are about an inch apart, while others are made up of lines that are much closer together.”

      “Which would imply what?”

      Nelson spoke from the other side of the room. “Seems obvious, don’t it? The lines are from hands, and the difference in the distances are because the hands are from different people.”

      Dr. Pavan and Jen exchanged a glance.

      “What is that supposed to mean, Mr. Nelson?”

      Nelson let out a harumph, but answered the question. “Just what I said it did—no more, no less. Lindsay was attacked, and by more than one attacker. It’s a group, most likely, living in the caves or somewhere else in the station.”

      “That much is obvious, Nelson,” Jen said. “Where else would they come from?”

      “Where else would anyone come from?” he asked in return. “Look, all I’m saying is that you can ‘scientifically analyze’ these rocks all day, but I’m telling you—Lindsay was attacked, and by a group of something. My guess would be humans, judging by the height of the scratches on the wall, the lack of anything else resembling life we’ve found so far, and the severe amount of understaffing they’ve got here nowadays.”

      Dr. Pavan didn’t like what the man was implying, but he had to admit he had a point. Jen’s raised eyebrows suggested she agreed. He sighed. “Okay, I didn’t think about the height of the scratches. They go from about seven feet above the floor of the cave to no less than two…” he stepped toward the wall and placed his open palm against one of the streaks, “meaning that they could indeed have been caused by a human.”

      Jen looked back at Nelson. “What else do you assume about this situation? Anything that might help us out?”

      “Yeah. Sure. Seems like we’re in over our heads if you ask me. But hell, I ain’t got a choice in the matter. I’m a loyal member of the team, you know?” He lifted the side of his mouth in a quirky grin. “Besides, I ain’t the brains behind this operation. You two are. I’m here to protect you. Lend a hand, keep you out of trouble, you know.”

      “I feel better already,” Jen said.

      Dr. Pavan found himself agreeing with the soldier. “I don’t know, Jen. He’s got a point. There aren’t any staff members or researchers still here other than Bingham, and we don’t even know where he is. Plus, he’s not exactly sane, if you ask me,” he said.

      “You heard him yourself, Doctor. He’s the only remaining member of a team who left years ago. He probably stayed back to manually launch the sub and close the docking station.”

      Dr. Pavan frowned. “Right. It all seems odd, though. Why did one member choose to stay behind?”

      Nelson answered. “Probably didn’t. Shortest straw, or something.”

      “I don’t think so. This doesn’t seem like the type of place where someone would want to be isolated for very long. I cannot imagine wanting to maintain all of the systems here alone.”

      “Well,” Jen said, “I know there were labs and all kinds of research buildings on Level Four, not to mention what we might find on the other levels. Maybe we can meet up with Carter up there and figure more out?”

      Nelson jumped up. “I’m in. I hate dark places, and this place has been giving me the creeps since we came in.”

      Dr. Pavan thought for a moment. There wasn’t anything here they could do, especially since they’d exhausted their evidence. Their understanding so far was based on hypothesis, basic analysis—they had no equipment—and fantastical theories. “Sure. Let’s get to the main level, meet up with them, and—”

      A distant noise reverberated through the caves.

      “Was that a gunshot?” Jen asked.

      “Hard to tell, but with them bogies running around, I’d bet it was,” Nelson said. His gun lay in pieces on the ground, and when Jen swung her light around to Nelson’s body, Dr. Pavan saw the man assemble the rifle in what had to be record time. “Ready,” he said, clicking a magazine into place.

      “Let’s get up there and have a look around,” Dr. Pavan said. He tried to stifle the fear that he felt creeping into his voice.
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      Carter dropped the binder he was holding, moved his gun around to the front of his body, and ran out the small door. He turned immediately to the right, stopped, and lifted his gun. “Get down!” The order was directed toward Mason and Saunders. The two soldiers dropped prone to the ground simultaneously, allowing Carter to fire a few shots over their heads. Mason twisted around and did the same.

      Mark saw what they were firing at. A group of four black-clad military gunmen had positioned themselves about two hundred yards away, behind one of the fish hatchery buildings. They had yet to fire, but Mark knew that was soon to change.

      He ducked behind Carter, but Carter ran to his teammates’ side. Erik stumbled out of the communications shed, dumbstruck, and Mark snapped into action. “Follow him,” he shouted, grabbing Erik’s arm and forcing him forward.

      They ran to the others and hid against a long white wall, another in the sprawling fish hatchery compound.

      Mark felt helpless as he stood behind the building with Erik and watched the three soldiers hold their position against the opposing force. Carter and Saunders yelled for him and Erik to follow them. Mason stayed to make sure none of the others were following, and together they ran alongside the hatchery building toward a group of round silos in the distance. As Mark saw where they were heading, he shouted forward to Carter.

      “Don’t you think they’ll split and try to flank us? There were enough of them.”

      Carter didn’t respond at first, until they reached the first of the three silos. There, he turned and answered. “You’re right, but we needed to get somewhere somewhat isolated, so we can see them coming.”

      Mark knew he was right. The silos were along the side of the dome, bound on three sides by open fields and on the fourth by the rock wall. This side of the rock wall was not the same side they’d exited from before, but Mark knew from the map layout that there was another entrance into the cave system somewhere around here. He understood immediately the ingenuity of Carter’s decision. They couldn’t get back to the cave entrance near the housing district, as the enemy forces had cut them off. If they had to stay and fight, they were at least in a somewhat defensible position now, but they also had the option of retreating to the caves as a last resort.

      Carter showed Mark his sidearm, a lightweight Glock, and asked if he knew how to use it.

      “I’ve shot before,” Mark responded.

      Carter explained to him how to turn the safety on and off, how to hold it, and then handed the gun to him. Saunders did the same with Erik, and then Carter gave them all a brief overview of the plan.

      “These guys are most likely going to split up, flanking us from the sides. We still don’t know who they are, but they’re definitely military trained. Probably mercenaries or private. Keep your eyes open and be ready to move.”

      As soon as he delivered the order, Mason shouted from the right side. “Boss, I’ve got eyes on. Two o’clock, behind the last hatchery building. They definitely know we’re here.”

      “Right. Engage. Saunders, get this left side with me. Let’s see if the other half of them are coming around too.”

      Mason waited a moment to get a better shot, then fired off three rounds in succession. A black-clad soldier on his knees fell forward and lay still on the ground next to the hatchery building. Just as quickly, another soldier took his place and fired back. Mark tried to move next to Mason to help out, but the larger man pushed him back. “You’re in the line of fire. Just stay on my six and don’t let anyone get behind us.”

      Mark looked over to Erik and saw that he was having even more trouble being useful. He and Saunders were at the other of the round silo, but Erik wasn’t even looking around the edge of the structure. Instead, he was crouched on the ground, covering his ears. Must be a little skittish, Mark thought.

      Saunders wasn’t firing her weapon, so he assumed the only enemy contact they’d had so far was on their side of the silo. Still, he knew they wouldn’t all gather on one side of the building, waiting in line to be shot at.

      He looked up and tried to spot Carter. He found him looking toward the caves behind the silos. The man had fallen back even farther, trying to cover an approach from the rear. He considered trying to run over to him, but knew he’d be considered dead weight in the middle of an attack.

      Mason yelled beside him. “I’m hit!”

      Mark looked over just as the man fell backwards on the dirt. His body swiveled around as he landed, his feet falling toward Mark. Mark saw that the bullet had hit Mason’s right arm and reached down to help him up. He first grabbed the man’s gun, as Mason had dropped it beside him as he fell.

      “Come on, we can get that patched up,” Mark said. Mason’s left hand was covering the wound, and his face was contorted in pain, but both knew the wound was far from fatal.

      Saunders shouted over at them. “Mason, get back! They’re moving in!”

      Mark looked again and noticed what she was yelling about. Mason’s head was exposed, lying past the edge of the silo. Mark reached down to pull on Mason’s legs and pull him out of the way. “Mason, I need to get you back out of the way—”

      It was too late. Mark heard one shot of a distant rifle—unique in the cacophony of all the others—before he realized that it had found its mark. Mason’s eyes bulged open, then his entire body got very still. It was a quick death, but to Mark it was stunning, absolute. He fell back, sitting on the ground now. He punched his fist hard into the dirt.

      Out of nowhere, Carter was there. “Let’s go,” he said, his voice short and gruff. Mark stood, briefly locked eyes with Erik, and the two followed Saunders and Carter back to the two other silos.

      “Should, uh, shouldn’t we get Mason?” Mark asked when they’d reached the open expanse between the back silo and the rock wall.

      “Can’t do anything for him now,” Carter said. Mark took this in, then looked up at the others. Only Saunders was looking—glaring—at him.

      “We’re going back to the caves. We can defend our position better from there,” Carter said. “On my count.”

      But the count never came. Instead, Mark felt a whoosh next to his head, and he instinctively dropped to the ground just as the bullet’s sound caught up to him. They’re already here. The others hit the ground as well—Erik lying prone, Carter and Saunders crouching on a knee.

      “Ok, get to the caves,” Carter said, his voice raised to carry over the rising sound of gunfire. “Move! I’ll cover!”

      Saunders and Erik immediately sprang into action; Saunders stood quickly, fired, and then sprinted toward the cavern opening. Erik ran a few steps behind, his speed almost matching Saunders’.

      Mark waited to see what Carter needed, but the man was already engaging in return fire. Carter yelled again for him to move, but Mark could barely hear him over the sound of automatic weapons, their explosions reverberating and bouncing through the trio of silos and bouncing back off of the rock wall.

      Mark had the pistol and Mason’s rifle, but he wasn’t sure how Carter would react if Mark began firing at the oncoming forces. He decided he’d risk it.

      “Hold on, I got your back,” he shouted at Carter as he strode alongside him. Carter was kneeling on the ground, so Mark stood, using the silo’s wall as cover for his left side.

      Carter just gave a curt nod as he continued holding the others at bay. Mark’s shots were generally too high to be of any use, but the racket of two men, instead of one, firing back at the enemy seemed to hold them behind the first silo.

      It was then that Mark realized they weren’t holding them back. Instead, they were holding only two of the ten or so soldiers behind the silo. As he fired toward them, he realized it was the same two men firing back at him. Further still, their shots were consistently wide, missing both him and Carter. The distance between them was considerable, but it certainly wasn’t enough for trained men to fret over. They’re missing on purpose, Mark thought.

      Carter was thinking the same thing. “There are only two behind that silo. Do you see the others?”

      Mark was about to respond when Carter’s magazine clicked. He emptied his and reached for another, then turned to get back behind the cover of the building.

      Suddenly an explosion rocked them. It was far away, but close enough to shake the ground they were standing on. Mark felt his body pushed forcefully against the silo’s wall from the blast. It subsided quickly, and he turned to look at Carter.

      “What is it?” Mark asked, watching Carter out of the corner of his eye. He took a brief moment to glance back, and followed Carter’s stare.

      There, behind them, was a group of soldiers. All armed, and all staring at Carter and Mark.

      Each was dressed in black fatigues, but Mark couldn’t see any insignia on their uniforms. They carried assault rifles, and each wore a black skull cap over their heads.

      One of them stepped forward and motioned with his gun. Somehow Carter understood the simple command. He dropped the magazine on the ground, set his gun down, and stood. Mark followed suit, raising his hands over his head.

      Another soldier was jogging back to the group. Behind him, Mark could see a large cloud of smoke billowing from the cave opening. The opening Saunders and Erik had entered less than fifteen seconds ago.
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      More shots rang out from somewhere ahead, and the three of them ran faster. They exited the caves through the opening that spilled them out onto the housing district’s concrete street, but they took a sharp right and followed the cave wall around. A few hundred feet later, Nelson stopped and held up a hand. Jen and Dr. Pavan halted abruptly behind him.

      “Wait. Let’s see if we can’t get a bead on who’s shooting,” he said. He held up his rifle and looked through the scope. “Can’t see anyone, but I definitely hear it coming from those white buildings over there.”

      He didn’t point, but Jen and Dr. Pavan followed the direction of his gun and peered around him. Jen couldn’t see anyone either, but Nelson seemed to be right. The shots were sporadic, punctuating the air every few seconds. Not enough to be an outright battle, but certainly someone was trying to keep someone else pinned down to one location.

      Nelson started forward again and made it to the last of the houses along the rail track. He moved from the rock wall to the rear of the house for more cover, and again held up his gun.

      “Crap, I don’t hear anything now,” he muttered.

      “Do you see anything yet?” Dr. Pavan asked.

      “Negative. Let’s wait here a second and see what happens.”

      Suddenly an explosion farther away shook the ground beneath them. The distant, hollow sound seemed more like thunder than an explosion, but Nelson knew better. “That was a grenade, or some kind of small-arms incendiary device.”

      “Was it us or them?” Jen asked.

      “Them. We’re not carrying that kind of firepower,” Nelson replied. “Too bad, too. I could’ve used something like that earlier. Bastards.”

      He turned to the two civilians, eyed them up and down, and then delivered instructions. “We’re gonna go check it out. Can’t just sit back and wait around, right? Maybe the party ain’t over yet.”

      He jogged away as Jen and Dr. Pavan followed. Jen felt adrenaline coursing through her body and tried to will it toward keeping her focused, alert. Pavan stayed next to her, running at an easy pace.

      They passed two of the buildings, and Jen noticed the smell of fish in the air. It was old, but not rotten, like what she imagined a fresh fish market smelled like the day after the fish were sold. As they ran past the second building, a lump to Jen’s left caught her eye.

      “Hold on, guys. There’s something over here.”

      She stopped at the lump. It was a human body; one of the soldiers. Nelson kicked it over with his toe, and the limp body fell flat on its back. The face and body were completely covered in black clothing, face paint, and gloves, and they could now see a bloody wound on the man’s midsection.

      Looking closer, Jen noticed that the man’s eyes were dark, almost black. His face was rugged and fit, and his high cheekbones gave him an almost handsome youthfulness. “Looks Russian,” Nelson said. He bent down, shuffled through the man’s pockets, and retrieved a few scraps of paper and a receipt. “Nothing to identify him, but it looks like he bought a coffee before the trip.”

      “You think they’re all Russian?” Dr. Pavan asked.

      “Most likely. Probably a mercenary squad of some sort. Doubt they’re affiliated with their own government—at least not directly.”

      He gave the man a final pat-down but didn’t find anything of worth. The soldier’s comrades had taken his weapon and sidearm, and even his combat knife. A sheath attached to his belt lay empty.

      Nelson was about to stand again but stopped short. He frowned, then reached his hand out to the man’s head. The soldier was wearing a black skull cap, but his was pulled slightly up, revealing an inch of shaved scalp around his ears.

      “What is it?” Jen asked.

      Nelson didn’t answer. He reached toward the man’s head, feeling right above the man’s ear. He muttered something inaudible, and Jen and Dr. Pavan knelt down beside him.

      “Feel this,” he said.

      Jen reached out and felt where Nelson’s fingers were. She couldn’t feel anything at first—just the sandpapery texture of a recently shaved head. She pushed a little harder, and her fingers met resistance. Wiggling around with her index and middle fingers, she felt the outline of a perfect circle. Small, hard, and round, something was just inside the dead soldier’s head.

      “Weird,” Nelson said. His tone conveyed nothing. If he was surprised that the soldier had a piece of jewelry embedded in his skull, Jen couldn’t tell. She watched as Nelson unsheathed his own knife—a monstrous KA-BAR military blade—and pointed it down toward the soldier’s ear.

      “Don’t!” Jen said. She and Dr. Pavan stood up.

      “What?” Nelson asked. “Aren’t you a little curious?”

      She didn’t say anything, but Dr. Pavan gave a slight nod toward Nelson. Nelson grinned and then poked gently with his knife.

      Blood oozed out around the blade, but there was only a little, and it didn’t seem to bother him. He made a few incisions, and then pushed on the skin just below the lump. Wriggling it around for a moment, he eventually freed the object from the soldier’s head and caught it in his bare hand.

      Nelson wiped off his hand and the object with a section of the fallen soldier’s shirt, then stood.

      Jen and Dr. Pavan instinctively stepped forward, curious as to what the object really was.

      It was shiny, made of metal, and a perfectly round disk. It looked just like a miniature hockey puck except for a small glass bubble on one side of the disk. Jen couldn’t see any marks, features, or noteworthy characteristics on it otherwise.

      “Well, I’ll be,” Nelson said. “What do you think it is?”

      Dr. Pavan scrutinized the object carefully a few seconds before shrugging. “Beats me,” he said, and looked up at the other two.

      Nelson shrugged as well and then placed the small object in one of his vest pockets. “Maybe we’ll hold on to it awhile; see if anything comes of it.”

      Jen was about to ask to see it when a high-pitched whine emanated from out of nowhere. She grabbed her ears and spun, trying to locate the source. “What is that noise?” she asked.

      Nelson squinted in pain, clearly hearing it as well, though not able to cover his ears with full hands. “No idea, but it ain’t pretty. Let’s keep moving.”

      They started walking alongside the buildings, moving slower now in case they came across more bodies. Jen reached the end of the row of fish-smelling buildings first and turned around to wait for the others.

      Her eyes widened.

      “What?” Nelson asked, still squinting from the painfully high-pitched noise.

      She didn’t speak, but she felt her mouth moving to form words. “I—I…”

      Nelson and Pavan realized that her eyes weren’t on them, but behind them. They turned to see what had caught her attention.

      “Holy mother of—” Nelson muttered under his breath. Dr. Pavan began walking backwards, not speaking.

      Approaching them from the first of the buildings was a group of people, most wearing white lab coats. They were walking, but not all were standing upright. Their faces were obscured, but Jen could see their heads lolling around, not quite looking at them, but not quite looking away.

      “Keep moving, guys,” Nelson said softly. “Let’s get to those three silos out there before we do anything else.”

      The group, about ten strong, kept up with them, but Jen continuously looked over her shoulder as they jogged. They reached the silos in another minute and turned to see that the swarm of scientists had in fact kept pace with them, the distance between the two groups remaining constant.

      Nelson turned to Jen and Pavan. “Should I…should I shoot them?” he asked.

      “No!” Jen responded. “We don’t know who they are, or if they’re hurt.” She thought for a moment, then called out to them. “Hey! Who are you? Don’t get any closer!”

      “Jen,” Dr. Pavan whispered, “maybe we shouldn’t call attention to ourselves?”

      “Big deal,” Jen said. “They already know we’re here. What harm could it do?”

      The swarm kept coming. The man in the front of the group—in his sixties, with grayish hair, and huge glasses—began walking a bit faster. He reached the opening between the buildings and the silos and started closing the distance. Jen backed away from the clearing as Nelson raised his rifle.

      “Just say the word, Jen, and I’ll blow his brains out,” Nelson muttered.

      “Stop it. He might be able to help us.”

      The man was about fifteen feet away when he broke into a run. He wasn’t fast, nor was he efficient—the “running” was really a combination of stumbling, tripping, and falling forward. But he was going to reach them in a few seconds nonetheless.

      “Go!” Nelson shouted, turning and running between the three silos. Jen and Dr. Pavan followed. They rounded the edge of the second silo and stopped again, waiting to see what the newcomer might do.

      “Did you hear that?” Jen asked.

      She cocked her head toward the noise, and soon heard it again—a groan.

      A man’s groan. She felt her heart flutter as she stepped out from the silo’s edge and ran toward the third and final silo in the group. On the other side of the silo she saw him.

      Laying on the ground, blood pooling around his head, was Carter.

      She called back for help and knelt down beside him.

      “Carter. Carter, it’s Jen. Are you okay?”

      His eyelids fluttered, then opened slightly. He let out a deep moan.

      Jen checked his vitals and tried to see what had caused the bleeding. She found a gash on the side of the man’s head—large, but not deep. He’d been hit with something.

      “Carter, can you talk? What happened?”

      He looked up at her as the other two in the group arrived. Nelson immediately reached for a small first aid kit on his belt and began rifling through the objects inside. He found a roll of gauze and began to unwrap it.

      Dr. Pavan reached for the canteen that was hanging on Carter’s side, tore off a sleeve of his own shirt, and then doused the cloth in some water. “This won’t be completely sanitary, but we might be able to get it clean enough.”

      Nelson nodded, now beginning to wrap the gauze bandage around his commanding officer’s head. “What happened to you, boss?” he asked.

      Carter looked up at them, breathed in heavily, then spoke. “They—they took…” his voice trailed off, but he kept looking up at them.

      “Is he alright?” Jen asked.

      “He’s fine. Probably a minor concussion, but if we can keep him awake and functioning, he’ll just walk away with a helluva headache. Here, help me with this.” He lifted Carter’s head a few inches and slid the gauze underneath. Jen grabbed it and finished the wrapping, tucking the end into one of the strands.

      “Carter, who are they? And who did they take?” Jen asked. She felt she knew the answer to both questions already, but she needed to get him talking and thinking coherently.

      The man tried again. “They took… they took Mark…”

      Jen’s heart sank. Hearing the words made it true. But there was pinprick of hope, a suspicion that if they took him, that meant he was probably still alive.

      Nelson and Dr. Pavan lifted Carter to a sitting position. As they did, Jen remembered the prior predicament they were in. She turned around.

      The man was standing a foot behind her, just in the shadow of the silo. He’d somehow crept up on all of them silently and had been standing there—how long?

      She gasped, startling the three men.

      “Holy…” Nelson said, reaching for his gun.

      Dr. Pavan used his free hand and placed it on Nelson’s arm. “Jen’s right, Nelson, we don’t know who he is or what he wants. Let’s just keep moving and try to lose them in the caves.”

      The caves, Jen thought. She looked up and beyond the three men and saw a large, dark opening in the distance. They’d made it to the other Level Four opening.

      She reached down and helped move Carter to his feet, grabbing him by his belt. The other two men carried him under his arms, but after a few shaky moments they found Carter was capable of mostly holding his own weight.

      They walked on, the weird scientist following them.

      “Uh, Jen,” Nelson asked as he shifted Carter’s weight to his other arm, “what if these guys don’t actually leave us alone?”

      She’d been thinking about the same thing, but she didn’t yet have a satisfactory answer. “We’ll just hope they do. Keep that gun loaded, soldier.”

      They made it to the cave opening and stepped inside. It was similarly dark and as cramped as the tunnel they’d entered and exited in the housing district, and they knew from the map that these openings were part of the cave system. The smell of magnesium and a recent explosion filled their nostrils, but there were no fires burning.

      But they hadn’t been inside this part of it, and they all wondered if, by entering, they were putting themselves—literally—between a rock and a hard place.
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      “Reese, will you please talk to me?”

      The woman had been pleading with him for an hour. He had barely spoken, but she wouldn’t let him be.

      Reese was still in the room, still sitting on the bed. He’d realized after almost a day that this was, essentially, a jail cell. But they hadn’t hurt him. The woman—Sylvia, she’d said—just kept coming in every few hours, sometimes giving him food, and always trying to get him to talk more.

      “Can you tell me about your dad?”

      He didn’t want to talk to her or anyone. He’d cried, and now he felt like he couldn’t cry anymore. He still missed his family, of course, but he was smart enough to realize that they weren’t trying to hurt him.They just needed him for something.

      “What does your dad do for a living, Reese?”

      She already knew the answer. He was sure of it. That was just it. She was treating him like he was a child. He was twelve.

      She obviously had no idea how to talk to kids, and so she took the approach of trying to trick him into thinking she was gentle, on his side.

      He wasn’t an idiot.

      He’d answered a few questions Sylvia asked him during the three previous visits, but he mainly just stared up at the ceiling until she left him alone.

      Something about it all was weird, though. He’d seen some movies and TV shows and knew how people in this role were usually treated. He knew they were kept somewhere no one could find them until the people got what they wanted, and he knew they would quickly lose patience.

      Maybe it was because this wasn’t a movie, but Sylvia hadn’t lost her patience yet. She just kept going on and on in that high-pitched annoying voice, and when she finally would realize that he didn’t want to talk to her, she’d just sit there for a few minutes and then leave.

      It was almost humorous to him. The lady wasn’t very good at this prisoner stuff.

      He was getting annoyed with her and her voice and her constant questions. He wanted her to leave. He wanted to see his mom.

      “Sylvia,” he said. He glanced over quickly to see the reaction on her face. It was first time he’d used her name, and the first time he’d addressed her directly rather than just answer her question. He thought her eyes were going to fall out of her head they were so big. “Why am I here?”

      She shifted in the chair, but didn’t answer.

      “Why did you take me?”

      “Now, Reese, I didn’t take—”

      “I know. But you haven’t let me leave. So you basically took me,” he said.

      “No, I just want to help you.”

      “Then let me leave.” He considered getting up and walking to the locked door. What would she do? Did she even know what she’d do?

      He decided to wait. “Sylvia, how come you won’t let me leave? Is someone telling you what to do?”

      He watched her face. Her expression hardened just barely, then slackened again. “No,” she said. He waited for her to speak again to explain more, but she asked another question instead.

      “Reese, I do want to help you, but you need to help me. What does your dad do? Where does he work? Do you know?”

      Again, treating him like a child. “Yes, I know. You know too.”

      She nodded. “Can you tell me about what he does?”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you won’t tell me why I’m here.”

      “Do you remember what happened…when they took you?”

      Good. She was talking now, telling him things instead of just asking stupid questions.

      “Yes. They came and took me from my dad’s apartment. They broke a lot of stuff, but it was just a show. They didn’t hit me or anything, just told me to get in the car with them.”

      He looked again at Sylvia. Did she not know this?

      “And then what happened?”

      “I—I fell asleep. I guess they gave me drugs or something, but I woke up here. Why?”

      “Reese, I just want—“

      “To help me,” Reese said, curtly.

      “Right. To help you.”

      “Okay, help me. I answer your questions, and you help me? Is that how it works?”

      “Yes. Exactly, Reese.”

      “You’ll let me go then? Will you find my mom and bring her?” He thought for a moment, realizing something. “Where’s my dad? Did they hurt him?”

      “Mark, your father is fine. Your mother is as well.”

      “So you do know who he is. Where is he?”

      Sylvia stood up. I guess the conversation’s over, he thought. So much for that.

      “Do you know where he is?”

      “No.”

      “Do you know someone who does know?”

      “No.”

      He began to feel frustrated. He choked back more tears, knowing that she was lying to him.

      “Please, why can’t you tell me anything? I’ve been good. I’ve answered your questions,” he said, his voice getting shaky.

      Sylvia walked toward the door. “I’m sorry, Reese. I want to help you, I really do. But I have no control. I don’t make the decisions. I don’t know where your father—”

      “Stop lying to me!” his voice came louder than he’d expected. He burst into tears, and he curled up on the bed. He waited, crying, but the door never opened.

      Slowly, he turned around and saw Sylvia looking directly at him.

      “Reese, if you promise not to tell, I can see where your father is.”

      He waited.

      “I can tell him you miss him.”

      “You don’t know where he is,” Reese said.

      She sighed. “I do. I’m sorry.”

      Finally, she turned and walked toward the door. She knocked on it, and it opened from the outside. She briskly stepped through, but turned back toward him. “I know where he is because I just saw him. He’s here, Reese, and I’ll tell him you miss him.”
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      They jogged in silence for a few minutes, their way lit by Nelson’s powerful flashlight beam sweeping left to right in steady rhythm. They passed yard after yard of flat, ocean-formed wall, each step looking exactly like the last.

      From the map, Jen remembered that this tunnel system had just three sections—the openings on Level Four in the housing district and behind the silos, and a split that descended and emptied onto a lower level. She couldn’t remember seeing any indication of whether or not the tunnel was just these three main stretches, or if there were other, smaller, dead-end tunnels that split off from the mains. It could be that the map’s creator was trying to simplify things, but since it was meant for use inside a research station full of scientists, she could imagine that everything identified on the map was precise and to scale.

      Either way, they hadn’t seen a single fork or offshoot of the tunnel in the few minutes they’d been running. Their path was descending, slowly falling deeper into the crust from which the tunnel was formed. Nelson and Dr. Pavan were sharing the burden of Carter’s weight between them, though he had all but began jogging on his own. He had, through short, stuttered speech between breaths, quickly explained what had happened back at the silos. Shortly after Saunders and Erik left them, he and Mark were ambushed by the Russian soldiers.

      He was knocked out, but he saw one of the soldiers talking to Mark before he drifted away completely. When he woke up, he was bleeding, his head was throbbing in pain, and Jen was there with Nelson and Dr. Pavan.

      Not much to go on, but it was better than nothing. Mark’s not dead, Jen thought again, trying to convince herself. If we can find Saunders and Erik, we can regroup and figure things out from a lower level. If Saunders and Erik are still alive… She remembered the explosion they’d heard from this opening in the cave.

      She knew the answers must lie here in the station. Why was there so much mystery surrounding this place, and why was Nouvelle Terre caught up in it? Why were they being hunted? And, of course, the question that started it all: What is Nouvelle Terre looking for, and why do they need me?

      The questions burned through her mind, though each was similarly impossible to answer. A lifetime of thinking scientifically forced her to race through hypotheses and not settle for any without further evidence. It all gave her a headache.

      The path cut to the left, traveling away from the circular research station, and cut deeper still. They slowed, and Carter spoke from behind her.

      “Who were those people behind us?”

      They hadn’t talked again about the scientists since they found Carter at the silos, but Nelson responded immediately. “Bunch of crazies, boss. Just following us in that cluster. Probably still are.”

      “We are not sure, Sergeant,” Dr. Pavan added. “Most were wearing lab coats, and I guess they fit the stereotype of ‘scientist.’”

      “They did seem rather curious,” Nelson said.

      “But they didn’t overtake us,” Carter said. “Why?”

      “No idea. They wouldn’t get any closer to us than about thirty feet, except for that one guy. They seemed interested but not hostile,” Nelson said.

      Yet, Jen thought. She thought it would be a good time as any to let the others know what she was really thinking. “I think they were the group that attacked Dr. Richards,” she said.

      She stopped, catching her breath, and turned around. The three men behind her stopped in unison, and each stared blankly at her.

      “You saw them, Doctor,” she said to Dr. Pavan, “and you and I both know they weren’t normal individuals. They were a herd, traveling together, but they weren’t communicating. They weren’t hunting us. They were analyzing us.”

      “Analyzing us?” Nelson said.

      “Trying to figure out who we were. But I think the man coming toward us figured it out. He wasn’t too happy with us, and I’d bet he wanted to do something about it.”

      “Like scratch us to death?”

      “Like scratch us to death.”

      Carter was functioning properly now, standing erect in between the two other men. He eyed Jen curiously, his mind clearly racing through the strategic consequences. “Jen, do you think this can be proven?”

      “Not right now. At least not without more observation. But I do know that we’ve got no other leads. Nothing else to go on.”

      Dr. Pavan stepped toward Jen. “I agree. There’s not much else in the way of evidence to support an alternative theory. It might be in our best interest to assume, from here forward, that these…people…are predatory.”

      “Great,” Nelson said. “Now we’ve got a bunch of Russian mercenaries trying to shoot us and a group of genius serial killers chasing us through caves. Wonderful. Anything else you can think of that’ll make this trip even worse?”

      “Yeah. I still don’t even know what we’re doing here. What I’m supposed to be looking for,” Jen said.

      Nelson nodded. “You’re right. That did make it worse.”

      “It doesn’t matter. The more we explore, the more likely we’ll be able to piece this thing together. Let’s keep moving, get down to the lower levels, and see if there’s anything useful in the geothermal station down there,” Carter said.

      Jen liked Carter’s dogged determination; he was always willing to work with what they had, no matter how little they had. He was a man of few words, stoic and solid. He was a realist, another thing Jen appreciated. No hyperbole, no optimism or pessimism. Just straight-up truth, with an acknowledgement of their current situation at all times.

      “Hey,” Nelson said, “what happened to Bingham?”

      The question hung in the air a moment.

      Jen thought a moment, wondering about the last time she’d seen him. He wasn’t with them when they’d heard the screams from Lindsay, and they hadn’t seen him since.

      “I’ve been wondering that myself,” Dr. Pavan said. “I’d assumed he wandered off the night we found Lindsay. Didn’t think much of it, really.”

      “Same here,” Nelson said, “I just think it’s a little odd that we haven’t bumped into him again.”

      “What do you mean?” Carter asked, trying to get more from his team member.

      “Well, I mean, he just came out of nowhere the first time around, you know? He ran up to us out there in the field, and he basically hovered for the rest of the day. Weird guy, but he almost seemed to enjoy the company.”

      True, Jen thought. She was struck by a startling revelation. “I wonder if those people following us earlier really were scientists,” she said. “They were wearing lab coats, and a few fit the bill, but Bingham said he was the last of the twelve researchers down here.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “Don’t you think Bingham’s mannerisms fit with theirs? Don’t you think they were acting strange, but in the same way Bingham was? What if the original twelve didn’t leave. What if Bingham is just one of them, and they’re all still here?”

      “Doing what, exactly?” Dr. Pavan asked. His voice sounded skeptical, but Jen could tell from the man’s look that he had considered this option as well.

      “Who knows? There’s obviously more questions than answers at this point, but let’s assume they are. Bingham and the others were left here, and that means something major happened. The second submarine didn’t leave with them after all, but it’s clearly no longer here.”

      Nelson’s eyebrows arched.

      “What if the submarine was destroyed, sabotaged, or even simply launched empty? Those scientists would have been stranded here for decades, completely isolated and alone.”

      “Yes,” Dr. Pavan conceded, “but that alone wouldn’t account for their odd behavior. If Bingham was completely alone, however, that indeed could account for the psychosis that we’ve experienced in him.”

      Jen knew he was right, but it helped to hear it confirmed. Bingham’s solitude here for decades made sense; twelve scientists and researchers living here—even detached from the outside world—suffering from those same symptoms made much less sense.

      “Okay, well, it seems like we’re back at square one,” Carter said, stepping forward. “We can’t figure this out here, so let’s keep moving.” He started walking, and Jen and the others followed closely behind.

      “On Level Four, we found a small communications room that seemed to point to the lower levels as housing the geothermal power station itself. Erik seemed to know what he was talking about with it, too, and he thinks there’s a little more to it than just providing power to this station.”

      “Let’s head to Level Nine: Rue Verte and work our way down. I think I remember seeing that one of them was labeled recreation, but all five of those lower levels are worth searching.”

      They rounded a bend in the cave system, and Jen thought about Carter’s statement. Was there something more to this base than what they’d been told? Who knew the answer to that question? She knew she was in over her head, but there was no going back. Her son’s—and now her husband’s—life depended on it.

      Jen still had no leads toward solving the mystery Nouvelle Terre wanted from her to decipher. She didn’t know why she was the one targeted by them or how she could possibly help anyone figure it out.
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      The walk seemed like an eternity. Jen could feel her calves aching; her feet had long ago become numb. They must have been as deep into the cave system as possible, and they still hadn’t come to a branch in the tunnel that would take them downward to the lower levels.

      She couldn’t imagine that this tunnel was a viable thoroughfare between the upper and lower levels. They’d passed stairs when they first entered Level Four; Jen assumed that must have been the main method of travel between the research station’s levels.

      She wondered if Carter was getting tired. He was still leading the way, his flashlight bouncing across the dark path as they descended. They hadn’t stopped for a break, but they were walking slowly enough that Jen thought a break might be the last thing on Carter’s mind. She’d tried to start a conversation with the man about ten minutes ago, but he was equally as quiet as he was determined to persevere through the cave.

      Nelson, on the other hand, wouldn’t shut up. The soldier had given Jen a complete rundown of his life: born outside of Glasgow, raised in London, and educated in Germany. He joined the British Royal Marines as soon as he was of age, and he’d served with Carter for the past five years.

      He had an annoying voice, sharp and unpolished, yet she couldn’t help but like him. He was honest, straightforward, and spoke his mind, and Jen appreciated having someone fill the time with. “Nelson,” she’d asked, “how did you get your nickname?”

      “Oh, you mean Hog, yeah?” he said. He took a deep breath. “No idea, actually. Couldn’t be my weight, obviously. They’ve been trying to fatten me up since basic, but nothing ever stuck. I guess it was the unit before. They—”

      “It’s his nose,” Carter interjected. “And it was Saunders. She started it.”

      “What? No it wasn’t,” Nelson said. “She never…what do you mean my nose?”

      Jen laughed. “Don’t worry about it. It’s a nice nose.”

      “I don’t get it. Is it odd? I ain’t the only one around with a queer nose…”

      They let him continue for a minute until he had worked himself up into a frenzy. He finally stopped talking, grunted, and walked on in silence, frowning.

      “Did you hear that?” Dr. Pavan whispered.

      Carter had stopped walking, and he nodded, still facing forward. Jen and the other two men caught up and they all paused, listening.

      “I didn’t hear anything,” Jen said.

      “It was a voice, I swear,” Dr. Pavan said. “From that direction.”

      They listened another minute, but no one heard another sound. As Carter stepped forward, Dr. Pavan reached out and grabbed his arm. “Wait. Give me a second.”

      “What is it?” Carter asked.

      Dr. Pavan sniffed the air. “Do you smell that? I thought I caught a scent of something in the air.”

      Jen immediately noticed it as well when Dr. Pavan mentioned it. “I do,” she said. “It’s—it’s familiar, almost like…”

      “Almost like a big pile of sh—”

      “Enough, Nelson,” Carter said. “I do smell it. It’s feces. Seems far off, though, but we’re getting closer to it. Come on.”

      He started forward and raised his gun, involuntarily checking his ammunition as he walked. They picked up the pace, walking briskly toward the smell. It grew stronger with each passing step, until Jen found herself trying to breathe as little as possible.

      “Carter, what are we doing? That smell is awful, and it’s just getting worse. We’re walking right into it.”

      “We need to see what it is,” he said. “Plus, it’s the only way forward. I’ll get up around this next bend, and I want Nelson to cover me.”

      Nelson clicked something on his weapon and jogged to catch up to Carter. Jen and Dr. Pavan stayed a few steps behind, but their curiosity wouldn’t let either of them stop.

      Carter and Nelson reached the corner, and Carter stepped around. He pointed his flashlight down and slightly in front of his feet—an angle that would bounce the light upward enough to see, but hopefully not enough to cause any undue excitement on whatever lay ahead.

      Nelson followed his lead and did the same. “Bollocks,” he whispered under his breath as he took in the cavern in front of them.

      Jen and Dr. Pavan reached the open space a second later, and both of the scientists’ eyes went wide. “Oh my God,” Jen said.

      “You got that right.”

      In front of them was another large, open cavern, like the one they found Lindsay’s body in earlier. This cavern was smaller, but it was filled almost six feet high along one wall with what looked to be a brown wall of mud. Jen knew intuitively that the “mud” was the cause of the smell, and she only had to look a few feet to the right to find the reason for it.

      In the center of the cavern was an undulating mass of bodies—the white-coated scientists who’d followed them on the main level—clustered together and rocking gently back and forth. They didn’t appear to be doing anything but standing in a tight circle, pressing in on each other. It was as if they were a small colony of ants that had found a crumb. Their bodes pushed forward, vying for better positioning toward the center of the group.

      “This is disgusting,” Nelson said. Jen realized he was still focused on the six-foot-high wall of human excrement, and he hadn’t yet seen the other inhabitants of the room. When he did, he was speechless.

      “I don’t believe it,” Jen said. “It’s like they have a hive mentality. Look how they all move together, almost in unison.” She forced herself to keep her voice down, fearing a retaliation from the group. The last thing they needed was to run up through the cave system to the surface, chased by these weird scientists.

      “You’re right,” Dr. Pavan added. “They aren’t responding to the light—which, since they were in complete darkness before, is quite substantial—or to our voices.”

      “But we don’t want to wake any up, either,” Nelson said. “So I’ll go ahead and keep whispering.”

      Carter just stared.

      “Their brain function isn’t totally there, although they can clothe themselves and speak,” Dr. Pavan said. “I wonder if we’re observing the effects of relative isolation over an extended period of time.”

      “Not possible,” Jen said. “There are too many of them—enough for the environment’s constraints to disqualify isolation. Plus, they were of a mature age when the period began. Effects like this are seen in cases when the onset of isolation is at a very young age.”

      “We need to draw one away,” Nelson said.

      Carter appeared stunned. “Why? They’re hostile, remember?”

      “I know. But we found something on one of those Russian soldiers earlier. A beacon or something.”

      “A beacon? Where?”

      “Well, uh, it was in his head.”

      Carter looked at Jen. She nodded, and Nelson continued. “It was just under the skin, right on his right temple. I saw something there, and then felt something hard and round. I cut this out.” He handed Carter the miniature hockey puck he’d taken from the Russian soldier.

      Carter turned the device over in his hands, but didn’t speak.

      “We can’t just start shooting—the noise would be too much, for us and them. Plus, we don’t need to hurt them yet, either, before we figure out what’s going on.”

      Jen was surprised at Nelson’s intuition. She agreed, then offered a suggestion to Carter. “Maybe we can run across the side; try to get their attention. I’ll get to the other side and keep going through the caves. If they follow me, you can stay back and then grab one of the people lingering behind.”

      “And then how will you get them to stop following us?” Dr. Pavan asked.

      It was a legitimate question, but Jen was prepared for it. “We’ve got to be close to the split, right? We’ll take the one that descends down to the lower level. If they follow us through that as well, we’ll just get to the level and figure something out there.”

      It wasn’t perfect, but it was a plan. Carter seemed to agree. He nodded at Jen. “You heard her, Nelson. You three get along that wall—cover your mouths and noses; no need to breathe that, uh, crap—and then get out of the cavern quickly. If they’re not following you when you find the other side, give them some space and then make some noise. I’ll see if I can grab one of them, feel for that device on their temple, and then I’ll follow you down. Ready?”

      As soon as he asked the question, a low growl began to emanate from the cluster of scientists and station workers. The undulating stopped, and the entire group grew still.

      “I think they woke up,” Nelson said.

      Two of the members of the group peeled away and turned toward them. Both were wearing t-shirts stained from years of wear and dark blue chinos. Their shoes—work boots—spoke volumes. These men were, at least in another life, part of the maintenance crew of the research station, probably on an original assignment that was only supposed to last a year or two.

      One of the two workers looked straight at Jen, and spoke. “Why you? Where… where from?”

      He staggered forward, followed closely by the other worker. By now the others in the group had turned and were watching the exchange. Except for the two workmen, neither Carter’s group nor the group in the center of the cavern had moved.

      Jen thought for a moment. Should she respond? She found herself struggling internally between the instinct to flee, to protect herself, and the desire to engage these fellow humans. However distraught they were, they were still people.

      The curiosity in her won out. She stepped up next to Carter. “Wait,” she said. The two men stopped. Were they listening, or were they simply surprised to hear her voice? “Don’t walk forward. Can you tell me who you are?” She specifically addressed the man closest to her. She could also see him more clearly now—tall, dark, and handsome, except for the hollow eyes and lifeless, hanging face. His t-shirt said Led Zeppelin, either a favorite classic rock band of his or a favorite modern rock band, depending on when the man had been resigned to his fate here at the bottom of the sea.

      She asked again. “Who are you? Do you work here?”

      “Yes. Work. Yes work. Live.”

      It was an odd response, but it was familiar to them. Bingham, she thought. This is how Bingham talks.

      She knew at once that Bingham wasn’t telling the truth earlier. He may have been trying, but the scientists he mentioned hadn’t, in fact, left with the last submarine years ago. Those scientists, Bingham included, hadn’t gone anywhere.

      She was staring at them.

      The man looked around at the others, as if noticing Dr. Pavan, Nelson, and Carter for the first time. Jen also noticed that Carter was holding his gun up, pointed directly at the man. The man’s eyes stopped on the gun, and he frowned, his head cocked to the side.

      “You… hunter. You hunter. Hunter.”

      He mumbled the words, a small drop of saliva forming on the side of his mouth as he repeated the two words over and over again.

      Jen felt a pang of guilt. What happened here? Who did this to them? This reaction wasn’t natural. This behavior wasn’t caused by environmental factors.

      “No, no I’m not,” Carter said, his voice calm and steady. His gun didn’t waver, but he continued to explain to the man. “My name is Daniel Carter, and I’m a British Royal Marine. This is my team—Jen Adams, Dr. Sanjay Pavan, and Stuart Nelson. We are inside the base—”

      Carter’s last sentence was cut off by a loud scream. The cavern’s rock walls reverberated the noise endlessly through the chamber, causing Jen to hold her ears. The scream was echoed by the rest of the group, who had now all started walking slowly toward them. They screamed—a guttural, rabid noise—at Jen and the rest, not just in response to something Carter said. Except for the first scream, it was a simultaneous reaction; a deafening sound that physically vibrated the cave walls around them.

      The hair on Jen’s neck stood up. A terrifying helplessness overcame her, and she felt her lip quiver. Was this how it had ended for Lindsay?

      The two workmen froze in place, and their heads both turned to the side slowly. Their eyes didn’t leave Carter’s, and when their necks were bent almost at a right angle, they charged.

      Carter was prepared, and he fired off two rounds. The first hit the closest man in the shoulder, but the next one dropped him. The second man kept coming, picking up speed as he ran. Nelson fired over Carter’s shoulder, but the man lurched forward, and the bullet soared by his head.

      Jen and Dr. Pavan realized immediately that Nelson was right; the gunshots were loud. She had never felt the pain she now felt in her head—it was as if someone was standing on her skull, crushing it down into her body. Dr. Pavan recoiled and squatted down. Jen fared worse, dropping completely to the cave floor as the shots were fired.

      Unfortunately, the scientists were fast. As Nelson’s gun fired, Jen saw the group moving as one, approach them. She blinked in response to the deafening shot, and when she opened her eyes again, they were there.

      Right in front of her.

      They were quicker than their smell, which assaulted her nostrils a split-second later. She thought she’d become accustomed to the smell of the waste, but this was worse. It was the rotten, decaying smell of flesh, of hygiene gone unnoticed not for a few days, but years.

      She choked, crab-walking backwards into the recesses of the cave pathway. She didn’t get far. She bumped into Dr. Pavan’s body, both of them collapsing into a heap as Nelson and Carter fought.

      It wasn’t much of a fight, though. Jen watched as the action played out, time standing still. In the span of a second, the people—creatures—pounced on the two soldiers. Their fingers scratched at faces, fingernails an inch long digging into skin. They continued to scream, each competing with another, the sounds supplemented by primal grunts and glottal stops.

      Jen thought she heard herself scream, but it was hard to tell. She watched in horror as Nelson and Carter were pushed back, finally falling onto the floor. Nelson’s face was contorted in rage as he tried to fight off the attack. Carter’s was locked in a deadly focus; a will to live that belied the situation he found himself in. They punched, kicked, and pushed, Carter trying to reach for his sidearm. Nelson still held his assault rifle, but he had the wherewithal to not fire it, knowing that an ill-placed shot could be devastating to his own team.

      Dr. Pavan found his feet, and he rushed forward and lunged at the nearest attacker, a woman of about thirty years who was at the outskirts of the cluster. He tackled her with a forceful head-butt to her waist, and the pair rolled onto the ground and continued the skirmish. A few seconds of desperate scratching and screaming from the woman went by, and Dr. Pavan finally gained the upper hand. He held her head in both of his hands, lifting it six inches off the cave floor. He slammed it down again and again until the woman no longer moved.

      He started to stand but was quickly overtaken by the scientists. Two men in long-sleeve buttoned shirts rushed toward him and smothered him with their bodies, falling on top of him and the body he was sitting on. Another second went by, and Dr. Pavan’s body disappeared in the thriving mass.

      Jen willed herself to move, but couldn’t. She was riveted to the floor, watching the scene unfold in horror, when she heard a gunshot. It wasn’t from Nelson or Carter but from farther away. There was no immediate reaction, but a second and third shot soon followed.

      At once, the scientists and workers began to scatter. They shrieked and screamed but eventually started running the same direction—up the same path from which Jen and the team had entered. Jen pushed her body up against a slight indentation in the tunnel wall, but the running bodies kicked and pushed her anyway. She raised her arms above her head to protect her face, but through them she saw Carter rolling on the ground, also trying to avoid the stampede.

      She looked a few feet farther, and finally saw Dr. Pavan’s body.

      It wasn’t moving.

      More seconds ticked by, and the last of the scientists cleared the tunnel section. Jen rolled over, laying out on her back in the middle of the floor, then finally came to a sitting position. She lolled her head back and forth and felt for injuries. Satisfied she was relatively unharmed, she stood and approached Carter.

      He groaned, but seemed unhurt as well. Together they rolled Dr. Pavan onto his back. The man’s eyes were closed, but he was breathing. Jen shook him gently, trying not to hurt him or alarm him.

      He slowly opened his eyes, looked up at the two of them, and smiled. “Ouch. I’m going to feel that one for a few days.”

      “Are you alright?” Jen asked.

      “I am. Very sore, but I don’t think anything’s broken.”

      Carter and Jen checked him out a bit more, and concluded the same. They sat back and let the man recover.

      “I’m fine, too, mates, thanks for asking.” The voice—Nelson’s—came from just beyond the opening to the cavern.

      “Hog, that you?” Jen asked.

      “Who else would it bloody be, Jen?” He stood up and stretched, his six-foot-plus frame extending to its full height. He cracked his neck, back, and fingers, as if he were a skeleton popping its own bones back into place.

      Carter nodded, then stood. He pointed his flashlight into the open cavern. “Hello?”

      He lifted his gun in his other hand. It wasn’t an ideal firing position, but now he could point with both the gun and the light. He called again. “Hello? Anyone there?”

      Finally a voice echoed back. “Boss? That you?”

      “Saunders?”

      “Yeah. Just the two of us. We’re coming over; don’t shoot.”

      Jen felt relief wash over her body, then she shuddered as she relived the past minute.

      Carter’s light eventually found the two bodies approaching from the opposite side. The orange glow illuminated them until they were within twenty feet. Rachel Saunders appeared, followed by a startled and sleep-deprived Erik Statnik. The man’s hair was disheveled, and his eyes were drooping. He waved, but his face remained expressionless.

      “Thanks, Saunders,” Carter said. “We were a little overwhelmed back there I guess.”

      “A little?” she replied. “We couldn’t even see you in that mess. Good thing Erik told me to fire over their heads, or I’d have put bullets into each of you.”

      “Good thing. I think we’re a little past the niceties, though. They’re hostile, and protective of their… something. Safe to say if we come across them again, we’re neutralizing.”

      “Fair enough, boss. Where we headed now?”

      Dr. Pavan was standing now, and the four of them entered the cavern together. “Let’s go back that way. We were heading down to the lower levels.”

      “Same here, but we weren’t sure which way to take when we got to the fork. It’s about a few hundred yards back, but we decided to follow along this way. We thought we heard something from this direction.”

      She turned and walked away, leaving Erik and the rest to follow along. “Wait,” Carter said before she could leave the room.

      “You hit one,” he said, pointing his light toward the giant wall of fecal matter. In front of it, sprawled out on the ground, was a petite, brown-haired woman wearing a lab coat and slacks. She was dead, but Carter approached her and squatted down. Saunders followed and knelt next to Carter.

      He reached behind the woman’s temple, eventually finding what he was looking for. “Feel this,” he said to Saunders. She did, frowning as she fingered the hard outline of the small device just beneath the skin.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “We don’t know, but we found one on a Russian soldier as well. Nelson cut it out of his head.”

      “Weird. So the soldiers and the scientists have something in common.”

      “Right, though we have no idea what. The Russians didn’t get here until right after us. They were in the sub that attacked ours, most likely. But the scientists and maintenance crew, Bingham included, have been here for decades.”

      Erik realized something at that moment and spoke his concern. “For what it’s worth, the Russian mercenaries seem to be completely functional, whereas these people did not. They were effectively brain dead, from what we observed when they attacked you.”

      “He’s right,” Jen said. “Whatever this thing does, it’s not the cause of the strange behavior. It might be a simple tracking device, though. Something to keep tabs on the locations of the people inside the base.”

      “Who would need that?” Dr. Pavan asked.

      “Someone who was in control,” Nelson said without hesitation.
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      This was easily the most challenging experience of his life. As a 39-year-old man, Dr. Sanjay Pavan’s professional life had mostly been filled with research, teaching, writing, and lecturing. His “adventures,” taking place between residencies and teaching semesters, were certainly exotic and worldly enough that his peers described him as “very active” in the field. He’d traveled more than the typical marine scientist, even well-known biologists, who were known for how much they traveled.

      But this was different. Never before had he been involved in a criminal investigation, and never before had the stakes been this high.

      His wildest assignments prior to this had him exploring an underwater cave, climbing an Antarctic glacier, and hopping around tropical Caribbean islands. Still, all were officially sanctioned by reputable research organizations and staffed by professionals. He was compensated well, often a year’s salary up front, and another stipend upon returning with completed objectives. Even the most harrowing experience he’d ever had paled in comparison to this.

      He remembered it well. They were examining sea floor vents in a tectonically-active region on the Ring of Fire, somewhere off the coast of Japan. It was an uncharacteristically shallow area, so they were wearing scuba gear for maneuverability. A thermal vent opened suddenly below him, and the lower portion of his left leg was scorched by the boiling water and steam that erupted from the fissure.

      Everyone else in the group was fine, and his leg was treated and healed well. When he told the story at conferences and lectures, he would often pull up his pant leg and reveal the burn scars—each time to the delight of the audience.

      Dr. Pavan was a humble man, born in Sri Lanka and raised in New York City. He had four younger brothers and a sister, and his parents worked for minimum wage to make ends meet. He graduated from New York University magna cum laude and was accepted into the best marine biology program in the United States, but soon became interested in archeology, eventually transferring his focus. Somehow, his humble and charismatic personality—no doubt helped by his good looks—won him a distinguished spot on a scientific vessel at age twenty-six, the youngest professional scientist onboard. He traveled the world for two years on the ship, joining in discovering forty new species of marine plant life, thirty-eight new species of saltwater animals, and defining and classifying previously undocumented rock structures in the Mariana Trench.

      When he returned, industry publications ran stories on the findings, using his face and name as the poster child for the tour’s massive success. He found himself on Good Morning America, explaining in lay terms what his role was with the scientists, and was even interviewed on The Tonight Show. He continued his reign of popular marine science with a book on marine archeology, which was respected as a scientific exposé on underwater archeological systems and as an easy-to-understand introduction to the world of ocean sciences.

      His popularity and fame grew, but Dr. Pavan was still an academic. He was constantly reading, writing, and lecturing, and he loved his students as much as he loved the subject matter.

      When he was asked by Daniel Carter to be an ambassador to the United Kingdom for a “short, exploratory trip to an ocean research station,” he jumped at the chance. He had no idea what he’d gotten himself into.

      As he followed along behind Jen and the others through the cave systems, he almost laughed out loud at their predicament. They were trying to find something—but no one knew what—in a research station built five miles below the surface of the Atlantic Ocean, and were trying to escape a crack team of Russian soldiers.

      Oh, and they had a psychotic group of scientists trying to scratch their eyes out.

      If anything qualified as out of his league, this was it.

      He thought back to Lindsay Richards. It was truly unfortunate, what had happened. The woman was early in her career, but no doubt had potential in the field of oceanography. Dr. Pavan had only spoken with her a few times on the submarine ride and found her to be self-centered to the point of being abrasive, but she was nice nonetheless.

      But he had no idea what would cause the other scientists to scratch her to death. It didn’t make any sense. The scratches were random and chaotic, and obviously deep enough to draw blood. It was like she had been attacked by animals. He pondered the situation more as the path ahead tilted up and began ascending slightly, heading toward the lower station levels.

      Scratch.

      He heard a noise from behind him. Close, but still far enough away that he couldn’t place what side of the tunnel it had come from.

      He turned, shining his flashlight down the tube of rock. Nothing.

      He frowned, then turned again and kept following Jen. She’d picked up her pace, most likely trying to catch up to Erik and the soldiers ahead of her. He started to quicken his own step, but stopped.

      He sniffed.

      He thought he could smell something in the air. Faint, but definitely something.

      It grew stronger. Was it—

      It smelled like the cavern where they found the group of scientists, and he knew immediately what that meant.

      Scratch.

      He heard the noise again and whipped around. He didn’t speak, but he stepped downward a foot or two.

      The smell retreated slightly—or was he just growing used to it now? He listened intently for the sound, but couldn’t hear a thing.

      He waited five seconds, then turned again. He stepped forward, shining his flashlight up the path.

      Jen was nowhere to be found. He listened for their footsteps, but couldn’t hear any. The rock must act as a sound dampener, he thought. He started jogging, but stopped a hundred feet later when he came to a fork in the tunnel.

      Did they go this way? He thought, then pushed the question away. Of course they did. This is the only way they could have gone.

      But which path did they follow?

      He was about to call out for them and follow when the sound came again.

      Scratch.
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      Mark awoke, and his body reacted instinctively. His involuntary mind was now in control; his eyes remained shut, allowing his other four senses to quickly assess any danger. He felt by his sides and sniffed. He was lying down on a stiff mattress, the age-old springs pushing into his lower back. The mattress was situated on a cold metal bed frame, and his hands felt the rough edges of the bolts holding it together.

      He couldn’t hear anything. Actually, that was the strangest of what his senses picked up. Usually the human ear could perceive even the slightest of sounds, given that a certain calm and focus was attained. Most civilians had no concept of true silence, given that the vast majority of them were constantly surrounded by and bombarded with the noise of daily life.

      But Mark couldn’t hear a thing. He opened his eyes. They burned, immediately startled by the white brightness of the room he was in. He shifted, testing to see if he was restrained in any way.

      He wasn’t.

      He tried sitting up but found that his mind swirled, slowly reacting to the voluntarily demands he placed on it.

      He must have been drugged.

      Without moving, he looked around. The room was bare, stark even, with just the bed and a chair in the corner. Mark tried fidgeting to work out whatever chemicals remained in his system, but found his physical movements sluggish and delayed.

      After a minute, he stood. His strength was diminished, but he was able to maintain an upright pose for a long enough time that he felt comfortable. He continued to analyze his setting.

      Assess.

      Analyze.

      Abstract.

      Achieve.

      He walked to the corner of the room and looked around. It was perfectly square by his estimate, about fifteen feet on each side, lit by cheap fluorescent lighting in two spots. The ceiling was concrete, and a horizontal metal pipe ran along one wall that intersected with an identical vertical one. The vertical pipe descended along one wall and ended behind a small water fountain. Below that, on the floor of the room, was a small round hole.

      Three of the walls were concrete, matching the low ceiling. The fourth, opposite the bed, was glass, and he had to look carefully to see the outline of a door cut into it. He approached it and pushed. It was secured, and even by using his full weight, he couldn’t get it to budge. A small divot on the opposite side of the door seemed to imply that some particular person could, in fact, open it using a fingerprint or handprint.

      It was a jail cell. Clean, pristine even, but a cell nonetheless.

      Assess the situation.

      Mark’s mind raced. He was in a holding cell. For what reason? How long had he been here? Would someone come to check on him? He knew they would. Whoever had taken him had wanted him alive.

      Analyze your surroundings. He knew every feature of the room. There wasn’t much to see. It didn’t take but a few seconds of looking around to know that the bed—bolted into the floor and adjacent wall—and the water fountain were the only features to be found. And he didn’t need to ponder for long what the hole in the floor was meant for.

      But why is there a holding cell inside of a research station? he wondered. He sat down on the bed again, trying to piece it all together. Whoever worked here, Bingham and the others, didn’t build this. This must have been planned from the beginning; from long before any of them were hired.

      Abstract a plan. He wasn’t quite sure what he was supposed to do. He needed information, so that implied that he wait it out and see what happened. But he also wasn’t alone. Jen and his son were relying on him to find them and figure this all out.

      But he had no idea where they were, and whoever put him here was most likely better acquainted with the locale. For now, he’d stay put.

      Achieve the objective. He needed information, and he needed it fast. Escape options were reduced to just about one option—remain here until someone came along, then try to persuade them to let him out. But he didn’t need to wait around.

      Mark stood and walked to the door. He tried to peer up and down the hall, but couldn’t see far enough.

      He shouted. “Hey! Anyone out there?”

      The sound reverberated abruptly through the small concrete and glass room. His voice was weak. He had been drugged. He repeated the call and found strength returning to his lungs and body.

      He waited. A minute passed, and he yelled a final time. No one came, but he remained standing in front of the glass wall.

      The faint sound of clicking heels reached his ears, and when he looked to the right, he was surprised to see a woman approaching him from only a few yards away. This room must be well soundproofed, he thought.

      “Hi, Mr. Adams,” the woman said, in a lilting and upbeat tone. “Sorry. This is quite a trek for us, but we heard you yelling through the closed-circuit system.”

      Mark was amazed. He hadn’t seen anything that clued him into there being a one- or two-way radio system in the room. But somehow they’d heard him. He didn’t let her see his confusion.

      “It’s okay, Mark—hope you don’t mind if I skip the formalities—that’s a pretty fancy room you’re in. Seems rather unassuming, I admit, but it’s not devoid of its surprises.”

      “Who are you?” he asked through the glass.

      The woman on the other side heard him perfectly. “I work here. Analyst, actually. Boring stuff, but hey—we don’t get visitors often.”

      Mark frowned.

      “Right,” she said. “Sorry. We picked you up earlier out by the silos, and my boss wanted to make sure everything was kosher. Couldn’t have you getting all antsy on us, you know?”

      Mark couldn’t believe his ears. “What the hell do you want?” he said, crossing his arms.

      “It’s okay, Mark, there’s nothing to worry about. We just don’t want to get ahead of ourselves. That’s why you’re in here. I want to ask you some questions.”

      The young woman waited, but Mark’s expression remained stoic and constant.

      “Okay, well, ah…First, what’s your—sorry. I guess I already know your name.”

      Mark stared.

      “Right. So, Mark, where do you work?”

      “I’m a computer security technician.”

      “Technician?”

      “Technician,” he said again.

      “What exactly does a computer security technician do?”

      “Technical stuff. On computers.”

      The woman paused, looking back at Mark. “Listen, Mark, I want to help you. I really do. But I need something in return.”

      “Yeah?” Mark said. “What’s that?” He knew the answer, but he needed to keep the woman talking.

      “I need cooperation. I need to get these questions answered. They’re really just a formality.”

      “If there just a formality, why can’t we skip ahead to the good stuff?”

      The woman on the other side of the glass flinched, but quickly recovered. “Sorry, these are my orders. Can I count on you?”

      “Sure,” he said.

      “Great. So what exactly do you do?” she asked.

      “I told you. Technical stuff. Computer programming, database stuff. What do you want from me?”

      The change of subject didn’t phase the woman. “I see. And how long have you been doing, uh, ‘computer stuff?’”

      “Twelve years.” It was a lie, and he could tell the woman knew it. Her eyes flicked—the briefest of moments—down to a small piece of paper she was carrying, but then returned to his.

      “Twelve years. I see. And do you have any children?”

      Checkmate. The question, otherwise unrelated, was posed specifically because his only child, Reese, was twelve years old. He was dealing with a smart woman.

      “I do. One. A boy, also twelve.”

      “Right. Thanks, Mark. Also—”

      “No. My turn. What am I doing here?” he asked, a little too abruptly.

      The woman answered in stride. “We’re holding you,” she said.

      “For what?”

      “For the time being.”

      “Why?”

      “What’s wrong?” she asked. “Are you uncomfortable?”

      Mark was slightly taken aback by the question. The details of his interrogator suddenly rushed to the forefront of his mind. She’s gorgeous, he found himself thinking. Long, blond hair. Tall and skinny, but not too much. Before he got lost in his train of thought, he answered. “No. I’m perfectly comfortable. I’d like to know what’s going on here, though,” he said.

      “I understand. All in good time. First, can you tell me specifically what you were working on—the last thing you were working on—at your job?”

      “I can’t.”

      “And why is that?” The woman flicked her head to the side, causing her hair to fall gracefully down to her shoulders.

      “Because, it’s, uh, a private account,” Mark said.

      “Did you do any defense contracting in the past year?”

      The question startled him. It was unrelated to the last. Had they finally dropped the small talk?

      “Listen, I—”

      “Sylvia,” she said.

      “Right. Sylvia, you know I can’t—”

      “Mark, did you do any work for a company called Nouvelle Terre?”

      He swallowed. Did she really just out herself that easily? he wondered. What game is she playing?

      He answered. “Yes.”

      She looked at him, staring through the glass, but didn’t ask a follow-up question.

      “Yes, I did. We had a contract with them, but it was terminated. We tried to reinstate, but it was denied.”

      She arched her eyebrows.

      He wouldn’t give in, so she stared harder through the glass.

      “Sylvia, come on. It was just a contract…”

      She didn’t move.

      He realized this was the end of the negotiations. Silent, he stepped back a few paces and stood in front of the bed. If she’s going to play hardball…

      Her eyes pierced his and waited a few seconds, then she turned on her heel and began walking away.

      “That’s fine, Mark. If you want to play it this way, I’ll let Reese know.”

      “What?!” Mark yelled. “You have Reese?”

      She stopped. He yelled again. “Sylvia—stop! Do you have my son?”

      He caught the faintest of smiles appear on the side of her face. She turned, walked back, and stared into the room. “Mark, I need you to be honest with me, understand?”

      He nodded his head.

      “Deadly honest.”

      Again, he nodded his head, a tear forming at the side of his eye.

      “What do you know about Nouvelle Terre?”
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      Sylvia Etienne-Grey’s heels clacked down the hall leading to her boss’s office. The whitewashed walls seemed to close in around her, and she couldn’t help but shiver. The sterile lights threw brightness into every crack and corner, but her skin crawled as she made her way through the halls.

      A right turn into a deserted hallway with nothing but a janitorial closet, then a left, and she was in the so-called executive suite.

      She laughed silently. There was a single occupied office in this hallway—Jeremiah Austin’s. The hall itself seemed slightly darker than the others, though she wasn’t sure if it was just an illusion or not. None of the halls had natural light, so a single burnt-out fluorescent bulb could change the brightness level in an almost subconscious way.

      Austin’s office was really just a large closet with a desk and a few shelves along the wall. He’d stocked the shelves with the bare essentials: a few textbooks on biology and chemistry, a collection of National Geographic and other magazine editions featuring articles written by Austin, and a record player.

      Sylvia knocked once, then entered. They were the only two working at this hour, but she knew her boss appreciated his privacy. She turned the handle, took a deep breath, and stepped inside.

      Austin didn’t look up from his MacBook Pro, so she entered and stood just in front of his desk. She glanced around the office again, taking it all in.

      The office, while lacking in traditional decor, was covered in plants. Austin had plants ranging from small desktop varieties like the dionaea muscipula—venus flytrap—to larger potted trees and flowering bushes. The plants surrounded her, blocking out sound and absorbing the air in the room. It felt stuffy and stifling in the room, and the humidity had risen to an almost unbearable level.

      Austin’s hobby bordered on the insane, but Sylvia had to admit that the man was the best botanist she’d ever met. He could recite the latin names of each variety—and subspecies—of any plant he saw, and he knew their medicinal and common uses as well.

      She had always chided herself for letting it become one of the features of Austin she was most attracted to.

      “Sylvia,” he said. His voice was barely a whisper, and he still hadn’t looked up from the computer.

      “Jeremiah. Hi, um,” she began.

      He frowned, and she stopped talking.

      Finally he stood, then glanced up at her with a bored expression. “Are we on track?”

      “Yes,” she replied, “We’re getting somewhere.”

      He didn’t respond. Instead, he reached down to his computer and clicked around for a moment.

      Sylvia heard a pre-recorded audio file begin to play.

      “Listen, I—”

      “Sylvia.”

      “Right. Sylvia, you know I can’t—”

      “Mark, did you do any work for a company called Nouvelle Terre?”

      “Yes. Yes, I did. We had a contract with them, but it was terminated. We tried to reinstate, but it was denied.”

      A brief pause.

      “Sylvia, come on. It was just a contract…”

      Sylvia’s eyes widened. “You recorded this?”

      “Don’t you understand that I’m not a man of chances? I don’t have time for—”

      “Yes,” she said, interrupting him. It was a risk, but she was livid. “Yes, I know you’re on a tight schedule, and I can respect that. This project will be completed on time, and I will get that information, Jeremiah.”

      He looked her up and down, slowly, examining her figure. A slight lift in his upper lip told Sylvia all she needed to know.

      She stepped forward, moving carefully around the desk. “Austin, is everything okay?”

      She reached out with her left hand, placing it gently on his bicep. He looked down again and moved the mouse around on his computer’s desktop.

      “Can I get you anything?” She looked toward the rolling liquor cart and decanter at the front of the office. She knew there was only cranberry juice inside; Austin didn’t drink.

      “No.” He rolled his shoulder, brushing her hand from his arm, and she stepped back around to the front of the desk. “I need to keep moving, and if you can’t deliver…”

      Was he threatening her?

      “You know I can deliver.”

      “Then why is it taking so long?”

      She couldn’t answer that.

      He paced around the office and stopped at a large purple flower in a ceramic pot on the shelf. “Do you know what this is?”

      She didn’t.

      “It’s called aconitum napellus, or monkshood. The flowers are beautiful, and so it makes a fine addition to a home garden. But crush the root and eat it, and you’ll be asphyxiated.”

      “Really?”

      “Without fail. It contains a compound called alkaloid aconite, and it’s been known to cause silent, virtually untraceable deaths.”

      He moved to another plant, this time a huge-leafed bush that stood behind a glass enclosure.

      “And this. This is called hogweed, heracleum mantegazzianum, and it can grow over twenty feet tall. It’s extremely potent, and just touching it causes lesions, blindness, and eventual death.”

      He continued around the room, Sylvia growing more and more terrified by the minute. She knew a few of the plants, but had no idea that each of them were toxic or poisonous to humans.

      Finally, he came to an assuming—actually, quite beautiful—flower in another large pot. She knew this one.

      “That’s an angel trumpet, right? South American?”

      He looked impressed. “Indeed. The brugmansia, and yes. It’s found in South American countries, and it produces my favorite effect. It produces scopolamine, which can be turned into a powder, a liquid, or any number of simple-looking materials. Scopolamine is highly reactive, but completely unnoticeable to the victim.”

      She waited for the final blow as he said victim.

      “Scopolamine, once in the bloodstream, and combined with the other toxins found in the trumpet—hyoscyamine and atropine—causes the victim to act in strange ways, though completely unaware of what they’re doing.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Experiments range from subjects driving to random locations, acting out in violent ways, and even overeating to the point of death. It depends on the subject, of course, but in some cases it can be temporarily controlled.”

      “Controlled? How?”

      “Electrical pulses, usually, but to some extent also with a reverse-engineered cocktail of proteins found in the animals and parasites that use the angel trumpet as food and shelter.”

      She recognized this last statement. “That’s what your research was back in Philadelphia, right?”

      “Yes, but with different implications. I was able to combine both the electrical pulses and the proteins into an injected compound. The electrical signals need to be activated remotely, but generally it’s a completely workable solution.”

      “Solution to what?”

      He reached for a box on his shelf, and placed it on his desk. Sylvia watched curiously as he opened the box and withdrew a syringe. He stabbed himself with it, and he must have noticed the shocked expression on Sylvia’s face.

      He smiled. “Sylvia, you know exactly what all of this is. The project’s scope is larger than any we’ve tried to accomplish, but you and I both know we can’t accomplish anything else without bringing it all back down to the granular level. You continually refuse to do as I ask, especially when it comes to that boy.”

      He closed his eyes and breathed in deeply, letting the chemicals take their effect.

      “What are you talking about?” she asked.

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about! But it doesn’t matter. I’ve now got his father and the leader of their crack team ready for surgery, so I’ve been able to sidestep your little games. Compassion is a curse, Sylvia, and the sooner you learn that the sooner you’ll be able to truly understand all of this.”

      He walked over to the computer and pressed a key. “Speaking of ‘little games,’ I thought I might show you one of mine. I can assure you—this whole thing is going to play out my way, whether you like it or not. I hope you understand that.”

      Immediately, small vents in the ceiling began emitting a gas into the office. Sylvia shrieked and ran for the door, but Austin stepped in front of it. He grabbed her wrists, smiling into her brown eyes. “Sylvia, calm down. You know I wouldn’t hurt you. I just wanted you to share this with me. I want you to understand what we’re working on here.”

      His thumbs rubbed the undersides of her wrists, and she faltered a bit. He caught her, and she felt herself going to sleep.

      No. Her eyes opened, and she saw Jeremiah’s concerned expression. He had a fiery look in his eyes, though, as his hands dropped hers. She tried to step backwards, but found her feet locked to the floor.

      She willed herself to move but found her body completely unresponsive to her brain’s commands.

      After a minute, a feeling of complete relaxation overcame her, and she was stunned to realize what Jeremiah had injected into the room.

      Brugmansia.

      Angel trumpet.

      She couldn’t voluntarily move, but her unconscious mind now had complete control of her movement.

      Jeremiah approached her again, this time closing the distance between them to mere inches. He jerked her toward him, his hand pushing against her lower back, and she could feel the warmth of his body.

      She screamed—not out loud, but in her own head, but it was useless.

      She couldn’t even object.
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      “So how old are you?” Nelson asked.

      Erik answered in clipped English. “Twenty-six.”

      Nelson opened his mouth to speak, but Jen spoke from behind them. “Wow, you look, uh…”

      “Older. Yes. I know,” Erik said. “I have always appeared older than I am.”

      Jen could understand that. Erik’s stark features didn’t match his pleasant and unassuming personality. His head was rectangular, with squared corners around his chin and the facial appearance of Frankenstein.

      “And what were you doing for Dr. Richards?” Nelson asked. He was walking behind Saunders and Carter, followed by Erik and Jen directly behind him. They’d walked in silence for thirty minutes, but had yet to find the exit that would deposit them on the lower levels.

      “I was an assistant. Research and lectures, but I was also her personal assistant.”

      “Personal, eh?” Nelson said.

      “Not like that. Lin—Dr. Richards—was the only professor who took an interest in my work when I came here. She understand the challenges I faced, or at least accepted them.”

      “What kind of challenges?”

      “I am interested in a specific sort of oceanography that does not garner much of a following,” he said.

      No one asked another question, waiting for Erik to continue.

      “My undergraduate work back in Russia was in general oceanographic studies. But my real interest is in more obscure fields. My graduate work with her, when I had time to focus on my own, was in celestial oceanographic geology.”

      “Celestial oceano-what?” Nelson asked.

      Jen wasn’t sure if the young man was playing with them all or not. “Seriously?” she asked.

      “Yes. I understand the effect is has on the established scientific community, but I cannot deny the truth. Ever since childhood I have been fascinated with the possibility.”

      “What? The possibility of what?” Nelson asked.

      Jen responded. “Hog, you know what celestial means, right?”

      “Yeah, space and stuff.”

      “Right. Well, it means he’s interested in studying ‘space oceans.’”

      “Really?” Nelson said. “That’s a thing?”

      “Well,” Erik replied, “it is, though admittedly not as popular a field as I would hope. It tends to be a bit, um, less respected than other fields.”

      Jen couldn’t see Nelson in front of Erik, but she sensed he was still confused. “Erik, I know what it means to have a passion, but if I may—isn’t that field considered to be wildly speculative?”

      “And improbable. The thought that celestial oceanography could lead to our understanding of our own planet’s life cycles is certainly far-fetched, but it is my calling.”

      Nelson stopped and turned around. “So, you’re telling me you study space oceans hoping to find…what? Aliens?”

      “Well, yes, that is part of it. I believe that there is an extraterrestrial body somewhere out there that can teach us much about our own planet’s formation, development, and possibly creation of life.”

      “Well, to each his own, I guess,” Nelson said, content with the man’s answer.

      Jen was impressed with Nelson’s faithful acceptance of Erik’s field of study, but similarly satisfied with the young man’s integrity and determination to follow his own dream. She let the silence fill the space again and followed silently behind.

      The group walked another few minutes, and soon they heard the gentle hum of faraway machinery. The sound rose to fill the pathway and eventually began to shake the ground.

      “Wow, pretty heavy stuff,” Nelson said. Light trickled now from somewhere up ahead. Jen couldn’t see the opening, but sensed they were near.

      Within seconds, the orange arch of the tunnel’s end came into view, and she saw Saunders and Carter standing just inside the cave.

      Nelson and Erik reached them next, and Jen turned to wait for Dr. Pavan to show up.

      There was no one behind her.

      “Dr. Pavan?” She called into the darkness. “Sanjay?”

      Erik and the others turned as well, and Erik stepped next to her. “When did you last hear him?” he asked.

      “I—I don’t know,” she said, her voice catching in her throat. Calm down, she told herself. He’s just a few paces behind.

      They waited a full minute, but Dr. Pavan didn’t show.

      Jen stepped back into the tunnel, but Carter’s commanding voice stopped her. “Wait,” he said. “You can’t just run back in there.”

      She thought for a moment, then stepped forward again, this time taking off into a brisk walk.

      “Jen!” Carter shouted. His voice a mix of surprise and annoyance.

      Jen broke into a run, fighting back tears. Am I really this emotionally compromised? A part of hear screamed to stop; another part of her told her she was personally responsible if something happened to Sanjay.

      She heard footsteps behind her. Erik was keeping pace with her, and she thought she heard Nelson grumbling, but following as well.

      Good, she thought. As irrational as this was, she was still glad the others were with her.

      She ran a few minutes, then slowed to a jog, following the bouncing beam of her flashlight. After another two minutes, Erik grabbed her arm.

      “What?” she snapped, whipping around to face the younger man. She had made this far; she wasn’t about to be convinced to give it up.

      Erik just pointed with his flashlight. She’d passed it without noticing.

      It was a split in the tunnel system, a simple fork in the road. They’d descended via the tunnel on the left, but the right section clearly headed down and away from them.

      Nelson caught up and stopped, placing his hands on his knees. He sucked air for a moment, then frowned at Jen. “Really? You just gonna take off like that from now on?”

      He was about to continue, but then saw what Jen and Erik were looking at. “Aw, hell.”

      Carter and Saunders found them, and they quickly agreed to search a few minutes down the right passageway.

      “Listen,” Carter said. “Dr. Pavan is here somewhere, and these caves aren’t that big. They’re also completely contained. We know there are only a few ways in and out.”

      “Yeah, but we don’t know where those other…things are,” Nelson said.

      “And we don’t know if he’ll pop out on Level Four again,” Carter added. “If the Russians are up there, he’ll need to lay low for a while until we can find him. Let’s move in. Stay together, keep a light on in the front and back, and move slow.”

      Saunders and Nelson entered the right passageway without hesitation, followed by Erik. Jen walked toward the opening, but Carter pulled her aside. “Listen, Jen,” he started. Jen could tell from his tone that he was trying especially hard to sound serious, in charge. “This is a recovery operation. Ten minutes—fifteen max—and we’re turning around.”

      She frowned.

      “We don’t have time to exhaustively search these caves, and you and I both know that Dr. Pavan is not critical to the mission—”

      “Critical?” Jen said, her voice seething.

      “Jen, stop. Your mission is to find out what Nouvelle Terre wants so you can find Reese. And now we need to find Mark, remember?”

      The mention of her son’s name made her blood run cold. Of course I remember. “But we can’t just leave him here,” she said.

      “We’re not. We search awhile, get back to the lower levels, and continue the primary mission. This is a research station under five miles of seawater, Jen. He’s not going anywhere.”

      Jen nodded.

      “We’re wasting time. Let’s keep moving.”

      He waited for Jen to pass, and then flicked on his light and followed close behind her.

      Jen’s mind was racing as they descending down the path. Where was Mark? Where was Reese, for that matter? And why was Carter so apathetic about it all? It certainly wasn’t just his profession.

      She thought about Nelson, and how the man seemed genuinely concerned for Jen’s well-being, and that of the rest of the team. He was a good man, but so was Carter.

      Right?

      She thought about Saunders. The woman was cold, that was certain. But was there more to her? Why hadn’t she spoken since she and Erik found them in the cavern?

      Saunders and Nelson stopped just ahead of Jen. She stepped forward, trying to peer around Erik.

      “Oh, wow…” Nelson whispered.

      For the first time in over an hour, Saunders spoke. “Bloody hell.”

      Jen followed their gaze downward and saw what had caused the reaction.

      Erik gripped Jen’s arm tightly as he saw what they were looking at.

      Jen and the others were standing on the edge of a massive cliff. The flashlight beams, all combined, barely illuminated the cavern floor below. The path they were on ended in a drop of over three hundred feet, and sprawled at the bottom was a single body.

      Dr. Pavan’s.

      His white shirt was hanging loosely outside of his pressed khaki pants, and he was missing a shoe. It looked like his leg had been bent completely backward, and one of his arms lay underneath the rest of his body.

      “Oh my God,” Jen said. I’m sorry, she thought. She heard Carter breathe in sharply beside her.

      Erik stepped back and turned away from the cliff.

      “He must have had his light off,” Saunders said. “It would have been completely dark, and he was probably trying to find us by our light.”

      Carter nodded, but Jen could see Nelson shaking his head ever so slightly. “What?” she asked.

      “Huh? Oh, I, uh, was just thinking. That fall would kill anyone, for sure, but I don’t think he fell.”

      “What are you talking about, Hog?” Saunders asked. “Look at the poor devil.”

      “No, I mean, look where he is.”

      Saunders didn’t respond, but Jen knew immediately what Nelson was implying.

      “He’s laying out there, what—fifteen, twenty meters?”

      “So?” Saunders said. “He probably rolled a ways before he stopped.”

      “No,” Carter said. “You’re right, Nelson. That’s too far.”

      “I thought so. It’s unnatural. You fall—even at a run—and you’re pretty much going to go only as far out as a human can jump, within reason. And I don’t think our buddy here was much of a long-jumper.”

      “Don’t be crass, Nelson,” Jen said. “We get it.”

      She paused, and said a silent prayer for Dr. Pavan. “You think he was pushed off this cliff.”

      “Actually, no,” he said. “It’s still too far.”

      Jen looked at him.

      “I think he was thrown.”
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      Jen was in a rage.

      She couldn’t feel much, yet she could feel everything. It was a confused blur of activity in her mind; a whirlwind of splashing colors.

      No one said anything as they walked back to the fork in the paths and to the lower levels. They didn’t slow down as they approached the opening to Level Nine: Rue Verte.

      Again, Jen heard the hum of machinery and felt the gentle shake as they they emerged onto the floor of Level Nine. She followed the others from the cave’s exit to a building that sat nearby.

      The level was seemingly bare, with only a few buildings sprinkled throughout the surface area, so they assumed that the hum and shaking must be coming from an even lower level. At the center of the level, a large rock formation extended from the floor straight upwards, where it seemed to taper to a point just before meeting the ceiling.

      They didn’t stop to look around.

      When Jen wondered how they’d get from one level to the next, Nelson pointed across the floor to a lit balcony and two sets of metal stairs. The stairs went down as well as up to adjacent levels.

      “Listen up,” Carter said. “We can’t mull over this right now; there’s no time. Mark Adams is somewhere in the station, and there are now two fully hostile groups after us.”

      “Carter, what does that mean? That they would throw him off the cliff?” Erik asked.

      “I don’t know, but we must assume it means they’re capable of rational thought. It’s unlikely they were provoked—Dr. Pavan wouldn’t have tried anything on his own. But it still means that we’re on a ‘shoot to kill’ basis with all of them.”

      “There’s nothing here, boss,” Saunders said. Jen hadn’t even noticed her missing, but the fit woman was returning around the far edge of the building, apparently having scoped out the level.

      “Okay, but we need to keep our eyes open as we get across the floor. Saunders, watch our six, and Nelson, keep an eye out for our flanks. I’ll take point.”

      They moved quickly, and Jen and Erik had to run to keep up. They made it across the level—the diameter was about half as long as Level Four—in less than a minute, and stopped at the stairs.

      “Take the stairs down, but go slow.” Their boots clanged on the stairs, and Jen tried to move delicately over the aluminum grating. Their sneaking was worthless, as her ears were soon overwhelmed by the same hum that had entered the caves earlier. It was much louder now and almost deafening.

      The hum was a dull roar, and the shake that accompanied it chattered her teeth.

      “What is that?” she yelled. She could barely hear the sound of her own voice over the din.

      “No idea,” Carter shouted back.

      Jen followed them down and came to a set of metal doors that were closed, locked from the inside, and labeled “QUARANTINE.” The red letters, chipped and beginning to fade, had been painted on at an angle, stretching almost completely across the two doors.

      Below the painted letters, barely visible, was a small placard fixed to the right-hand door. It too was fading, and it looked like the sign’s designation had been scratched out. Erik read the small sign aloud. “Level Ten: Rue Or.”

      Jen frowned, remembering the name from the map on the main level. It was French, meaning “Gold Road,” but the sign wasn’t correct. Jen recognized what the sign signified, but wondered why it didn’t read “Level Ten: Rue d’Or,” as proper French would have required. Who made these signs? It was an oddity, but it apparently wasn’t worth pondering. Carter spoke from behind Jen.

      “Keep moving. We’re not getting inside these doors. They’ve been sealed shut from the outside.”

      Their eyes looked at the edges of the doors, and Jen could see a line of melted and hardened metal between the door and the frame, where a crack should have been. It stretched completely around the doors, floor to ceiling. Someone had welded the doors shut, literally making them a solid metal wall connected to the surrounding architecture.

      They descended the final flight of stairs and exited onto Level Eleven’s main floor. Jen stepped onto the concrete in front of the stairs, looked up, and her jaw dropped.
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      “Level Eleven: Rue Marron” was painted in stenciled letters on the open metal doors. Jen saw it as they passed through. Level Eleven: Brown Road.

      Her eyes were drawn quickly to the clustered machines and small buildings huddled around the center of the circular level.

      The level’s main floor seemed massive, though it was in fact much smaller than the expansive Level Four and the other upper levels. It had the appearance of an abandoned warehouse, where years of abandoned machinery and equipment lay strewn about and caused ceiling-high clutter. The level was abandoned, but clearly still active—the hum they’d heard earlier had escalated to a roar, and the vibration was now almost to earthquake proportions.

      The buildings were situated haphazardly along a circular road that ran around the circumference of the level, and all were placed according to their use: “Geothermal Desalination” and “DOW Condensation” and a huge water tank were grouped together to their left, and “Geothermal Intake” and three other buildings right behind it were to the right.

      But it was the massive structure the other buildings encircled that caught their attention most.

      Situated dead-center in the middle of the level was an inverted cone-shaped machine that dwarfed the buildings around it. It stretched from the ceiling—possibly even through the ceiling—and down into the ground. Jen realized the cone must continue down through the bottom two levels as well, as there was no point where the cone reached the floor, but continued its plunge downwards.

      The sides of the machine were made up of a mess of swirling pipes, cables, and computer equipment, and hydraulic lifts and components were rotating, pumping, and churning at different speeds. Steam shot from vents and pipes at random intervals up and down the main shaft.

      Erik couldn’t hide his excitement. He ran toward the first building in the water and desalination sector, and Jen and the others couldn’t help but follow.

      “Look at this place!” he shouted over the noise. “It’s a self-contained power plant and desalination station. This level must provide power and fresh water to the entire base!”

      Jen caught up with him and started in with the scientific discourse. “How do you think it’s operated?”

      “I believe it’s a perpetual system, tapping into the deep ocean water for a super chilled condensation catalyst.”

      By now, Nelson and the other two soldiers had joined them. Nelson posed the first question, and snapped Jen and Erik out of their academic banter. “How’s it work? Deep ocean water, I mean. What’s so special about it?”

      “It’s colder—usually only a few tenths of a degree above freezing, and it’s much saltier,” Erik said. “Applications are mainly theoretical for most institutions, but it looks like they’ve figured out how to use it here.”

      “And how exactly is it used here?” Saunders asked.

      “Well, for starters,” Jen replied, “it’s useful to keep this place air conditioned. This power plant,” she said as she pointed to the giant metallic stalactite in the center of the room, “generates a lot of heat. The water can help cool it.”

      “And don’t forget the condensation,” Erik said.

      “Right. By funneling the near-freezing water through pipes into one of these levels, you’re creating a natural condensation engine. The hot air hits the cooled pipes, and condensation forms—pure, fresh water.”

      “Wow. So they’ve figured out how to get fresh water from the surrounding ocean,” Nelson said. He spun slowly around, trying to fathom the enormity of the research project surrounding him.

      “They’ve also got a building here labeled Electrolysis,” Erik said, “so chances are they were experimenting with more than one method. Still, it’s pretty amazing how each system feeds into and out of one another, with such a low energy waste to production ratio.”

      Carter looked at Erik, then Jen. “What’s it all for? What were they trying to do here?”

      “What do you mean?” Erik asked. “What more do they need to do?”

      Jen looked at Erik as well as he answered Carter’s question. “Look at this place—it’s self-contained, perpetual, and completely isolated from the rest of the world. It’s existed here for God knows how long, completely unknown, and it’s been operated by no more than a skeleton crew.”

      “Probably not even that,” Nelson said. “We’ve met that skeleton crew, remember? Didn’t seem like they were doing a whole lot of operating.”

      Jen was still suspicious. “Erik, you’ve got more hands-on experience than I do with this, but that machine in the center of the room doesn’t look like a geothermal plant.”

      “It is, clearly, but you’re right in that it is of a much more revolutionary design.”

      “Have you ever seen anything like it?”

      “No, but I have studied a few theoretical models that postulate such an intriguing concept.”

      “Why intriguing?” Saunders asked.

      “Well, it’s probably able to power much more than a traditionally operated geothermal station. Jen, you know how a geothermal plant usually works.”

      Jen nodded. “Usually there’s an intake that sucks the water from a well up into the plant’s main processing station, and then a tube that injects the water back into the water table.”

      “Right,” Erik said, “well this station could be of similar functionality, but clearly the conical shape plays a role. Perhaps it helps create pressure, or since we’re technically already inside the water source, the intake could be above us, and the injection funnel could be below our feet at a lower level.”

      Erik frowned, then nodded as he looked at the looming station. Jen sensed there was more to the man’s explanation, but she let it go. He was probably just as confused about it all as she was.

      Carter, on the other hand, wasn’t impressed. “What is it, Statnik?”

      Erik’s eyes widened slightly as he realized he’d been called out. He shrunk in stature, his boyish youthfulness replacing his outward mature appearance.

      “Come on, Erik,” Carter said, easing up a little. “On Level Four we found the schematics for this place, and you told us it was a geothermal power plant. Higher production, perhaps, but a power plant nonetheless.”

      “No, it—it is, it’s just that I’m not sure why they’d need it.”

      “Need it?” Nelson asked, trying in vain to stifle a sarcastic tone. “Clearly living at the bottom of the ocean is a bit more pleasant with some of those luxuries like, uh, microwaves and ceiling fans.”

      “Yes, I know. That’s not what I mean. I don’t understand why they would build a geothermal plant that’s merely a prototype, especially for such a high-risk location. I also don’t understand why it needs to have such a high production rate. Even if these facilities were fully staffed, the energy requirements would be sufficiently filled with a traditional mid-level plant.”

      “Maybe this entire place is a prototype,” Saunders said. “Like there were supposed to be more than one.”

      “The Saudis were experimenting with underwater cities, as was China,” Jen said. “They weren’t public, but it’s evident that most of these cities were eventually abandoned. There was a trade-off in depth: the deeper you go, the more expensive it is to build, but it becomes easier—once you tackle pressure, isolation issues, and corrosion—to maintain via self-perpetuating energy sources.”

      “This isn’t exactly an underwater paradise,” Nelson said. “Seems like they could have taken a few tips from those Saudi hoteliers, if you ask me.”

      “And I don’t think this place was meant to be replicated,” Carter said. “It’s here for a reason, and that reason isn’t to offer an out-of-the-box vacation option or to be a plausible alternative to above-ground living. This station was built for research, and we need to figure out what kind of research that was.”

      Again, Jen felt frustrated. Why her? What did Nouvelle Terre want?

      “I mentioned earlier that this power plant was too large and too far-fetched to be useful simply as a means for generating electricity,” Erik said.

      All eyes turned to him.

      “Even with all the tie ins to electrolysis, condensation-based desalination, and whatever other systems are piggybacking on it, I can’t imagine they’d build it just for these purposes.”

      “You said that already,” Carter said. “What are you thinking?”

      “I don’t know yet,” he answered, “but I would bet we can find the answers in one of these buildings.”

      Without hesitation, Erik walked toward the massive machine in the center of the circle of buildings and turned to the right. They followed as Erik entered one of the “Geothermal”-marked buildings.

      As Jen’s foot stepped over the threshold, a powerful shake erupted from the machine behind her. She gasped as her left foot missed its mark and she stumbled backwards. Nelson caught her, but the shaking grew more intense. He tripped and both of them tumbled to the ground.

      Erik ran out of the building. “What’s going on?” he yelled, slipping off the front step.

      “I don’t know,” Jen replied, “but it’s getting worse!”

      “Get away from the buildings!” Carter shouted. He and Saunders were on their feet, struggling to balance but moving quickly toward an open section of concrete away from the other buildings.

      Jen and Erik, followed by a cursing Nelson, ran to the area as well, and they collapsed onto the ground to catch their breath. The shaking grew to a deafening roar and Jen covered her ears. Erik crawled back to Jen and yelled something.

      “What?” she yelled in response.

      His mouth moved, but she couldn’t hear anything. She yelled again.

      He pointed, and she followed his finger. She turned and saw that he was pointing toward the center of the level.

      The machine.

      The power plant was still moving as usual, but had now started turning as well. It rotated on its central axis, spinning in slow revolutions. She watched, mesmerized, as the giant cone-shaped machine turned completely around. Another rotation, another thirty seconds, and Jen heard Erik’s voice, yelling into her ear over the noise.

      “It is a corkscrew!” he shouted.

      That was clear to Jen, but she had no idea what it meant.

      “What’s it for?” she yelled back.

      He didn’t answer at first, and she looked his direction. He was silent, with his eyes closed and his hand on the ground.

      She started to ask him a question, but then felt a shudder. She too felt the ground, and suddenly she knew what he was feeling.

      We’re moving, she thought. The ground, buildings, and the station itself was shaking from the machine, but there was something else—something different—in this new shudder.

      It listed, ever so slightly, and then back. For the briefest of moments it felt like being on a slowly-capsizing ship, but then it settled again. Erik opened his eyes and stared at Jen.

      “Did you feel that?” he shouted. Jen still couldn’t hear him, but she read his lips and nodded.

      The entire research station just moved.
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      Mark Adams paced impatiently back and forth in the cell.

      Assess.

      Again, his training kicked in.

      They don’t want me dead—yet. What is it that I have that they want?

      Analyze.

      There’s no way out of this room, but it isn’t the last place they’ll take me before they’re done. Asking me questions won’t be enough. They need something else.

      Abstract.

      I need to figure out if there’s a—

      Suddenly Mark heard a faint click. He stopped, trying to focus his attention on his ears.

      Another click sounded, and this time he could tell where it came from.

      The corner of the room.

      He looked up, walking toward the location of the sound. He examined the spot closely, but just then an opaque cloud began falling from the area.

      Shit.

      He stepped back, and heard another click. He looked behind him and noticed that each of the four corners on the ceiling were now emitting a small cloud of clear gas.

      Achieve.

      He immediately knew what his exit strategy would be. Running to the far side of the room closest to the glass wall, Mark put his hands over his mouth and nose, and took a deep breath. The air closest to the floor wouldn’t yet be affected but he didn’t want to move too early.

      He counted to five, then shot his eyes open wide. He opened and closed his mouth, pretending to be gagging. He drop to one knee, then fell backwards on the floor. He lay still, his arms sprawled out next to him.

      Hold it together, Mark. He could feel the air in his lungs failing, but he held on. He waited ten seconds, then heard the clicking of heels approaching down the hallway.

      Come on, hurry. He felt his senses fading. Hold. On.

      After what seemed like an eternity, he heard an electronic whooshing sound as the door to his cell slid open.

      Too late.

      He felt hands lifting him off the ground as he fell asleep.
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      She couldn’t believe it. Jen looked at Carter and Saunders, but they were both looking in the opposite direction.

      Nelson’s eyes, however, were glued to hers. He mouthed in her direction. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, not wanting to try to explain what she’d felt over the din.

      The entire station had moved.

      Erik was smiling, no doubt entranced by this bizarre turn of events. Jen thought he was insane. Didn’t he realize what this meant?

      She touched his arm. “This place is falling apart!” she shouted.

      He immediately shook his head. “No!” he yelled back. “We are okay.”

      She waited for him to explain further, but as he opened his mouth, she felt herself being tackled from the side.

      “Hey!” she shouted.

      Nelson’s linebacker body crushed hers to the ground. She felt the sharp stubble of his 5 o’clock shadow scratching her face, and the weight of his entire frame on hers. “What the hell!” she shouted, gasping for breath.

      He shifted off of her but pulled her to her feet. Without waiting for her to ask why, he pushed her forward and yelled to run.

      Erik, Saunders, and Carter were already running. Stumbling over the shaky concrete, they finally made it to one of the buildings and ran inside.

      Closing the door behind them, Nelson and Jen entered. She punched his chest, still shaken up from his startling tackle. “You want to tell me what that was about?”

      The noise from the machine was still deafening, but the sound had subsided substantially now that they were inside a building.

      “Sorry. Just making sure you were awake.”

      Carter yelled. “Alright, we’ve got bogies coming in from the stairwell; I counted four.”

      “They must have split up,” Saunders said.

      “Wait. What?” Erik and Jen were still trying to piece together what had just happened.

      “The Russians,” Carter explained. “Saunders caught sight of them at the stairs. I don’t think they saw us, but it’s a good thing Nelson got your attention.”

      “Yeah,” Nelson said. “Good thing. What were you doing, anyway? Meditating?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Okay, let’s figure this out,” Carter said. “I don’t want to deal with them right now, but we might need to. Saunders, Nelson, what do you have left?”

      Both the Royal Marines checked their ammunition supply. “I should be good, boss,” Nelson said. Saunders just nodded.

      “Right. We need to get back to the stairs. Most likely they’re sweeping each level, starting at the top. That means we’ve got about an hour, maybe two, before they get to fourteen and head back up.”

      “What’s the plan?” Nelson asked. He crossed his arms and leaned against a table, expectantly.

      “Well, I thought we could see where they are through this window here, wait until they’re far enough away, then run like hell.”

      “You know boss, I’m starting to like you more and more,” Nelson said, smiling.

      Carter peered through the small window. “Nothing yet, but they should be getting close. My guess is they’re doing a sweep in concentric circles.”

      Just as he said that, the door to the small building burst open. Jen shrieked, and Erik fell back against the wall. A Russian soldier entered, saw the group, and raised his gun to fire. He barked into a mouthpiece clamped over his ear, a quick string of clipped Russian words. Before he finished, and before he fired the assault rifle, Saunders smashed his face with the butt of her gun. He fell to his knees, howling in pain, and blood spilled out from his nose.

      Nelson strode over and kicked the gun from his hands. He bent down and stripped the man of his sidearm, knife, and communication device. “What’d you do that for?” he asked. He shut the door to the building and looked up at Saunders.

      “Really? What would you have done, genius?” she asked.

      “It’s way too loud out there. There’s no way they would hear a gunshot.” He winked at her.

      She thought for a moment, then fired two shots downward. “Bastard was eyeing me wrong anyway,” she said.

      “Eyes up,” Carter said, looking back out the window. “Looks like we’ll need to get back to that first plan.”

      Jen looked over his shoulder and saw two soldiers approaching the building from the other side of the circular level. “There’s another one somewhere, right?” she said.

      “Should be. And I’d rather go head-to-head with one, not two, so let’s get to those stairs and start heading up.”

      “On you, boss,” Saunders said, cracking the door open. He gave a quick nod, and Saunders and Nelson ran out of the building.

      Erik and Jen exited next, and Nelson directed them to head to the right, back toward the stairs.

      As soon as Jen left the building, her ears were once again bombarded by the noise of the giant rotating machine. She strained to even think straight, but followed Erik and Nelson as they ran toward the stairs.

      There was a short wall running behind the row of buildings, situated between them and the stairs to the upper and lower levels. It was about five feet tall and made out of brick. It appeared to have been part of a foundation for another, larger building, as the wall outlined three sides of a large rectangle.

      Jen noticed the wall at about the same time as she noticed the woman who stepped out from behind it. She knew the others in front of her wouldn’t hear, but she yelled anyway. “Nelson! Saunders! Look out!”

      The woman, dressed in the same black military fatigues as the man who’d entered their building, stood just as Nelson was passing. Saunders was already a few paces ahead, and she kept running, almost at the stairs. Jen could only watch as the woman turned her assault rifle toward the man and fired.

      “No!”

      The woman’s first shot missed the mark, and Nelson reacted quickly. He dove forward into a roll, and twisted his body around at the last moment. Reaching out with his left arm, he grabbed a loose brick that lay next to the unfinished building. He threw it at the woman’s face. It flew wildly out of control and harmlessly over her shoulder.

      He rose to his knees, simultaneously lifting his gun. As he tried to aim, an explosion rocked the left side of Jen’s body. She stumbled sideways, trying to understand what had happened. The vibrations of the machine rose to a tremor, and she almost lost her balance completely.

      The woman inside the building foundation staggered backwards, turning toward Jen. She had a contorted look of pain on her face as she tried to raise her weapon once again. Another explosion hit Jen’s ears, and she screamed. No sound came out.

      A red circle appeared on the woman’s chest, and she fell down. Jen realized that she, too, was on the ground, kneeling. She tried to shake the ear-splitting pain away as she looked up at Erik. The young man had a nervous grin on his face, but he reached down to offer Jen a hand.

      “Wh—what happened?” she said. She couldn’t hear anything, and she wasn’t sure if Erik could either.

      She felt Carter’s hand under her other arm, helping her to her feet. He leaned down and spoke into her ear.

      “Erik just gave us all a free pass to the stairs, and I suggest we take it.”

      She looked down at Erik’s other hand. He was holding a Russian-made assault weapon.

      “Grabbed it from that other guy,” he said. “Figured he wouldn’t need it anymore.”

      Nelson rose to his feet as well and nodded in Erik’s direction. He mouthed something that looked like “thanks” but the words were lost to the commotion of the rumbling engine behind them.

      Together, Jen, Erik, and Carter ran to the stairs behind Nelson. They reached the metal doors just as Saunders burst out. “About time,” she said. “Those other two are on your six.”

      Jen chanced a glance behind her as the team fled through the open doors. The remaining two Russian soldiers were sprinting toward the doors, and they didn’t look happy.

      “Move out. Let’s get up to Level Nine for now. If we need to keep going up, we can,” Carter explained, “but we’ll also have the option of heading back into the cave system.”

      Jen was still watching the Russian men run toward her as she felt the earth below come to a standstill. She looked at the machine in the center of the level and watched as it came to a slow stop. The roar reduced to a dull noise again, and the gentle shake they’d encountered upon first entering the lower levels once again returned. She didn’t realize that her teeth had been chattering until the wild vibrations ceased and were replaced by the much more docile shake of the power plant.

      All over the machine, steam geysers erupted, then fell silent. Clear tubes, previously full of liquid, surged a final time and then depressurized. It was like a giant had been awoken, gone on a rampage, then fell asleep. The gentle rhythm of the humming and shaking replaced the insane earthquake-level grinding.
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      They reached Level Nine in less than a minute, but the Russian soldiers were on their tail.

      And most likely they’d called their counterparts—wherever they were—to help out.

      Jen, Erik, Nelson, Carter, and Saunders spilled out onto the floor of Level Nine, tired, beaten, and emotional.

      They ran to the first building they found—again a large, white, unmarked building.

      Saunders checked the door and found it unlocked. She swung it open and quickly checked inside.

      “Looks clear. Let’s go,” she said. The others followed her in. Flashlight beams lit up the walls, and Jen could see they were in some sort of workout facility.

      Around the room, elliptical machines, treadmills, and stair machines lined the long walls in two rows. In the center of the giant room, an olympic-sized swimming pool stretched farther than their beams could carry.

      They were in a gymnasium.

      Jen found a map hanging on a wall, below a sign that read “Information,” and she approached it and examined.

      “We’re in the station’s gym,” she said, “and it looks like this entire level is dedicated to recreation. There’s a hiking path around the perimeter and a climbing wall in the center.”

      “Hey look!” Nelson said, pointing to another large building adjacent to theirs. “A movie theater and bowling alley!”

      Jen thought he was joking, but he stared at the location on the map in silence, a look of regret on his face.

      “The Russians are right behind us,” Carter said, “but they’ll have to start from scratch on each level—that should buy us a couple hours, max. We need to get Mark, but we really need to figure out what that machine down there is.”

      Jen agreed, though she had a feeling their escapade here was a little shortsighted. She had the sneaking suspicion they’d bitten off a little more than they could chew. “That machine clearly isn’t a power plant,” she said.

      Erik disagreed. “It is, actually, though it is not just a power plant.”

      They all looked his direction.

      “I had a feeling this would be case when I first came across the plans up on the main level,” he said. “The plant has the usual features—intake, injection pumps, and it is cooled by the surrounding seawater. Further, I believe it alone has been the sole source of power throughout this entire facility.”

      “But I have also gotten the impression that the power plant serves another purpose, as well.”

      “And what purpose is that?” Carter asked.

      “Well, that is why Ms. Adams is here,” Erik responded.

      “Who, me?” Jen said. “I have no idea why they wanted me here.”

      “Great,” Nelson said. “Sounds like we’re getting somewhere.”

      Carter gave the tall man a look that could only have one meaning. Nelson didn’t speak again.

      “Jen,” Carter said, “I understand you’ve got a lot more at stake than the rest of us. But we need your help here, okay?”

      She nodded.

      “What can you tell us about the work you were doing with Dr. Storm?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know of anything we were working on that would be useful here. It was mainly research and class preparation. Even when I went to his office, there wasn’t anything there that seemed odd or out of place.”

      She thought for a moment. “This machine. Whatever it is, it’s not just a geothermal power plant.” She looked toward Erik for confirmation. “But part of it is.”

      He nodded.

      “So,” she continued, “we can assume that it’s sitting on top of an active geothermal site, correct? I mean, they wouldn’t bother building one unless there’s some activity in the area.”

      “Right,” Erik added. “The vents provide the power, and provide some of the initial pressure needed to run the plant. Without the steam, there is no heat, and therefore no power.”

      “Exactly,” Jen said. “So we can assume that we’re sitting on top of a thermal vent in the ocean…” Jen’s head snapped up.

      “What is it?” Erik asked.

      “Erik, I just realized. We’re at the bottom of the ocean.”

      “Wait,” Nelson said, “you forgot there was five miles of ocean sitting on us?”

      “No, I mean, I remembered, but I didn’t associate that with—”

      “The power plant!” Erik shouted. “We are resting on what could be the thinnest section of Earth’s crust!” He looked around the others. “Most of the crust layer beneath continental locations is around twenty miles thick, and beneath ocean, around three to five miles thick. Obviously, that depends on the location, and it’s an educated guess at best.”

      “Sounds great,” Nelson said. “Five miles of ocean pressing down on us, and five miles below us protecting us from the fiery hell of Earth’s core.”

      “Actually, the crust sits on the mantle, which is made of superheated rock and magma.”

      Carter raised his eyebrows, silently begging Jen to get to the point.

      “I didn’t put it together at first,” she continued. “This station, the power plant, the geothermal activity that must be present in the area, and finally…”

      “The machine,” Erik said.

      “The machine. It’s some kind of gigantic drill.”

      Carter nodded slowly, trying to make sense of it all.

      “A drill?” Saunders asked.

      “It has to be,” Jen said. “It makes so much sense now, really. Think about it: the spinning, the conical shape, the location.”

      “And it’s drilling into the mantle,” Erik said.

      “Jen, you said the crust here is likely still around three miles thick,” Carter said. “That means there’s no way that drill can reach the mantle.”

      “It doesn’t need to,” Erik said. “This station is on a rock shelf protruding from one of the walls on the side of a massive trench, as you will recall from the briefing on the submarine. But we are probably at the bottom of the trench, and therefore close to the location where the trench itself grows upward from the sea floor.”

      He made a “V” with his hands, with his fingertips pressed together and pointing straight down. “This drill was not designed to actually tap into the mantle, but merely push the two trench walls far enough apart that a schism is formed.”

      Jen nodded along as he explained. “It’s a drill that isn’t meant to dig a hole, but one that’s basically operating like a giant, slow wedge—pushing two plates apart enough to crack the crust that’s underneath.”

      She suddenly realized something else.

      “It’s working, too. Remember that wild shaking just before the drill finished spinning? I think the research station itself sunk into the shelf. The drill is spinning, but it’s pulling the base down with it.”

      Carter moved over the wall opposite the information desk in the entrance of the gymnasium, and sat down on a bench. He wiped his forehead with a hand, then looked up. If Jen thought Carter’s demeanor and expression was usually serious, the look he wore now was ten times more intense.

      “Jen, Erik, thank you,” he said. Then he looked at all of them individually for a brief moment before starting again. “We need to get back down to that machine. Whatever it’s there for, it’s obviously fully operational and currently doing its job. And that means it’s only a matter of time before it finishes its job.”

      Jen knew where he was going. “It’s going to break a hole in the Earth’s crust,” she said, her voice almost a whisper.

      Carter just nodded silently.

      From somewhere outside, they heard the squawk of a walkie-talkie and then shouts.

      “They’re here,” Saunders said. “Back door. Now!”

      They stood and ran through the gym, careful to stay between the lines of machines, away from the pool’s edge. About a quarter of the way to the back of the building, Saunders veered right and examined an emergency exit.

      “The sign’s off, and I don’t think there’s an alarm activated,” she said.

      Carter spoke. “We don’t have time anyway. Let’s take our chances.”

      She pushed it open and ran out, checking both directions before sprinting toward another building—the combined movie theater and bowling alley they’d seen on the map—and the rest followed.

      Saunders pulled on the door handle at the back of the building and was surprised to find it unlocked as well. She opened it and started climbing the stairs inside the theater. Jen stayed behind Erik and Nelson, and they followed Saunders to the top of the theater and out to the lobby.

      They found an abandoned snack bar, overflowing trash cans, and some empty movie poster frames hanging on the walls. Other than the silence and lack of lighting, the theater seemed like it would be fully functional—out of date, but in working order.

      Jen stopped and caught her breath from the exertion of sprinting to another building and up a flight of stairs. She looked up and saw Nelson resting with his hands on his knees and Erik breathing gulps of air. Saunders was completely unfazed, and was checking her gun and sidearm. She looked back at Jen and gave her a nod of approval.

      Then she frowned.

      Jen’s blood froze. “What?” she said.

      Saunders clicked a round into the chamber. “Where’s Carter?”
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      Mark awoke to a splitting headache.

      How long have I been out?

      He kept his eyes closed and listened to his surroundings. A voice mumbled a question somewhere in the room on his left side, but Mark couldn’t hear a response. The gas must have knocked him out, but thankfully he hadn’t inhaled enough of it for it to have lasted long enough.

      He slowly tried lifting his arms, but was surprised to find them strapped down.

      Am I on a table?

      He wriggled his left hand a bit until he felt what was holding it to the table. Thick zip ties wrapped around his wrists, fastened somehow to the metal table he was on. He wondered if the table could move, or if it, too, was fastened to the floor.

      He listened again as footsteps approached the table. The mumbling continued, but it sounded like incoherent rambling.

      Maybe I am in here alone, he thought. The mumbling voice grew closer, and Mark felt someone unbuttoning his shirt sleeve and rolling it up.

      He knew the next move. Wait it out, try to figure out more of his surroundings, and then act.

      Achieve.

      The goal had changed. He needed information, now that he had escaped his holding cell.

      He needed to get off this table, apprehend whoever was in here mumbling, and figure out what was going on.

      Before they tried whatever science experiment they were about to do.

      Mark waited another three minutes, the scientist mumbling to himself the entire time. Finally, the mumbling voice turned away and Mark could hear it walking away from the table.

      Now’s as good a time as ever.

      He summoned all of his strength and explosively shifted on the table, trying to roll the entire piece of metal furniture onto its side.

      It didn’t work.

      Instead, he was able to get the right side of the table to lift off the floor, then slam down onto all four legs again. In doing so, his right arm hit the table and bounced back, breaking the zip tie. Finally he opened his eyes.

      He saw a small desk to his right, set up next to him. He reached for a short scalpel that lay on the table and prepared to slice through the binding on his left arm.

      Before he could, he caught the scientist looking at him. Wide-eyed, the man stumbled across the room toward a computer terminal.

      “Wait!” Mark shouted at the man’s back as the scientist pressed something on the computer keyboard.

      Mark heard a soft beeping, and the scientist approached the table. Mark tucked the scalpel under his wrist and waited for the scientist to get close.

      Three more steps, he thought as the man neared the table. He willed him to come closer, but instead he just stared at Mark, as if in a trance. He cocked his head to the side.

      Just then another sliding door opened, appearing from out of nowhere in the glass wall at the foot of Mark’s table.

      Behind it, Mark saw a red-haired man in his early forties, maybe younger, step into the room.

      “Mr. Adams,” he said, “good to see you.”

      Mark waited.

      “We’ve obviously never met. Officially, anyway, but I’ve enjoyed your discourse with my associate, Ms. Etienne-Grey.”

      That must be the woman he’d talked to.

      “Where’s my son?” Mark blurted out.

      “In good time, Mark,” the man said. “My name is Jeremiah Austin, and I believe we’ve gotten off to a poor start.”

      “What do you want with my wife?” he said.

      Jeremiah frowned slightly, then smiled. “Yes, that’s right. Your ex-wife, I believe?”

      Not yet, Mark thought. Technically. But he didn’t respond.

      “Where exactly is Ms. Adams?” Austin asked.

      Mark’s nostrils flared. If only I knew.

      “Mr. Adams,” Austin continued, “I would like to continue my work here without more interference. You and I have similar interests in mind, I believe.”

      “Yeah? How’s that?”

      Mark slid the scalpel down so that his right hand—which he hadn’t lifted from the table—was now covering it. He gently held it between his pinky and ring finger, slowly sliding it to the inside of his hand.

      “My project here is twofold. The first, you’re probably already familiar with.”

      He motioned to the scientist at his right, who still peered creepily down at Mark.

      “This man, Dr. Dwight Grantham, is… excuse me, was, a world-renowned physicist before he was called to this mission.”

      The doctor twitched when he recognized his own name, but didn’t break his stare.

      “When I arrived here, he was all but useless—confused, disoriented, and generally a disdainful sight. But I… revitalized him, as well as the rest of the team we found here, and now he’s at least able to serve a proper function in the research station.”

      Mark had no idea what he was talking about, but he let the man talk.

      “Many of the scientists here at Agartha Base suffered from a severe case of what essentially is isolation-related psychosis. They were completely functional human beings and could even hold a conversation, but couldn’t perform the necessary duties their research called them here for. They stayed alive for over thirty years, often in solitude or in small groups, until we rescued them.”

      “Rescued them? How?” Mark looked at the scientist Austin was referring to. The man’s eyes were hollow, dark, and lifeless, and Mark couldn’t imagine how miserable his life had been the past three decades.

      “Now, Mr. Adams, they once again serve a purpose. As you can most certainly relate, living an empty life devoid of purpose is no life at all. These men and women have helped us carry out our duties here, asking nothing in return.”

      “Asking nothing—how could they? These people are nothing but lifeless shells.”

      “Don’t get excited, Mark,” Austin said. “Dr. Grantham here has served his purpose. I suppose unsuccessfully, as you are currently still carrying on a conversation with me.”

      He watched as Austin sidled over to the man—Grantham—and placed a hand on his shoulder. Austin reached into his pocket and pulled out a small device that looked like a cell phone. He placed it next to the doctor’s ear and waved it a few times around his temple.

      The scientist reacted immediately, wailing in agony and dropping to the floor. He reached to his head, pushing against his skull, but flailed around on the ground for a full minute.

      Finally silent, Austin stepped over him and approached the left side of Mark’s table.

      “We’ve placed an electronic device inside each of my scientists’ skulls, both for tracking and monitoring, and as a sort of control mechanism. It’s basically a small vial of chemicals that I discovered reacts strongly to a specific electromagnetic pulse.

      “My research back in the states was centered on botany, with a unique focus on naturally occurring chemical compounds found in exotic plant life. Interestingly enough, many of these plants have insanely useful applications to people like me, including the one plaguing our friendly research scientists here at the station.”

      Mark tried to put it all together in his mind as Austin continued.

      “One protein from here, a few from there, and zap it with an electrical current, and you’ve got a living, breathing machine. Something—someone, excuse me—who can be persuaded to do things that need to be done. Simple tasks, really, but useful nonetheless.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “Forcing someone to do something in this way is impossible, but using these particular programs to deny the brain option is not impossible. By temporarily shutting down certain synapses in the human brain, we can remove possible results from the subject’s conscious decision-making process, and thus give the illusion of control. Imagine what this would offer governments, organizations, and even universities. The ability to control subjects; to control the variables enough that your solution is the only one that is enacted. No more arguing, fighting, or insubordination.”

      “But this man is dead,” Mark said. “You just killed him.”

      “No. On the contrary,” Austin said, “he is now able to truly live. Without the hindrance of humanity’s daily routine, and without the annoyance of personal desire. He will wake up in about an hour and carry on as if nothing happened. But his mind, unfortunately, is what we call wasted. No longer useful to scientific endeavors, he is merely a warm body that will attain his natural instinctual goals—food, shelter, protection of his own, and survival. He is now free.”

      Mark decided it was time to act. Austin was lost in his own arrogance, explaining his utopian view of humanity, and drawing ever closer to the table each second.

      When Austin was about a foot away, Mark lurched upward, slashing the scalpel toward Austin’s head. Austin’s reaction time was phenomenal, and he ducked out of the way. As the scalpel closed in on his head, it clipped his ear and split an inch-long gash deep into the man’s cheek.

      He instinctually reached to his ear to slow the bleeding, but Mark was still moving. He rolled completely over, twisting his left arm, which was still zip-tied to the table, and pulled the table over with him.

      He landed on his feet, but kept twisting his wrist around until the zip tie snapped off his wrist.

      Austin rose, one hand holding the side of his face, and the other now holding a pistol. He aimed at Mark and fired.

      When Mark saw the pistol, he quickly pivoted and slid the table between himself and Austin’s gun, and when the bullet smacked against the table it left a half-inch dent in the underside of the metal. Mark pushed back against the table, knocking into Austin and causing the man to fall backwards.

      Mark crawled a few feet, then stood and ran out of the room. He heard Austin curse as the man tried to lift the heavy table, but Mark was already running the opposite direction.

      I have to get to Reese. He knew his son was here somewhere—Sylvia had said so.
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      Mark ran for his life; for his son’s life.

      After leaving the lab room where he had been held, Mark stumbled down the long hallway as the last of the sedation effects had worn off.

      Achieve.

      Mark’s training was in full gear now, and he had a new objective. Find Reese.

      Reese wasn’t safe anywhere in the station, so there was no point in waiting. They needed to find a way out of this mess, and then get back to Jen and the others.

      He rounded a corner, reading the plates on the doors as he passed.

      L10.23

      L10.24

      He must be on Level Ten.

      He found a short hallway that appeared to not have any doors. There was no sign above it, and he began to run past as he heard a noise.

      Shouting?

      He stopped.

      Turning, he focused his attention on the short hallway.

      Another shout.

      “Reese!” he yelled.

      He ran down the hallway, trying to find a door; anything.

      “Dad!” Had he heard that correctly?

      Finally, reaching the end, he saw an unmarked door to what looked like a closet. He examined it, seeing a deadbolt fastened haphazardly on the outside of the door. This had to be it.

      He unlocked the deadbolt and tried the handle. Finding it also locked, he kicked on the door violently.

      It wouldn’t budge.

      He yelled again.

      The handle turned, and the door opened from the inside. Blistering white fell out into the hall, immediately lighting the area.

      “Reese!” his son stared at him from inside the room, eyes wide and frightened. He stood still for a second, unsure, then ran forward and embraced Mark.

      “Reese, are you alright?” Mark asked. While holding his son, Mark took a look around the room for the first time. Stark white walls, white bedsheets on a white-framed bed, and a white chair in the corner. Clearly there weren’t a lot of decorating ideas put into this room.

      “I—I’m fine. How did you find me?”

      “Weren’t you yelling?”

      “I was, but that was because I thought I heard a crash or something, through the walls. I thought maybe some people tried to break in to rescue me, but I never thought it would be you! I mean, how did you find this place?”

      “Your mother and I were brought here too, to find something. Come on, we don’t have a lot of time.”

      Reese was confused, but Mark couldn’t deal with that right now. “Reese, do you know your way around here?”

      “No,” he said. “I’ve been locked in this room since they brought me here. I remember… the house… they came in—” he stopped short, tears brimming at the sides of his eyes.

      “It’s okay, Reese. We need to find Mom.” He turned away from the room and waited for Reese to follow. “Can you run?”

      Reese nodded, and they started jogging down the hall. At the main hallway, Mark turned left and continued reading the numbers on the doors. “Do you know how many people might be here?” he asked.

      “No, I’ve only seen the lady and the man.”

      Mark knew he was talking about Sylvia and Jeremiah.

      They ran more, now in a dimly-lit hallway that was walled with glass, large offices spaced down each side. He targeted the final door, the one facing them at the very end of the hall.

      L10.33.

      The room wasn’t lit, but from the lights above bouncing through the glass, he could see plants growing inside, almost covering every inch of the front wall. It looked promising. Further, the door was slightly ajar, and Mark slowed to a walk.

      “Reese, I need you to wait outside, by the door,” he whispered. “If you hear me yell, or anything unusual, run away. Get to the exit of this level and run up the stairs. Okay?”

      Reese nodded again.

      Mark approached the door and gently pushed it open. The office was empty, but the humidity and smell of vegetation forcefully filled his nostrils. He blinked a few times, trying to adjust.

      “It’s okay, Reese. You can come in. Don’t touch anything.”

      Reese entered, and his eyes lit up as he saw the venus flytrap on the desk. “Cool!” he said, running toward it.

      Mark followed his son, dodging leaves and branches, and rounded the desk. He sat down in the leather chair and opened the MacBook Pro on the desk. He stared at the standard password field for a few seconds, then pressed a key combination on the keyboard. Immediately a black screen appeared, followed by a command prompt of operating system jargon. He scanned the lines, then typed another string of characters.

      /sbin/mount -uw /

      Another few lines of code, and more waiting.

      Finally, he sat back in the chair. Reese watched over his shoulder as the computer booted up to the desktop, and Mark started perusing the files. Another screen opened as he clicked into a folder.

      “It’s password-protected, and I’m assuming it’s expecting credentials from an admin or higher, but I don’t have time to bypass and hack into it as Austin, so I’m going to try setting back to the default super administrator user.”

      He typed some more, opening a terminal shell application, and entered a few strings. A text file popped up onto the screen called init_err.txt, and immediately began to fill with newly-discovered system errors. Mark sat back, looking at the file, then started typing again.

      “It’s trying to launch a specific program; one that was in Austin’s encrypted folder.” Finally he pressed a key and waited as lines of code streamed down the small window on the screen. Mark started mumbling to himself out of habit as he followed the code and read along. He frowned and stopped the code as a message appeared in another terminal window.

      /etc/init.d/GLIIdatabase_cron_server

      The message disappeared, and Mark froze.

      “What is it?”

      “Once I got in, it opened a file full of errors that said this other file couldn’t be found. I was trying to find it so I could see what it was, but when I did, it launched automatically.”

      He logged off the computer and shut the lid.

      Mark reached for the top of three matching drawers on the front of the desk, opened it, and pulled out a three-ring binder.

      The binder was labeled like the others he and Erik had found on the main level, but Mark quickly realized it had been updated. The first page was missing, judging by the words “Table of Contents—Pg. 2” scrawled across the top in handwritten text. He flipped through to the next section and started reading.

      The book wasn’t what the Table of Contents listed at all. Instead, Mark found redacted communication files; letters sent back and forth between “AB”—Agartha Base, he guessed—and another name that had been blacked out.

      “What is it, Dad?” Reese asked, coming alongside him at the desk.

      “I don’t know yet,” Mark answered, continuing to read. “It looks like this station was built for one purpose, then changed around for another purpose later. Whoever brought you here is in on it, but I don’t know what they’re trying to do.”

      He flipped a page and gasped. The page he was reading was not redacted—it had been added recently—and it was a diagram of the research station, viewed from the side. The majority of the diagram was familiar to Mark, including the domed roof, the multiple levels each with a specific function, and the upside-down conical power plant in the center.

      But it was the area around the station on the diagram that caught his eye. He read the captions aloud: “‘Crustal formations indicate weakened pressure points…’ ‘load-zone activation points…’ ‘trench convergence—focal point.’”

      He scanned the pages following the diagram, confirming his thoughts. “Reese, my company did some work for the people that brought us here. At the time, it was nonsense—computer stuff, programming and developing, that sort of thing. There was a lot of it, but it all seemed unrelated, and they just needed to find a way to get it done right, quickly.

      “But I recognize some of this now. At the time, it was all hidden in computer programs, split up enough that it was impossible to see what the big picture was. But here it is; all of it. The pieces, I mean.

      “This—” he pointed out to Reese the large conical power plant, “was part of what my team was working on. It was all theoretical, though, at the time, and it was all numbers. We had no idea it was an actual analytical prototype for something of this scale.”

      “What was it?” Reese asked.

      “The project? It was a probabilistic model to determine the efficacy of centrifugal movement on a pressurized plane.”

      He paused, then looked at Reese. “Sorry. It was a computer program that was supposed to determine whether or not this place would hold up after being pressurized under five miles of ocean while rotating.”

      “Rotating? Like spinning?”

      “Right. Rotating, like a drill.”
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      How could it be real?

      Mark remembered the prototype well. It was a computer model that depicted the exact variables he saw rendered in the diagrams. His team—himself and three others—had developed the computer program, performed the tests, and delivered the results. It had been innocent theoretical engineering on a hypothetical set of data.

      There was no talk of deep-sea drilling, plate tectonics, or underwater research stations.

      How could we have been so blind?

      These questions nagged at him as he and Reese hustled down the hallways of Level Ten. He counted up as the office and room numbers slid past, until finally he passed the room he’d been kept in.

      L10.03.

      Right near the exit. The room was just as he remembered it—white, empty, and devoid of life. A glass wall and nearly invisible door separated the room from the hallway they stood in.

      They didn’t wait around to explore more. Mark knew Austin had probably made his way back to his office to check into the closed-circuit camera system, and Sylvia was also somewhere in the vicinity. And who knew how many other “scientists” Austin had wandering around down here.

      He thought back to the map up on Level Four. Level Eleven was labeled Geothermal: Power and Energy, and he knew Jen was originally wanting to explore there. He had no better ideas, so that was it.

      “Let’s go downstairs, Reese.” He walked toward the exit, Reese following close behind.

      He stepped to the large metal doors and shoved. They wouldn’t budge.

      Reese stepped toward it and reached out with his hand. He placed his small palm open on the crack of the doors, and Mark heard something click inside the mechanism.

      “I saw the lady do it when she took me here. I don’t think it’s locked. You just have to know where the handle is.”

      Mark was impressed, and he pushed again. This time, the great metal doors swung open, revealing the corrugated metal staircase to the levels above and below them.

      And a flash of movement caught Mark’s eye.

      “Did you see that?” he said, his voice dropping to a whisper.

      “No. What?”

      “Come on, slowly. Try not to make any noise.”

      He walked to the ledge and started down the stairs. He had seen something move below them, but it was too small and quick for Mark to be able to discern what it was.

      He descended the staircase, carefully stepping with his toes first. They stopped in front of the open doors to the level below, labeled Level Eleven: Rue Marron.

      “Reese, wait here. I’m going to see who’s down here. Be ready to run if I yell, okay?” He didn’t wait for a response.

      Mark stepped onto the ground of Level Eleven, looking each direction. A huge conical machine hung from above his head, splitting the ground in front of him and descending into the lower levels. He could feel the hum of the huge machine gently shaking around him.

      He didn’t dare call out, but he walked a few more steps toward an outlying building. Smoke rose from a broken window, and spent magazine rounds littered the ground around him.

      Something happened here, he knew immediately. Recently.

      He could taste the burnt magnesium on his tongue.

      He struggled to stay quiet, wanting to yell Jen’s name. He had to know if she was still okay.

      Moving toward the center of the level, he looked back. Reese was waiting by the main entrance to the level, gazing back at him. He’d noticed the burning smell as well.

      Motioning to for him follow, Mark continued to examine the level’s buildings and grounds. He followed a line of small buildings, heading toward a smaller one near the central machine.

      We need to get out of sight, he thought.

      The building was situated as the last in a line of small maintenance sheds, next to a tall structure that had a sign on the side of it.

      Maintenance Elevator: To Level Four.

      He walked through the unlocked door of the first building next to the elevator. The place was absolutely destroyed, with papers and notebooks sprawled about and bullet holes riddling the walls. Reese entered and stood close by Mark’s side.

      “Move to that window and look toward the center of the level. There’s the big machine that I told you about upstairs, but I want you to keep your eyes open for movement, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Mark walked back to the door and peered around the corner. I know I saw something.

      Something moved in the corner of his eye, and Mark reacted instinctively. He moved his forearm up toward the movement, protecting his face, as a massive force bowled over him.

      Falling to the side, he looked back to Reese and yelled just as he hit the ground. “Run! Get to that elevator!”

      He felt the wind leave his body as the creature crushed him. His eyes had closed in reaction to the unknown force, but he still used his other senses to analyze what it was that had attacked him.

      The thing rolled off him—it was shaped like a human, he realized—and lunged again. Mark rolled to a sitting position just in time, and the person landed hard on the ground. Reese was now running out the sole door of the building, right next to Mark and the attacker.

      Without hesitation, the man reached out and grabbed Reese with an outstretched arm, causing Mark’s son to gasp in surprise. Reese wriggled around to get free, but he was locked in a vice grip from the man’s dark, muscular arm.

      Mark backpedaled, now on his feet, and stood fully upright. He wasn’t as tall as the man, nor was he as large, but he wasn’t going to stand still and let his son get taken again.

      He took in his opponent, for the first time truly looking at him.

      When he saw who it was, his jaw dropped.

      “Carter? Carter, is that you?”

      The man’s face was similar to Daniel Carter’s, but lacked… something. His eyes were hollow, dark, and empty, and his expression was of sheer nonchalance, as if Reese was simply a bag of groceries to be carried inside.

      “Carter, can you let my son go?” Mark asked, his voice soft and delicate. He had no idea what was going on, but he wasn’t about to take any chances.

      Carter just looked at Mark, staring through him. His head cocked slightly to the side, Carter seemed completely unaware of what was going on.

      “Dad? What’s—”

      Carter ripped his arm sideways, swinging Reese completely around his body and causing the boy to let out a painful yelp. “No,” Carter said. His voice was scratchy, dry, and stressed. He had moved Reese to the opposite side of his large body, away from Mark.

      Mark’s eyes narrowed as his emotions took over. He didn’t care about his goal; his calculated logic.

      He didn’t care if he killed the man.

      Mark lunged, moving fast and ducking low. Reese’s eyes widened as he braced for the impact, but Mark dove to the side at the last minute. He slammed his left hand out, striking upward with a flattened and steady open palm.

      The blow took Reese and Carter by surprise. Carter stumbled backward and wrapped both hands around his bruised neck, letting Reese go. Catching his breath, he looked at Mark, startled.

      Mark was already bearing down for his next attack. He stretched his other hand out, enticing Carter to reach for it.

      Carter took the bait, grabbing for Mark’s wrist. Mark used the hold as leverage, flipping himself up and around the big man’s back, then slashed down with his elbow onto the center of his spine just below his neck.

      Carter howled in rage, falling to his knees. Mark continued his barrage, using his right hand to bend Carter’s left arm around him, feeling for pressure. Finally, he held Carter’s shoulder as he pulled upward on the arm, abruptly and forcefully, and he heard an immediate snap.

      The soldier blinked back tears as his body screamed in agony. He dropped to the ground, going limp, as he passed out.

      Reese watched the entire incident—no longer than five seconds—play out as his father incapacitated the larger man. He started to respond, but was silenced by Mark first.

      “Go.”

      Reese didn’t argue. He turned and ran toward the elevator, followed closely by Mark.

      Entering, Mark wondered if the tired elevator would even work, but he was surprised to see lights dotting the interior. It was a true maintenance elevator, made of sheet metal and large enough to hold a crew of twenty men.

      He pressed “4” on the panel and the elevator immediately lurched upward.

      “Dad?” Reese asked. The boy was visibly shaking.

      Mark didn’t respond. He continued looking forward as the elevator continued its climb.

      “Dad? What—”

      “Enough.” Mark’s voice was low, but direct. “Not now, I mean. There’s not enough time.”

      He gritted his teeth, but Reese didn’t ask about it again.

      The elevator’s panel lit up as it passed the individual floor numbers.

      9.

      8.

      7.

      The elevator was slow; Mark didn’t like that. It was all happening too fast, and this elevator wasn’t going fast enough.

      6.

      The elevator stopped.

      Mark pushed the “4” button again; again. It didn’t move. They were stuck, between level six and level five.

      He punched a fist onto the panel, denting the thin metal control unit.

      Slowly, the elevator began to rise.

      The light for 5 blinked once, then stayed lit. The elevator had stopped, but this time the doors slid open.

      Mark stepped in front of Reese as the doors revealed the man standing outside the elevator.

      Jeremiah Austin.

      “Mr. Adams,” he said. “Good to see you again. I thought I’d lost you down there.” Austin’s ear was bandaged and he had a strip of gauze wrapping around his head.

      Mark felt his knees involuntarily bend. His senses instinctively heightened. He began to slow his breathing, crouching ever so slightly as he prepared to dart out of the elevator and into Austin’s chest.

      “I wouldn’t do anything rash, Mr. Adams,” Austin said. He nodded once, and was immediately joined by six black-clad Russian soldiers, appearing from each side of the level outside the elevator. They each carried an assault rifle, and each was pointed directly at Mark’s chest.

      Except for one.

      One of the soldiers—an impossibly-thick, cruel-looking Slavic woman—was pointing her rifle at Reese.

      Finally, a blond woman stepped out from the right side of the elevator, smiling at Mark.

      Sylvia.
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      The tunnel system seemed darker now, and even more constricting. The horrors they had all experienced here were not lost on Jen and the others. Saunders ran in front, taking the lead since Carter had disappeared, and Erik followed closely behind. Jen and Nelson kept pace as they ascended through the tunnel to the main level, Level Four.

      The tunnels were a circuitous route, to be sure, but they all felt safer there having now explored the complete distance between the Level Four and Level Nine entrances. They so far hadn’t intercepted any of the scientists, nor had they experienced any major setbacks.

      All was well, and that was what worried Jen.

      Where is everyone?

      Mark and Carter were now missing, and she had no leads as to what the giant drill at the center of the lower levels was intended to be used for. The Russian soldiers had killed one of their team members, and two had been murdered by the other hostile force lurking around the station.

      Nothing made sense, but Jen pressed on.

      Fueled by her fear, adrenaline, and rage toward whoever was behind all of this, she committed to finding the answer they were looking for, at any cost. She had to get Reese, and if it took helping the enemy, she’d comply.

      They found the large, foul-smelling chamber and ran through, without so much as slowing down. Jen’s feet fell in a rhythmic, steady pace, and she found her mind syncing with the collective music of their shoes on the rocky earth.

      “We’re getting to the main level,” Saunders said from up ahead. “Let’s slow down and make sure we’re not walking into a trap.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time,” Nelson said.

      Saunders paused at the door, then walked into the clearing between the cave opening and the houses lining the street. Nelson peered around the scope of his rifle, providing cover.

      She waved them forward, and Jen and Erik stepped out onto the street. Nelson followed, and they met again at the first house and continued through, weaving between empty, abandoned houses and utility sheds.

      Suddenly Saunders stopped. She squinted, then brought her rifle up. Looking through it, she whispered under her breath. “Bollocks. What in the—Nelson, give me a hand!”

      She took off at a sprint, clearing the distance to the next house in an impressive three strides. Jen watched as she ran farther away from them. Nelson sprang into action as well, leaving Erik and her to wonder aloud what she’d seen.

      As they struggled to catch up, Jen watched as Saunders’ body disappeared behind one of the houses. She stepped to the side, aligning her vision with the new angle. Saunders reappeared at the back of the house, and Jen gasped when she saw the soldier stop next to Carter. She sped up, catching them in another ten seconds.

      “Carter?” Rachel asked. “What’s wrong?”

      Carter was looking off into the distance, toward the great lighting fixture on the ceiling of the dome above their heads. He didn’t move, didn’t speak, and Nelson and Saunders appeared as confounded with their leader as Jen and Erik were.

      “Carter? What’s up?”

      Carter’s head swiveled around, and as his upper body rotated they could see that his right arm was bent and pulled out of its socket. He struggled to remain standing, then toppled forward. Nelson reacted, reaching his arms out to slow the man’s fall. He fell directly onto Nelson, who stumbled but finally caught his balance and held Carter.

      “Come on, boss, let’s get you somewhere you can lie down,” he said.

      Saunders reached for his other side, and together the three began walking slowly back to one of the houses.

      “There is a medical facility down on one of the levels below us,” Erik said.

      “We can’t risk moving him that much,” Saunders said. “I need to see if anything’s broken and set his shoulder.

      They reached the small porch on the back of the house and set Carter against the rail, leaning his bulk onto it. Saunders began examining him as Nelson started in with more questions.

      “Who did this, boss? Carter?”

      Carter mumbled something under his breath.

      “Say that again, boss. Who did this to you?”

      More incoherent ramblings.

      Nelson looked at Jen and shook his head. “What do you think?”

      Jen was as shocked as they were. “He must not have gone down without a fight, right?”

      “And he’s still walking—or standing—around, so he must have done some serious damage to them first,” Nelson said.

      “Lev…” Carter whispered. “Level…” his eyes rolled slightly, and his mouth drooped open.

      “Level what? Which level, Carter?” Saunders asked. “Damn it!” her voice cracked, and Jen looked up at her. Saunders’ nostrils flared, angry at herself for showing that emotion, then immediately her expression changed back to a firm gaze.

      Jen watched the transformation take place in less than a second, but didn’t ask questions.

      “Saunders, we need to get him down to the infirmary,” Nelson said. “There’s not enough we can do for him up here. And plus, we’re sitting ducks while he’s with us out here.”

      She sighed. “We can’t afford to move him, though. The tunnels and the stairs are bad ideas.”

      “You know we need to. Let’s go slow; see if we can’t carry him most of the way.”

      She paused, then nodded. “Okay, fine. Stairs though. We need the light.”

      They lifted Carter off the railing and spread his weight between them, careful to hold his right side without pressing against his arm.

      They walked a few steps, and Jen could see they would struggle the entire way. He was too large a man to be carried.

      Apparently, Carter agreed. He pushed Nelson off his left side, and Saunders let go. He stumbled forward a few steps, shakily but straight. Another few steps, and Jen understood.

      “There’s something wrong with him, guys. He’s able to walk, but this is the best we’re going to get. We have to get him downstairs, and then somewhere he can be checked out.

      “Look at his eyes,” she continued. “There’s something… something different about them. He’s not all there.” His eyes were empty, but somehow still indicative of something deeper.

      Fear? Or was it something else?

      Carter was still walking, though, so they caught up and stood to either side of him, placing their hands out for support.

      Then Carter snapped. He whipped his head around, narrowly missing Saunders’ own. He thrashed, clipping her face with his hand and sending her falling backwards.

      “Hey! What the bloody hell—” Nelson’s voice was cut off by Carter’s fist. The punch landed squarely on the man’s jaw, and Nelson reacted without hesitation. He punched back at Carter, who did nothing to duck or dodge the blow.

      Nelson hit him twice in the stomach, but Carter seemed unfazed. Carter lunged toward Nelson, throwing his weight onto him and toppling both over onto the ground. He swung open-palmed hands at Nelson, scratching his face and neck.

      Nelson howled in agony, then rolled Carter off of him. He kicked sideways while on the ground, landing his foot in Carter’s groin, then again behind his knee.

      Carter fell, but still it seemed as though the soldier could feel no pain. He stood, crookedly bent to the side, over Nelson, and fell directly on Nelson’s head.

      Jen winced as she saw Carter’s elbow catch Nelson’s chin, directly where he’d been hit earlier. She ran to help, but Erik held her back.

      “He’s rabid, Jen. There is nothing you will be able to do. If Nelson cannot fight him off, you will not either.”

      Jen knew he was right, but still she hated just watching. “Maybe we can all attack him together?”

      Nelson groaned, his face covered by most of Carter’s body, and he shifted quickly, spinning himself around and then up onto his knees. Blood dripped from his nose, and a large welt was already forming above his left eye.

      “All right, you bastard. You want to fight?” Nelson stood up and waited for Carter to attack again.

      This time, he was prepared. As Carter stumbled forward, Nelson caught him with a massive uppercut to the soft fleshy skin just below his jaw, and Carter’s body literally lifted off the ground from the hit. He somehow landed on his feet, and again stumbled toward Nelson.

      Nelson leaned back for a kick, but Carter moved swiftly to the side. Using Nelson’s wasted leverage, he slashed out with his open hands at Nelson’s face again, this time tearing his shirt down the sleeve. He scratched again, ripping the shirt more and drawing blood.

      Finally, he jumped on Nelson from behind, his weight pushing Nelson to the ground.

      Saunders came to six feet away, and she sat up to recover.

      Carter’s frame was too much for Nelson, and he was now sitting on his chest, pinning both of Nelson’s arms to the ground with his knees. Carter was looking straight ahead, not even seeming to notice that he’d pinned one of his own team members. He brought his hands down at full force, scratching Nelson’s face and neck each time.

      A gunshot sounded, and Carter’s body went rigid. He rolled off Nelson’s chest, and Nelson opened his eyes. He looked up to see who had saved him and found Saunders staring down at him.

      She offered him a hand, but he shook his head. “I think I’ll lie here for a snap, if you don’t mind,” he said.

      Saunders shrugged, sighed, and turned to Jen and Erik. “Get ready. We’re going after these people, and I need you in the fight. No more hiding around or running away. Got it?”

      Her voice was steady, but Jen heard the steely truth behind it. She just killed her friend because of them.

      Jen didn’t need any encouragement, and she certainly didn’t have it in her to be timid. She grabbed Carter’s rifle and sidearm and threw the smaller gun to Erik. She checked it, just like the man had shown her, and then waited for Nelson to recover. He stood, silent, and started walking.

      Jen looked toward Saunders. Their eyes met, and she thought she saw the slightest glint of moisture in the soldier’s eye. She was about to say something, but Nelson grabbed her arm.

      “Wait,” he said. “Let her be. She’ll come around.” Jen, Erik, and Nelson started walking toward the stairs at the edge of the level as Saunders held back.

      Jen looked at him. “What happened? I mean, before—”

      “You mean, were they in love?” Nelson asked. “No. But he was once. Had a wife and a kid, too. Served on a private security detail for a company that got into some shady business, and it all blew up.”

      “He was injured?”

      “No, and as he would say, unfortunately not. His wife and child were murdered, and the government wouldn’t do anything to help.”

      “So why did he join the Royal Marines?” she asked.

      “He wanted to fix it, I guess, in his own way. He had a mentor—the same man who trained Saunders. That’s how they met.”

      Jen waited for more, but Nelson was done.

      Nelson reached the edge of the level first, but before he mounted the stairs a man appeared on the landing, pointing an assault rifle. Behind him, three Russian soldiers fanned out and pointed guns in their direction.
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      “Please lower your rifle, soldier. You’re outnumbered and severely outgunned.”

      Jen saw Nelson’s shoulders rise as he realized they’d been ambushed. He turned around to face the voice. Jen, Erik, and Saunders did as well.

      The man stood about fifty feet behind them, having walked over from behind the house adjacent to the one they’d found Carter standing behind. This man was unarmed, but he, too, was accompanied by a small group of black-clad military men and women. They all stood near the center of the great level’s expansive space, in the fields. Jen could see both the cave system opening and the housing district on one side, as well as the large propane tank in the distance that she’d noticed earlier.

      “Not bad, actually, for a haphazard group of scientists and Brits,” the man said. He walked toward them, and as he did the group from the stairs came to them and removed their weapons and effects. “It seems like only yesterday that you had, what, twice the members in your little group? Right—it was only yesterday.”

      Jen’s face flushed, and she couldn’t hide her emotions any longer.

      “What do you want?” she screamed, her words carrying the weight of grief and anger. “Why did you bring us here?”

      “I brought you here?” the man asked, mockingly. He was wearing black slacks and red buttoned shirt, tucked in. His shoes had been recently polished and shined, and his hair was slicked back to a small ducktail. “I did no such thing. I may have enticed, but I certainly did not send any invitations.”

      “What do you want from me?” Jen asked.

      “You are Ms. Jennifer Adams, correct?” he asked, not waiting for a response. “Ms. Adams, I believe you are mistaken. While I’m flattered you’ve made the trip, I don’t understand why.”

      “You took my son!” she yelled.

      “Reese Adams in safe, I assure you. We’ve been taking good care of the boy, and he’s quite a young man. You’ve done a fantastic job.”

      “I want to see him. Is he here?”

      Why would this man tell me the truth?

      “He is. And you will. I need you all to cooperate, Ms. Adams. Is that too much to ask?”

      She shook her head.

      “Good. Let’s move somewhere a little more conducive to conversation, if you don’t mind. You two—” he pointed at Nelson and Saunders—“feel free to catch up on some sleep while we conduct business.”

      Suddenly two Russian soldiers appeared behind Nelson and Saunders and lifted their guns. They swung them forward, catching both at the backs of their skulls. Nelson and Saunders dropped to the ground, groaning in pain.

      Erik’s eyes were widened, but he didn’t speak.

      “No.” Jen said. “Tell me what I’m doing here, and we’ll move. Otherwise, you’re going to need to carry us over there yourself.”

      “Ms. Adams,” the man said, his voice growing solemn. “I have no idea why you’re here. Frankly, I’m surprised you came along.” He spoke to one of the soldiers at his side, who then ran behind a wall near the houses. A few seconds later, Jen saw the same soldier emerge with a blond woman and two other people, followed by another two Russians.

      “Reese!” she shouted as she identified the smaller person approaching them. She ignored Erik’s protests and ran toward him.

      “Mom?” Reese looked confused, but his eyes were filled with tears. He ran forward too, and they embraced halfway between the houses and the open area.

      “Are you okay?” she asked. He nodded, crying now while he hugged her. She stood after a moment, realizing she’d almost forgotten about the second person she’d recognized.

      “Mark,” she said. “Mark, I—” she couldn’t find the words. They kissed, but were suddenly torn apart by the soldiers behind them.

      “Wonderful,” the man said. “A family reunion. How delightful.” Jen glared at him as she held Reese’s hand. “As I mentioned, Ms. Adams, I don’t understand why it is you decided to come along.”

      He paced a bit, then stopped. “It does seem rather pointless to keep the charade going, I guess. I have received what I wanted, and I have no use for you any longer. Kill them.”

      Two soldiers immediately brought their guns up and pointed them at Jen and Reese. Jen was stunned speechless.

      “Wait!” Mark said. “Wait. You don’t have what you need, Austin. You brought me here to find something, right? And I haven’t found anything useful.”

      Jen whipped around and stared at her husband. “What…what do you mean?”

      He sighed. “Jen, I—I didn’t realize it at first, but I understood as soon as I knew Nouvelle Terre was involved here, I figured it out. It wasn’t you, Jen. They didn’t need you for anything.”

      Jen suddenly knew he was right. They didn’t need me, she thought. Everything they would have needed her for—the geological surveying, the power plant—was already finished. They had a fully-operational system here, and there truly was no use for her.

      “They needed me.”

      Mark hung his head. “I wasn’t honest with you, Jen. Back when we, uh, that night—” he knew she knew what he was referring to. “Anyway, I had been doing work for Nouvelle Terre, back when they were just known as an environmental advocacy group. We were providing some data sets, and…I was set up, Jen. I swear. That woman, from the bar—I knew her. I’d seen her before.”

      He stopped. There was no way to explain it.

      He tried anyway. “They sent her to the bar, and then had her follow me to the house. I never understood why they would do it, and that’s why I didn’t tell you. But I get it now. She was sent by the people I worked with on the Nouvelle Terre projects, and they planned to use me to give her information. It was part of my parameters to keep the security files on my own computer, and to not ever let them on the mainframe.

      “They could have taken them from me at any point, and it would have looked like I leaked them. But I added another layer of security; I never let the access files get on my hard drive. I ran the scripts from a USB drive that I’d encrypted and kept on my keychain. They didn’t expect that to happen, but they sent her—a low-level technician—to figure out where their information was.” He paused, looked at her.

      “I love you, Jen.” Tears formed in his eyes, as Jen just stood still. “I do, I really do. I never stopped loving you, but I couldn’t talk about it.”

      Austin walked toward them. “Jen, I can’t help but pity you right now. I hope you can understand that I am a rational man, and I want you to know that your husband is telling the truth.”
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      Ken Dawson was exhausted.

      He was driving back to his house after the third late night in a row at his mentor’s apartment. His wife and son were still out of town, visiting her parents in Virginia. They were due back this weekend, so he’d been living the life of a bachelor once again.

      The house was a mess, he’d ordered takeout every night for the past three days, and the laundry was overflowing.

      Further, his yard was in desperate need of a trim, the cars needed washing, and there were a few small projects he needed to do around the house.

      But he had a good excuse.

      This case he and his mentor, Craig Larson, were currently on was easily going to be the biggest of the year for him. He’d started at the agency five years ago, getting paired with Larson during his last two years before retirement.

      Dawson had previously been a police officer, moving to the private investigation firm after ten years, and he loved the freedom of the new job. Larson was a veteran attorney, a great teacher, and an amazing detective, and his network in and around the political scene was staggering.

      Since he’d begun the new job, Dawson had been trying to prove himself as a detective, and he’d put in his fair share of late hours. The rigor of the job required that he chase a lead before it went cold, regardless of how long it took. In this case, it meant tracking down every known bit of research on the pseudo-secret organization called Nouvelle Terre. He started in the usual places—libraries, web searches, old newspaper clippings—but found nothing.

      After that he started to call in some favors from friends and acquaintances. The Library of Congress, the CIA Headquarters, and even a brief chat with a Smithsonian historian. Again, nothing. Larson would have balked at the brashness of Dawson’s calls and requests. He’d always been a man to move through information more slowly, letting it “come to him,” as he liked to put it. But Dawson needed to move quickly or they’d be out of luck. It had happened before, and he didn’t want it to happen again.

      He pulled up the drive in front of his suburban home. Two stories, with a furnished basement, it was well more than they needed, just the three of them, but they’d filled it with three dogs, a cat, and enough junk to last a lifetime.

      As his headlights illuminated the garage door, he reached up and pressed the button on the dome of the truck. The garage door jolted, then slowly rose. He checked his phone while waiting for it, and when he looked up again, he noticed the door to the house was open.

      He frowned, but grabbed his briefcase and got out of the truck. He walked into the garage and entered the house.

      “Hello?” he said loudly.

      Hearing nothing, he stepped through the laundry room and into the kitchen.

      “Amanda?”

      No response.

      Did I leave the door open?

      He knew he didn’t. He remembered leaving out the front door three days ago when he went to Larson’s apartment.

      Maybe Amanda and Zach left it open when they left.

      Still, can’t hurt to check.

      He walked through the downstairs floor first, checking the spare bedroom, restroom, and living areas. He moved upstairs, calling into each room. The upstairs was empty as well, so he went down to the basement.

      He walked through the finished living room and den and entered the guest bedroom at the end of the hall.

      He heard a clicking sound.

      Whipping around, he instinctively reached for his side.

      Shit, he thought. I haven’t carried a gun since I was on the force.

      “Who’s there?” he said into the dark open room. He flicked a switch on the hallway wall and blinked a few times.

      Still nothing.

      He heard another click, and he tried to place its location. It sounded like it was coming from this room, but he backed into the guest room first. He turned the light on and reached the closet. Dawson opened the door and pulled out a seven iron from his set of golf clubs, then stepped back into the basement hallway.

      Dawson had never been much of a fighter. He was smart, and his career’s trajectory had generally reflected that. However, he was in good shape, and was trained in hand-to-hand combat at the academy.

      He called out again and stepped into the living room. Still nothing, but a few more steps forward and he heard a two more clicks.

      Then another.

      What the hell is that? he thought.

      His eyes focused on the decorative chest in the corner of the room. It was large—Dawson liked to tease Amanda about that as often as they were down here—and could easily hide a grown man.

      He walked toward it, raising the club over his shoulder with one hand while reaching out to grab the clasp of the chest with the other. The handle, a vanity antique to go with the fake vintage chest, wasn’t lockable, and he swung it open. There was nothing inside but a few blankets.

      Something stirred next to the chest, and when he closed the lid he saw a squirrel running along the wall.

      His heart skipped a beat, then he grinned. You’ve got to be kidding me.

      The squirrel stopped in the corner, then looked at him.

      Click.

      It was the exact same clicking sound he’d heard before.

      He shook his head, laughing inwardly to himself, then walked upstairs to get something to catch the squirrel with.

      When he entered the kitchen, he reached for the light switch. He turned it on, and the room exploded. He was thrown backward into the family room, landing on the hardwood floor in front of the flatscreen TV.

      A ball of fire had lit the ceiling on fire, and flames now spread wildly through the kitchen.

      He groaned, then tried to stand. His right arm ignited in pain, and he fell back to the floor.

      Flames now engulfed the wall behind the couch, creeping toward him. He tried to pull himself farther away from it, but he was too slow. He rolled into a crouch, then slowly stood.

      Smoke was filling the room, so he started toward the office in the front of the house.

      This wasn’t an accident, he thought. Lights don’t explode. He had to get to the front door.

      The smoke was thickening, and he had almost reached the front door when the next explosion rocked him sideways.

      Upstairs?

      The bomb had been triggered remotely, he now realized, and it had detonated directly above the kitchen. In my own bedroom.

      He stumbled sideways and landed facedown on the carpet in the office. He breathed hard, trying to get as much air as possible. Adrenaline coursed through his veins, and he no longer felt the searing pain shooting up his arm.

      He knew immediately what was going on. He’d been targeted, no doubt for his involvement in the case. What is this about?

      He needed to get out of the house and get to his truck. He had to tell Larson.

      But his arm was useless, and the left side of his house had now collapsed in on itself, blocking his way to the front door.

      He lay on the floor, looking at the flames engulfing the family area and front entry. Reaching for his pocket, he took out his phone and dialed a number.

      Come on, he thought, as he tried again to stand. Coughing, he checked the connection.

      It was still dialing.

      Pick up, he willed.

      He stumbled through the smoke, dodging a few pieces of furniture that had already been consumed by fire.

      He hacked and coughed uncontrollably now, and sucked deep breaths of air as he crossed the living room to the back door. He tripped over the armchair and stumbled to the back wall. It was almost entirely covered in flames, but he knew he could easily kick through the single-bolt particle board back door.

      Then he realized something. They’ve targeted me and possibly Larson as well. And they’ve done it by planting explosives in my house.

      On each floor of my house.

      Only two of the bombs had gone off. His eyes widened as a new fury overcame him. He rushed toward the back door, but it was too late.

      The bomb planted in his basement detonated at the moment he reached the back door. He was in mid-kick, trying to break down the door and escape, when the floor gave out beneath him.

      He fell, right into an overwhelming burst of flames. The hole opened in his basement ceiling directly below him, and he dropped through, landing on the floor of the room he was just in.

      He could see the chest he’d opened not five feet away, standing against the wall. He looked up at the open hole above him as excruciating pain roared through his lower body. Something had landed across his legs, but he couldn’t even summon the strength to lift his head to see what it was. He closed his eyes, waiting for end.

      Thankfully, it came within thirty seconds.

      The roof two floors above him collapsed, bringing structural beams, attic boxes, and everything situated at the back of their house crashing down on him.

      He prayed silently, but knew there was nothing God—or anyone else—could do.

      The orange of the flames filled the space behind his eyelids, and soon it was blackness.
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      “We needed Mark to help with the project, and we needed a scapegoat; someone to pull the trigger on all of this. Mark, would you mind explaining to your family what it is you do, exactly, at your company?”

      Mark just shrugged. “You know, already. Computers, mainframe stuff.”

      “Mark,” Austin said, clearly agitated.

      Mark continued. “I’m a hacker. A good one. You know I run a team of computer specialists, but together we’ve been trained to design, build, implement, and infiltrate computer security systems.”

      Jen nodded. She knew this already.

      “But my work isn’t always possible to do remotely. They train us to get up close, to get in where the systems are actually being used. They make sure I’m—we’re—able to be as efficient as possible in achieving our main objective, regardless of who’s in the way.

      “I can fight, shoot, or maneuver my way out of just about anything, Jen. It’s not something I’m exactly proud of, but I want you to know I’ve been forced to hide all of this.”

      Austin jumped in. “Mr. Adams has been very efficient, actually. The small team that reports to him singlehandedly built our security control system for the very machine we’re standing on top of, and everything he accomplished for us will be recognized as his own work. He alone, therefore, has acted as the sole perpetrator in what we’re about to release. You’re standing on ground zero, and I’m excited to get this show going.

      “Now, let’s cut to the chase. Mark, say goodbye to your family, and let’s get ready to start the final phase of the project.”

      Mark eyed Austin. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Austin. I had nothing to do with this.”

      “Oh? You built the security—”

      “I built what I was told to build, and you and I both know that it is completely harmless!”

      “…And when you finished the security control system, your company continued to do their research on mine. They discovered secrets that they shouldn’t have been privy to. Secrets we’ve worked hard to cover. Environmental disasters like the BP oil spill and Three Mile Island. We were even involved in Chernobyl.

      “But your company couldn’t keep their nose out of it, so we had to take the situation into our own hands. We needed you, someone with a deep knowledge of the program, to come here and activate it. When word gets out that you were involved, your superiors won’t be able to talk about it, because they’ll be instigators as well.”

      Mark was appalled. “Austin, you’re mad. I didn’t do anything here. Sure, I broke into your office, but I didn’t do anything there except try to figure out what’s going on. And I’m sure as hell not starting some program while I’m here.”

      “Yes, well, you’re half correct. You have already achieved the first of two final steps. By logging into my computer as an administrator and attempting a connection via the encrypted data line, you successfully hacked into a security system that you, or your company, built. We couldn’t manually start the drilling process until you gave us this head start. Before, we had to wait for the station to complete its final turns on its own schedule. Thanks to you, we do not. It’s all for naught, however, since we’re basically just waiting for the final rotations anyway.

      Jen thought back to the wild shaking of the gigantic machine in the lower levels. The drill.

      “There are two rotations left; the next should be upon us any minute now. When the final rotation is complete, we will have, for the first time, drilled down far enough into the Earth’s crust to cause a major rift. A schism, if you will. One that will tap into the mantle and release much of the pressure being held at the bottom of this trench.”

      Erik’s eyes widened as he realized the implications. “It will cause a major tectonic shift,” he said, his voice shaky. “That is a cataclysmic size for a rift, even if it is contained within the geographical area.”

      “It will cause multiple tectonic shifts,” Austin replied. “And large ones, at that. We’re standing on a veritable hotbed of geological activity. This type of event will spread in exponential waves around the globe, consuming the sturdy bedrock and decimating the weak areas. It’s beautiful, really—one small spot to dig, and then…”

      Erik whispered. “It’s a planetary reaction.”

      Austin just stared past them. A soldier ran to Austin and whispered something in his ear.

      “It appears as though our final support team has arrived,” he said quietly. “Sylvia, would you mind helping our new guests find their way?”

      The blond woman left, a small cadre of soldiers following closely behind.
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      This wasn’t an accident.

      As Detective Larson pulled up to the curb next to the smoldering lot where his friend’s house previously stood, the thought nagged at the back of his mind. As a career detective, he was trained to push these sorts of ideas back until the hard evidence presented itself.

      But he’d also learned in his long career to trust his gut.

      And now his gut was screaming at him.

      This was no accident.

      Ken Dawson was dead, and it was being reported currently as an accidental house fire. He knew that was certainly a possibility, but he’d long stopped taking coincidences at face value. More often than not there was something going on below the surface, and he was good—very good—at figuring out what it was.

      Most of the time, Detective Larson would start with a motive. Who wanted Dawson dead, and why? Why not focus on Larson himself? Dawson was a good detective, but he was less careful and methodical than Larson would have liked. Maybe he sniffed around too much, and somebody noticed.

      These thoughts pushed through the wall in his mind as he walked up the sidewalk to the smoke-blackened foundation of the house. He stopped before stepping onto the concrete porch; both to take a mental picture of the scene and for sentimental reasons. He’d been here many times before, even sharing Thanksgiving with their family.

      He sighed.

      He felt the nagging sensation again and realized that this was somehow different. Before, when he’d get this feeling, it was out of compassion for humanity. Now, however, there was something more.

      He wanted this to be more than an accident. He wanted someone to be responsible for it because then he could blame someone. Someone could be at fault for it, and he could forever know that simple fate wasn’t the cause of his friend’s death.

      So he stepped over the threshold and entered the smoking remains of the house. The local police had gotten him clearance onto the scene, and as long as he didn’t interfere with any evidence, he could take a look around. He greeted some of the investigators on the scene, nodding once as he passed.

      There were a few officers and medical personnel around one area of the basement, so he wandered toward the ladder that had been lowered from the main floor. Descending, he noticed that the basement floor was covered by the fallen remains of the rest of the house. The ladder’s base was set on some boards that were only about four feet below the main level. Another row of boards stretched from base of the ladder and curved to the left, following a short hallway. The boards were fresh lumber, so Larson assumed the gathered officials had laid out some sort of walkway or platform over the rest of the debris.

      “Is there a body?”

      Larson’s ears turned toward the sound of the voice. Without looking, he listened to the exchange.

      “Yes, the coroner has it now,” a second voice responded.

      Larson stole a glance and noticed a young police officer had answered the question. Both men stood near a wall in the basement, apart from the other group that had gathered farther down the small hallway. The man who’d asked the question was tall, lanky, and in his mid-forties. He wore a police uniform, complete with a bulletproof vest over the blue top. The pants, traditional officer attire, were starched and freshly pressed, and ended just above black leather oxfords. They were buffed and polished, and gave off a slight gleam from the overhead lights that had been staged in the basement.

      “Ok, I’ll need the name of the office, please,” the first officer said. He reached to the younger man and patted his shoulder. “Thanks.” The man turned and began walking toward the rest of the group, his heels clicking on the wooden platform.

      Detective Larson listened as he continued to stare at the shoes. He had a pair that looked just like it, although they were hadn’t been worn in years.

      Why the nice shoes, officer?

      The shoes were part of what Larson deemed “environmental juxtaposition,” a term he had developed at a training conference he’d spoken for years ago. They were out of place, but in an odd way. While he assumed it must be possible for an officer to put on the wrong shoes in the morning, he doubted they’d put on their nicest pair of shoes, waxed and polished, that were meant to be worn with a suit.

      Then there was the odd line of questioning. Surely the police would understand protocol and know that a body, even one as mangled and charred as a burn victim, would have been the first thing removed from the scene. Larson continued scrutinizing the man, piecing things together.

      This man wasn’t a police officer.

      So who are you, then? he wondered.

      He needed to stay below the radar on this one. If there was, in fact, something more going on than a fatal house fire, and his partner had been a target, there was good reason to believe that he himself was one as well.

      Whoever wanted Dawson dead had succeeded, and if it was because of his involvement with the Agartha case, he might be next in line. His connections in Washington aside, this case was turning out to be larger than he’d imagined.

      The man with the fancy shoes turned and caught Larson’s eyes. The man frowned, then quickly recovered and nodded once. Larson had caught the man by surprise, and he could tell that he’d been recognized.

      So there it is, Larson thought. Government. You and I both know what we were working on, and how close we must be to figuring it out.

      He turned and made for the ladder. Without bothering to look back to see if he was being followed, he left the house and walked toward his car. Reaching for his keys, he suddenly changed his mind and pulled out his phone instead.

      Larson dialed a number and waited.

      “Yes, thank you. I need a taxi.” He waited. “As soon as possible.” He gave the address of a neighboring intersection, then hung up and started walking.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            48

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m all ears, Gregory.”

      “I can’t explain the situation. You already know that. I’ve held information from you only because I wasn’t sure who was in on it.”

      “You thought I might be?” Larson asked.

      “Come on, Craig. You would have done the same thing.” The voice on the other end of the phone paused for a moment. “So you’re in it now. Sorry to hear about Dawson.”

      “Me too. Thanks,” Larson said. “What can you tell me?”

      “Nothing you haven’t probably already figured out by what’s happened. We think there’s a small cell operating within your government that’s working with Nouvelle Terre.”

      “Within the government?” Larson asked incredulously. “I knew this reached pretty high, but I never thought—”

      “It doesn’t matter. We’re out of time, Craig.”

      Larson considered what his friend had said. The British had been tracking Nouvelle Terre for a few years, trying to keep a finger on the pulse within the small and fractured scientific community they were a part of. Without showing their cards, they’d maneuvered well enough through the political mess to get a small unit of soldiers into the United States, then down into the station.

      Malcolm Vertrund, Durand’s boss, thought the organization might be operating out of the research station that had previously been a United States-funded program. When the US government eventually sold it to the British, it had been in disrepair and left unused for over ten years.

      “What can we do? There’s no way I’m calling up to the Pentagon.”

      “No—no, that’s not going to work.”

      “Can you get Vertrund to pull some strings?” Larson asked.

      “Probably. What are you thinking?”

      “Is there a standing vessel anywhere nearby? If you can get close enough, they might be able to stop anything that goes awry.”

      “We’ve already got a team of Royal Marines down there, as you know, but the sub they embarked on was lost. It was destroyed when they landed. We lost communications with the team, since the sub was going to act as a relay station. Hell, we don’t even know if the team’s still alive.”

      “So whatever blew up that sub is still floating around out there?”

      “Neither government is acknowledging the attack, obviously, which means it was one of them. Again, probably the US. If it was foreign it would have been an act of war, and we’d be having a different conversation now. But yeah, I think whatever it was that attacked our sub is patrolling nearby. Whoever’s in that station does not want company.”

      “We have to take the chance, Durand.”

      “Craig, you’re talking about redirecting a British naval ship. There’s no way—”

      “Vertrund can do it. You and I both know that.”

      “To do what, though?” Durand said. “Anything we send out there is going to be intercepted by that other vessel, and then what? We just keep sending ships out there to sink?”

      “Listen. You got me in this mess, Gregory, and you wouldn’t have if you didn’t think it stunk like an inside job. Nouvelle Terre can’t be trusted, and we know there’s something bigger going on with at least one of our administrations.”

      Neither man spoke for a moment.

      “Get me a ship, Durand. Get me something that won’t go quietly, if you know what I mean.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’ll be on the boat.”
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      The blond woman left the group behind and climbed the set of stairs leading to the catwalk. She disappeared behind the wall when Jen and the others heard soft pop, and then a hissing sound.

      “The docking station,” Saunders said under her breath. “Someone actually is here.”

      “I wouldn’t hold your breath on their being friendly,” Nelson responded.

      They waited for another minute, both sides frozen in anticipation. The only member of the group who seemed unfazed—uninterested even—was Jeremiah Austin, who’d resorted to chewing on a section of his fingernail.

      After a long moment, more pops rang out from somewhere in the distance.

      “Is that—”

      “Gunshots,” Mark said, before Jen could finish.

      The sounds continued, growing louder and more intense, then finally dying away to short bursts every few seconds.

      After the gunshots stopped, the blond woman, Sylvia, appeared again on the stairway, followed by the Russians, and finally a tall, slender man in a blue sport coat.

      They walked back toward the group at the center of the level, and Jen gasped as she recognized the man.

      “That’s… that’s—”

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Austin said, enjoying the grandeur of the moment, “may I proudly present to you the President of the United States of America.”

      Mark’s eyes widened, but he was otherwise unsure of how to react. He stayed motionless, awestruck.

      Sylvia slid up to Austin’s side like a snake, then spoke. “The president has successfully disembarked, and we’ve permanently disabled the second docking station. But there was another sub—probably an escort—that is still nearby.”

      Austin took in this new information, thought for a moment, then continued, the knowledge apparently not meriting a change of plans.

      “The president and I are old acquaintances, you could say. And when I discovered our shared interests, we began working toward a goal that ultimately has brought us here today. The plan started as I’d mentioned before, beginning with the destruction of modern society, governments, and most of humanity. Bold, yes, but effective as well.

      “You see, it’s only through careful engineering of urban areas that we can truly live in a world that’s mutually beneficial with our natural counterparts. Finally, we’ll experience a world that’s not destroying itself, but one that’s improving itself.”

      “Because you’re destroying it here, Austin. Everything. Everything will be gone. You understand that, right?” Mark said.

      Meanwhile, the president just looked on, as if he hadn’t heard anything that had been said.

      “Trust me. I—we—fully understand the implications, Adams. But you must admit that society has taken a dreadful turn for the worse. We’ve experienced more human-caused famine, devastation, and plagues in the last century than in the last ten combined.

      “We’ve created monstrosities of greed and pillaged what’s left of most of our natural resources. We live in a world that’s completely and utterly unsustainable.”

      Jen knew Mark was taking advantage of Austin’s passion, getting him to talk.

      Whatever it takes to buy us time, she thought.

      “So you’ve decided to wipe it out completely,” Mark said.

      “No, that’s just it! We don’t want to wipe it out completely. Just enough to rebuild, on fresh earth, breaking new ground.”

      “We?” Mark asked. “The President of the United States is really in on this crap?”

      “He was the original source of the idea. ‘All it would take is another world war,’ he said. I took it seriously and started working on this project a few years ago. With a little antagonizing, we could get some simple warheads thrown back and forth between countries, starting some panic, and then use the hysteria to send the world spinning.

      “And then, for the finale, we’ll use this thing we’re standing on top of now to create fresh land using the mantle’s near-endless supply of volcanic materials to create some islands. As you know, Hawaii, the Philippines, and other island chains were created this way. We’ll of course do it in a much quicker way, destroying the North American continent and putting in its place a pristine landmass that will never be overrun by our pitiful race. We’ll go into a rapid decline, and finally the world will be able to restore its natural order. I must admit, most of the work was already completed when we arrived five years ago, thanks to the efforts of both the US and British governments.

      “We made some alterations, but it’s a sound device, and one that will serve our purposes well. The president wasn’t originally on board with the entire plan, either, but as you can see, he’s now a huge proponent.”

      Jen looked at the man she knew as the leader of the free world. His mouth was open slightly, as if in deep thought. When he sensed her looking his direction, he smiled a cocky grin and nodded. “Yes, yes, of course, yes,” he said.

      Then he stared off into the distance again. Jen frowned.

      “Anyway, he’s ready to go. Our president ordered missile launches yesterday from ten locations around the globe, all targeting our sworn enemies. Then he left to join us here, to investigate the station for himself after Mark revealed its existence. After he was delivered to an aircraft carrier in the mid-Atlantic and then to a submarine close by, we just needed to persuade some of the submarine crew members to sedate him for awhile.

      “Like l said, he wasn’t initially a fan of the full plan. He thought a simple war would be enough. But there is a rather resilient property to the human race; wouldn’t you agree? It would never work by itself. Needless to say, after he awoke from his little ‘nap,’ he was as excited as ever to join us here for the final leg of the mission.”

      “What was all the fighting about, then?” Erik asked.

      “That? Oh, that was just the president’s entourage. They have always been an uptight bunch, so we couldn’t have them stalking around here while we finished up. They were exceptionally useful in keeping this whole project under wraps, but I’m afraid they were no longer able to assist us.”

      Jen was growing more and more horrified as she listened.

      The human race was going to be engaged in a world war.

      Austin planned to start off a series of events that would have cataclysmic consequences.

      And there was no way her family was going to live through it.

      Jen realized something at that moment, standing in the open fields of a government research station under the Atlantic Ocean.

      I have nothing more to lose.
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      Mark had heard enough.

      Austin’s plan was the most insane idea he’d ever been faced with, real or not.

      More importantly, it put his family at great risk.

      He counted silently the number of armed hostile forces surrounding him.

      Assess.

      Analyze.

      Abstract.

      Achieve.

      His training once again took over, and he moved from analytical data scientist to a man bent on staying alive.

      Nine soldiers, plus Austin, the president, and Sylvia. Austin’s the target, but I need to keep Jen, Reese, and the president alive.

      That meant nothing rash; nothing unplanned.

      His eyes met Austin’s, and he knew he needed to keep the ruse going.

      “Austin, one more thing.” Appeal to the man’s ego, he told himself. “What about this place? How did you get here? And what happened with it?”

      “It is an intriguing thought, Adams,” Austin said. “But you know how government projects are—troubled by scope creep and ever-shrinking budgets. They finished the outer shell but never got around to the interior of the place.

      “Nouvelle Terre, under the joint direction of my predecessor and Dr. Mitchell Storm, submitted a bid—under the umbrella of a different company, of course—for the construction to continue. We lobbied to have a floor to ourselves for research purposes.

      “The proposal was granted, and we started work again about ten years later. The US government took the reins from the other two companies involved and conveniently hid all documentation regarding the base and its completion. It was a perfect situation for Nouvelle Terre, who was already dealing with political pressures from other activist groups.

      “Anyway, Mitchell—who tended to be far more brash than I—finished the damn thing. He moved in, lived here, and died here. He actually named one of the levels after us.”

      Mark saw Jen’s eyes grow with understanding.

      “Nouvelle Terre—‘Level Ten: Rue Or.’ A simple anagram,” Austin said, satisfied. “Today, most of the station is functioning without oversight or human interaction, as you’ve probably guessed. Level Ten is our personal space, with our research labs and offices, but it’s relatively unoccupied, of course.”

      As Austin spoke, Mark eyed his opening. He waited for the Russian soldier—standing two people to Mark’s right, and the only one who was still pointing his weapon at Jen, and Reese in the center of the circle—to drop his rifle. Finally, the man let his guard down for a moment, and Mark lunged. He took two steps to gain speed, then forced his body out toward the soldier to his immediate right.

      The impact knocked the soldier off balance and sent both of them crashing into the next soldier in line. Mark found his feet and continued moving, jumping upward and punching at the same time. He caught the man under the chin and knocked him unconscious.

      With his free hand, he reached to the man’s side and gripped the KA-BAR knife sheathed there. As the man fell, he held onto the handle of the knife and slipped it away from his body. He turned just as another Russian soldier was running toward him. Mark grabbed the knife in a tactical grip and thrust out quickly, dropping the man before he had a chance to attack.

      A few of the other soldiers around the large circle had a quicker response time, and they lifted their weapons to fire just as Mark had turned toward them. They focused their attention on Mark, leaving Saunders and Nelson unattended.

      Saunders had begun moving just as Mark was tackling the first soldier, and she reached out and crushed the gun-wielding hand of one of the soldiers with her elbow. He howled in pain, but the sound was quickly silenced as she ripped his head backwards with all her strength. He crumpled to the ground, and she picked up his weapon. She tossed another toward Erik, who was standing dumbstruck at the edge of the circle. “Move!” she yelled to him. Erik burst into action, fueled by fear, and began to run backwards, firing wildly at soldiers left and right. One of his shots hit the mark, and a Russian fell to the ground inches from Mark.

      Nelson was engaged in combat as well, though without as much luck as his two counterparts. The person standing next to him was a Russian woman, and she was prepared for his attack. She punched him once in the gut, and he felt his eyes bulge as she landed a forceful blow to his kidney. She was fast, moving around him before he could turn, and she jumped on his back.

      He reacted the only way he knew how and jumped up and backwards, trying to land on top of the woman. She swiveled around quickly and left Nelson to fall onto his back on the hard dirt, the wind leaving his body.

      “For Christ’s sake,” he muttered, as he saw through tear-filled eyes the woman preparing to pounce on his exposed chest. She held a knife in one hand, and it was all he could do to roll out of the way at the last minute. She struck the dirt next to him with the knife, the blade stabbing deep into the ground, and she screamed as she realized she’d missed her target.

      Nelson was ready for her.

      He kicked the blade—and the woman’s hand—as hard as he could, breaking two of her fingers, then he reached out and grabbed her arm. He twisted it, causing the woman to shriek, but she turned the rest of her body to remove the pressure and punched at him with her other arm.

      The punch didn’t land, and Nelson used her own momentum to launch her toward a group of three men he saw racing toward Mark.

      She bowled into them, causing one of them to fall over, and he reached down to pick up a gun that lay at his feet. He was about to fire when he heard Mark yell over the cacophony.

      “Nelson! The president!” Mark was under bombardment from five Russian soldiers. They hadn’t fired at him, for fear that they’d hit one of their own, but it was clear that they were well versed in self-defense. Mark had been punched, kicked, and elbowed by each of them it seemed, though none of the hits had been debilitating blows.

      He punched one soldier as another kicked at him, forcing him to dodge at the last second and thus lose his power.

      The fighting in the main compound grew intense. Mark successfully held them off, using the advantage of being the only real objective they had. He ran for the outskirts of the fields, letting them take potshots as he developed a plan of attack.

      None of the rounds hit him, but he knew they’d follow him wherever he went. He needed to get Jen and Reese to safety.

      He waited for Nelson to finish his skirmish with one of the female soldiers, then he drew the man’s attention. While Mark fired a few shots toward the Russians, Nelson moved around to the rear of the group. He began to fire, immediately sending the group of soldiers to the ground. Those who weren’t hit squirmed around on the dirt, trying to move toward cover or to an angle that would allow them to return fire.

      Meanwhile, Mark corralled Jen and Reese and together they ran toward the street.

      Mark ran backwards, ensuring that none of the Russians got off a crack shot in their direction, and also that Nelson was safely covered. When Nelson pulled away to pursue the president, Mark turned and made a beeline for the first house on the city block.
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      Nelson spun around, trying to spot the president. He saw him meandering toward a building—the information center they’d first seen upon entering the level when they disembarked—and he raced over to him. “Mr. President,” he said as he reached the shack. “We need to get you inside.” The graying man turned to Nelson as he approached but didn’t say anything.

      Nelson grabbed him and shoved him toward the small house. He kicked the door, and the loose hinges fell completely off of the frame. It fell back into the house and landed with a loud bang on the concrete floor.

      Nelson crinkled his brow. “I guess that’ll have to do,” he said. He nudged the president inside, then found a chair in the corner. “Wait here. Whatever your story is, sir, I’d sure like to hear it when we’re out of this mess.”

      The president nodded.

      He didn’t wait for more. He turned and marched out the door, already fumbling with the safety on his rifle. He caught sight of Erik at the edge of one of the houses.

      Move, you fool, he whispered to himself. The young man was concealed from one side, but it was the wrong side.

      He sprinted toward him, allowing himself to lower the rifle to gain extra speed, and when he neared the house he shouted out. “Erik! Get in the house!”

      Erik turned his head to see Nelson bearing down on him. His eyes were wide, and terror streaked across his face. He stood, dropping his gun to his side. As Nelson approached the porch at the front of the house, he heard a loud crack and dove forward.

      His body hit the dirt and he covered his head with one hand as he used the other to guide the rifle around to find out where the shot had come from.

      Crack!

      Another round burst nearby, and Nelson caught the brief flash of the shooter’s muzzle. He reacted quickly, firing three rounds toward the black-silhouetted soldier. The man fell, and Nelson rose to check on Erik.

      The geologist was lying facedown on the dirt, his gun laying a few feet away.

      “Damn,” Nelson said, coming up alongside the boy. He didn’t need to feel for a pulse; two red circles had appeared on his prone back and were growing in size.

      Nelson cursed again, then jogged toward the line of houses.
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      With the rifle in hand, Saunders aimed down the sights just in time to see a group of three Russians camped out at the edge of the clearing, crouched next to one of the outlying buildings.

      They were already aiming in her direction.

      Shit.

      She dove sideways, rounds erupting on the hard-packed dirt next to her. They’d missed, but she didn’t stick around to wait for their next shots to find their mark. She rose and began to run, heading the opposite direction, toward the small information shack.

      As she ran, she noticed movement to her left. Jeremiah Austin was sprinting away from the action, aiming for the stairs at the edge of the round level.

      His second-in-command, the blond woman named Sylvia, was following closely behind. Saunders picked up her pace to catch up to the pair, but just as she was about to overtake Sylvia, the woman turned and began running along the perimeter of the dome.

      Saunders considered chasing her—wherever she was now heading—but instead decided to continue to pursue Austin. He was now rounding the first set of stairs, and she raised her rifle.

      I can make this shot. She knew she’d hit him, but she wasn’t sure if it would be just a crippling blow or one that might prove fatal.

      And she couldn’t take the chance.

      She ran full-out, holding her gun in one hand, and sprinted toward the top of the stairs. She reached the metal threshold just as Austin had finished descending the second set of stairs, but already she could tell that she was faster.

      She would catch him.

      Austin began taking the stairs two at a time, but Saunders had already begun descending in leaps, jumping from the top of one small set of stairs to the next.

      At the third floor below ground, Level Seven, she came close enough to the tiring man to pounce. Saunders breathed in, tensed her upper body, and lunged forward with the force of a small car. She aimed for the small of his back, just above the pelvis, and connected perfectly with her target.

      She heard him grunt, then felt his body shudder as it fell forward. Together they toppled down the stairs, landing on the sheet metal floor connecting the two sets of stairways. Before Austin had time to recover, Saunders slammed the base of her rifle hard into the back of his skull. His body gave in, collapsing into a weak pile.

      Expecting the man to have been knocked out, Saunders exhaled and slid off his back. She started to stand, but was surprised when Austin, still in a prone position on the floor, kicked out with a leg and tripped Saunders. He jumped up, more spry than she’d imagined, and kicked her again in the torso before she hit the ground.

      This time it was her turn to grunt. The kick landed directly above her kidney, and the pain coursed through her body with a vengeance. Her eyes narrowed and her nostrils flared, but she didn’t have time to recover.

      Austin grabbed her by the back of her vest with one hand and punched out with his other, knocking her rifle out of her hands. She turned to watch it tumble end over end down the stairs. As she watched, Austin punched again, this time missing the mark and allowing Saunders time to react and gain an advantage.

      She didn’t waste it.

      With Austin’s center of balance lost from his attack, she tackled him again, this time lifting him completely off his feet and carrying his body along the floor into the hard wall of the dome surrounding them. She crushed him against the wall, trying to squeeze the life out of him. She relented for a moment, then smashed forward again, this time injuring the man.

      He yelped, and she heard a bone crack. Where it was on his body, she wasn’t sure, but she didn’t stop there.

      Saunders let him down, and he crumpled into a fetal position on the floor. She wouldn’t be duped again, so she made sure her next attack solidified things.

      With the side of her hand, she swiped downward toward his neck, slamming the hard part of her wrist on the fleshy portion of skin between his shoulder and neck. She ripped his head back, pulling on his disheveled hair, and elbowed him in the face.

      She let go. Austin crumpled to the ground, a welt already appearing above his right eye.

      She could see his chest rising and falling, but she didn’t want to take any chances. She pulled him up, struggling with the dead weight of the man. Once standing, she slipped her arm under his and began walking up the stairs.
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      This was the first time he’d seen the inside of one of the houses.

      How did these people live? Mark wondered.

      Since his company had a small role in completing this research station, his interest was even more piqued. He took in the living room, dining room, and kitchen as they walked through the front door. The living room was sparse, featuring a paisley couch, rectangular glass coffee table, and a few empty picture frames on the wall. The front entry was floored in faux wood, but the rest of the living room and dining room—a small connected space that felt more like an afterthought than an actual room—was carpeted.

      Jen didn’t seem impressed, either. She didn’t say anything, but her eyebrows rose as she and Reese stepped in behind Mark.

      “What do we do?” she asked him.

      Mark thought for a moment. “We’re not safe here, even without them shooting at us. It’s pretty open out there, and I know at least one of them watched us run in here.”

      Reese held his mother’s hand, but he looked up at Mark. “Dad, don’t you think we can each take a window to look out of? At least we’ll know if they’re following us.”

      Mark nodded, appreciative of the idea. “Jen, get to the kitchen and check that one. Reese, stay close, but look out the window behind the dining room table. I’ll stay in here, since this window faces back into the open clearing. If either of you see anything, yell, then get down. Am I clear?”

      He turned to see Jen and Reese nodding. He took his position at the window, wiping away a thick sheet of dust around the sill. They most likely saw us run into the house, he thought. He swept his hand across his brow, wiping away the sweat droplets that had formed there.

      But we weren’t looking behind us at all. The realization hit him at the same time as the sound of pounding footsteps on the front porch.

      “Reese!” he yelled.

      But it was too late. The footsteps reached the open front door—why hadn’t he closed it!—and he saw the shadow of a large man standing just outside. He spun around, staying crouched, as a barrage of rifle shots pounded holes through the thin sheet rock on the walls. Bullet holes quickly riddled the floor and walls, and Mark held his gun ready.

      The first Russian mercenary rounded the corner and stepped into the house, his gun firing on full automatic. Mark had just enough time to ensure that Reese had moved from the dining room to the kitchen, away from the direct line of sight. He lifted the stolen gun a bit higher and pulled the trigger. It was set to burst fire, and three rounds quickly sailed from the end of the gun and dropped the man standing in the doorway.

      Before he could move to another position, a second soldier—one of the Russian women he’d seen earlier—stepped in to take the place of the first. She lifted her gun, but Mark was already prepared. He hadn’t moved, so his aim was still true. He fired. She faltered, then fell.

      Mark felt the click of the gun’s empty ammunition chamber before he heard it and cursed under his breath. He reached down instinctively, only to remember he’d been traveling as a civilian. There was no more ammo to grab.

      As the woman fell into a heap on the wood floor, a third soldier stepped into view. He wasn’t as slow as his teammate, and Mark could only watch helplessly as the man lifted his rifle, pointed it at Mark, and pulled the trigger.

      The single bullet tore through the air and ripped into Mark’s shoulder. He realized what had happened before he felt any pain, but the searing fire of the torn flesh alerted his brain soon enough.

      Mark had never experienced pain like this before. Part of his training at the company had included extended periods of submersion under water, subjecting himself to mild torture, and other wild forms of “hardening,” as the company liked to put it. But nothing could have prepared him for the unbelievable torment of being shot. He had no body armor; no medication to numb the pain.

      The blood came shortly after, seeping down his arm in bursts of warm throbs. But Mark’s mind was focusing on one thing: the man standing in front of him.

      The Russian was huge, at least six and a half feet tall and  three hundred pounds. The bulk of the man didn’t belie his strength, either. Mark could see rippling muscles on his neck and arms, the only portions of his skin that were uncovered.

      The man glared down at Mark and grinned. He stammered something in Russian, but Mark didn’t budge. Again, the man said something in his foreign tongue, then stepped forward.

      This is it, Mark thought. I was brought here to do something, and I succeeded. They have no use for me now.

      Mark dropped the useless assault rifle and lifted his chin. He didn’t dare look toward the kitchen, where he knew Reese and his wife were waiting, probably watching.

      The man stepped forward again, lifting his gun into the air.

      God, this man wants to beat me to death.

      Mark eyed the rifle as it began its downward arc. Maybe I can—

      Before the rifle landed, and before Mark could finish his thought, a gunshot tore through the silence in the room. The man in front of him staggered, then went limp. He stood for another two seconds before falling heavily on the floor, blood spurting up from his chest.

      Mark opened his eyes—he didn’t remember closing them—and looked at the front door.

      Nelson was standing in the doorway, his silhouette carved out of the light surrounding his frame.

      “Nelson!” Mark said, ecstatic.

      “Thought you might need a hand,” the Brit said haphazardly as he entered the house.

      Reese ran around the corner and jumped onto Nelson.

      “Woah, boy, didn’t see you there!” Nelson said. “Might have put a bullet into that little head, if I wasn’t careful.”

      Jen gave Nelson a horrified look, but it quickly melted into a smile.

      “Let’s get that arm looked at,” Nelson said, moving toward Mark. Mark tried to sit up straighter against the wall, but failed miserably. The pain was too much. Nelson bent down next to him and peeled away some of the shirt. “Jen, can you see if there’s anything in the kitchen to sop this up with?”

      Jen turned and left for the kitchen, while Reese watched Nelson work. He grabbed his knife and cut the remainder of Mark’s shirtsleeve, exposing the wound.

      “Looks like it went clear through,” Nelson said. “That’s good news, but it’ll still hurt like high heaven.”

      Mark frowned up at the soldier.

      “Shut up. My mum used to say it all the time.”

      Mark chuckled, but then turned to more serious banter. “What’s it like out there?”

      “Well, quiet, thanks to you. Seems like they all wanted your a—” he hesitated, looking at Reese, then changed course. “Wanted, uh, you. Five of them ran behind you, and I took out two on the way. The others were pretty close behind, but I guess you held them off well enough.”

      He looked down at the man and woman lying dead on the floor.

      Mark shrugged with one shoulder. “Well enough, I guess.”

      “I didn’t get a count of the others that we eliminated, but I’d guess there are at least five unaccounted for. Let’s get you taken care of,” Nelson said, reaching for the dish rags Jen had brought from the kitchen. “If Jen won’t mind cleaning you up—”

      “No.” Mark’s voice was strong, prepared. He looked up at the British soldier. “No, Nelson. We need to finish this, and I’m not letting you do my work for me.” He reached his good arm up, silently asking for a hand. Nelson hesitated, but grabbed Mark’s arm. He pulled him to a kneeling position, then up to his feet.

      Mark looked toward Jen. “Jen, I’m sorry. This wasn’t supposed to…” his words trailed off as he realized Jen was smiling.

      “You know what? I think I wished for something like this after everything happened.”

      Nelson butted in. “You wished we’d get stuck under the ocean shooting our way out?”

      “No, I mean I wished you were right; that it was some elaborate setup from your company, and that you weren’t who you said you were. I never thought you could do something like that, Mark.” Her eyes fell, then she looked up at him again. “It wasn’t you. You were angry, of course, but I couldn’t believe you’d take it out on me like that.”

      Mark stood silent.

      “After I caught you, and you argued with me about it—you’d always been a great arguer—I thought it was weird how little sense it made. Where she came from, who she was, and why.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Whatever happened, it clearly wasn’t you. You were tricked, like you said. And I can’t say I’m not grateful that you’re not just a computer nerd.”

      It was Mark’s turn to smile. “Well, you know, I still am a nerd.” He reached out to hug Jen, and she fell into his arms. After a moment, he pulled away and turned toward Nelson.

      “Saunders is still out there,” Mark said, “and so is Austin. Not to mention—” Mark stopped. “Wait. What about the president?”

      “Oh, that guy,” Nelson said. “He’s fine. Taking a little nap a few houses down.” Nelson said.

      “Is he hurt?”

      “Well, you saw him. He’s been pretty much turned to mush since he arrived, no? I mean, I’ve never been a fan, but…”

      “Got it,” Mark said. “Like the other scientists we’ve come into contact with. But we need to bring him back up, right? We can’t just leave him—”

      Mark stopped as a loud buzzer sounded outside the window.

      “What’s that?” Jen asked.

      No one offered an answer, but the sound continued.

      “Let’s get out to the center and see if we can see where it’s coming from,” Mark said. “Think we’ve taken care of all of our Russian friends?”

      Nelson nodded and walked out the front door.
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      The field wasn’t completely empty.

      As Jen followed Mark, Nelson, and Reese to the open area, she saw a woman struggling toward them, supporting another man’s weight. She was hurt, but not badly injured. The man, however, was nearly unconscious, barely moving his feet as they neared the central space.

      “What’s that you’ve got there, doll?” Nelson called out as they approached. It was Saunders, holding an incapacitated Jeremiah Austin. Saunders was bleeding from at least two large wounds to her head and arm, and she was bruised around the neck. But Austin had clearly suffered far worse.

      “He’s alive, barely,” Saunders said. “Found this on him; otherwise unarmed.” She tossed a small cellphone-shaped device to Mark and dumped Austin’s body casually on the dirt in front of Nelson. Nelson poked him with his foot, looked him over, and shrugged.

      “Scrawny little twerp,” he said. “What took so long?”

      Saunders ignored him.

      “Any idea what that noise is?” she asked. “And where’s Statnik?”

      “We thought you could help us with the noise,” Nelson answered. “And, uh, he didn’t make it.”

      This was the first time Jen had even thought about anyone else besides her son and Mark. Her initial fear was replaced by a cold callousness. She gritted her teeth as the rest of the group stood in silence for a moment while Mark examined the small electronic device.

      He turned it over in his hands, trying to figure out how it worked. It was the same device Austin had waved behind the scientists ear, back in the lower levels when Mark had been contained. As simple as it was, Mark still couldn’t see any indication that it was working. The only feature on the object besides the box and antenna was a small, unassuming black button on the side. He pressed it a few times, but nothing happened.

      “That woman ran away from us as I was chasing Austin,” Saunders said, “but I have no idea where she ended up. Could be that she made it down to the lower levels and started that machine again.”

      As if on cue, the floor beneath them began shaking. It wasn’t as powerful as when they’d experienced it firsthand on the lower levels, but it was still noticeable and, this time, more unnerving.

      Jen looked at Mark. “We need to stop it.”

      The floor jolted, mildly at first, then more intensely. Reese almost lost his balance, as did Nelson.

      “How much longer do we have?” Saunders asked.

      “I’m not sure. Last time it started and lasted a solid twenty minutes before it stopped again. My guess is that this last rotation won’t need to be as long. It just needs to be deep enough to crack the surrounding plates, remember? But if we can turn it off…”

      “There’s no way you’re going down there, Jen,” Mark said. “We have to get off this rock and back to the surface.”

      Saunders shook her head. “Power’s down. That elevator is still out, and the only lights on the levels below us are emergency lights. Obviously another treat from that woman, since you would have to manually turn the lights off in a place like this.”

      “Give me a flashlight.”

      “Jen,” Mark argued, “stop. It’s over. We have to get out.”

      She whirled around, her eyes on fire, and looked at her husband. “How? How do you suggest we get out?” She turned to the remainder of the group, eyeing them one at a time. Her mind was racing, both ecstatic that her family was alive and terrified at their predicament. “There’s nowhere to go. We’re under five miles of water! Plus, you heard Austin from before. When the president got here, that submarine left. Remember? The gunshots, too?”

      “She’s right,” Saunders realized. “There was at least one explosion up there that I heard; probably a grenade. Whatever’s left of the second docking station after the sub left is permanently sealed behind pressurized doors. Even if we had a sub, we couldn’t get to it.”

      Nelson nodded slowly in disbelief. “So, we’re, uh, trapped here?”

      “We’ve been trapped here, Nelson,” Jen said. “This was Austin’s plan all along. He needed Mark to get through the communications barricade, but he couldn’t take the chance of letting any of us back out. Hell, even he wasn’t going to make it back out.”

      Mark hadn’t spoken yet, but finally he offered a suggestion. “We’re in it, then, Jen. This is the endgame. Are we going to sit back and let things happen, or are we going to use our last minutes trying to stop this thing, even if it’s in vain?”

      She nodded.

      “Wait.” The voice was hushed, almost a whisper, but it was firm. They searched for its owner, and found the man lying on the ground.

      “Take me with you. Or kill me. Don’t leave me here.” It was Jeremiah Austin, speaking in a steady, low voice. Blood pooled next to his face, a small amount dripping from his chin.

      Saunders walked over to him, but Jen stopped her. “Hold on,” she said. She looked down at Austin. “Why? What are you afraid of?”

      Austin’s face and body language conveyed nothing out of the ordinary. But Jen saw it in his eyes.

      He was terrified.

      Of what?

      “We’re all going down together, thanks to you,” she said to him. “Unless I can get the machine turned off.”

      He laughed, a mixture of gurgling noises and coughing. “No. No, you can’t. It’s been locked in, set. Sylvia started it, because I didn’t make it down to finish the job. But don’t leave me here to die like this. They—” he cut himself off before they could hear the rest of the sentence.

      His eyes met Jen’s, defiant. “Kill me.”

      Jen stared, thinking. “They. Who’s they, Austin?”

      Austin didn’t speak.

      “You mean the scientists, don’t you? The ones you created here. Your lab rats.”

      “They’re not—”

      “They are! You created monsters. They attacked Lindsay, and they attacked Dr. Pavan. And when you turned Carter into one, he attacked us too.”

      Austin frowned, surprised. “So Carter found the others? Interesting.”

      “Nope,” Nelson said, “Just him. But believe me, he was more than enough to handle.”

      Austin was visibly perplexed. He mumbled to himself. “How can that—never mind.” He looked back up at the group. “They only attack as a group, usually. Their motor skills are completely controlled by involuntary reactions to their environment. They’re essentially a physical host for a much lesser, much simpler species. When they find a foreigner, they don’t know how to respond.”

      “So they scratch people to death?” Nelson asked. “Come on, Jen, we need to get that machine shut down.” He turned to leave, but Jen stayed.

      “Should we take him with us?” she asked. “Without keeping an eye on him?”

      Saunders spoke up. “Where’s he going to go? Besides, you heard him. They’ll hopefully get to him first.”

      Jen saw the pleading in his eyes, hiding in plain sight behind the battered, torn face of a dying man. She remembered everything he had done. Everything he had put her through.

      “Let’s get that machine turned off.”
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      Geothermal conversion.

      Pressurized water-control systems.

      Ventilation.

      That was it, Jen thought, as her feet pulled her body along down the rows of descending stairs. As she plummeted into the depths of the research station, she wracked her brain for Dr. Storm’s lessons and her own research on geothermal power plants.

      How can you turn one off, she wondered, in a way that is impossible to turn back on?

      There was obviously more to it than just flipping a switch, she knew. And they didn’t have any firepower—at least enough to do any significant damage.

      And whatever she did to the machine, Sylvia, wherever she was, could undo it.

      Unless she sabotaged the ventilation system.

      The ventilation system, linked into the cooling apparatus of the machine, would be the core piece of the puzzle that would cause the machine’s operation to backfire on itself. If she could find the control shaft for it, she could create a temporary blockage that would overheat the drill’s engine.

      If she timed it well enough, Sylvia wouldn’t be able to get down to move the blockage.

      If she timed it really well, Sylvia would arrive on the level just in time to see her project’s magnum opus go up in smoke—and hopefully a Hollywood-worthy explosion.

      Two birds with one stone.

      But she would need a stone.

      She passed the sign marking Level Ten and thought again of how they’d had the wool pulled over their eyes this whole time.

      Nouvelle Terre. Level Ten: Rue Or.

      It was the perfect ruse. Hidden in plain sight, with enough of a quirk that it was decipherable.

      But Jen chided herself. She hadn’t been able to decipher it. Austin had worked on this massive project for decades, and no one had been able to uncover the scale or impact of what he was trying to accomplish.

      And now we’re within twenty minutes of seeing what it will do, Jen thought.

      She shuddered as she reached the threshold to Level Eleven: Rue Marron. Brown.

      Entering the level’s cramped quarters, she saw the behemoth in front of her. The shuddering had reduced to a low roar, but she clearly saw the machine slowly rotating at the center of the level. The pipes, tubes, and computerized levers moved in arbitrary directions, and the telltale steam rising from certain areas told Jen all she needed to know.

      Their project was working perfectly.

      She raced toward it, finding it harder and harder to run in a straight line. As she approached the outer buildings, her eyes scanned the names.

      Water Conservation and Control.

      E.435 M.

      Electrical.

      Damn, she thought. Nothing. And I can’t even guess as to what’s in half of them.

      She kept running, encircling the machine’s rotating body. She followed a pipeline that stretched from the ceiling to the wall, and then ran down into—

      There.

      She saw it at the edge of the level, just before the wall. A small unmarked building that was expelling an unnatural amount of steam into the air.

      The rest of the group was behind her, moving quickly to keep up. Mark was holding his damaged arm, careful to not upset the bullet wound any more than it already had been. Between Saunders and Nelson, he ran next to Reese. The boy was wide-eyed and scared, but otherwise an easy companion to the team.

      Through the steam, she could see a huge vented opening in the wall above and behind the building, shimmering and blurry. It was like a mirage in the desert. The pipe’s length stretch across the concrete ceiling, emptying into a larger round silo behind the building, where its contents were corralled and sent upward to someplace behind the vent. Jen guessed that this vent opening was just one of many, one that aided in dispersing the heat and steam created by the machine to the different levels of the complex.

      As Jen neared the vent at the level’s outskirts, she wracked her brain for the next steps. I need to block the vent access. But there’s no way I’m reaching that grate on the wall.

      Jen knew there had to be a more elegant solution.

      “What’s the plan?” Mark asked, sidling up next to her at the wall. He gazed up to the vent, instantly understanding the dilemma.

      “We need to reach the vent,” she said, “and somehow take off that grate. It’s riveted to the wall.”

      “And even if we get the grate off, how are we going to block the exhaust?”

      Jen didn’t have an answer for that. She hadn’t seen anything that wasn’t bolted down to the floor or built into the ground. There were no trash cans lying around, or street benches, and none of the usual trash and detritus found on a generic city block. They were in a research station—an elegantly-designed space intended to serve a specific purpose.

      “Let’s assume we find something to throw in there,” Mark said, continuing his line of questioning. “We still can’t get something that big up that high.”

      Still, she didn’t respond. There has to be something I’m missing, she thought.

      Crimping the pipeline wouldn’t work, since the only external pipe she could see leading to the vents was fifty feet above their heads, bolted to the ceiling.

      Suddenly, the machine rocked wildly. Jen stumbled, caught her balance, and reached out to grab Reese. He found his feet just as another jolt shook the room.

      “It’s getting close,” Saunders said. “Jen, what’s the holdup?”

      Jen followed the pipeline with her eyes one last time. “We can’t reach the vent, and we can’t reach the pipeline on the ceiling. Those are our best options, but we can’t afford to wait around and figure out how to get up there.” The floor shook beneath her. “So we need another plan. Hog, give me a boost.”

      Nelson looked surprised, but shrugged and followed as Jen ran toward the center of the level. The machine, now visibly shaking, was pouring thick layers of steam into the already humid air. Jen approached the side, near where the pipeline encircled the giant rotating device.

      “If I can disconnect the pipe from its source, the heat and exhaust will fill the room. It’ll take longer than we want, but it’ll do the trick. The level’s not large enough for the heat to dissipate in time. We’ll need to seal the door behind us, and then get to the main level.”

      Nelson didn’t argue. He placed his hands out, interlocking his fingers. Mark stepped up next to Jen. “Jen, you sure this will work?”

      “Have a better idea?”

      Jen stepped onto Nelson’s lift, and he shot her straight up as if she was no heavier than a child. “That’s good,” she said. Jen was now at eye-level with the circle of metal piping, and she reached to test the temperature of the steel.

      “This is it,” she said under her breath. She couldn’t get her hands close, as they were immediately repelled by the intense heat of the pipeline. Then, calling down to Nelson and the others, “the pipe is most likely a ceramic shell with copper and steel insulation,” she said. “It’s burning hot, so this will definitely work. Mark, can you find something to hit this with?”

      “I have a better idea,” Nelson said. Jen felt herself falling, then was caught abruptly as he gently lowered her to the ground. “Go ahead and step back, sweetie.”

      Jen just stared at him.

      “Seriously, Jen, this isn’t going to be pretty. How attached are you to keeping this machine in working order?”

      She just rolled her eyes.

      “That’s what I thought. I’ve been saving this baby since I picked it up off a dead Russian,” he said as he reached for a grenade he’d stashed in his pack. “It’s gonna to be messy, but it will definitely do the trick.” He waited a moment. “I’d, uh, recommend standing back if I were you,” he said.

      He hurled the grenade toward the machine. Jen wasn’t optimistic about the plan until she saw the accuracy of his throw. The small round object bounced through an opening in the machine’s side, directly below the connection to the main ventilation pipe.

      “Come on,” Mark said, grabbing her arm and pulling her away.

      She turned just as the grenade exploded. The initial blast wasn’t large enough to cause much damage, but she heard the popping of gaskets and pressurized piping. They ran for the nearest building, trying to put at least a little distance between themselves and the overheating power plant.

      Finally, Jen heard the noise she was waiting for. A loud pop sounded throughout the level, and she turned to watch the large pipeline sever itself from the main artery of the plant. It fell away, leaving a billowing gust of steam and smoke from the grenade’s blast. The pipe wriggled free of the machine, leaving it dangling precariously from the ceiling, still connected to the long channel of pipe that stretched from one end of the level to the center.

      But it was enough.

      Jen knew the damage had been done. Now, it was only a matter of time before the entire level filled with smoke and steam, generating too much heat for the power plant to function properly. She planned to speed up the process as well. Jen stopped. There was one more thing they could try.

      “Get to the stairs!” she yelled. Saunders, Nelson, and Reese were already running. Mark waited for her to take the lead and kept pace as they ran for the open metal doors marking the entrance to the level. “Mark, close those doors when we get through. We need to keep the heat and exhaust contained in this level. On Level Four, we can get to the power station and see if there’s a way to route as much energy as possible to this level.” It was a long shot, but it was all they had.

      Mark nodded, and as Jen ran over the threshold, he and Nelson swung the heavy doors closed.

      Would it be enough?

      Jen pushed the thought out of her mind. It didn’t matter anyway. We’re trapped here with a giant drill, waiting for either the entire base to collapse on us, or the machine to tap into the earth’s mantle.

      Either option spelled out the same fate.

      But overheating the plant would work, she knew. It just needed to work before the drill finished its final rotation.

      When she thought about the drill once more, she realized the shaking and rotations had subsided.

      It’s almost done.

      One more rotation and the drill would be complete. It seemed to be spread over three distinct timeframes, the first alerting the rest of the base, via the loud alarm system, that the first rotation was to begin soon. The second was the rotation that had just finished.

      The third would begin within minutes.

      It was only a matter of minutes before the drill punched its way through the bedrock, splitting the two adjacent shelves made up of the trench walls, and unleashing a fury of molten lava, earthquakes, and cataclysmic events upon the unsuspecting world.

      The thought pushed her exhausted legs harder and faster.

      Keep going.

      She willed herself to continue.

      Level Eight.

      Level Seven.

      The entrances to the levels flew past as the group made their way upward to Level Four.
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      Sylvia knew the clock was ticking. After reaching Austin’s office and finding the controls for the machine, she had unlocked his console and entered the bypass code for the station. As the only other functioning scientist besides Austin remaining at the station, Sylvia had been privy to much more sensitive information than Austin would have liked.

      Now, she knew he’d have been proud. When she’d first enlisted into Nouvelle Terre, the organization had branches around the world that were struggling to survive. They were mainly philosophical meeting groups; places where like-minded individuals could gather and discuss ideas. Gone were the days of government funding, massive research grants, and private interest. Gone was the original excitement and energy that existed within the Agartha Base project team. The organization had dwindled to outliers; a fraction of what it was in Austin’s and Storm’s early days.

      But Jeremiah Austin wanted more. He’d wanted to bring back the glory days of Nouvelle Terre, and with his connections in the United States government, he did it. He assumed control of the organization, funneled its resources into his own pocket, and orchestrated the takeover of the Agartha Base facilities. Jeremiah had explained its meaning to her once before, telling her it was named for a secret inner-earth city that could only be fully understood “when the anarchy of our world is replaced by synarchy.” Austin loved the symbolism, and now that the original Agartha team was out of the picture, he was free to carry out Nouvelle Terre’s work alone, five miles below the surface of the Atlantic Ocean. He’d brought her along as an assistant, but Sylvia knew she was there to be more of a plaything.

      She pressed the last key in a string of commands, and within fifteen seconds she felt the gentle shudder of the base coming to life. She shut down the computer and looked around the plant-filled office. Jeremiah was a strong leader, unwilling to make compromises. But like all men, he had his vices. Plants were one of them. A strange hobby, she thought, but it had kept him sane in the face of unbelievable stress. Also, like all men, he had a weak spot: taking advantage of the vulnerability of others.

      This had been his primary form of abuse toward her as well. Stringing her along on a never-ending emotional roller coaster, dangling the carrot of a long-term relationship, then finally dumping her after a passionate binge. He would then start the process over again, eventually resorting to more scientific pursuits.

      She shuddered as she thought again about the night in his office. This office. She gritted her teeth and left the room.

      After leaving Level Ten, Sylvia ran for the main level, trying to intercept the remaining members of the ragtag crew that had caused her so much grief. She never would have lured them here, but she knew the situation had played directly into Austin’s own perverted sense of desire. He didn’t just need Mark Adams for his knowledge of the company’s computer systems; he needed to see his family suffer.

      It was sickening, but Sylvia also knew it was necessary.

      The ends justify the means, he had once told her.

      It was true. A “New Earth”—a Nouvelle Terre—meant freedom from government, religion, politics, race, and all of the myriad forces suppressing the human race. The ironic part was, Sylvia knew, was that all of these things were created by humans. Only by starting over—by pressing the reset button—could they survive.

      Sylvia and Jeremiah wouldn’t be among them, but it was for the best. Through their martyrdom, they would ring in the New Earth for the few who would be. They had almost finished the largest project mankind had ever seen, and they would be hailed as heroes for the next thousand millennia.

      They were saviors.
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      “Jen, it’s too late!” Mark yelled. “The final rotation has already started!” He had sprinted ahead of the group, cradling his injured arm with his other. He had reached Level Four and shouted back down the stairs, just as Jen rounded the final half of the stairs leading up from Level Five.

      She didn’t need to hear the warning. As Mark turned to face her, she saw through the metal doors into Level Four. Beyond the housing district, a section of wall at the opposite side of the wide-open round level crumbled. Water quickly replaced the wall, tumbling in a growing wave toward the opening to Level Four where they stood.

      The movement was followed by a massive change in pressure. The wave fell over them, then quickly subdued into a gentler current. But the shock of the cold seawater was soon replaced by something else. Jen felt her ears pop, and her eyes closed instinctively. She screamed, and fell forward into a crouching position. Reese’s small hand found hers, and she could hear Nelson and Saunders recovering behind her.

      “What the bloody hell—” Nelson said. He helped Jen to her feet, and only then did Jen notice the new sound.

      It was the sound of rushing water, and when she looked up again, she saw it.

      Seawater poured through a hole in the side of the dome surrounding them. It had breached the outer shell of the station and the inner layer, and the water shot unimpeded through the hole, pressed forward to fill the empty space by countless atmospheres of pressure.

      The line of water sprayed in a straight line, only changing course due to gravity as it found the center of the level. The water felled hundreds of rows of corn, and obliterated two structures standing immediately in front of the hole.

      “Jen!” Mark yelled again. “Come on! It’s falling apart out there. We’re never going to make it to the power station!”

      But Jen couldn’t move. She watched as another hole burst in the side of the research station’s reinforced hull, the diamond-shaped frame held in place by a metal alloy and feet-thick plates of glass. The structure was truly beautiful, and she hadn’t yet taken the time to realize it. About twenty feet above the ground floor, above the catwalk through which they’d ran after disembarking the submarine, the thick concrete walls gave way to the diamond-shaped glass struts and reinforced beams. For the remainder of the dome, up to the apex where the gigantic lighting fixture hung, the darkness of the ocean peered through to her.

      The deep black of five miles of water fought in vain with the lighting structure, and Jen wondered what undiscovered forms of sea life awaited her out there.

      It will only be a matter of time, she thought. She looked up at Mark, still holding Reese’s hand, and shook her head.

      “No,” she whispered.

      “What?” Mark stepped down the first stair, coming toward her. “Jen, what’s up?”

      “No,” she said again, her voice stronger this time. “No, Mark. It’s—there’s no point.”

      “Mom?” Reese looked at her, squeezing her hand.

      “Listen. I’m sorry, Mark, but…”

      “Bollocks, Jen,” Nelson said. “What do you mean?”

      “Look around you!” She shouted. “What’s the point? There’s nothing left here. No submarine, hell—even the docking stations are destroyed. And this station! What’s left is either going to be crushed under five miles of ocean, or we’ll be smashed between these two plates and left to melt in the inferno.”

      “Jen!” Mark shouted again. “That’s enough!”

      Jen noticed her son’s eyes, startled, gazing upward. “No!” she said. “Stop lying to yourselves! There’s nothing for us here.” Then she spun around to face Nelson and Saunders. “And you two! What’s the plan? What are we going to do, now that we’ve shut down—maybe shut down—that machine downstairs? It’s clearly too late!”

      “Jen, I—”

      “Stop! Stop it, all of you! I’ve been strong long enough! I’ve been holding myself up as we’ve all been murdered, abandoned, and left for dead. But that’s it. Mark, Reese, come on. Let’s just go somewhere where we can be together, and—”

      “No.”

      This time the person arguing caused everyone to pause.

      “No. Mom, you stop. You came here for me, right? You came here to get me back, and you did. You stayed alive, even though that monster tried to kill you all, and you beat him. Now we need to get home together.”

      Another pop sounded, followed by another brief change in pressure. Water began trickling down the stairs they were standing on.

      “Reese, I—”

      “No, Mom. Listen. That submarine, out in the center of the field. It’s old, but it might be able to hold up under the pressure.”

      Jen’s mind raced. The submarine? In the field?

      She couldn’t imagine what Reese was talking about, but she looked in that direction. Past the houses, past the small white building, sat the large propane tank.

      What she had thought was the propane tank.

      She knew in a moment her son was correct. It wasn’t a propane tank—it was an old submarine. A research vessel, small but reliable. It had been stripped of anything recognizable, or it had been designed that way. There was no paint job, just brushed metal casing and nuts and bolts. It was a long shot, but it was all they had.

      “I saw it when they brought me in. That man seemed proud of it; he seemed proud of this place. I hate him. The woman was nicer.” He stopped for a moment, then looked up at his parents. “It might work though, you know. It’s worth a shot.”

      “Ha! That sub’s probably older than all of us,” Nelson said. “And besides, I’m not much of a brainiac, but that pressure all at once will crush that thing like a tin can.”

      “The pressure won’t hit all at once,” Mark said, starting to walk toward the sub. The others followed behind. “Besides—” he turned to Nelson and grinned. “At least you’ll be in the tin can. Imagine what it would do to you outside of it.”

      Nelson’s eyes rolled upward as he considered it. He nodded. “Well, lead the way, Adams. Let’s get inside our casket then.”

      “Easier said than done,” Saunders said as she reached the antique vessel. “This is a research vessel, not a military sub. It almost reminds me of NR-1, except much smaller, and much more simplified. The US Navy built it in the sixties and used it as a retrieval sub and for deepwater exploration. Had a crew of ten, but I’d bet we couldn’t get more than five in this one.”

      “You mean couldn’t get more than five comfortably,” Nelson said, clearly asking a question. Jen knew he was concerned about his height. She had to admit the vessel didn’t seem to be large enough for their entire group.

      “No,” Saunders said. “No one’s ‘comfortable’ in these things. I did some training in one not too long ago—a mid-sized version used by the Royal Navy for digging up cabling and pipelines—and there wasn’t even enough room to stand up in it.”

      Saunders approached the submarine and ran a hand down its side. “I’m not even sure it’s operable, and certainly not by me.” She ran around the front of the submarine to the other side.

      Another loud pop sounded and another burst of water shot through a weak point in the research station’s outer shell. The water had risen to Jen’s ankles, and she could feel a distinct current now as the water searched for lower ground. Soon the lower levels would be completely flooded and the water would begin to rise in the main level.

      “Plus, I don’t even know how to get this thing open.” Saunders was on the roof of the sub now, searching for a way to get inside.

      Nelson jumped up on the sub and kicked at a large metal box that was welded onto the center of the roof. He kicked again, and the thin metal was dislodged. “This was added after,” he said, kicking again. “Apparently it looked better than just leaving the original entrance open.”

      He kicked another time, and the box of sheet metal broke away completely. He tore the box from the top of the sub, revealing a rounded protrusion jutting upward about two feet. A wheel lay on top of the protrusion, and Nelson placed his hands on either side of it.

      “Give me a hand, Saunders. It’s rusted shut.”

      “Sure.” She jumped up next to Nelson to help. Together they turned the wheel a half-turn around and then stopped when they heard a loud click. “That should do it,” she said.

      Nelson pulled upward on the wheel, and the top of the tube opened. He looked down into the submarine and whistled.

      “Hope you’re not claustrophobic,” he said.

      Three more diamond-shaped retaining windows popped out and Jen could feel the water rising higher every second. It was at knee-level now, and she felt Reese’s hand grip hers a bit tighter.

      Nelson stepped into the ship, and Jen watched his buzzed head sink into the submarine’s interior. She nudged Reese forward and helped him scramble over the slippery side of the metal tube. Nelson’s head reappeared, and he extended a hand to the young boy.

      Satisfied, Jen stepped back and looked for Mark. He was standing to the side, his head cocked slightly sideways.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “The president. Nelson said he left him in one of the buildings around here, and I just can’t imagine leaving him behind.”

      “Mark, he’s… he’s not one of us. I mean, he was working with Jeremiah Austin the whole time.”

      “I know, but still…”

      Before Jen could object, Mark turned and started running toward the information center. It lay about two hundred yards from the center of the level, and was now beginning to flood from the rising water level.

      “Mark!”

      Mark ignored her and tried the handle on the small shack’s side door. It was unlocked, and he entered. Moments later, he emerged, the president leaning on him for support but still walking. They stumbled toward the submarine, and finally Jen gave in. She ran to meet the two men, and Mark gratefully split the load with her.

      Together they carried the president toward the submarine, where Saunders helped pull him over the side of the sub.

      A large section of reinforced frame burst, sending a high-pressure water jet mere feet from the back of the submarine.

      The president groaned. “Aus— Austin.”

      “He’s not here, Mr. President,” Jen responded, heaving his legs up and onto the sub’s roof. Saunders guided his body feet-first into the sub.

      He continued to groan and mutter Austin’s name, and Jen knew he’d been drugged.

      “What did they give him?” she asked.

      “Probably some hallucinative cocktail,” Mark said, “that will probably wear off soon enough. But he’s clearly in on this whole thing. You saw the way he was looking at Austin when he first got here.”

      “He recognized him?”

      “He didn’t just recognize him,” Mark said. “He seemed happy—proud, even—to see him. Austin expected every moment of his grand entrance, too. And it’s the president, Jen. It’s not like he just took his private sub down here. He had a personal escort from the Navy, and surely his peers back in Washington knew he was coming.

      “He had this thing planned out as well, just like Austin.”

      Jen’s blood ran cold. This was bigger than she could possibly have imagined.

      They took Reese to get to Mark.

      “Huh,” Mark said, frowning as he helped Saunders get the president’s upper body into the narrow shaft.

      “What is it?”

      Jen was soaked from her feet to her chest from wading and pushing against the current. She swore the water was starting to rise on this level, but she couldn’t tell for sure. The station was falling apart, groaning under the immense pressure of the sea, and she thought she could even feel a slight shaking and swaying motion.

      “Mark,” she said again, “what is it? We need to get inside—this place is about to fall apart.”

      “Yeah, I feel it too. It’s just this—” he placed his right finger along the president’s temple. “I felt it a second ago. He’s been implanted by Austin as well. One of those little transmitter things.”

      “Really?” Nelson’s voice called up from somewhere within the submarine. “So he’s one of Austin’s robots as well?”

      “Afraid so,” Mark said. “He said they’re basically just a one-way radio, capable of emitting a small electromagnetic force into the host’s brain. It’s undetectable and doesn’t cause any damage, but it lets Austin control basic instincts if he wants to.”

      “So you mean this guy could have been wearing one for awhile?”

      “Maybe. Or they could have knocked him and surgically implanted it only a few days ago, before their trip down here,” Mark said.

      “It doesn’t matter now,” Saunders said. “This bastard’s done his job. Austin used him, like he used all of us. Even if we get out of here, that machine’s finishing its final rotation now, and there’s nothing else Austin needs.”

      “Let’s just get him inside, and we’ll figure out what to do,” Mark said. He lifted Jen to the opening on top of the sub, his hands firmly gripping her sides. For a brief moment, Jen was taken away from it all; away from the horror of their situation, back to a simpler time when it was just her and Mark.

      He looked at her, his eyes finding hers. “You okay, babe?” he asked.

      Her lips flicked upward slightly, before she could stop it. “Yeah, I’m good. Let’s get inside.”

      Jen stepped over the open hatch and placed her foot on the top rung of the ladder. Nelson was directly below her and offered a hand as she descended.

      Mark was next, and the last person to enter the small space. Jen spun around, taking in the new setting. The sub was indeed small, though smaller than even Saunders had described. The ceiling was too low, and Jen had to crouch to prevent hitting her head.

      Toward the front was a cockpit of sorts. There was room for two people to sit and control the sub’s movement. She stood in the space directly behind that. The rear of the sub was also only about five feet from the hatch they’d climbed down, and was mostly filled with two large tanks, a few control boxes, and a small metal chair welded into the wall. The president had been placed on this chair, and he was slumped over, still groaning.

      “Wow,” Saunders said as they all crouched together in the middle section. “Definitely smaller than I would have preferred.”

      “You think?” Nelson asked. He started pushing his way through the center of the ship and ended up in one of the navigation seats at the front. “I’ll be up here if anyone needs me. Someone’s gotta figure out how to drive this thing.”

      Reese ran forward and sat in the chair next to Nelson. Nelson extended his hand to the boy and introduced himself. “Call me Hog,” he said. “And I guess I can call you ‘copilot?’”

      Saunders closed the hatch on the roof of the sub and spoke. “No one’s going to cry about leaving that other one behind, no?”

      Jen didn’t know who she was talking about at first.

      Sylvia.

      No one answered.

      Just then, a knocking noise reverberated through the walls of the sub.

      “She was running toward us, trying to fight the current,” Saunders said, “but I made the executive decision that this ship was already at full capacity.”

      Knock, knock, knock.

      Sylvia was beating on the side of the sub.

      “Let me in! Please!”

      Jen was shocked to hear a voice outside the sub—the woman’s. She didn’t dare speak, but instead turned to Mark.

      He shrugged, and the ground beneath their feet shook harder.

      “She thought it would be cute to start that machine again,” Nelson said. “Pretty sure this is exactly what she was trying to do. I say she stays out there until it’s over.”

      No one argued, even as the knocking continued. Jen looked up to the cockpit and caught Reese’s attention.

      “She was nice to me, but I think she was pretending the whole time,” he said.

      Knock.

      “Help me! Let me in!”

      The voice was softer, as if it understood already that it was condemned.

      Jen heard a loud creak as the station lilted sideways and came to rest. The sub was still shaking, and she heard two more pops from outside the sub.

      “Hold on to something,” Nelson said. Everyone grabbed at the nearest handle, pipe, or protrusion on the sub’s interior as a massive force hit them from the side.

      “It collapsed!” Saunders yelled. The water had overcome the station, the bubble no longer able to withstand the pressure with numerous holes in its frame. Outside, the sub was bombarded from all sides, and Mark, Saunders, and Jen fell to the floor.

      Jen reached out for something and felt a hand. She grabbed at it, gripping it with her life. Nuts and gaskets popped from their decades-long home and shot through the sub, narrowly missing its occupants’ heads, but the sub held fast.

      A dent appeared in the wall above Jen’s head, and she closed her eyes. She could hear the pressure condensing around the metal tube, putting years of engineering to the ultimate test.

      The barrage continued for another minute, causing two more dents to the sub, each larger than the first. Finally the noise stopped and a deathly silence filled the cabin.

      “Is that it?” Nelson asked. “You know, I almost expected worse.”

      “That was it,” Saunders said, “but that’s not a good thing.”

      “What do you mean?” Jen asked. “The submarine withstood the pressure. That’s what the question was, right?”

      “Part of it.” Saunders was busy flicking switches behind Nelson’s seat, but stopped for a moment. “I can’t get this thing to turn on.”

      “It doesn’t need to be on, right?” Mark asked. “I mean, we just need to rise. Can’t we just release the ballasts, or whatever it’s called?”

      Saunders nodded but didn’t respond. She continued flicking switches. A dim light appeared in the entrance hatch, but nothing else she did had any effect. “It’s got to be here—”

      She stopped after another few seconds. “There’s… there’s nothing…” She lowered herself to the floor. “No,” she whispered.

      “Saunders,” Nelson asked. “What is it?”

      “I tried everything,” she said. “I wasn’t trying to turn the thing on; I was just trying to get us to rise.”

      “And you can’t?” Mark asked. “Is it broken?”

      “No, that’s just it,” she said. “It’s fine. The ship’s responding well enough. It won’t navigate, or turn, but the tanks should be working fine. They’re registering control, but we’re not going anywhere.”

      “Why not?”

      She turned to Mark and Jen and looked up at them. “We’re not going anywhere because this thing’s bolted to the ground.”
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      They remained in the old submarine for over nine hours. Their bodies were each now stretched out as much as their quarters would allow them. Mark, Jen, and Reese all sat against one of the curving walls.

      No one spoke. Each had considered the finality of death, but none had voiced it.

      There was no food or water in the small space to keep them alive, but it would be the increasing level of CO2 in the air that would finally take their lives.

      Saunders was still sitting on the floor of the sub, defeated. Nelson stirred, having slept with his head against a metal frame. He rubbed at the back of his head and sat up, still trying to find a way out, a loophole. He started fumbling with the switches at the top of the control panel, turning each one on and waiting for a reaction.

      “There’s gotta be something—”

      “Nelson.” Saunders’ voice stopped him cold. “There’s not. I told you. Those are the external lights, and this one’s the internal switch.” She pointed at some of the switches hanging above her head in the cramped space of the research submarine. “The ballast tanks are responding fine, but nothing’s happening. We’re dead in the water.”

      “You got that right,” Nelson said. “So what do we do?”

      Jen had to give him credit. She’d given up long ago, and he was still fighting, still trying to find a way out. His stubbornness had gotten them this far, and she assumed he wouldn’t let up until the ocean finally found its way into the sub.

      No one answered him. For minutes, they all just sat, calmly silent. Jen wished she could pace around, but the tight quarters prevented anything but rocking gently back and forth in the claustrophobic space.

      “Turn the lights on,” Nelson said.

      “What?”

      “Turn on the lights, Saunders.”

      “Hog—come on, man,” she said. “I told you: we’ve got the single bulb in here. The others are burnt—”

      “No, the exterior lights. Turn on the panel lights; get that spot going.”

      Saunders didn’t respond, and Nelson didn’t wait. He rose from the chair and stepped toward her. “Which one is it?” he asked.

      He started flicking the switches, frantically searching the control panel. Saunders finally pointed toward one. “There,” she said. She dropped her hand but continued to watch Nelson.

      “Ah, right.” He flipped the small tab protruding from the circular button and immediately the small porthole at the front of the sub was illuminated in a yellow glow. Reese returned to the copilot chair and hunched forward on the seat, peering through the thick pane of glass at the distorted world beyond, Level Four, now filled with water.

      Nelson looked back at Saunders, then at Mark and Jen. “You said the president was escorted here, right?”

      Mark nodded.

      “Then they’re waiting for him. You know they wouldn’t just let him vanish.”

      Jen frowned. “Waiting? How? In another sub?”

      “At least another sub, right?” Nelson said. “You heard Austin. They brought him down here, watched the sub dock, then stood by as the president came aboard, the docking station exploded, and the research station collapsed.”

      Mark stood quickly, crouching and bending his neck to prevent his head from colliding with the ceiling. “No.” He said. “When the president docked, Austin killed the rest of his Secret Service and military team, remember? After that, wouldn’t he also have made sure their submarine was destroyed?”

      “Maybe,” Saunders said. “If Austin’s plan was for everyone, including the president, to die, then yes. But if he needed a leader in this ‘new world’ idea of his, it wouldn’t have been smart to get rid of that guy’s only ride home.”

      They all considered the options, and realized they only had one.

      “We have to wait it out either way,” Nelson said. “If the sub’s out there—or anyone’s out there, they might see our light once the debris clears and the currents settle again. That machine underneath us may have been stopped by the water pressure just in time, but the vibrations probably caused more than a few radio operators up there to pee their pants.”

      “If we can wait it out, the light will be plenty bright enough to alert them,” Saunders said, excited. She had regained her usual confidence and was now standing as well.

      Just then, Jen felt a slight rumble. “Was that the machine?” Panic set in as she realized the power plant may have in fact finished the final rotation, and the two trench walls around them were finally breached.

      “I don’t think so,” Saunders said. “It’s regular, more like an engine.”

      They were all standing now, with the exception of the president who remained hunched in his chair.

      “They’re coming! That has to be it!”

      Minutes passed, and Jen waited for another sound. Nothing.

      The ocean around seemed to grow quieter every second, until finally the loudest thing she’d ever heard resonated from directly behind her head.

      Whump.

      The noise was dull but powerful; immediately close and yet unrecognizable.

      Whump.

      Another sound, this time from the opposite side of the sub.

      “They’re pulling us off the concrete block!”
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      It had taken over four hours to spot the tiny submarine, but one of the radio crew finally found it. Someone on board had decided to turn on the exterior lights, shining a green-cast light outward and letting the advanced sighting technology on board the ship do its job.

      Immediately, a submarine crew was in the water. They were lifted off the deck of the ship, a borrowed research vessel christened The Emory Strait. A number of Royal Marines and US Navy seamen guided the submersible, fitted with extended arms and a pulley-crane operation, over the edge and watched it sink into the water.

      The two-man sub quickly descended, finally having a charted course directly below the ship. Sonar and communications systems, as well as the advanced targeting sights and construction arms of the sub, were quickly tested. Everything in working order, the sub continued its descent until it was lying just above the older, larger submarine mounted on the floor of the Atlantic.

      The arms reached out and placed both of its telescoping drill heads near the two large bolts holding the submarine to the concrete base. It began to drill from both sides at once, taking advantage of the massive pressure of the deep ocean. The bolt left the base of the concrete with a soft pop, its head sheared from its shaft, and the small research sub moved around to the other side of its target.

      It repeated the process two more times, shearing off three of the four bolts from the concrete. On the fourth bolt it stopped, placing one of its movable arms on top of the sub. It applied pressure, trying to prevent the almost-free sub from rising too quickly once the final bolt was severed.

      The second arm drilled again, this time moving more slowly on its own. The final bolt broke free and shot away from the two submarines, and the now-free vessel began to push upwards. The two-man sub guided the other with the two arms, both allowing it to rise through the deep water but using its own ballast systems—both the main and redundant system now working in tandem at twice the power—to keep the submarines from shooting upwards like a cork.

      The ascension process took all of two and –a half hours, each man in the sub taking careful note of the surrounding pressure, the status of the onboard systems, and the placement of the two arms on the neighboring sub’s back. They checked in regularly via radio, giving the surface team an accurate prediction of the surfacing time.

      When the two submarines popped out of the surface of the Atlantic Ocean, deck crews cheered and began hoisting the ship’s crane and pulley to the starboard side of the ship, where a diving crew had already swam up next to the old submarine. They hitched the crane’s lift supports and struts to the underside of the sub and signaled for the operator to begin moving the vessel from the ocean to the deck of the research ship. Within another half hour, the submarine was ready to be opened.

      Detective Craig Larson stood by, watching the entire process. He smiled with the cheering crewmen and women, and approached the submarine when it was finally on deck. A soldier nearby nodded, and he stepped forward. Two young Navy men, Rogers and Cabrera, he believed, began working on opening the top hatch of the sub. They succeeded, and Larson walked up the platform surrounding the small vessel.
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      They rose through the water for another few hours. Mark lost track of how long it had been, but he knew most of the group had long since fallen asleep. He stayed awake, watching Jen and Reese at the side of the sub.

      He couldn’t tell if they were rising, falling, or staying in place, but the sensation of movement was there. It was an odd feeling, moving around as a completely weightless object without a sense of actual direction. After another fifteen minutes passed, Mark felt another sensation: were they stopping?

      Saunders opened her eyes, followed soon after by Nelson.

      “We home yet?” he asked.

      Mark shrugged, but a popping sound resonated through the sub as the wheel at the top of the hatch began to open. In a moment Nelson was at the hatch, looking upward. He shielded his eyes as a blinding light pierced the dark interior.

      Sunlight.

      Mark had never felt so elated in his entire life. The light filled every space in the sub; no corner was left untouched. He felt its warmth wash over his face and arms, and he turned to look at Jen.

      “We’re home,” she mouthed, not making a sound. He nodded.

      A United States Navy soldier shouted down from the open hatch, and Nelson responded. He reached up to the ladder and lifted himself upward. Reese followed, Jen close behind, and Mark waited for Saunders to climb out.

      Mark walked to the exit of the sub and looked up. A Navy officer’s face greeted him.

      “I have something here I’ll need a hand with,” Mark said. He retreated toward the back of the sub and waited until he heard footsteps descending the ladder. The young soldier dropped to the metal floor and looked at Mark. His eyes grew wide and he instantly jumped for the ladder again.

      “I need some help over here!” he yelled. “I’ve got the president down here, alive,” he added.

      Within seconds, three more sailors had gathered around the hatch, and Mark moved around and began to lift the president from the chair. Before he walked toward the exit, he looked down and shook him gently, waiting for the man’s eyes to open. He had been fast asleep, still affected by the drugs.

      The president’s eyes met Mark’s and widened. Mark smiled, reached into his pocket, and retrieved the small device he’d pocketed earlier. He pressed the small button on the side and waved it near the president’s temple.

      “This is for my family, Mr. President.” Mark waved it again, and the president’s eyes glazed over. He felt for a pulse.

      Good.

      The first sailor had reached them and pulled the president away from Mark.

      “Rogers! Get down here and help me out!” He threw the president’s arm over his shoulder and turned to exit. “I’ve got one more civ down here, too. Give me a hand!”

      The man turned and nodded. Mark smiled at the young man. “He’s hurt, I think. Obviously shaken up, but I think there’s something more to it than that. He’s been acting strange since he got hit down there. Must have hit his head pretty badly.”

      The Navy soldier thanked him and lifted the president’s arms to the waiting hands of the crewman standing around the hatch. Mark followed him out and was immediately escorted to a waiting inflatable craft moored next to their sub.

      He was ushered next to Jen and Reese, and he sat down in the middle of the boat, facing Saunders and Nelson.

      Mark slid his arm around his wife’s shoulders, pulling her close. Reese moved to sit between Mark and Jen, and rested his head on his shoulder.

      “You okay?” he asked as she turned to him.

      She nodded, moved her hand to his face, and kissed him.
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      Harold Mathers sat motionless, watching the small television mounted on the wall.

      “Reports indicate some sort of brain damage caused by anaphylactic shock…”

      The newscaster was standing in front of a green-screened image of the White House front gate, reading from a prepared statement from his Chief of Staff’s office.

      “…Initial estimates predict that the damage will be limited to an area no larger than five hundred square miles in the mid-Atlantic, and recovery crews from FEMA have already been dispatched…”

      Mathers reached up to wipe a drop of saliva from his lip. He felt his chin. It was covered in whiskers.

      When was the last time I shaved?

      He felt the skin on his cheek flare up as his hand grazed a spot that he’d apparently nicked with his razor.

      “President Frank McKinney, recently returned from his trip abroad, has been working with the former First Lady Mathers on a worldwide press tour to explain and apologize for the unbelievable events of the past month…”

      His tongue rolled slightly out over his bottom lip. He focused his attention on pulling it back into his mouth. The drop of saliva grew, now rolling over his whiskered chin and resting on the divot on his lower lip.

      “Starting with Canada and England, the duo visited thirty-five countries in two months and presented to audiences of almost one billion people across television and radio networks. The speech has been translated to almost twenty languages, and outlines the terrible computer malfunctions that led to twelve ballistic missiles being simultaneously fired…”

      Mathers reached up again to wipe it away just as a woman’s voice giggled from behind him. He was immediately distracted and his tongue dropped slightly out of his mouth once more.

      “The efforts of Detective Craig Larson and his late partner Ken Dawson have led to the arrest of eighteen individuals believed to be involved in the Nouvelle Terre organization. Detective Dawson sadly perished in a house fire outside Washington…”

      The giggling continued, and he shifted his eyes to the left as the woman entered his field of vision.

      “Mr. Pres—Mr. Mathers,” she said, correcting herself, “how silly of you!” She reached to his lip and wiped away the growing blob of saliva with her sleeve. “You must be hungry. Come here, let’s get you to the cafeteria.”

      Mathers tried to look at her; tried to raise his voice to argue. His voice stuttered, a gravelly hollowed-out skeleton of his soothing baritone that had won him his presidency, and he gasped for air.

      His head lolled sideways, against his own will. Dammit. Stop and think.

      He drew a few short breaths, steadying his hands. They gripped the sides of his wheelchair tightly, trying to force his body to calm down.

      The nurse continued patronizing him, but he was no longer listening.

      Tell her you’re okay, man. He struggled to build the sentence in his mind, and even as he started to open his mouth to speak, he knew, like always, that it wouldn’t work.

      “For have to— neb… I ca—hold un…” What the hell was that? He wondered as he heard the disgusting voice—his own—string together another incoherent set of syllables.

      “Mr. Mathers, it’s okay. Let’s get you downstairs.” She reached down to his shoulder, her other hand finding the handle on the back of his wheelchair. She squeezed his shoulder to calm him and guided the wheelchair out of the white room.

      Another drop of drool appeared at the side of his mouth.
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